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“Because you aren't afraid to kiss the dirt (and consequently dare to climb the sky).”
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Something had to die for something else to live.

The hunter’s credo wasn’t something I’d thought much about until my life depended on the sacred game running through the forest. My entire life, food was something that appeared on grandpa’s table, but things had changed.

I deliberately hung back from the warriors joining me on the hunt and watched as they stepped beneath the forest canopy and vanished between the lush vines and twisted trunks. I had filled the quiver slung on my back with feathered arrows and I held the bow by my side. I was prepared, but I preferred a little space on my hunts. I waited a few beats for my companions to walk deeper into the woods and raised my chin toward the late autumn sky. The endless blue taunted me with memories of Asher and the days we’d spent by the lake dreaming of another life. I took a fast breath and turned away, marching into the forest and away from the brilliant sky that mocked me.

The thing I liked most about hunting had nothing to do with the chase or the kill. It was the need for absolute focus that satisfied me. When I moved through the trees into the shadows, my body felt tethered to the earth and every one of my senses sharpened. In those moments, my memories and my heart would be silenced by the intellectual demands—pure focus granting me freedom from the past and the future.

My grandfather once told me that, in order to know freedom, you first must feel it from the inside. In the quiet hours I’d spent in the forest near Kora’s village, I had begun to understand what he’d meant. For even though we’d had a victory, I couldn’t shake the feeling of oppression I’d come to know so well. At every opportunity, I deliberately sought the solitude of the woods, just so I could know freedom from the inside before we sought to find it outside.

Several weeks had passed since I’d defeated Emil’s army of guards and slavers with the help of Kora and Wyllow’s tribes. The villagers rejoiced in the freedom we’d claimed that day and had settled into a shaky calm while they waited for whatever came next. Each tribe and their elders squabbled over details of how we’d spark the impending revolution, thus slowing down our progress. I knew they would look to me to make the final decisions, and I wanted what was best for everyone involved. I still had to figure out what that would be.

The sounds of snapping branches and dull clanking captured my attention. I froze, pressing my body against the sharp bark of a maple tree and turning my ear toward the noise. I was deep in the woods now, the still air beneath the canopy carried the noise from where the ground sloped to an old road that unfolded in the distance. I knew the sound didn’t come from any deer or fox.

I shifted my eyes, shooting a look sideways when I heard footsteps plodding through the forest undergrowth toward me—until I saw Moria and Luke, two warriors from Wyllow’s tribe. Both men sported beards, but Luke kept his short and tight like the sandy-brown hair on his head. His blue eyes, devious smirk, and the toned muscles of a man of twenty-one must have made the women of his tribe swoon. Moria, on the other hand, probably made them nervous. Well over six-feet-tall and with at least a foot on Luke, Moria had long, brown hair that twisted in his beard—both braided and dyed with the blood of vanquished foes. Despite him being in his early thirties, worry lines had already begun to crease his forehead.

They approached without speaking, their eyes tight and their heads snapping left and right.

They stopped five feet from me, both giving me a stiff nod before peering through the trees. These warriors had been tattooed extensively, and identical ones on their necks caught my eye—three intersecting loops woven together into a triangular wreath. All the men in Wyllow’s tribe had been marked with symbols, each one representing an aspect of their beliefs. For some reason, I’d been drawn to the triquetra symbol Moria and Luke had on their necks. For Wyllow’s people, it symbolized the elements of earth, water, and sky. I hadn’t known her well enough to be familiar with her people’s belief system, but each day spent with her tribe made me less suspicious of her as a witch—the kind who spent time boiling toads and casting spells on enemies. Their version of witchcraft felt more akin to the Earth spirits than fiery cauldrons.

The unmistakable clatter of wooden wheels rolling over uneven road became clearer. Muffled voices beneath the clipping of hooves carried over the long road protected from the sun by the ancient trees. I could identify at least three carts. A convoy of that size comprised of tradesmen or nomads could have been expected on the road. Yet, something about the sardonic voices sent a chill up my spine.

Moria turned to me as other members of our hunting party emerged from the trees behind us and gathered behind us. His deep-set eyes held mine.

“Nomads?”

“Maybe. Let’s find out.”

We walked from the forest, descending through the tall grass so that the blades tickled our shins, the scent of wild barley filling the air. We paused before a dense row of juniper pines, from where we could get a better look at the road while using the trees for cover. As soon as I saw the horses rounding the corner, I knew instantly that the travelers were not gypsy nomads.

Whips cracked while guards dressed in their usual rusty attire and knee-high boots shouted and hissed at the horses pulling a rickety caged-wagon. I counted eight guards riding alongside the cart, cackling and spitting while the wagoner steered. A sharp breath caught in my chest, my teeth grinding as I saw their cargo—slaves huddled together in the moving cage like barnyard animals.

A cold sweat broke on my forehead. I stared, noting details as if I were looking at a painting. The slavers had shackled and scarred their products. The slaves’ clothes hung limp and shredded over thin frames, their skin covered with a thick layer of grime. I winced at the sight of them, illustrating an existence I had known all too well.

Luke and Moria shifted beside me, their knuckles white as they gripped their weapons. Luke whispered in my ear.

“What do you want to do?”

I thought he’d known what I wanted to do even before he asked. They’d all heard Wyllow’s stories, and they knew where these slavers had come from and what they intended to do with their cargo. I probably should have been more cautious, but the words came out before I could reconsider.

“We take them down.”

His blue eyes twinkled as he gave me a quick smile.

We scampered a little further down the slope and within a few yards of the road as the wagon slowed to negotiate a series of potholes and bundles of stone that the storms had washed down the escarpment. I gestured for three men to approach on foot while Moria, Luke, and I hid among the tall grass, silently nocking our bows.

My pulse quickened and my heart beat in my ears. As I waited for the others to take their positions, I knew the eagle soared above me—without even looking up.

After I gave them a quick nod, we each raised our bows and aimed, releasing the arrows just as our other three men crept up behind the guards. I saw three slavers go down, clutching the arrows lodged in their chests as the remaining guards drew weapons and faced our men.

I didn’t look at Luke or Moria when I spoke next. “Go!”

As they bolted down the slope, my fingers moved with deadly precision as I nocked another arrow and aimed, exhaling slowly while I concentrated on a target. But the men fighting in a tangled mess of swords and shields made it hard for me to hold on a specific target. I aimed at a guard about to strike one of my men before releasing the arrow, the sound cutting the air with deadly precision. The arrowhead pierced my target’s throat, dropping the man from a hundred yards away.

Our warriors had killed or captured the remaining slavers by the time I reached the road and ran to where they’d fought. Only one of them was still alive and pleading for his life.

The slaver appeared solid and rugged from a distance. But, as I drew closer, I saw his beard smeared with the blood oozing from his cheek while his lips foamed with pink bubbles. Moria stood over the man, a sword firmly grasped in his hands. The warrior raised his sword, and as he was about to chop off the guard’s head, I called out.

“Moria! Wait!”

Moria halted the blade of the sword mere inches from the man’s neck. He turned his dark eyes my way, saying nothing.

I walked over to Moria and took the sword from his hand as my gaze fell upon the man kneeling and sobbing at our feet.

“P-p-please. Have mercy.”

I wasn’t sure what had come over me. It was as if an endless black void swallowed me, and suddenly I was back in the slave prison. When I spoke, I didn’t even recognize my own voice.

“Like the mercy you’ve shown the people you enslave?”

He shook his head, his eyes darting from one warrior to another.

I plunged the blade into his heart, pushing it deeper while his eyes bulged, and he greeted death. They had been evil men and could not be trusted. Showing one of them mercy could result in dozens of children being put into shackles over the years, and that was not something I was going to let happen. It was only when I felt Luke’s palm land on my shoulder that I rushed back to the present.

“Rayna?”

I swung my gaze to him and frowned.

“He’s dead.” He took the sword from my hand.

I looked at the cart of prisoners. My men had already unlocked the cage door and started to break apart the shackles. One by one, the freed captives stretched their frail bodies, yellow-skinned faces looking around as their sallow eyes blinked wide from within sunken sockets. They seemed to be unconvinced of this turn of fate, fully expecting to be transferred from one owner to another. But, as I neared them, I could see smiles beginning to blossom on their weathered faces.

A young woman, not much older than I was, rushed toward me. Her eyes filled with tears as she grabbed my hands.

“Thank you.” She sobbed, her languid brown hair clinging to the sides of her cheeks as she pressed her lips against my hand. Gazing at me with a waning smile, she continued. “They were taking us to the Seattle ruins to be sold off as slaves. To the Crows.”

“The Crows?”

“Yes.”

The Crows.

I shivered despite the sweat rolling down my face. Yes, it had been Corvus in command, but the Crows had been complicit with his actions and they would need to pay for his atrocities. Lord Corvus had oppressed my people and then destroyed the only home the Hydrans had ever known. My last memory of our village in the Lowlands was watching it burn to the ground. I whirled around to Moria, Luke, and the other men.

“Hurry. Let’s get this wagon back to the village.”

And then it hit me. That one chance encounter on a typical morning hunt had changed everything. Like the eagle who had appeared in the sky above me and guided my fate, this too had not been random. I had just glimpsed a way to defeat Corvus and claim the Nest for our tribes. Now I would need to convince the others that this ridiculous plan of mine would work.
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The maze of streets and alleyways bustled with merchants carrying baskets and men bartering over them. The aroma of sweet bread filled the air while children skipped over the cobblestones, barefoot and laughing. For a moment, I almost convinced myself that I could stay there like a princess in one of those “happily-ever-after” stories my grandfather used to read to me. When an old woman carrying a jug of water knocked into me, I came back to the present and reminded myself of the work yet to be done, and the war that loomed on the western horizon.

It took me a little longer than I’d thought it would to find Baylock, Kora, and Wyllow. I snaked between groups of people repairing damaged fences and clearing away the debris still lingering after the battle. The village was not the Nest, but it had protected these people for generations. The cottages had been worn down over time, now sagging and used like thin shells left to shrivel under the sun until they fell to dust. The roads strained under the constant pounding of hooves and wheeled carts, many having never been cobbled or chipped in the style of the main thoroughfare.

I found Kora in the training fields instructing some teenagers. I hustled my way through groups of kids wielding wooden swords and shooting arrows at makeshift timber targets, stopping only when I reached Kora.

Her hair had grown a little since we’d escaped the slave prison, her fine flaxen strands smoothed over her head and catching the sun like a golden crown. Focused on her charges, she didn’t see me right away.

“Kora, I need to show you something. Now.”

“Well, hello to you, too, Miss Sunshine.” She nudged me aside and continued with her lesson.

“Kora, I said now. Please.”

She spun around and gave me a dry look. “What is it?”

“It’s important. We need to find Wyllow and Baylock.”

Her brows raised while her lips formed an oval. “I’m kinda in the middle of something here.” Taking a more serious look at my face, she turned around to face her students and spoke to them. “We’re done for today.”

“Where are the others?”

Kora looked around and then took a sip from her water flask. “I don’t know.”

“I do!” Wyllow’s energetic voice came from behind me. She slung an arm around my waist, pulling me close with a wink. “Hey, soul sister.”

Wyllow was the moment the rain stopped falling and the sun crested the horizon. All the colors of a rainbow.

I smiled at her and Kora. “C’mon, let’s go.”

We found Baylock as we walked toward the village entrance where the stolen slave cart had been parked. Healers had been treating the rescued prisoners for minor injuries, dehydration, and malnutrition—maladies I knew well from my time in such cages. The astringent scent of tea-tree oil made my nose wrinkle as women from both tribes fed the freed slaves with steaming bowls of soup. They sat around, basking under the warm sun while the autumn chill came from the west, leaves falling like the soft snow that was now gathering in the highest peaks of the Cascades.

Wyllow moved in and around the freed slaves, greeting them and introducing herself. She turned her amber eyes on me.

“This is noble.” She walked back toward me and Kora, and then frowned. “But why are you showing us these rescued folks? I got the impression there was something urgent you wanted to share.”

Kora crossed her arms and huffed. “Yeah, I was doing something pretty important myself, you know.”

Baylock rolled his eyes at Kora, squaring his jaw before shifting closer to me.

“What is it? Stop playing and just tell us what’s up.”

I turned to Baylock, admiring the freckles across his nose and the sparkle in his eyes. We exchanged a brief, intimate look before I swung my attention back to Kora and Wyllow with a nod.

“I have a plan. A way to return to my village and take the Crows down. I want to meet with the elders at once. Can you guys arrange it?”

Kora shook her head and sighed.

I put on my sweetest grin. “Please?”
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The sun had fallen below the horizon when me and my crew entered Saul’s cottage to meet with the elders. His servant had already stoked the evening’s fire since the nights were growing colder and longer. I inhaled, the burning pine fragrant and comforting as heat filled the cottage with hope. It reminded me of the countless evenings I’d spent drinking weak tea and listening to yet another of my grandfather’s tall tales. I’d heard every one of his stories a hundred times over, and I’d have done anything to hear just one more.

The elders were seated around Saul’s table and most of them looked at me with bleary, bloodshot eyes. I’m sure most would have been in their bed rolls already, had I not asked Kora to make this meeting happen. I glanced at Baylock, returning his encouraging nod before we approached the table. Saul’s dark eyes examined us, his greying whiskers unable to hide a smile when they stopped on Kora.

“Come, my wild cat.” Saul opened his arms to embrace Kora.

From over her shoulder, he looked at me. “I hear you have news.”

“I do. I’ve come to tell you of my plan.” I stepped closer, pausing at the table’s edge as everyone put down their tea cups and waited for my next words. “I want to disguise myself, along with a few good men, as slaves to be auctioned off to the Crows. I’ll also need two older men to pose as our slave traders.”

Nobody uttered a word. One of the elders coughed. I looked at Kora and she gave me one, quick nod.

“This way, we get inside the Nest, gather intelligence, and then bring it back to formulate our plan of attack. The Nest protects the Crows, where they’re most vulnerable, and that’s the place they’d least likely expect to find an enemy. If I can get inside, we can learn how many warriors they have, their weapons, even the most strategic spot to attack.”

I paused, allowing my idea to take root. Aurora, the woman still leading Wyllow’s tribe, looked at me with a rigid, blue-eyed stare. She examined my plan through the eyes of an experienced, hardened leader, and yet they remained soft around the edges. Her sharp features curved into a smile a moment later, and that was when I knew she liked my plan.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t say the same about Saul. His face had darkened, and he frowned back at me. Saul made eye contact with several other elders and I could tell that they thought the same thing he did—that it was insanity. Had I been an elder at that table, listening to the impulsive plan of a fiery young woman, I’m not sure I would have reacted any differently.

“With all my heart, I believe in this plan. I think it’s solid and a viable way into the Nest, but I want your input. We can’t do this unless we all believe it is our best chance at defeating the Crows and taking the Nest.”

At once, Aurora spoke up, her deep, throaty voice reverberating off the table’s hard surface.

“You have the mind of a great leader. This plan is excellent. I support it. It is low-risk and high-reward, although at a significant risk to you, which I assume you already realize.” She turned to Saul. “What do you say?”

His whiskers twitched while his thumbs stroked the handle of his cane, his gaze darting between Aurora and myself.

“I’m not as enthusiastic as Aurora about the plan,” he told me. “Getting in seems to be easy, but I’ve yet to hear how you plan to get out. You’re talking about becoming a slave. You of all people should understand what that means. What good is the information you gather if you can’t get it to us? And if our men posing as slavers can get in, why not have them bring in more of our warriors disguised as slaves?”

I winked at Aurora. “Wyllow seems to be invisible at times. And, I know of a secret tunnel that runs from my village to the Nest. We’ll be able to sneak out when we have what we need. Going in as slaves gives us the ability to observe the Nest without fear of being captured which would happen if we simply snuck in. And, the Crows will force the slavers to leave right after the auction. It could be weeks or even months before they hold another.”

“I say we attack them directly with full force.” Saul tapped his cane on the floor twice. “Throw everything we have at the enemy in one surprising ambush.”

Aurora shook her head and held both arms out, palms up. “Ha. They’ll see us coming from miles away. How is that an ambush? It would be a slaughter, all right. Our own.”

I stepped back as Aurora continued, now addressing not only Saul, but the other elders around the table.

“Rayna’s plan to gather intel is savvy and clever. Having knowledge will tilt the odds in our favor.”

“Odds? And what are the odds of Rayna surviving this strategy? Let’s not forget she is a Hydran. If she is discovered, she will certainly be killed—tortured first for information on why she’s there. And once they know our clans have been in league with her, what do you think they’ll do to us? The village is in shambles, and I’m not sure we could survive another onslaught.”

I looked at Saul. “We won’t get caught. I promise.”

Aurora’s mouth twisted, turning her glare on the others who had kept out of the discussion. Before she could speak, Kora stepped forward and interrupted.

“Bickering will not help us decide what to do. I think it’s best if we let the elders’ council sleep on the idea and revisit it tomorrow. Perhaps then a resolution can be agreed upon.”

I remembered the Kora I’d first encountered in the cell, that frightened girl without hope. That little girl had died in prison, and this powerful woman had risen from her corpse.

I swept my gaze back to the elders, back to Saul.

“Thank you for the opportunity to allow me to bring this to the elders. All of you, please consider my plan. Our best chance at winning the war is in not fighting each other.” I turned from them and grabbed my jacket, Baylock by my side.

When we emerged into the chilly night, my stomach turned. I looked up at the night sky, where the half-moon smiled down upon me with the stars decorating the black canvas surrounding it. I silently asked the celestial bodies to light my path ahead.

Baylock’s fingers knotted through mine, his breath pluming in the night. I tore my eyes from the sky and looked at him.

His full lips stretched into a smile.

“If you go, I’m coming with you. You know that, right?”

I squeezed his hand gently, before cupping his chin with my other palm.

“I do. But we’re going to need to shave your head and have you grow a beard so you won’t be recognized.”

He broke eye contact and gazed upon the stars.

“Whatever it takes. Because wherever you go, I will follow.”
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His spirit rode through the night, whispering promises and mysterious secrets. I couldn’t see him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there. Sometimes, I could almost touch him, certain he was more real than the tangible world around me. And, at other times, I thought I was going crazy.

I sat alone on the gentle slope of a cottage roof, watching the village festivities below, and his presence was undeniable. The strangest thing of all, though, was that lately his spirit had come to me with an unmistakable hunger that made my mouth dry and my face flush. Asher. On nights like tonight, I longed to have him sitting next to me, my head resting on his shoulder.

Laughter and music snapped me out of my thoughts while men and women from both tribes enjoyed each other’s company around the fire, a ceremonial celebration in preparation for war. Some of the folks raised mugs of ale, their faces flushed from heady beer and aromatic cigarettes. Other folks danced to the music. Skirts shimmied too high and blouses gapped too low, promising fulfilment of the lustful urges of the men watching.

Wyllow tapped my shoulder, startling me and turning my smile into a scowl as I watched her sit next to me.

“Damn. You scared the shit out of me.”

She gave me a cheeky grin and I mustered up the best one I could in return.

“Sorry.” Her eyes caught mine before they looked away, her fingers clasped together in her hands. “What’s up? Everything okay with you?”

I shrugged, looking again at the festivities below. Those not interested in the booze and dancing had begun a hearty exchange of goods between the now-friendly tribes while a few burly men had set up a ring to start an amicable boxing match, promising a day off from the fields to the winner.

I kept watching, not looking Wyllow in the eye.

“Well?”

I glanced at her, feeling the warmth in her brandy eyes and suddenly feeling at ease. If there was anyone I could talk to about Asher, it was Wyllow.

“Sometimes I feel him as if he’s still alive.”

“Your friend, Asher?”

I nodded.

“I’m probably crazy. I know he’s dead.”

She took my hand and squeezed. Her long, slender fingers wrapped around mine like a sweet embrace.

“You’re not crazy. There are many more realms than the one you see with your eyes. Those realms are just as real as the physical world. Here, we’re clueless. Where he is, he knows everything.” She laughed, nudging me with her shoulder. “A spiritual connection never severs, remember that.”

Her words circled my heart and warmed my soul. I didn’t know how she did what she did. All I knew was that she always found the right words.

“How do you know all that?”

“It’s a combination of a few things—my upbringing, observations. Mostly connecting with the earth and tuning in—and witchcraft.”

We exchanged a long look, no words necessary. I shifted my gaze back to the festivities.

“It’s so good to see both tribes in harmony. I wish it had been like that back home between the Crows and Hydrans. How much easier life would’ve been if folks had put aside their egos.” I chuckled and looked at her. “I need to get home and avenge my people, and help those who may have survived the massacre by Corvus. Is that such an impossible dream?”

“Nothing is impossible. Haven’t I already told you that? If the life you want exists in your dreams, then you can manifest it in your life. And you have a brilliant plan to get it started.”

I frowned.

“But Saul and Kora… they’re not so sure.”

She grinned, and her short ginger hair glimmered in the light of the fires along with the spark in her eyes.

“They’ll come around. Don’t doubt yourself. The universe believes in you.” She waved at the folks below. “And so do they.”

I looked back at the villagers, catching sight of Baylock standing near the boxing ring but staring up at me. He nodded, but even from the rooftop I noticed the hesitation in his eyes. I knew he was in love with me, and I knew what he so desperately needed. I could see his desire for me growing with each passing day, in every glance and gesture.

I nodded back at him, smiling as I stood and stretched. But I needed some time alone. I needed to connect with the spirit of the forest, ground my feet to the Earth Mother. And I needed to find a way to cast out the doubts about Baylock while purging Asher’s energy from my mind before I lost my mind.

I turned away from Wyllow.

“I’ll catch you later.”

With that, I climbed down to the ground and walked to the forest’s edge, away from the libations, fire, and fists.

My mental image of Asher dissolved as I strolled beneath the thick forest canopy. I walked like a shadow as I saw him again in my mind. I wanted him to be as real as he was in my thoughts. But the truth was that Baylock was in the here and now. Baylock’s arms would willingly hold me when I needed comforting, despite the fact that I longed for those arms to be Asher’s.
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Ipulled on the collar of my jacket, tucking my chin deeper into the stiff fabric when the cold wind swept down from the mountain. I waited on Kora’s doorstep for her to return. The secrets of the forest had remained just that. The exact details of my plan hadn’t suddenly been revealed beneath the trees, but I had gotten the solitude to think more about it and how I was going to pull it off. But I knew that before I decided absolutely to sneak into the Nest as a slave, I had to speak to Kora.

She walked along the cobbled path with a slight sway to her gait, a sweet melody drifting from her lips. As she made the turn toward her front door, she stopped abruptly and squinted through the dark.

“Rayna? Is that you?”

I stood up.

“Yeah. I’ve been waiting for you.”

She let loose with a soft hiccup before gliding toward me like an egret floating in the bay’s calm waters.

“Silly. You missed out on all the fun. You should’ve seen Baylock fight—he was like a machine in that boxing ring!” She laughed, stopping next to me. “I think he was hoping you’d be around to see him claim his day off.”

I scowled at her. “I didn’t come here to talk about Baylock. I want to know why you’re not sold on my plan to get into the Nest.”

Her lips trembled, her breath heavy with the smell of beer and dried jerky. I took a step back.

“I thought we were going to discuss this in the morning with the elders? When we’re all a bit more… alert.”

“You mean sober.”

“Yes,” she said. “Sober.”

I sighed. “We will meet with the elders tomorrow. But I need to speak with you first.”

“Alright. But can we go inside? You’ve killed my buzz and now I’m freezing.”

As soon as she closed the door behind us, she grabbed a hunk of firewood off the pile and turned on me—her eyes vivid and wide, her cheeks rosy.

“I agree with Saul. We have a powerful enough army to attack them straight-on. We’ve been training hard. Our best warriors have regained their strength and we took down Emil and his slavers. We can do it again.” She tossed firewood on the burning coals and rubbed her hands over the burgeoning flames. “Besides, I don’t like the idea of you being inside the Nest. It worries me.”

I smiled as I took a step up next to Kora and took her hands in mine.

“You don’t need to worry about me. I can look after myself.” I pulled my hands back and turned to the fire again to warm them. “The thing is, nobody here knows Corvus like I do. He’s smart and cunning, and as ruthless as the dead of winter. He⁠—"

She threw her arms in the air, cutting me off with an icy stare and a sharp tongue. “All the more reason for you not to go in undercover as a slave! I might not have met this Corvus, but I’ve met my fair share of cold-blooded human beings. I am not ignorant to the world.”

“Perhaps not, but none of you know what Corvus is capable of doing. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. And he’ll see an attack coming before we’ve even set foot in the Seattle ruins. The best way to take him down is to outsmart the man. Observe his strategy and return to our people with his secrets.”

She folded her arms and squared her jaw, her eyes flashing.

“I just don’t agree. We ought to stick together and attack head-on with brutal force.”

My teeth clenched, a fire smoldering in Kora’s hearth and in my stomach. I fought to keep my voice tempered. “And I thought I was the stubborn one.”

I turned for the door.

“Where are you going?”

I didn’t turn around, opening the door and pushing the words through tight lips as I stared out at the street. “Home. We’ll discuss it more in the morning.”

I slammed the door behind me, stalking from her cottage and joining the shadows in the street as I heard her door creak open. I thought I heard her call my name, but I couldn’t be sure and I didn’t stop or turn around. For some reason, I’d thought the people in the village who knew me best would support my plan.

I shoved my hands deep into my pockets, stepping over potholes and horse manure while the last drunken stragglers staggered home from the feast. The sound of laughter filled the alleys, reverberating on the night air with a false sense of freedom. These people deserved a better life, a home that was free of oppression and injustice. And if any of my villagers had survived Corvus’ brutality, I’d bring that opportunity to them, as well. But before that could happen, I’d need to convince the warriors I knew to let me infiltrate the enemy, which would give us our best chance at victory. I was not a military strategist, but I knew this would be the last thing the wretched Lord would expect.
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Alone candle flickered from the corner table of the room and cast ominous shadows against the wall. I entered as quietly as I could for fear of disturbing Baylock, although I was certain the ale would keep him asleep.

Following our victory over Emil, Saul had been gracious enough to offer us our own cottage, a temporary place to call home. The two-bedroom shack had a kitchen the size of an outhouse, but a reasonably sturdy roof and warm beds—that was enough for me. I kicked off my boots, tossing my jacket over a chair before sneaking through the living room toward the short hallway that led to my room. All I wanted to do was to lay down and forget about the world for a little while. Baylock, however, had apparently shrugged off his beer haze. I almost jumped through my skin when his voice came low and deep from behind me.

“Where ya been?”

I whirled around, searching the dim room for his face. I found him sitting on a chair in the darkest corner.

“Hey, didn’t see you there. Whatcha doing up so late?”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

I was in no mood for conversation after dealing with Kora, especially not an interrogation.

“That’s too bad.”

“Yeah.” I could smell the sweat on his brow and the ale on his breath. “We missed you at the feast tonight.”

I shrugged.

“I have more important things to do right now.”

He reached for me, brushing his fingers across my cheek while his eyes silently pleaded for my attention. “I want to help.”

I grabbed his hand and took a step back. I ran my hand over his, with its thick and calloused knuckles, and yet with his fingernails as smooth as glass. Then I let his hand slip through mine, forcing a smile.

“You are helping, and I appreciate it.” I backed away. “But I really need some sleep.”

I moved into the shadowed hallway and made for my room. His voice was soft but thick as he called after me. “I hate it when you speak to me like a stranger. I can never quite find you.”

I hesitated at my bedroom door, glancing his way. I couldn’t see his face in the darkness, and I was thankful for that. I felt my voice crack a bit as I spoke. “I’m right here.”

“Good night, Rayna.”

“Good night.”

I closed my bedroom door fast behind me, leaning against the old timber while trying to steady my thoughts. The tension between us was becoming something I knew I couldn’t keep avoiding. I wasn’t entirely sure if I felt the same about Baylock as he did about me. My heart still belonged to Asher, and I didn’t know how to change that. Baylock… lovely and sweet, loyal and brave. He possessed traits any girl would admire in a man. Was I hurting him by letting him get close to me? I didn’t want to face that question. Regardless of how I felt, now wasn’t the time to be pondering love.

My breath hitched as I heard Baylock’s heavy steps on the warped floorboards, pausing outside my bedroom door. I closed my eyes and waited, slowly exhaling when I heard him close the door to his room.

Damn you.

I scowled silently before dragging my feet to my bed and throwing myself onto the lumpy mattress. These were the times when I missed having a mother to ask about love and the things that normal girls my age experienced. As it was, I’d have to work this one out myself.

My thoughts again turned to the plan to sneak into the Nest, my mind unable to stop its incessant internal chatter. I knew that if my idea was to succeed, Kora and her people would need to be on board. I couldn’t risk a divide between the tribes—strength in numbers, as the old warriors had been fond of saying. I needed both tribes to stand with me against Corvus. I knew I could give in to Saul and lead the armies to the Nest in a head-on attack. Nobody would protest that strategy.

But it would also fail. I felt it in my gut.

I sighed as I climbed beneath the blankets, my head beginning to throb as I was suddenly overcome with fatigue. I curled myself into a tight ball while my breathing slowed, my eyelids heavy as I slipped into a deep sleep.

The lake waters rippled like black ink beneath a starless night sky. The wind whipped my face and tore through my body as I dug my feet into the grainy sand and pushed along the water’s edge. I didn’t know where I was going—I just knew I had to keep going.

I gasped as a crack of lightning split the sky over the lake. For a brief second, night became day, lighting the shores and revealing a figure up ahead. I frowned as I was plunged into darkness again, my heartbeat quickening. Although I couldn’t see a face, I just knew it was my grandfather.

“Grandpa!”

I started to run toward him, calling his name over and over. He faced me, his lips turning upward into a smile with the next flash of lightning.

“Come. There’s no storm over here.”

A roll of thunder seemed to rock the earth beneath my feet and the rain began to fall, smashing against my face. I bowed my head and gritted my teeth, determined to make it to my grandfather despite the elements working against me. His arm stretched forward, long bony fingers reaching for mine. With one mighty lunge, I clasped my hand around his and held on as tightly as possible.

The moment I felt him, I was home. The raging storm dissolved with his touch as he pulled me into the light and I stood facing his tender smile under the sun. The beat of my heart settled, and I was overcome with a feeling I’d rarely experienced—pure love and peace.

I threw my arms around him, closing my eyes and feeling his embrace before I held him at arm’s length and gazed into his eyes.

“I’ve missed you.”

“I’m always with you.” He took my hand. “Let’s walk. You know how fond I am of walking along the lake shore.”

I grinned as we set off, looking around for the first time. We walked along a lake, but not any lake I’d ever crawled.

“Where are we?”

His whiskers moved with his chuckle, and I wanted to twist my fingers in the strands hanging from his chin like I used to as a little girl.

“One of the great lakes. Lake Erie.”

Like Lake Union in Seattle, this one had its share of dilapidated buildings and ruins that stretched toward the clouds. But I’d seen no evidence of the living—this was just a gray landscape of concrete and charred timber.

“Lake Erie?”

He laughed again.

“You can travel anywhere in your dreams. Remember that. Venganza once called this place ‘Erehwon.’”

My face clouded, as the foreign names held no significance to me. My grandfather stopped walking and faced me. He raised a bent finger and pointed toward the horizon and beyond the glistening lake waters.

“What do you see out there?”

“Water.”

“Beyond the water.”

I looked again, scanning the lake until my eyes settled on the horizon. I frowned and glanced at him.

“The universe. All of it.”

His eyes lit up with a smile.

“Yes. That is why you were born to lead the revolution. You understand that you always have a choice. You can choose to focus on the external realities of your world and be subservient to them, or you can become the master of it all and create the future you desire.”

“But… I don’t know who to listen to.”

He pulled me close, stroking the back of my head while holding me against his chest. I squeezed my eyes shut, knowing the moment wouldn’t last and not wanting it to end. Then, his voice echoed in my head as he faded from my arms.

“Your destiny can only be found from within, my sweet child.”

“Don’t leave me!”

The words felt like sludge in my throat as I sat upright in my bed, my nightshirt stuck to my skin. I looked around, blinking and gulping air as the dream faded back into the night. Reality returned like the night’s chill, my grandfather’s absence becoming real yet again.

A lone tear steaked down my cheek as I fell back to the mattress. One more moment, that’s all I’d wanted. One more precious moment with him.
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When I awoke again, something inside me had shifted. The dream rushed into my consciousness, my mind showing me the horizon cutting into the lake while echoing my grandfather’s words. But more than that, a new sense of clarity had come over me, as if a veil had been lifted. For a single moment, I felt something which was greater than myself, my grandfather, and the impending war with Corvus. After the dream, I felt that no matter how the future unfolded, or how many mistakes I might make along the way, my journey would be endless and I would be in control of my own destiny.

I pulled on my boots and slid my shirt over my head in one motion before rushing into the living room where Baylock was sitting by the fire with a pot of tea. His ginger brows raised with his smile.

“Morning. I have tea for you.”

My gaze fell to the teapot and the curl of steam drifting from the spout. I didn’t have time for tea, but when I caught his eager expression, I couldn’t walk out without at least having a sip. I sat opposite him, smiling and reaching for the mug he had already poured for me.

“Thanks.” I took a sip, the hot liquid scalding my tongue as I pulled back with watery eyes. “I have something to share with the village. Can you help spread the word about a meeting?”

“Of course. I’ll leave now.”

He stood up and put on his jacket.

“I heard you scream out in your sleep last night.”

I nodded as he stood next to me, his fingertips grazing my temple.

“I wanted to hold you.”

Words eluded me, his honesty moving me in a way I couldn’t quite understand. I looked down into my mug where the scalding tea sent tendrils of steam into the air. Baylock waited.

“Let’s go.”

It took us about half an hour to walk to the village center, to where Saul, Aurora, and the rest of the elders sat surrounded by their advisors after sending word through the village of the meeting. I stood on a timber platform before them, watching their expressions change as I made eye contact with each one. Kora stood behind Saul, her hands resting on his narrow shoulders as she peered up at me while Wyllow and Baylock took their positions on either side of the platform. I was glad to have them close by as I waited for the bleary-eyed villagers to file into the square, grumbling about headaches and bloodshot eyes thanks to the flowing ale of the previous night.

Some of those in the crowd began to mutter as they entered the square, gazing at me with narrow eyes and sharing whispers with each other.

“What’s this all about?”

“Yeah! I have a woman in my bed to get back to!”

“You sure about that, Abe? I could’ve sworn I saw you leave the feast alone last night.”

A chorus of laughter reverberated through the square. Baylock hushed the crowd with a wave of his arms, and as all eyes turned to me, the people fell silent.

I stood up straight, took a deep breath, and began talking.

“I’m glad to hear you all enjoyed last night’s festivities, but this morning I bring you news of our future. As you know, your elders and I have been discussing our expedition to the Seattle ruins where we will take the Nest for ourselves. In order to do so, we must defeat Lord Corvus and end his oppressive reign over the Crows and my fellow Hydrans alike.” I paused, looking directly at Saul and Kora before I spoke again. “We’ve been debating the best strategy—until now. While I respect each elder and their council, nobody here knows Corvus and the Crow warriors like I do. The elders have agreed that my opinion carries the heaviest weight in this.”

A few groans came from the crowd, but nobody disputed the truth. I would need support from both tribes, but ultimately, the leaders would live or die based on the tactics I suggested.

“The only way we can defeat Corvus is for me to willingly enter the Nest as a slave so that I can learn their weaknesses and report back. We cannot win a war by attacking Corvus’ warriors head-on. They are too powerful and too many.”

Saul shook his head while Kora shot me a hard stare. I looked at the people, seeing Moria and Luke standing tall at the rear of the square, nodding along with my words. Those two men knew what we were up against, but I’d need to convince more than just them.

“You know how I feel about this.” Saul’s voice had bellowed above the chattering crowd, quieting them.

“I do. But I know that this is the only way we can defeat Corvus. We can’t win that war and we can’t stay here. If we try to meet him on the battlefield, that is where we’ll die.”

The murmurs returned, but they sounded different than they had before. With the morning sun and last night’s ale wearing off, many of the men favoring all-out war had begun to sober. They understood that, even though having me sneak into the Nest sounded ill-advised, it was their only real option.

Kora had been whispering into Saul’s ear.

“What say you, Saul? Are you with me?”

“As you said.” Saul stood, looking at Kora. “As she helped me to understand, we don’t have another choice. The slavers will return and therefore we must go somewhere. But if you get caught, we lose the advantage of surprise. If we attack Corvus right now, we still have it.”

“Only until his scouts see us on the road as we approach. You will not surprise him by marching an army to his gate.”

Saul looked to his advisors, the other elders, and then to Kora. He shrugged.

“Very well. We will join you. But, know that if you are caught and your plan is foiled, it will cost everyone here their lives.”

He was right and I knew it. But there was no other way. I’d seen what Corvus’ soldiers had done to my village and my people. I couldn’t imagine what he’d do to an invading army.

“And, if I succeed, I’ll save us all.”
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The women of Wyllow’s tribe believed the magical powers raised between the union of masculine and feminine energies could be drawn upon and used for a specific outcome. They had arrived at my cottage bearing scented candles, musk incense, and red wine. They’d then stripped me down and bathed me in floral concoctions, before smoothing oil over my body and drawing magical symbols across my back with their nails. While their beliefs were not mine, I honored their traditions and embraced the well-meaning ritual they performed on me.

They whispered in my ear about love and connection, and how the sacred act of love could be directed and fueled purposely—in this case, to secure a victory over Corvus. Then, they had left me swathed in a white cotton dress that hugged my breasts and flowed to my ankles, me holding a ceramic goblet filled with wine.

As I watched the women leave, I tried not to think about the way the garment moved against my body. The last time I had worn a dress had been at my grandfather’s funeral. That day was forever burned into my memory, and the dress evoked feelings I’d since tried to bury. Still, there was something nice about the feel of clean, soft fabric against my skin, and the more wine I sipped, the more accustomed I became to the dress.

I wandered over to stoke the fire in the living room’s hearth before dropping to my knees in front of the flames. The fire flushed warm against my cheeks and I began to feel heady. I wasn’t sure if it was the wine, the fire, or perhaps the scent left on my body from the cleansing ritual, but I saw Asher in those flames, and he filled every part of my mind.

I closed my eyes, consciously withdrawing from the real world and yielding to his energy. He felt masculine and beautiful, pure and ardent—but, most of all, it was his passion that I’d missed. In those sweet moments, I was his.

I didn’t hear Baylock when he arrived and came up behind me. When he spoke, his breath felt hot against my ear and his voice wavered.

“You smell beautiful.”

My eyes flew open, but I didn’t turn to look at him. He stroked the side of my cheek, running his fingers over my chin as he pressed his lips against my neck. My eyes were lost in the flames as I titled my head to the side while an exquisite tingle surged through my body.

“Rayna.”

He traced his fingers lower, parting the lace on my dress and finding my breasts as his mouth met mine. I responded by parting my lips and turning toward him, pushing my breasts into his palms and receiving the depth of his kiss while my body stirred.

I became aware of him pressing against my thigh at the same time his hand skimmed fast beneath my dress. For a moment, he was Asher. I parted my thighs and moaned as I circled my arms around his neck.

“Tell me you’re mine.”

I pulled away, leaping to my feet and heaving as I gazed down at him. He looked at me with big, round eyes. His lip quivered, and he quickly looked away.

“Asher?” he asked.

I bit my lip, feeling like an imposter in the stupid dress. Worse yet, I feared that my unspoken, emotional memories had hurt Baylock. He’d felt my connection with Asher even though he’d passed. I clutched at my open dress and shook my head.

“I’m sorry.”

“He’s not coming back. He left you.”

The wine, the fire in the hearth, and my own embarrassment surged through my veins. I lashed out at Baylock instead of facing my own reality.

“He didn’t leave. He died for me!”

His mouth twisted as he glared at me. “I’d die for you, too. Don’t you get it? I love you. And I’m alive.”

I said nothing as he looked away, stood up, and reached for my hand. I looked him square in the eyes as he wrapped his fingers around mine.

“I’m sorry for being pushy. I’ll wait for you. Your love is worth it.”

He dropped my hand and turned away, making for the door to his room. He hesitated on the threshold, looking up at the ceiling as if seeking help from the heavens.

“I’ll wait forever if I have to.”

After Baylock went into his room, I smashed the ceramic mug off the wall and tore into that dress until the floor had become littered with white fabric.
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The stiff fabric of the slave garb instantly irritated my skin, but I wasn’t about to complain. This time, the garments had been cleaned by the village women, offering me a far cry from the lice-infested clothing I’d been forced to wear during my imprisonment. I peered into the one mirror that hung crooked and tarnished in the cottage kitchen, blinking at the reflection staring back at me. My pale cheeks had hollowed below the dark circles rimming my eyes. My black hair—flowing, long, and thick to the middle of my back so long ago—had been cropped short again, and now framed my face. But it was my eyes that seemed the most foreign to me. I was a stranger to myself, cloaked within a body I didn’t know anymore, and I knew it wasn’t just the itchy slave garb that had me feeling this way.

A light knock at the door tore me away from my reflection, which brought a sense of relief. Sometimes overthinking exhausted me, and I’d been running myself down lately. I shot a grimace at the mirror before twisting in my boots and making for the door. When I flung it open, Wyllow and Kora stood before me, also dressed in slave clothing. I stepped back and shook my head.

Wyllow twirled around with a wide grin. “Hey, good to be back in these, huh?”

I turned my nose up at Wyllow’s sarcasm. At least I hoped it had been sarcasm. “Uh-uh. No, you guys. This ain’t happening.”

Kora raised her brows.

“Yeah, it is. We’re coming with you.” Kora pushed past me and into the living room. She looked down at the scraps of fabric and shards of ceramic from the night before. “What’s this?”

I scowled, turning after her. “Nothing.”

Kora glared at me with a look that said she knew it was very much something.

“Seriously, you and Wyllow will be needed to lead our armies into the battle if I can’t get out.”

Wyllow stepped over and around the mess on the floor. “There are warriors capable of leading the armies. We want to come with you into the Nest. We need to come with you.” She stood firm next to Kora, who spoke next.

“Yeah, we stick together. I told you I’d never leave you and I meant it.”

I looked at both women, with their jaws square and their hands saddling hips, determined glares in their eyes.

I shook my head, but it wasn’t because I wanted to refuse them. Without saying as much, they’d pledged their lives to me. I’d realized as soon as my plan had hatched that I might not make it out of the Nest alive. I’d get the intel back to the tribes and we’d defeat Corvus, but heading into the enemy’s lair meant a far greater risk of being found out than success. I was taking a gamble, and these women wanted to take it with me.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked, looking at Kora. “I know you were opposed to my plan.”

She took a deep breath and then nodded once. “I’m sure.” She turned to Wyllow, lowering her chin and muttering. “It’s like what she said… we stick together, and we take down that asshole Corvus together.”

I huffed. “Or we die together.”

Wyllow reached for my hand and then Kora’s, the three of us suddenly forming an unbroken circle.

“Either way, we’ll do it together.”
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Ifiddled about with securing the horses’ reins and double-checking the supplies we had loaded for our trek to the ruins of Seattle. Baylock, dressed in slave garb, worked silently beside me. His red locks flaming under the morning sun, his face hung low as he avoided making eye contact with me. I lingered by the horses and watched him for a moment. I had to make it right between us because we were about to spend days locked up in the caged cart together. He’d volunteered for the mission along with several others, and I couldn’t give Saul a good reason for why he shouldn’t come along, not without getting into personal matters that were nobody’s business but ours.

“Hey,” I said softly, catching his green eyes as he looked at me. “You look oddly cute in those.”

He lifted his chin, titling his head with a smile.

“What? These old things? I put them on for no special reason.”

“Oh, so you’re all dressed up with no place to go?”

His smile faded as he closed the gap between us and gazed down at me.

“I don’t need a place to go, as long as you’re there.”

I nodded. “That’s the plan.”

We exchanged a grin and, just like that, everything felt right between us.

“Nice to see you smile,” I said.

“You make me smile.” Baylock shook his head. “You drive me crazy, but damn you make me smile.”

I laughed as we walked over to the group of villagers milling around Kora, Wyllow, and the other men joining us as they said their goodbyes.

Eight of us had prepared for the mission. Two middle-aged men from Wyllow’s village would drive the wagon and be disguised as slavers. Kora, Wyllow, Baylock, and I—along with two other young men named Axel and Jye—would act as the slaves.

Corbin and Garth grabbed the reins. Both in their late 30s to early 40s, they wore beards and looked the part. Corbin kept his dark beard tight and smiled almost constantly. Garth, however, had piercing eyes that seemed unable to contain an underlying anxiety. Streaks of gray colored his beard and had begun to turn his hair from black to silver.

Axel and Jye had dressed up as slaves with us, but these young men seemed focused or scared, neither really saying anything to us at all.

Saul and Aurora stood among those wishing us safe journeys. Aurora gave me a curt nod that accompanied her aloof smile, the grave expression in her eyes revealing personal trepidation as she spoke to me. “We’ll see you back here with the intel. Be the leader you were born to be.”

I nodded and looked at Saul, the man who normally feasted on fancy words and clever euphemisms. Now, he simply rested his crooked, arthritic hand on my shoulder, his dark eyes penetrating mine.

“Godspeed.”

He pulled me close and held me tight for a moment. I smiled, pressing my cheek against his. The last time I’d heard that ancient phrase, it had come from the old man who’d helped us in the desert. It warmed my heart to hear it again, and I was certain it must be a sign of good luck.

“Thanks—for everything.”

I pulled away as Kora’s older sister Linn caught my gaze. She was hugging Kora, her wide-set eyes brimming with tears as she gave me a short nod. “I just got her back.”

“I know.”

Her teeth bit her bottom lip. “She’s a feisty, brave warrior and I couldn’t talk her out of it. She sees something in you. Something special.”

I stepped forward as Kora broke away from Linn’s grasp, taking her hands between mine.

“I promise to honor my friends. I will protect Kora. You have my word.”

Kora stepped between us. “I can take care of myself, thank you.” She stalked away, shrugging and muttering under breath.

I smiled as I watched her, knowing her tough words blanketed the fear brewing inside all of us at the moment. I had made a promise to Linn—and to myself—that I knew I couldn’t possibly keep. I knew it, and so did they.

Stepping to the side, I watched Baylock and the others say goodbye to family and friends. The men dressed as slavers opened the caged cart and we climbed inside, one at a time. One of the men closed the shackles around my wrists and, for a split second, I was that girl on the slaver cart on my way to the Nevada territory. So much had happened since then, and yet so much more needed to happen before I would rest. I didn’t know if Baylock, or Wyllow, or Kora, or any of the villagers would survive the impending war. But one thing I did know for sure was that I would avenge Asher’s death and declare retribution for all the injustices leveled upon my village. And now I would be going back to where my friends’ blood had darkened the soil, to where the ashes of my village remained under the tyranny of a single ruler. I would not rest until debts had been paid. In full.
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Isat on a large boulder under the night sky, the wind racing down the face of the Cascades and cutting through my jacket like shards of glass. We had been travelling for several days now. The horses had been pulling our cart along a worn road that wound through the Pacific Northwest. We were experiencing a spectacular landscape lush with the turning leaves of autumn and thunderous waterfalls. Now, we’d found some shelter for the night in the form of an abandoned home tucked away along the Columbia Gorge and hidden amongst tall pines and bigleaf maples. At this point, we were only a day’s journey from the Seattle ruins.

The stars were shrouded by the dark, ominous clouds, with only the moon glowing through the dense vapor. Doubt crept in like those dismal clouds above me as I contemplated my village and what had become of my fellow Hydrans. My heart hurt with wondering what to expect when we arrived the following day. And despite the encouragement my grandfather had given me in my dream, I was suddenly plagued with a sense of apprehension.

How could I make a difference in this world? Who was I?

I still couldn’t answer those questions. I wished for so many things to be different. And although I knew I had to find the strength within me if I was to defeat Corvus, I couldn’t help but have these fleeting moments of doubt.

“I will make a difference.”

Wyllow’s voice broke through my internal conflict as she walked to the boulder and climbed up beside me.

“Who are you talking to?”

“The clouds.”

Her teeth gleamed as she smiled. “Great stuff. Have they answered?”

I shrugged, dropping my eyes to my boots. “How am I supposed to know? I can hardly think straight these days. One minute, I’m sure I know things. And the next I have no clue if I’m making the right choice.”

Wyllow fell silent as she gazed heavenward.

“Resistance, that’s what that is.”

“Resistance?”

“Yeah, it's like this inbuilt mechanism designed to throw you off-track. It’s like swimming upstream instead of allowing the current to move you along. The harder you swim against the current, the harder it gets to see the path ahead. Conditions and people show up for a reason, like those slavers you ambushed.”

I frowned, but it made sense. If I hadn’t come across those slavers heading to the Seattle ruins, I’d still have been back in Kora’s village deliberating with the elders over the best way to attack Corvus.

“I guess it’s a matter of trusting what the universe presents to us. But how do we overcome the inbuilt resistance? How do we know when something is right?”

She grinned and threw an arm around me.

“By letting go and always listening to our inner voices. You will never lead yourself astray if you can do that.”

I leaned my head against her shoulder and smiled. She had confirmed what I’d already known. No room for doubt. Her thin fingers stroked the side of my face and she sighed.

“I’m excited to see your village.”

“I’m not sure how much of it is left.”

“Well, whatever happens, I can’t wait to start a new life.”

A new life.

Suddenly, my heart felt heavy as her words sank into my mind and the rain began to fall. She grabbed my hand, helping me off the boulder and pulling me back toward the house. As I followed, I couldn’t stop thinking about the new life I would have. The one without Asher.
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The tall pines and misty mountains passed by in a haze as the horses pulled the caged cart through the Washington territory and closer to the Seattle ruins. We stopped a few times for water and meager meals, but nobody spoke. It seemed as though the closer I came to my old life, the more my body rebelled. A tight knot had formed in my neck and I could barely turn my head to the left. My backside ached with every pothole and rut we hit on the old road.

By the time we went through the last pass, I could see Lake Union nestled in the valley like a shiny, flat jewel. I moved to the right side of the caged cart and stuck my face between the gaps in the rusty bars, gripping the steel so hard that my nails almost drew blood from my palms. As the road descended and I began to smell the lake, a deep sense of trepidation took hold. I teared up, telling myself it was because of the biting cold coming across the lake, but I knew it was more than that. I was coming home, and I could barely contain the mixed emotions swirling within me. I hoped my village would still be standing, but as the horses pulled our cart past the Hydran village square and toward the Nest, the reality of the situation became undeniable.

Most of the huts had been consumed by the blaze, their blackened remains now jutting upward in the weak afternoon sun like dark skeletons. Although it had been some time since Corvus put the flame to my home, the air still stank of charred wood. However, not every building had been burnt to the ground—though what I saw next made me wish they had.

Hydrans walked the empty streets dressed in tattered rags, their heads hanging low. Thin, emaciated children played among the twisted rubble on the lots they’d once called home, their little faces covered with thick black soot. I bit my bottom lip as we passed, my mind forbidding my mouth from speaking even though I wanted to scream at Corvus and the damn Crow soldiers.

Baylock gripped the bars with white knuckles, his breathing shallow and rapid. I swallowed hard, turning to him as he looked at me. He blinked slowly, shaking his head as he looked away and back at what remained of our home. It was all I could do to put my arm around him as the wagon passed the village and we took the road that ran alongside the fields.

Most of the crops looked withered and blackened. The once vibrant rows of corn had been reduced to scorched husks. The few Hydran men and women I saw worked the parched earth under the watch of Crow guards. The beasts of burden had been replaced by Hydrans, though, some of them to be seen on their hands and knees while tending the soil. If they’d used the aluminum to trade for meager rations before, I could only imagine how little the surviving Hydrans had now.

We kept silent as the wagon slowly passed those fields. Wyllow and Kora sat next to me, their unspoken support somehow seeming to alleviate the emotional turmoil I felt inside. How could Corvus have ordered the torching of the village? And now, what right did he have to treat these poor people as slaves?

We had just turned the last bend and were heading away from the fields when something caught my eye—no, someone. A tall man, gangly and hunched over, was turning soil with a spade. His chestnut hair fell over his face, stringy and wispy against his jutting jawline, which I could have sworn I recognized.

Asher?

My heart quickened as I strained to get a better look, the wagon turning away from the fields as we began the ascent to the Nest. I shook my head and told myself it was just wishful thinking. My mind was playing the dirtiest kind of trick on me, fooling me into believing the man I loved might still be alive. After all, I’d seen him die with my own eyes. Yet, as the man in the field stretched to his feet and faced the wagon, I couldn’t help but take one last look, hoping my heart wouldn’t break right then and there.

I dropped my eyes to my lap, biting back the tremble inside that threatened to betray my feelings.

Why?

I asked myself that question a hundred times.

Why did it hurt so much to lose one you’d just come to love?

I didn’t know the answer to that question then and I don’t know it now. Asher had always been a part of me, and I’d figured time would close the emotional wounds. But coming back to the village had opened those scars, forcing me to swallow the raw feelings and remind myself why I had returned in the first place. If anything could overshadow the dull ache in my heart, it was my hatred for the man who’d destroyed my village and my love.

I had managed to steel my heart by the time we reached the great wall encompassing the Nest. The wagon stopped at the gates where the metal merchants dressed in their usual garb of leather vests and grimy bandanas proceeded to discuss trade with Garth and Corbin. Two of the merchants approached the caged cart, their boots crunching in the gravel as they scrutinized us with greedy eyes. I could only guess that the human trade had replaced the aluminum one.

The rusted hinges on the big gates groaned as our wagon started forward again. I glanced at Baylock, giving him a short nod as the gates closed behind us. His fingers laced through mine and tightened. For better or worse, we were going up into the Nest and there was no turning back now.
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We’d stopped behind a two-story building in a dusty lot full of prison carts and wagons. Although the building had a fresh coat of white paint, it appeared ominous and hostile, casting shade over most of the lot. Except for the empty carts, we found ourselves alone for a few minutes while Garth and Corbin dismounted and disappeared inside the building to ask where and when the auction would take place.

I looked at the covered porch wrapping around the building’s entire perimeter. On one side, I caught a glimpse of a wide set of stairs descending into a manicured garden that was bustling with Crows. The women had umbrellas to protect their delicate skin from the sun and the men wore clean, pressed cotton shirts. They laughed, joked, and smoked—three luxuries reserved for the wealthy. These people had come to purchase other humans and I immediately hated them for it.

“Can we talk?”

Baylock had spoken to me without taking his eyes off the extravagant spectacle before us.

“Sure.”

The others in the cart looked at the two of us. They could see the way his eyes had narrowed and the way he was playing with his fingers. Still, they turned the other way and Kora struck up a conversation about trees, or butterflies, or some other thing Kora would find interesting.

“I don’t know when we’ll see each other again or what might happen.” Baylock ran a finger over my hand before taking my hand in his. “There’s stuff I need to know.”

He dropped his eyes and lifted my hand to his lips, placing a gentle kiss on the top of it.

“What?”

His bottom lip quivered slightly before his eyes met mine.

“I need to know how you really feel about me. I’m just an ordinary guy, unsure of who I really am or what I can become. And, most of the time, I’m not even sure of what I’m doing.”

He shrugged and brushed his lips against my palm. When he looked at me again, his eyes sparkled like broken glass.

“But you’ve made such a difference in my life already, and I can’t imagine a future without you. I don’t want to. I want to be with you always. I want to face whatever the future throws at us together. So, I need to ask you. No games. How do you really feel about me?”

I stuttered for a moment, Baylock’s words ringing true deep inside of me. I’d avoided his passion, pretending not to notice his affection for me. But now, he deserved to know exactly how I felt, considering we might never see each other again, or worse yet, not survive the war looming on the horizon. I was suddenly overcome with the truth. It wasn’t fair to lie or string him along. I leaned forward and kissed him quickly on the lips.

“I’m sorry for being so evasive. I don’t want to hurt you. I do love you. And that is the truth.”

“That’s all I need to know.” Baylock kissed me back and drew me into his arms. “That’s all I need to know.”

I closed my eyes as I pressed my cheek against his chest, and the ache in my heart eased up a little.
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Crow guards emerged from the white building with Corbin and Garth trailing behind them. Corvus’ men wore expressions like hardened steel as they marched to the rear of our cart and waited for Garth to unlock the bolt. My eyes met Garth’s as he deliberately stalled the process, his calloused fingers trembling slightly and his lips quivering. I could see his anxiety had flared up, so I lowered my chin and gave him a discreet wink. He looked at me with bloodshot eyes, and the cage door was flung open with a barrage of four-letter words ordering us to get out.

The guards grabbed our arms and yanked them, our shackles clanking and cutting into our wrists. I gritted my teeth and steeled myself for the oncoming days, and what it meant to be a slave. Again.

“C’mon, you worthless slaves!”

“Get out now, ya pieces of garbage!”

They led us around the side of the house to where the afternoon sun still blessed the lawn with golden hues. Crows mulled around, sipping on tall glasses filled with a bubbly liquid. The men wore trousers and white cotton shirts, clean and pressed. The women clasped their drinks with gloved hands, each wearing light dresses and clean sandals. I looked at them and couldn’t believe the extravagance. Most of the clanspeople I’d gotten to know, including Kora’s and Wyllow’s, rarely owned more than one shirt. The flaunting of clean clothing was not lost on me, and I could feel my blood pressure rising.

They dragged us up a flight of stairs as several of the men began examining us while we walked, some of them even taking notes. The men who’d been sent to purchase slaves were not the most influential or most powerful in the land. Those bastards wouldn’t be caught dead mixing with the common folk at a slave auction. The truly wealthy, those in Corvus’ elite, remained walled up in guarded courtyards.

I happened to glance across the open lot and look upon one of these courtyards, the top of the steps giving me an angle to look down into it. I saw people strolling the lawn, laughing and eating as if they weren’t aware humans were about to be sold—less than fifty feet from where they enjoyed an afternoon brunch.

We hadn’t had a slave market when I’d lived there. I could only imagine that, once the need for Crawlers had subsided, those who controlled the power in the Nest had needed another way to keep the Lowlanders busy and their hands clean.

Observing the men preparing to buy slaves and the women walking around with them reminded me that only the most powerful and influential Crows enjoyed a life of luxury. Despite their patched electrical grid and comfortable houses, most of the Crows had also been living under the oppressive reign of Lord Corvus—they just hadn’t had their village burned to the ground like the Hydrans had.

As the auctioneer began throttling words and waving his flabby arms, we stood along a white painted platform that wound the length of the veranda, waiting our turn to be sold. I stood behind Wyllow and gazed around the tiled area, seeing pots filled with lush green plants and colorful flowers surrounding dainty tables and wrought iron chairs. I imagined what the inside of that stately home might look like if this was how they had decorated the outside.

I didn’t have much time to ponder how good the people of the Nest had it because Baylock was sold almost as soon as the auction began. I only had time for a fast nod and quick smile as he glanced at me, his new owner already leading him away.

Wyllow’s master was a middle-aged man with a waistline that rimmed his stomach like an old tire. He wore a tattered brown suit with a piece of white cloth sticking out of his breast pocket. I thought it was the oddest thing I’d ever seen, and perhaps the most useless. But when he lifted his bloodshot eyes to me, I noticed they were not entirely unkind. He smiled and shrugged as if he was a cog in the system, just like the slaves. I forced myself to smile back, hoping he’d buy me, too. As the auctioneer stood behind me and announced the starting bid on me, however, a familiar face emerged from the back of the garden. I felt my cheeks flush and I immediately looked down, hiding my face as much as possible.

Aren.

I couldn’t believe Corvus’ lapdog had survived the battle and was now in the Nest purchasing slaves. I closed my eyes and I could still see Aren cutting off Asher’s hand, and it made my stomach turn.

As the auctioneer continued to take bids on me, Aren marched right toward me. I was taller and thinner now, my long hair gone and my face covered in grime. Would he remember me? And if he did, would he find it suspect that I was now being sold here? I couldn’t worry about it because it was out of my control. I would just do my best to avoid eye contact and take things as they came.

Dressed in soft black pants and a buttoned-up gray shirt, Aren walked around me. His silver moustache framed thin lips that split into a wide grin, his stare coming from beneath a pair of spectacles.

I tried to ignore the inspection and shuffled closer to the auctioneer as he motioned me front and center before the grand staircase and the bids continued to rise. I hadn’t spent much time in a slave market, so I didn’t know if I was being valued for my physique or for other, less honorable potential.

I could hardly avoid looking at Aren’s face. He stopped, his faded eyes round and magnified through his glasses as I kept my head down. I swallowed hard, taking a deep breath. He lifted my chin with his hands and looked at my face—well, he looked at my teeth, which I’d discover later were the reason that many slaves would turn into a loss for their owners. Tooth decay and disease being the most common ways slaves died.

“Had any pulled?”

I shook my head, and I made eye contact for only a split second, but it was long enough for me to be thankful for the forced changes to my appearance that I’d endured since leaving the prison city.

He nodded, Aren’s gaze sweeping over me, to my feet and back to my face as he ran a hand through his moustache and sighed. His bony fingers squeezed my upper arms and he made throaty sounds as if acknowledging my biceps. Then, he took a step back and put his hands on his hips. Aren raised his paddle. Through the entire process, he’d managed to pay attention to the auction and stay just ahead of the second-highest bidder.

“You appear strong and dependable. Do you have any skills?”

I shrugged. “Some.”

“Cooking? Can you stitch?”

“I can do both.” I couldn’t but I knew my best chance at gathering information was from inside Aren’s household.

He gave a curt nod. “Very well,” he said before waving his paddle at the auctioneer. “17.”

Another man raised his paddle. “18.”

Aren bowed and then looked right at the auctioneer. “25.”

“Going once… twice... Sold to Master Aren!”

I hadn’t seen where Kora, Wyllow, or any of the others had ended up because I’d been concentrating on keeping my identity hidden from Aren.

I looked over my shoulder to see my new master inspecting the next slave, going through the same routine he’d used on me.

His business-as-usual approach—or so I hoped.
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I’d lived my entire life in the Lowlands, the scrapyard being as close as I’d been to the Nest before following Shephard there. I’d glimpsed it for a moment, but now I was in it. Part of it.

The tree-lined streets had been kept clean and quaint, the homes well-maintained with blooming gardens. We rode through the autumn shade as Aren steered the wagon toward his home, a white manor sitting atop a hill. Even from a distance, I could tell that seven huts the size of the one I’d shared with my grandfather would have fit inside of Aren’s house.

Aren parked the wagon, led me up the steps, and opened the double front doors. I followed him into a large entryway, stopping in the threshold to look around. I had never seen anything quite like Aren’s home. The ceilings were high and lofty, and the polished timber running the length of the staircase gleamed smooth. His floors had been covered in soft-piled carpet.

I wanted to drop to my knees and run my fingers through the shaggy pile on the floor. I had never seen carpeting, but my grandfather had told me about the soft floor coverings of the old world. I hesitated as Aren continued through the entryway toward a long hallway stretching deeper into the house.

Before I could think about it more, I bent down and ran my hand through the carpeting, and for a second, I imagined how it must feel to live this way—taking carpet and stately homes with manicured gardens for granted.

“What are you doing?”

Aren’s question snapped me back to the present. I stood up and smiled stiffly, my fingers knotted together.

“I’ve never seen carpet before.”

Aren sighed and used two fingers on his right hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. “It was a gift from Lord Corvus. I hope you at least know how to clean carpet.”

“I’ll learn.”

“You will.” He snapped his fingers at me. “Tea. I want tea. Come, I’ll show you the kitchen.”

I nodded, following him across the polished, planked floor while our footsteps echoed through the halls. I looked from the carpet to the high, smooth walls, and then to the hanging portraits.

“C’mon, girl.”

I’d fallen behind while gawking. Aren lumbered over to an oversized couch in a rear-facing sun room.

“Kitchen. Tea is on the counter. Kettle is on the stove.”

Thankfully, I knew how to make tea—although it took me some time to figure out how to use a stove. Most of my cooking had been done over a fire. When it was done, I brought him his tea.

The sun room had glass walls and overlooked a sprawling yard, complete with sculptures of nude women and men in various poses. As I placed the cup and saucer before him, I caught him smiling at me. He had the look of a mother standing behind a child about to attempt its first steps.

“Sit down.”

I sat awkwardly, trying not to gaze at the yard and the statues drawing my attention. I faced him when he spoke again.

“Where are you from?”

“Oregon.”

“Ah, yes. I am fond of the Columbia Gorge. Did you live near that area?”

I nodded quickly, looking into my lap. My heart raced at the standard questions one might ask a stranger. Did he really not recognize me? And if he didn’t, would I be able to remember all the lies I was about to tell?

“Your family. Where are they?”

“Dead.”

Aren continued as if he’d expected that reply. “How’d you end up in the hands of the slavers?”

I took a breath, feeling a bead of sweat running down the middle of my back. My mouth felt dry and my tongue clumsy.

“I was taken. From the forest.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he stared at me. “That’s too bad. What’s your name?”

Abandoning caution, I looked him square in the eyes, my jaw tightening as, in my mind, I saw again what this man had done to Asher.

“Ash.”

“Like the tree? That is an odd name.”

“No. Like what’s left after a devastating fire.”

His eyes sparkled, and for a split second I worried that I’d said too much. But he slapped his palms together before standing.

“Very well, Ash. The sun is dropping and it’s getting late. Follow me to your quarters.”

He led me from the glassed room and through a hall that stretched along the back of the house. Dimly lit and with dirty walls, the hall we walked along had a bare and unpolished wooden floor. At the end of the corridor, Aren ushered me into a small room. I stepped inside, smelling mold and must and noticing the gaps in the walls and between the floorboards, where the air came through in drafts. One window with a tattered brown curtain on the inside and steel bars on the outside looked directly into the branches of a tree. A single bed sat in the corner, the mattress not much bigger than my prison cot.

Aren didn’t enter the room. He hovered on the threshold, looking down at me and sighing.

“This is your room and there is a nightshirt hanging on the back of the door. But you will only be here long enough to sleep. The manor has been neglected lately and I think your superior physique will help me restore it to its former glory.”

“Yes, sir.”

He smiled as he shut the door. I heard the lock engage from the outside.

My grandfather and I would have killed for a room this nice. But, had we all seen how some of the Crows lived, the rebellion would have begun much sooner.
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Asher’s bare chest felt smooth and warm under my cheek, the beat of his heart fused with mine in perfect syncopation. Our bodies glistened with sweat and smelled like the sweet remnants of our love as we sprawled like big cats on the largest bed I’d ever seen. I smiled, closing my eyes while his fingers ran through my hair and his breath caressed my forehead. I felt tired but content, aching in places I hadn’t ached before. But it hurt so good, and I knew I wanted more.

What had taken place would have been considered improper. It felt rough, fueled by months of longing, but I didn’t want the euphoric buzz to end. When his lips sought mine again, I climbed upon him until we lay exhausted and satisfied, living in a world that belonged only to us. And I never wanted to leave.

He stroked a thumb under my chin, tilting my face toward his. Asher’s blue eyes shone like the sky at dusk.

“Did you leave me?”

I frowned, shaking my head.

“Are you sure? I can’t see you.”

“I’m here, with you.”

He wrinkled his forehead. “No, you’re not here. You’re never here.”

I sat up, opening my mouth to tell him what he needed to hear, but the words hitched in my throat as his face began to twist and contort before me. My eyes widened, my heart thudding in my chest as his mouth gaped black and wide.

I screamed and called out his name. I wanted to move, to help him, but my body became heavy. I felt stuck to the mattress with an unseen, magnetic force. My breath stopped while my heart threatened to break from my ribcage.

Then, Asher lifted his head slowly and gazed at me with different eyes, his face morphing into another. Lord Corvus.

The man’s silver hair plastered a liver-spotted scalp, his icy blue eyes freezing mine. I shivered, and my lips trembled as I tried to push away from the man who had been Asher only a few moments before.

He laughed, loud and wet, wagging a long, bony finger at me.

“What do you want?”

“I want everything.” Corvus raised his arm, opened his hand, and an object appeared in his grasp.

I blinked, trying to identify the thing he held. The object was about three feet long, black, one end coiled like a dangerous snake. A tool? A weapon? It could have been either or both.

“What is it?”

He smiled, showing me his yellow teeth. “It’s the Highlands Stave.”

“The Highlands Stave? What is that?”

When he spoke next, his voice was Asher’s.

“Rayna! Find the Stave before Corvus. Don’t let him get it!”

“Asher?”

My head began to spin, my mouth dry. Asher’s voice came through Corvus’ mouth. Was it really my friend, or yet another trick?

The room blackened and filled with the wails of the fallen Hydrans. I sobbed as their cries filled my ears.

“You’ve killed them. Destroyed my village.”

“Not all of them.” Corvus’ voice had returned. “The Stave is all-powerful and will enable me to rule beyond the Lowlands.”

“But you already do.”

“No, my dear. Not yet. With the Stave, I will rule all while destroying the last of the rebels so that there will never be another uprising. I’ll crush the criminals and enemies of the state. Like you.”

Corvus raised the Stave, his crooked fingers wound around the white handle, his lips curled into a smile. He laughed, the sound of it like brittle paper.

I screamed.

I sat upright in bed, gasping for air while my heart thudded against my ribcage. I struggled to wake up fully as the image of the Stave burned into my mind’s eye.

That was when I heard another laugh in my small room.
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Aren’s face wavered in the dim morning light. His lips curved slightly at the corners as he unfolded a long, slow grin.

How long has he been standing there?

But it was his house and I was his slave. I guessed common decency didn’t matter if you were someone else’s property.

He cocked his head to the side, his spectacles shifting slightly as he gazed at me. My stomach turned and I shuddered under his unsettling stare.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

I pulled at the flimsy blankets, clutching the fabric under my chin as I muttered. “You didn’t. Bad dream.”

He took a step closer, his jaw slackening as his eyes wandered to my knuckles clenching the blanket.

“Bad dreams, troubled mind.” He broke into rollicking laughter before turning on his heels and calling out over his shoulder. “Get up and get into gear. You’ve got work to do, girl.”

As I followed Aren through the house, Asher’s image came to me from the dream. The familiar ache in my heart returned with a vengeance, and I walked in some space between that dream and the real world until Aren led me into a large room that smelled like pine oil. He spun around to face me, waving his arms toward the long dining table in the middle of the room.

“I am to have guests for a luncheon. You will be our server.”

I looked at the dark, unblemished surface of the antique table. The morning sun streamed through the windows, bouncing off the polished wood. I was afraid to even touch it. I swung my gaze back to Aren as he cleared his throat.

“Question?”

I shrugged. “No. The table is so shiny.”

“And you shall keep it that way. You will find all you need in the cupboards and sideboards in the far corner, including a lace tablecloth—to protect the shine.”

I nodded as his heels clipped together with a sharp turn. “Get to work.”

A short time later, a team of servants showed up to prepare and cook for Aren’s luncheon. I was relieved. I knew nothing about preparing meals for the wealthy Crows, perched around the table as if they felt entitled to all the world had to offer.

I could taste blood on my tongue as I bit my lip, serving cucumber sandwiches and roasted pheasant. I set out a tray of candied olives, hoping the guests would choke on them. But then I reminded myself of my mission, my entire reason for being there. Any information I could gather would help take down the Nest and defeat Corvus.

Two men engaged in a lively banter with Aren, so I lingered near them, taking my time in clearing plates and crumbs from the tablecloth.

“Lord Corvus cares about only one thing right now.”

“Absolute power corrupts absolutely, as the old books say.”

Aren chewed on a sandwich, his eyes moving from one man to the other as the rest of his guests discussed floral dress patterns, duck migrations, and other worthless concerns of the elite.

“Many have died crawling for the Stave. I’m starting to believe that the thing doesn’t exist.”

A low muttering of agreement came from others who, like me, had been eavesdropping on the conversation about Lord Corvus.

“They’re not sending trained Crawlers into the water. At this rate, we’ll need to import slaves on a monthly basis to work in the fields and crawl Union. Not many Hydrans are left, especially since Corvus put down the insurgency.”

I looked down, noticing that I’d been squeezing the handle of a carving knife so tightly that my knuckles had turned white. I dropped it to the table where it struck a plate, clanking and halting the conversation.

“Everything fine?” Aren asked me.

No, you son of a bitch. Everything is not fine.

“Yes, sir. Just a bit clumsy is all.”

Aren shot me a look and, even without words, I knew he wouldn’t tolerate another mistake like that. If I wanted to get close to these people and discover a weakness to exploit in the war, I’d need to be smart about it. Keep my anger in check.

Aren stood hastily, dropping his napkin to the table and emptying his glass before addressing his guests.

The men who had been talking to Aren stood up and pushed their chairs in beneath the table. They signaled to their servants, who had been waiting by the entranceway to the dining room. One of them leaned over and whispered to Aren.

“We need to speak to Corvus.”

“Patience. One does not simply demand an audience with the Lord. And certainly not for a conversation of this nature. I can get you in to see him, but we should discuss the matter first.”

Aren smiled at both men, but it was one of intimidation, not joy. And I noticed how Aren kept his voice low, maybe sparing the men the embarrassment of a public rebuke. I could tell from this single interaction just how powerful Aren had become—how he must have worked the politics of the Nest to his favor.

“Clean up after the guests and chop the wood stacked on the north side of the property.”

I had been hoping I’d get to go to the Needle if, in fact, Aren was escorting the men to see Corvus in his home. But that wouldn’t happen today.

“Yes, sir.”

The women remained, their painted lips and thick lashes set upon porcelain skin. They giggled as I cleared the plates, calling me “chattel” in throaty whispers with the intention of being overheard.

I put my head down and stacked the plates as I’d been told. My time would come as long as I didn’t let my frustration explode, which I was not about to do over a gaggle of clucking hens.


18
[image: ]



Chores weren’t new to me. I’d been cleaning my entire life, but I’d never had to clean up after a Crow in his own home. I kept reminding myself that I’d willingly asked for this position, that I would do whatever it took to bring down Corvus from the inside. And yet, my stomach had balled into a knot since I’d woken that morning.

Between dish scrubbings, I’d rifled through Aren’s desk, taken the stairs down to a musty basement filled with cardboard boxes to explore, and flipped through several books on his nightstand. Nothing. I had spent the afternoon down there and still had a lot of house to cover. I was sure he’d be returning home soon.

I stuck close to the walls as I snuck down a long hallway, opening a door to a room I’d yet to explore. I wasn’t sure why I tiptoed around the home, as the cooks and guests had long since left and I knew I was alone, but I did. I shrugged to myself as I pushed on the heavy door to this particular room, faltering when I saw rows of shelves along the walls brimming with books. I gasped, having never seen so many books in one place. And as I walked into the room, I realized I had never seen books in such excellent condition, either. I stopped to take in the energy, hoping I might suddenly be struck with a revelation or inspired by a war strategy I could take back to our clans. The amount of stored wisdom on these shelves had to contain something we could use.

Surely, they would?

I ran my fingers along the spines of the books, feeling the smooth leather and inhaling the scent of aged paper. I scanned the titles for anything that seemed remotely connected to the Highlands Stave. With my dream still fresh in my mind, I’d felt an urgency surrounding my mission—as if time was running out. Based on what I’d overheard at Aren’s dining table, I knew I needed to find out more about the Stave and the powers it possessed before more Hydrans died trying to find it for Corvus.

The words seemed to mesmerize me as I looked through books, my vision filling with specks of dust particles floating under light streaming through the windows. A million different things went through my mind, none of which I could fully grasp. Asher, Baylock, the Stave, Corvus—but, most of all, the desperate cries of dying villagers that continued to haunt me.

I blinked, snapping myself back to the present when I heard a noise coming from the rear of the house.

Shit. Aren’s home.

My heartbeat spiked as I spun around, scrambling out of Aren’s library before he could catch me snooping. I reached the hall and sighed as I closed the door softly and peered down the length of the hall for signs of my master.

All was quiet, and I frowned before walking to the kitchen. Was I hearing things? When I reached the threshold, Wyllow sprung from the other side of the door, holding a red leaf and flashing a grin. I leapt backward, suppressing a scream and practically shedding my skin. I scowled at her as soon as I had recovered.

“What are you doing here?”

She twirled the leaf between her slender fingers.

“I miss your face, especially when you look like you’re about to take on the world.”

“Ha ha.” I pushed past her, throwing her a smirk as I perched on a stool beside the kitchen bench.

Her eyes glowed like warm brandy as she walked up to me, pushing the leaf in my face.

“I wanted to give you this. The tree is unlike anything I’ve seen before. My owner said it’s a Japanese Maple. He says the tree is as fiery as me, so he lets me collect these.”

My eyes dropped to the leaf as I shrugged. “A leaf? You’ve risked your life and mine over a red leaf?”

She rolled her eyes. “I saw your master and mine in the village. We have some time.”

I believed her, but that didn’t alleviate my anxiety. Wyllow started talking again about the mystical crap she believed in and thought everyone else believed in, as well. I let her talk.

“I came to remind you that nothing ever stays the same. Change is natural, and you’re as strong as any tree—you might lose a leaf every now and then, but you’ll always grow a new one. The tree, the earth, you, me—we’re all the same lifeforce. Connected by the invisible threads of …” she paused, lifting her eyes to the ceiling with a smile. Her next word was like a sigh. “Love.”

I smiled, reaching for the leaf and trying to look at it through Wyllow’s eyes. She’d found a way to soften my heart yet again.

“My grandfather used to tell me about change. He’d say things are always changing even when we think they’re not, and that that’s the reason the present moment is so important.” I looked at the floor, my grandfather’s soothing voice filling my mind. “It took me a while to understand what he meant, but now I know the present moment is all we have to bring out the change we want from within.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Exactly!”

“Yeah, but all that talk is much easier said than done, right?”

“Takes deliberate focus is all.” She shrugged before changing the subject. “Tell me about Aren. Is he treating you okay?”

“He’s a little rough around the edges, but I can handle him. He’s going with others to talk to Corvus and I’m afraid he’ll force more of my people to crawl Union to look for the Stave. I’m afraid for their safety. Maybe I need to follow Aren and attack Corvus?”

She frowned and shook her head.

“We have to stick to the plan. It’s the best way you can help them and you know it. Get closer to Aren; get information. Use every trick at your disposal to gain his trust—I’m sure you can pull out the charm when required?”

I sighed, rolling my eyes, and then we heard the sound of the front door slamming shut. My eyes darted back to Wyllow as she whirled around and bolted through the kitchen and into the glassed sitting area with doors leading to the rear garden.

“Hurry!” I whispered, following her to the room and watching as she pushed through the back door and then vanished through the trees. All the while, I clutched the leaf to my heart, yearning to join her.
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My thoughts were far from the simmering soup in front of me as I stood at the stove preparing Aren’s dinner. I absently pushed a spoon through the broth, adding some seasoning and stealing a little taste here and there until I was satisfied with the flavor. I didn’t really care how the meal tasted, of course, as my mind turned with conflicting ideas—attack Aren and go for Corvus, or stick to the plan and bide my time.

Given the circumstances, I knew Wyllow was probably right and that I’d have to be patient—not my strong suit. I had no way of really knowing how the future would unfold or if I’d succeed in my plans to overthrow Corvus. But there was something deep within me, a knowing I could neither deny nor explain, that pushed me toward the possibilities of real future with freedom for all. Perhaps it was the dream with Asher that was driving me. It had felt so real, so tangible. Somehow, I knew that, whatever happened, his love would always live inside of me. He was just as much a part of me as I myself was, and I could draw from that boundless energy whenever I felt my own strength lacking.

Aren was stretched out on the lounge in the sun room when I arrived with his dinner. I avoided eye contact as I set down the bowl of soup and crusty bread atop the coffee table next to his chair, feeling his eyes on me the entire time. He yawned, stretching his arms high as he swung his feet to the ground and peered down at the steaming soup.

He raised his thin brows and exhaled with a grin before looking back at me as I prepared to back away and leave the room.

“Smells good. Thank you.”

I hope you choke on it.

“You’re welcome.”

I had started to turn away, eager to get out of his presence, when his words stopped me.

“I would like you to join me for dinner.”

I paused, my mind protesting with silent screams inside my head. I regained my composure long enough to give him a polite refusal. “No, I couldn’t possibly. Thank you for the offer.”

His eyes shone like polished steel beneath his glasses.

“I insist.”

I forced a jittery laugh, already feeling my throat tighten and my mouth go dry.

“I’ll just fetch a bowl of soup then and be right back.”

I whirled about a little too fast and scrambled from the room, almost knocking a porcelain vase to the floor.

Sitting with him would inevitably mean conversation. Despite Wyllow’s advice, I had difficulty tolerating people I despised and could only manage so many false niceties at any one time. I wasn’t charming. Never had been, never would be. Besides that, what if he discovered my true identity?

Worrying about it wouldn’t help me, though. I had no choice but to suck it up and play nice with my master.

Having retrieved some soup for myself, I sat on a lounge chair opposite him, focusing on my meal and eating as quickly as I could, soon realizing it made no difference how fast I ate. He owned me, and he would have the final say on when our dinner was over.

“You may not believe this, but it unsettles me to have a stranger living under my roof. We ought to get to know one another. Would you agree?”

Nope.

I nodded.

His thin lips stretched into a brief smile.

“Good. Tell me about your upbringing. What did your parents do?”

“They were farmers.”

“How did they die?”

My heart cracked a little at the mention of my parents’ deaths. My muscles became tense.

“They were murdered.”

He nodded as if that was how most children lost their parents.

“Who murdered them?”

My fingers gripped the spoon so hard that I thought they’d snap it in half. I wanted to leap to my feet and scream at the top of my lungs, damning him to the pits of Hell.

I bit my tongue before pushing my next words through tight lips. “They died fighting to protect our village.”

Aren continued eating his soup, now shaking his head.

“It’s a tough world out there. You’re fortunate enough to have made it here with me. At least you’re not dying in Lake Union like the Hydran scum in the Lowlands.”

I bit my tongue again, this time so hard that I tasted the salt of my own blood. I took a breath and counted to five, knowing this could be an opportunity to get him to talk a little.

“Hydrans? Were they the people we passed on the way up to the Nest?”

“Yes.”

“Why are they dying in Lake Union?”

He set his bowl down, leaning back on the lounge as his gaze narrowed on me. He gave a half laugh.

“Corvus is searching for an ancient and powerful weapon—the Stave. He needs it and we’re not about to send Crows into that filthy lake. The dominant control the weak, and so we send the Hydrans into the water looking for it. It’s the natural order of things. You’d do better not to concern yourself with it. They’re not worth the wasted breath.” He waved a hand before he sat back and smiled, not even giving me the chance to ask him about the Stave. “I like you. You’re smart and capable. Easy on the eyes, too. We shall grow your hair long, I think, like a China-doll. Ash isn’t a great name for a lady, but I suppose it’ll do for now.”

I suppressed a gag, keeping my mouth shut. When I didn’t respond, he continued.

“I can be a generous man. For example, after dinner, you can have the rest of the evening to yourself.”

His cheeks flushed from the warmth of his meal and I could see the smug look on his face—a grin of self-satisfaction. I stood and curtsied, giving him a warm smile while the fire in my belly wanted to burn him into oblivion. I turned to return to my room when I thought of Wyllow. As it turned out, I could charm someone if I had to.
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Although a suffocating haze hung over Lake Union, the surface of the water glittered like glass as I gazed toward the horizon. I stood upon the shores of the lake, listening to the tide lapping at the shore as I dug my feet into the grainy sand and enjoyed the cool sensation of the water against my skin. I closed my eyes, relishing the sun on my face. When I heard the sound of my name, I opened my eyes and saw Baylock standing next to me.

“Hey.”

His full lips curved into a smile as he gazed down at me, his eyes sparkling like sunbeams caught by the lake.

“My love, you’ve betrayed me?”

I frowned, reaching for his hand and bringing his palm against my heart.

“No.”

His eyes darkened as he looked at my hand. I took a step back, searching his face for some explanation, some reason. When he looked at me again, his expression had twisted in pain.

“All I want to do is love you. Why do you have to make it so hard?”

“I’m sorry… I want you to love me.”

His eyes hardened while his lips contorted into an erratic grin, his face darkened by a black cloud.

“Liar! You love him!”

He moved suddenly, shoving his hand into my chest with great force as a wrangled scream caught in his throat. I felt the air pushed from my lungs as I stumbled back, bracing myself for impact with the ground. But it never happened. Instead, I felt a strong embrace surround me as I crashed against another body. I gasped, blinking and wide-eyed as I looked over my shoulder and saw Asher.

He held me tight, bringing me close and whispering in my ear. “You can’t fault your heart. I’m never going to let you go.”

I looked back at Baylock. He watched us, a sneer curling upon his lips before he turned slowly and pointed over the lake toward the horizon.

“This is all for you,” he said before the Stave appeared in his hand. He raised it with a hideous laugh. “Watch carefully.”

The coiled end of the Stave ignited like a bolt of lightning. It flashed and pulsed as he pointed it at the lake. I followed Baylock’s gaze, watching as the water began to churn and swirl until the shoreline drained away and the water gathered into a great wave.

“No!” I screamed, feeling Asher’s arms go still around me.

Corvus appeared next to Baylock, tilting his head and peering at the wave as it grew into a massive wall and began churning toward us and the Hydran village beyond the shores.

“No!”

I tried to move as I screamed, but Asher’s arms still held me tight, his breath hot in my ear.

“I said I would never let you go again.” Asher repeated these words again as I tried to break free of his grip. I stopped moving when I felt an instant of eerie calm descend upon the shore. Blinded by tears, I looked up at Asher, his eyes meeting mine as he whispered. “Find the Stave.”

I nodded, turning my gaze back to the massive wave as it crashed upon us. My feet had been ripped from the sand as the surging water pulled me into the cold depths of Union, my lungs filling with water as my body tumbled and sank to the bottom.

I bolted upright in my bed, a cold sweat drenching my nightshirt while I struggled to calm my racing heart. I closed my eyes, slowing my breathing as the sounds of light tapping came from my window.

I swung my feet from the bed, looking at the tattered curtain hanging over the window as I heard the knocking again. Before I could investigate, the sound of the lock turning and the knob twisting in the door of my room stopped me short. I sat on the edge of my bed and looked toward the threshold as Aren pushed the door ajar with a quizzical look on his face.

“Another bad dream?”

“Yeah.”

He said nothing for a moment while I stiffened, hoping whoever was tapping at my window wouldn’t dare make another sound. Aren cleared his throat, adjusted the collar of his shirt, and looked away from me sitting there in just my nightshirt.

“I’m going out. I have nothing in particular for you today, so continue stacking the wood.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

It wasn’t until I was sure he’d left the house and I was alone that I went to my window. I pushed aside the curtain, laughing when I saw Kora and Wyllow looking back at me. I slid the window open.

“Are you trying to get me whipped? How are you two getting out of your masters’ sight? What are you doing here?”

Wyllow leaned against the window ledge and gazed up at me.

“Too many questions. Shush.”

“How’s Baylock?”

Wyllow grinned and cocked her head to the side. “Doing fine. Gathering information, like we are.”

Kora smiled, but said nothing.

“You said you wanted to go down to the lake. You said we should gather intel on the moral of the Hydrans, see if we can get them to turn on Corvus when we attack, right?”

“Yeah.”

Kora sidled up next to Wyllow. “What are ya waiting for?”

I looked at Kora and she winked at me.

“It’s good to see you.”

“You’ll see me better when you get your ass out here with us.”

Aren had told me he’d be gone for the day. But what if this was a test to see what I would do? I’d already decided that, if it was a test, I’d fail.

First, I climbed out of my nightshirt and into my clothes. Then I spun on my heels, running the length of the hall and bursting through the rear doors of the house and into the garden. I paused for a moment when the sun nearly blinded me, remnants of my nightmare still lingering fresh in my mind. As Wyllow and Kora ran up beside me, I pushed away the horrible feelings, laughing as they hugged me.

But the laughter died when I realized what we were about to do and see. The downtrodden people. The remains of my village.
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We snuck through the Nest like thieves, darting between trees and keeping out of sight. Thankfully, it was still early morning, which meant most folks were still in their beds.

Crow guards, however, were a different story. Armed with clubs and knives, they patrolled the streets even at night since some Hydrans had broken into the Nest looking for food or clean water.

We crept along the sidewalk and kept away from the main roads, weaving between carts and shop fronts. It took me a few wrong turns before I remembered how close Shephard had lived to the great wall surrounding the aluminum scrapyard, as well as access to the tunnel. And as far as I knew, it was still the safest way to get down to the village undetected.

Stopping several times, we hid behind trees or fancy planters full of luscious flowers as the patrols walked past. Once we’d made it to the house, we stood across the way peering at Shepard’s house from behind a great maple tree. It looked just as I remembered it, quiet beneath the faint morning light, quaint and tidy, surrounded by manicured lawns and sprouting fountains.

When I closed my eyes, I saw Shepard again, staring at me as he stood in my village square—about to be executed. I’d never forget the way his eyes looked like round beads studded against his pale complexion. It was as if he understood his role in exposing the reality of Lord Corvus’ reign. That day, he had accepted the harsh consequences handed down to him by his own people, and without protest. I felt pride and sorrow for my fallen friend, and knew I’d never forget his courage or his fighting spirit.

I sighed and opened my eyes as I tried to preserve his memory while focusing on the house. All appeared quiet, and I noticed no signs of movement on the property. I turned to Wyllow and Kora, pointing toward the east side.

“There’s a hatch in the back garden that leads to a tunnel. If we keep to the trees, we can make it across unseen. Stay close to me.”

They nodded and we took off running, crossing the street and making for Shepard’s home. We found the hatch behind a thick row of hedges, shrouded with tangled vines and twisted grass. If you hadn’t known it was there, you’d never have seen the portal leading to the Lowlands.

I pushed back the vines, ushering the girls through before I followed them, the three of us climbing down the rusty ladder until we reached the murky bottom. I thought of Shepard again as we trekked through the slimy tunnel, recalling our mysterious friendship and silently thanking him for igniting the rebellion.

My belly filled with butterflies as we walked through the forest toward my village. The path seemed to resonate with a thousand memories, and I was overwhelmed with a sense of belonging. We found an elevated spot upon a sloping hill just before reaching the Hydran village, where the view was clear and we could easily see the streets and alleys—or what was left of them. I shuddered as I scanned the charred debris and crumbling huts. The streets appeared grey and dull, as if the life had been drained down into the earth to leave desolate fragments of a broken village.

It was much worse than I’d thought it would be. My heart sank, throbbing so hard that it hurt like hell. A hot rush of tears threatened to spill from my eyes and I bit down on my lip and turned away, unable to face the heavy sadness of what used to be my home. But as I looked over the fields I saw what remained of the Hydrans. The few of my people left were on their hands and knees, forced to tend the fields and clear the land while Crow guards hovered nearby with clubs and whips. They’d turned the Hydrans into nothing but slaves, burying their hope along with the village’s ashes.

“I—I can’t look at this.”

I felt every part of me coming undone at the sight of my fellow villagers and the degrading way they were being treated. But I knew I had to keep calm and stick with the plan. I would need to swallow my vengeance. For now.

Wyllow and Kora crawled closer to me, neither of them saying a word.

I wasn’t sure how long I sat there silently on that slope while Wyllow and Kora had gone down to where the Hydrans worked. It could’ve been an hour, maybe more, but it was long enough for me to gather my thoughts. The sight of my decimated village and the broken villagers had evoked a flood of unexpected emotions within me.

The girls had crept into the fields and talked to my people, to see if they could find a spark of rebellion in them, but it wasn’t burning. And then I had known just how dire the situation had become. I wanted Corvus. I wanted him to suffer as my people suffered. And I wanted his head on a stick.

I squared my jaw, gritting my teeth as I stood up just as a distinct, high-pitched whistle rang out. I looked up, shielding my eyes from the sun as I spotted the eagle circling above us. My anger dissolved, and I couldn’t help but smile. The bird had followed me on majestic wings and with relentless encouragement. Wyllow’s voice broke the silence.

“They’re too scared. They won’t help us.”

My gaze drifted to hers and I nodded.

“I know.”

Kora repeatedly squeezed my hand as she looked at the soaring eagle.

We watched for a moment before we headed back to the Nest. That was when I looked in the other direction toward the lake shore as a group of Hydrans caught my attention. They had been mulling around, putting on diving gear and talking in hushed tones. I froze, feeling as if the ground were about to give way under my feet. My knees buckled, my temples feeling as if they were about to burst while the color drained from my face.

“Rayna? You okay?”

I felt Kora give me a gentle shake, but I couldn’t look at her. I couldn’t even hear her words as she tried to pull me along. I was staring at a ghost. And I wasn’t sure if was awake or dreaming.
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Ihad seen the arrows pierce his body. I had seen the blood soak through his clothes and his eyes glaze over. More than that, I had felt the hollow ache of his absence while struggling with moments of longing to be close to him again. Yet, there he was, like a sweet apparition I could barely comprehend, and no matter how many times I blinked, he remained standing by the lake with other Hydrans preparing to crawl.

Asher.

I had to get a little closer. I stumbled forward, my boots dragging along as I reached for a tree trunk, grasping it and pressing my cheek against the rough bark as I watched. Kora and Wyllow followed me, unsure of what had thrown me so off-kilter.

Is it really him?

Somehow, I knew it was.

The boy had grown thin, his skin going pasty. His eyes appeared sunken and dull, his face shadowed by a spread of dark whiskers and grime while he struggled to help the Crawlers with their gear. For a second, I looked away and toward the people on the shore. Men and women were preparing to enter the lake, and they all appeared to be as frail as Asher—none of them trained Crawlers. They climbed into the diving gear while Crow guards guarded the shoreline, swinging their clubs in the air and shouting at them.

They would be unlikely to hold their breath for long during normal crawling, let alone while scouring the depths of the lake for a mythical object that even I hadn’t found. I shuddered at the thought of their safety as I looked back at Asher. A Crow guard snarled in his face, speaking so loudly that I could hear him from my position on the hill.

“You reek worse than black mud. Get a move on, boy!”

Asher dropped his chin and continued working the zipper on a man’s wetsuit. The guard stood as tall as Asher, but he was more than twice his weight, as well as having the advantage of leathered armor and blunt weapons. I held my breath as I watched Asher’s one hand fumble with the crawler’s equipment. As the Crow guard began to turn away, Asher’s legs buckled and he fell to the ground.

“What are you doing?” Kora whispered into my ear. “What are you looking at?”

I faced Kora and put my finger over my lips before looking back at Asher. The guard now towered over him, waving his club in the air.

“Ain’t time for a nap. On yer feet!” The guard swept his boot over the gravel and kicked sand into Asher’s face before laughing at him.

Asher clutched his face and curled into a fetal position, the guard kicking him in the shins.

“Get up. Now.” He grabbed Asher’s arm, hauling him to his feet.

Asher wobbled, slowly nodding and rubbing at his eyes before reaching out toward the Hydran man by his side. But his hand slid across the man’s shoulder as his legs gave way and he fell again.

I stifled a yell as the guard yanked Asher to his feet again, this time dragging him over the sand toward an old table stacked with diving gear. With one long sweep of his arm, the guard knocked the gear off the table before throwing Asher across it, face down. Another guard walked over, his whip already in hand as he dragged the tails across the sand with a sneer.

One guard hiked up the Asher’s shirt before standing aside and allowing his companion to whip him. The lashes cracked like breaking ice and I could hear the cries from where I stood.

I started to growl, my hands now balled into fists. Wyllow and Kora grabbed me, pulling me back as I struggled to break free. The three of us tumbled to the ground with the two of them sitting on top of me.

“Let me go.” I had tried to scream at them with a whisper so the guards wouldn’t hear us, but I cared less about that with each crack of the whip lacerating Asher’s back.

Kora’s face reddened as she hissed at me. “No! Now stop it.”

“You can’t help them now.” Wyllow leaned over and spoke softly in my ear. “You need to wait for the right time.”

I froze, heaving while staring up at them. I knew they were right. Trying to save Asher now would only get me killed. We’d come here to bring down Corvus, and as difficult as it was, I realized I couldn’t help Asher. Yet.

I swallowed hard and gave my friends a nod. They stood up, watching as tears began to stream from my eyes. I bit my bottom lip as I tried to shut out the sounds of the whip tearing into Asher’s flesh along with the mocking laughter of the Crow guards.

Wyllow put a hand on my shoulder. “Who is he?”

I looked at her, shaking my head as a hoarse whisper passed over my lips.

“Asher.”
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“Isaw him die. I swear it.” I stopped short of the tunnel leading back up to the Nest and leaned against a tree. I still hadn’t quite caught my breath, and I knew it wasn’t because we had been running through the forest.

Wyllow forced a smile. “Well, he must’ve survived.”

“Obviously.” Kora rolled her eyes. “But just because Asher is alive doesn’t mean we change our plan.”

I scowled. “Are you serious? Asher is my best friend. I’ve known him my whole life. I can’t just leave him down there.”

I stopped talking to swallow the lump forming in my throat, turning away from Kora’s piercing stare.

“I don’t get it. If this Asher was so important to you, why didn’t you ever talk about him?”

Wyllow sighed and gently shoved Kora in the shoulder. “Can you be any more insensitive? She thought he was dead.”

“Not sure what that has to do with it.” Kora huffed, shaking her head as if she couldn’t understand why I didn’t want to spend time discussing my dead boyfriend, who I’d thought had been murdered by the Crows right before my eyes.

I looked down and shrugged. I realized I hadn’t really talked to Kora about Asher—most of those conversations had been with Wyllow. Wyllow seemed to understand matters of the heart better than Kora, and our talks always seemed to make me feel better. Kora bottled up her feelings most of the time, choosing to push them down rather than exploring them. I believed that’s what made us great friends. Wyllow and Kora often held down the extremes on things while I lived somewhere in the middle.

I looked at Kora. She stood with her arms folded across her chest, her jaw square and her eyes tight.

“I guess it hurt too much to talk about him. He died—just like Julyen. You never really talk about him.”

Kora flinched at the mention of her friend’s name, but I hoped she would be able to relate. She’d loved Julyen as I loved Asher. I was sure of it.

She lifted her chin and gave me a stiff nod. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “I understand, and I’m happy for you that Asher’s alive. Maybe when this is all over, you’ll have a life with him?”

“Not if we can’t take down Corvus.”

I turned and looked at the lake shore again. The whipping had stopped, but the guards were about to shove the Hydrans into the water. Lucky for us, they’d been distracted by the crawling and hadn’t noticed us.

“If we don’t beat him and defeat the Crows, there’ll be no life for any of us. Corvus wants the Stave and I’m afraid of what might happen if he finds it. I don’t know how powerful the Stave is, or what it can do, but I don’t have a good feeling about it. We’ve got to develop our plan and attack his forces before he finds it.”

Wyllow leaned back against a tree and shook her head. “I’ve heard my master speak of the Stave, too. It’s supposed to have magical powers.”

“According to legend, the individual who wields it can command the seas and use the water like a weapon. It’s been lost for generations, but I remember my grandfather telling stories about it. Every Lord before Corvus has been looking for it but nobody’s found it yet.

Kora waved a hand through the air. “Bullshit. It’s just a myth that these people have chosen to believe.”

“I don’t think it is a myth, and it’s too risky to let Corvus find it before we ambush the Nest. We have to get our intel, get out of here, and have the tribes attack soon. I feel like we’re running out of time.”

“We’ll stop Corvus.” Wyllow looked at Kora. “I can feel our victory.”

Kora huffed. “Ya know, you can be delusional. We’re not gonna defeat Corvus because you feel something. We’ll take him down because we’re going to outsmart him by bringing our warriors to his doorstep.”

Wyllow didn’t argue and neither did I. Who cared how we beat the Lord and his Crows? Mystical, magical, or violent—it didn’t matter to me.

We started for the tunnel and headed to the Nest, no longer talking as we negotiated our way through the foul-smelling tube. All the while, my heart swelled with the realization that Asher had survived. It was now that I understood why I had felt his energy and seen him in my dreams—as if he’d been reaching out to me, calling me closer, calling me home.

The man who had filled my thoughts and dreams with unspoken hope was alive. The man I had wanted to love. And, for the first time, I dared to think of a new life with him by my side. I dared to want something that I had been denied. But what would I do about Baylock? My heart swelled and then flipped as I tried sorting through so many complicated feelings.
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Icrouched low behind the thick brush bordering Aren’s property and peered toward the house. I sighed when I noticed all was quiet amongst the rows of nude sculptures throughout the garden. It appeared that my master was still out, although I wouldn’t know for sure until I went inside the manor. I stood up, quietly greeting one of the sculptures as I passed it and headed for the back door. I stopped short only when a movement in the trees caught my eye.

I gazed cautiously at the dense row of trees, praying Aren really wasn’t home as I stood in the middle of his lawn and thought about the excuses I could conjure if I had been discovered.

But who was I kidding?

There was nothing I could say to excuse my absence. I knew I’d be punished, but any form of discipline would’ve been worth it to discover Asher was alive. I heard my name float through the leaves, followed by a shock of ginger hair flashing out from beyond a trunk.

Baylock.

I felt guilt welling up inside of me as he slowly stepped into the yard, his freckles lighter under the sun. With a beaming smile, he waved me over. I nodded before glancing toward the sun room at the rear of the house, my heart thumping. I hadn’t seen Baylock since the slave auctions, so I ran at him across the freshly-cut grass, smiling as I leapt over exotic flowers and ivy. He caught me in a tight hug, pulling me into his embrace as he whispered my name in my ear. I hugged him back, feeling his warmth and enjoying the way his stubbly beard felt against my cheek. After a moment, I pulled back, clasping his hands in mine as I looked up at him, momentarily putting Asher out of my mind and my heart.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. My master has a bunch of kids I have to take care of and they’re not so bad. It’s better than digging ditches. You?”

I nodded fast, my mind beginning to swirl. “I went to the village just now with Kora and Wyllow—things are worse than what we thought. The Hydrans are so broken that they wouldn’t even consider joining an uprising that would set them free. Corvus has turned our fellow villagers into Crow slaves… and Asher, he’s alive, but he’s in bad shape. They were beating and whipping him, and⁠—”

Baylock’s face clouded as his words cut into mine. “Asher is alive? As in, the Asher you always hung out with in the village and at the Troll?”

“Yes! We have to get things in motion before it’s too late, before they kill him for real this time. We have to help him…”

My voice faltered as he took a step back, his mouth closing and forming a heavy frown as he pulled his fingers from mine. I was still reeling from the fact that Asher was still alive, so that I hadn’t stopped to think about how it would impact Baylock. I hadn’t thought about what this meant for us—but he was doing that now.

Baylock took a sharp breath. “I remember how close you two were. I used to watch him with envy, not because every Hydran girl crushed on him, but because he had you. I’ve wanted you for so long. It’s always been you I saw in my mind every night before I fell sleep.”

I said nothing as he gave a rueful laugh, lifting his chin up and staring into the trees as if the answers would fall like turning leaves. In that moment, I wished with all my heart that the right answers could be found up there among the twisted branches, and that nobody would get hurt from the choices we made. My chest began to ache as he looked at me again, his eyes shining.

“Think carefully. This is the part where I tell you I want to wake up with no one else but you for all the days ahead of me. Stuff will always happen in your life. There’ll be Corvus and Crows and slavers. There’ll be new challenges that’ll bring you to your knees.” He grasped my hands and folded them over his heart.

I could feel the desperation in every beat. I fought to keep the tears from my eyes as I held his gaze and he continued.

“I don’t expect that life will always be easy with you, but I want to be there when you fall and when you laugh. You told me you loved me.” Baylock shook his head and sighed. “But what do you really want?”

The question was simple, but simple was the last thing I felt as I held his heart under the palm of my hand and my own shattered into a million pieces. I was suddenly faced with confronting my own truths, even if that meant hurting someone I loved. But as much as I loved Baylock, I knew I would be cheating myself and him if I were to deny the connection I shared with Asher. For it was Asher who had truly stolen my heart. I had no way of knowing what the future held for us, but it was a future I trusted and wanted to explore with Asher.

I swallowed hard, lifting my head as the tears welled and ran silently down my cheeks. I struggled to form the words I knew would crush him.

“Asher is alive.” I looked deep into his eyes and shook my head. “I will always love you. But Asher is here now, and I am in love with him. I never stopped loving him. He’s part of my soul, like I’ve known him for a thousand years. I can’t let him slip away from me again. I’m sorry.”

A low gurgle caught deep within Baylock’s throat as he closed his eyes and dropped my hands. When he opened his eyes again, they were filled with tears. His lips trembled.

“No.”

My body tensed, and my stomach twisted. I could barely stand watching his pain. I could barely handle my own as I whispered a reply. “I’m so sorry, but it must be this way.”

“No. Please say something different. I don’t want this.”

I shook my head and forced myself to turn away. I wanted the moment to end—words had been said, hearts were breaking, and I had to get away.

“I gotta go.”

I whirled toward the house, holding the tears in as best as I could while he called after me, his voice hollow and raw. I ignored everything he said as I made for the house.

I stumbled through the door and then lumbered to my room, sitting at the edge of the bed. My body went numb, and I held a stoic expression on my face.

My honesty had hurt Baylock and although I felt awful about it, I didn’t regret it. Sometimes the truth hurt. But life was fleeting, and I’d lost Asher once—I wouldn’t make that same mistake twice.
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Ididn’t know a whole lot about music because it had been a luxury denied to us Hydrans. With only a few old, tattered instruments in the entire village, Chief Sandor had reserved their use for special occasions. And, even then, the amateur musicians among us had created nothing but tuneless and dissonant sounds. I heard the faint sound of music drifting up the hill from the main thoroughfare. Even at a distance, the strings sounded smooth and in tune, each note at the correct pitch and blending together with others in perfect harmony.

I scrubbed the timber floors in the manor after another search of Aren’s house, stopping so he wouldn’t catch me in the act when he came home. My fingers slipped from the mop as I felt myself drawn toward the nearest window. I flung it open, leaning out to better hear the music carried on the cool breeze through the afternoon sun. The song gave me a brief respite from my daily grind as I closed my eyes and let the melody distract me from the situation, the impending war. So much so, I didn’t hear Aren arrive, and nor did I hear him enter the sitting room where I was hanging out the window. I startled when he spoke.

“What are you doing?”

I spun around, my face burning. I turned to look at the floor.

“I heard the music.”

He was silent as his eyes wandered from me to the window and back again.

“Ah, yes. The festival is drawing to a close. You enjoy music?”

I nodded. “What I’ve heard of it so far.”

He frowned and waved a hand at me. “I can take it or leave it. Now, close the window before you catch your death. I want you to bathe and put on some clothes I picked up for you today. You’ll be joining me to help serve at a dinner this evening.”

“Okay.”

I suppressed a grin as I hurried from the room and collected the cleaning gear I’d left in the hall. I didn’t know where Aren was taking me, but I couldn’t remember how long it’d been since I’d had the pleasure of bathing in a full tub of water.

I didn’t waste a moment. I stashed away the mop and bucket before fetching pails of water to heat for my bath. By the time I’d heated the cauldrons and filled the tub, I noticed Aren had placed two bottles of liquid and a bar of soap on the tub’s edge. I eyed them before unscrewing the lids and peering inside, almost spilling the contents when Aren cleared his throat, a deep rumble coming from the door. He stood in the threshold watching me.

“It’s shampoo and conditioner. For your hair.” He smiled, his words slow and soft as if he were speaking to a child. “Use the shampoo first, the conditioner second. The soap is handmade from lavender oil. I bought it from the market festival today and thought you might like it.”

“Okay.” I reached for the soap and sniffed. The sweet aroma filled my nose, offering the scent of exotic flowers I had never seen. “It’s pretty. Thank you.”

He nodded. “You’re welcome. I’ve placed new clothes on your bed. You have an hour to get ready.”

With that, he turned abruptly and shut the door. I waited until his footsteps faded before undressing and climbing into the water. The moment I slid into the warm water, I sighed and sank further into the tub. When I began to bathe with the soap and shampoo Aren had left for me, I couldn’t help but feel a little pampered. This must have been what it felt like to live as a Crow. I could barely imagine how it must feel to be one of those ladies with hair that shined and smelled divine—every single day. As it was, the rich scent of lavender oil seemed to be working on my senses, or perhaps that was remnants from the emotional day I’d had discovering Asher and confronting Baylock. Whatever it was, I felt the need to close my eyes and sink deeper into the water.

My breath slowed as I focused on the way the water caressed my body with a gentle warmth—a far cry from the putrid lake water I’d spent years crawling through. I lost track of time as the water gave up its heat to me, and the new coolness was how I knew it was finally time to get out.

I spied the dress Aren had laid out on my bed when I walked from the bathhouse to my room. The garment seemed be of a higher quality than the usual slave garbs I wore, but I secretly hoped he didn’t expect me to walk around in a dress all the time. The skirt with blue and brown checks had long frills, cinching at my waist and falling to my ankles. A brown shawl accompanied the slave frock. I slung it over my shoulders, clasping the ends together with a brass clip before pulling on my boots and heading down the hallway to find Aren.

I found him in the kitchen, sitting on the bench and staring into the pages of a book. He barely glanced up at me when I entered. I stood by the door, wringing my fingers and feeling awkward in my dress as I waited for him. After a few minutes, he closed the book and peered at me. He gave a stiff nod.

“The dress suits you well.”

Don’t get used to it.

“Thank you.”

He rose to his feet and approached me. I could smell fried duck and white wine on his breath. I tried not to shrink back as I looked up at him. He smiled.

“You smell lovely, too.”

I forced a smile. “Shall we go?”

“Yes.”

He led me from the manor into the early night and on to his waiting wagon. We rode through the Nest with only the sound of horses’ hooves clicking against the road. All the while, I tried to pretend I didn’t notice his occasional sideways glances. He was beginning to take a liking to me, but I couldn’t tell if his affection matched that of a brother or a suitor. Either way, I hoped I could hold my tongue long enough to keep his trust. I needed him to trust me if I had any hopes of discovering how to take Corvus down from the inside out.
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Tiny lights hung from the tree branches lining the streets in the Nest. I gazed at the glittering spectacle, having never seen much beyond the fire in the hearth or the utilitarian glare of a Bright. These lights existed solely as decoration, giving the tight streets a warm and festive feel. Strolling couples, children playing in clean threads, and folks laughing filled the sidewalks as merchants closed their shops for the evening.

Aren attracted a lot of attention as we passed through town. Crows tossed eager greetings toward him while he steered the wagon, eventually turning toward the road that wound its way down to the Lowlands.

“Where are we going?”

His brows raised high beneath his glasses, his lips tightening.

“You cannot ask to know my business.” He grabbed my arm and made me face him.

It took everything I had to not punch him in the eye, knocking those fancy spectacles right off his face. He must have seen the look of disgust I tried to hide from him, though.

“I like you, but you need to learn your place. Please don’t make me discipline you. It will not be enjoyable. For either of us.”

I bit my tongue and nodded. I couldn’t stand people who blamed others for their actions, as if they had no control over themselves. People like that went through life without ever owning the decisions that shaped their lives. As far as I was concerned, that attitude conveyed the depth of their fears and weaknesses, and not the power they believed they had over others.

“I’m glad we understand each other,” he said.

A couple walked up the road and he smiled at them with a slow, swinging gesture of his hand. We passed the aluminum yard, and now I knew we were not dining in the Nest. Was he taking me to a party in the village? I highly doubted that, but I knew that the Hydrans were the last inhabitants of the Lowlands. I wanted to ask again, but decided it was best to keep my mouth shut.

“No, not a village.” Aren’s smug smile told me he knew what I was thinking, which pissed me off even more. “Although, technically, we’ll be in the Lowlands. Sort of.”

You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?

At the base of Queen Anne Hill, Aren steered the carriage onto another path. Two Crow soldiers blocked our way until they recognized Aren and then stepped aside to let us pass.

The road wound through the ruins, past empty and darkening streets, and although I’d lived in the Lowlands my entire life, this was not an avenue I’d ever been on before. We’d gone through what had been considered the heart of Seattle in the old times, a place my grandfather had longed for without a hope of ever seeing it again. And here I was with Corvus’ lackey, riding through it as if headed to a Hydran festival.

“Have you heard the stories of Seattle?”

I saw a sign that said Seattle Center. Useless attractions from a forgotten time—except for one. Of the three words at the top of the sign, the middle word had been scratched out.

The Space Needle.

“The ruins?” I asked.

“That’s right, my dear. You’re about to see something few Crows have ever witnessed. You will be my servant for his Lordship’s festival dinner.”

I swayed, almost losing my balance and falling from the carriage. I thought I’d known where we’d been heading before he’d told me, but Aren had just confirmed it so that there would be no mistake.

“You’ll be working in the Needle this evening, one of the privileged servants with the opportunity to wait on our most honored leader, Lord Corvus.”
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Dozens of men guarded the doors, which had once been glass but were now patched together with heavy sheets of steel ripped from old vehicles. They held their clubs, swinging them as they patrolled the courtyard leading to the entrance. The guards were dressed in black denim and leather boots, thick silver chains hanging tarnished and discolored around their necks. I felt Aren’s hand in the small of my back when I stalled, my legs stopping as my mind drew the conclusion I wanted to ignore.

I’m going to be in the presence of Lord Corvus.

His name circled through my head as I tried to play my part, my stomach burning despite the cool evening. Two massive guards turned our way as we approached the entrance to the Needle. They smiled, demonstrating blackened, chipped teeth—wiry beards that were unable to hide their weathered skin. They stared at us for what felt like hours. I felt Aren stiffen beside me, his fingers crooked into my back as he greeted the two men.

“Good evening, gentlemen.”

One of the men stepped forward, his jaw tight and his eyes hard.

“Master Aren. The Lord is expecting you.” His nostrils flared, his eyes narrowing as he looked at me. “I see you’ve brought along a servant. Security’s extra tight nowadays, so she’ll need a good frisking.”

“Of course. She’s just a slave girl. Harmless.”

The guard chuckled as he exchanged a smirk with the other. Then, he gestured toward the double doors leading into the lobby.

“All the same. You know the drill.”

They walked alongside us, through the opened doors and into a spacious lobby where lights dangled from the ceiling beams over timber benches and around worn leather lounges. A patchwork of tiles and carpet covered the floor, and unlike the battered doors on the outside, the lobby had been kept in pristine condition along with shiny chrome balustrades and light fixtures. I had never seen anything quite like it. As kids, we’d explored the ruins, but the flooding had ruined most of Seattle, and even brought down a few buildings when their concrete foundations had rotted away. We’d known the Needle to be part of the ruins, but for as long as any of us could remember, the Crows had preserved it for their leader. Corvus succeeded a long line of other rulers, and all of those who had ruled before him had occupied and protected the Needle with dedicated resources—which meant that we’d lived in shacks with nothing more than pots to piss in.

The guards stopped near one of the long benches, placing their clubs on the polished timber surface before turning on us to conduct the security check. Even Aren’s aristocratic position couldn’t excuse him from the security procedures developed to protect Lord Corvus’ private sanctuary. I watched with a hint of satisfaction as Aren’s lips twisted into a grimace. The guards asked him to raise his arms and they frisked him with grubby hands—like he was nothing more than a slave girl.

When the guards declared us no threat to Corvus, they cleared our ride in the elevator to the top of the tower. Hidden from view, an emergency spiral staircase ran next to the shaft. A team of Hydrans had been forced to use a pulley system to raise and lower the elevator carriage. Corvus probably could have had an ox to do this, but instead tasked Hydrans with the lowly and demeaning work. For the sake of the revolution, I had to put such thoughts out of my mind. As with Asher, I couldn’t save the entire village at once, or by myself. I needed to stick to the plan, like Wyllow or Kora would have told me if either had been there.

Aren and I stepped into the elevator carriage with two guards. One of them whistled and the box began to rise. The lobby sat beneath the first floor, so it wasn’t until we started ascending that I felt my heart skip a beat.

I saw nothing, and it stole my breath. The glass walls allowed me to look upon the Seattle ruins as if I had been the eagle soaring above them. Buildings sat within a bowl created by the surrounding mountain range, and in the distance I saw the great Cascades pushing the sun below the horizon. I felt as though I was sliding forward, a single step threatening to send me tumbling to my death hundreds of feet below.

The guards spoke to each other with grunts, but I paid no attention to them. The carriage went up and my stomach went down. Higher and higher into the sky we soared, and I wanted nothing more than to have my two feet on the ground. Or, better yet, paddling through the waters of Lake Union.

Aren talked to me as we rose higher, intent on explaining the rules of an audience with the Lord. I tried to focus on the instructions, but it was difficult to concentrate. If it wasn’t the heights threatening to drive me mad, it was my own murderous musings about what I wanted to do to Corvus. But I couldn’t let either distract me, so I shook my head and faced Aren. He stood with his arms folded across his chest, holding my eyes with a steely glare.

“You are not to make eye contact with the Lord. You’ll address him only when spoken to, and not before. If you are required to speak, use as few words as possible, and you will behave elegantly at all times. You may be a slave, but you’re still a lady. It will do you good to remember that.”

A lady? He had no idea who I was or what I’d been through.

I gave Aren a fast nod and a tight smile. I couldn’t wait to show him just what a lady could accomplish, and that day would come sooner rather than later. A cold shiver ran up my spine at that thought, and I could almost taste sweet revenge. Wyllow had once told me it was not the world but our assumptions that changed, and that that was the way to bring the invisible into sight. Well, I’d seen Corvus’ defeat, I’d created a vision of it in my mind, and so I knew it would have to come to pass.

I gulped, forcing myself to believe in the future I wanted to manifest as Aren finished explaining the rules. The elevator carriage stopped, and the doors slid apart.

It was then that I thought I might hyperventilate. I told myself it was because of the elevator carriage and the unusual sensation of flying over the ruins like a bird. But I knew those weren’t the reasons I almost lost it. The real reason sat at the end of a large dining table, watching us with cold eyes as we entered his lair.
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Iwas unable to move, my skin tingling and my eyes jittery in their sockets. The sun had fallen completely behind the Cascades now, which meant the room had been lit with precious candles even though Corvus had electricity at the top of the Needle.

Corvus’ silver whiskers gleamed as he sipped on red wine, his eyes darkened inkwells. He sat among four women who couldn’t have been much older than I was. The women wore clothing like none I’d ever seen before—slinky black fabric that pulled tightly across their large breasts. The blonde sat on Corvus’ lap, and I silently thanked the heavens I was a brunette and practically bald.

Aren gave me a sharp nudge in the side. I startled, looking to the floor as Aren glowered at me. Lord Corvus spoke and my heart almost stopped.

“Aren.” Corvus rose from the table, gazing down at the women with a greasy smile. “If you’ll excuse me for a minute, my lovelies.”

The women giggled and blew kisses at him that made me want to gag. They fawned over him with long nails and crimson lips before strutting off into a private chamber. He nodded, glaring at each woman’s backside intently as they walked away.

Aren greeted Lord Corvus with a firm handshake before Corvus put a hand on Aren’s shoulder and grinned.

“Good to see you, my friend. The wine is particularly dazzling this evening.”

Aren sniffed the air, inhaling the strong scent of lavender perfume left in the women’s wake. “The company even better.”

Corvus waved his hand. “They are nothing. I look forward to enjoying the evening with you, Sir Aren.”

I stood behind Aren as discreetly as I could. Thankfully, Corvus hadn’t even looked at me—I’m sure I wasn’t his type. But even if he did notice my face, I felt certain he wouldn’t remember or recognize me because I looked so different from the last time I’d stood before him, the day they’d taken Asher’s hand.

Corvus leaned in closer to Aren, the Lord’s pasty cheeks flushing with the effects of the wine, his voice brimming with a heady sense of excitement.

“The Highlands Stave. You think I can find it?”

Aren nodded, opening his mouth to say something, but Corvus continued talking without waiting for the reply. He nudged Aren in the shoulder, guiding him toward the table as he spoke. Eager to hear more about the Stave, I followed them at the expected and respected distance from my master.

“Well, I will. It has the power to command armies and destroy villages. It draws its power from the sea. Some say the man who holds the Stave can raise the Pacific like a weapon. Have you heard the stories?”

“Yes, of course, My Lord. Now, about the Stave. I’ve always believed it to be more mythology than fact, a source of fine literature written by the feathered pens of our great brethren.”

“Oh, it’s real. You shall see. When I get my hands on the Stave, I plan on calling for the Pacific and using it to wash the Lowlands from the map.”

I couldn’t help but believe he’d do exactly what he’d said if he found the Stave. He was going to destroy whatever remained of the Lowlands with a summoned flood.

Was it really possible? The Stave was legend. Nothing more, said some. I wasn’t sure.

“Lord, how will you find the Stave?”

Corvus laughed. “Excellent question, Sir Aren. The Lords before me failed to find it because their Crawlers weren’t skilled enough, but I have a tool they did not—Rayna, the best Crawler to ever live. Once we find her, she’ll crawl until she finds it.”

“Why would she do that?” Aren asked.

“Because I have something, or should I say someone, she cares about. And if she doesn’t dive in Union, he will—with concrete shoes.”

I coughed, it being the only thing I could do to keep my rage hidden. Aren turned around, scowling as he gestured to a door.

“Go to the kitchen and help the other servants.”

I nodded, whirling around and pushing through the door. Once in the kitchen, I leaned against the counter, slowly exhaling while my legs threatened to give out on me. I could barely focus on the hive of activity around me. I grabbed the arm of a girl as she passed me.

“Bathroom?”

She smiled and pointed down a long hallway. I ran to it, bolted the door, and sat on the toilet. I buried my face in my hands as I struggled to settle my breathing.

I bit my lip, closing my eyes while focusing on my breathing. I’d let my brain go too far out, creating future scenarios that didn’t exist. And if I had anything to say about it, they wouldn’t exist. If I wanted to beat Corvus, I’d have to chill the hot steel burning in my gut and focus on my job as Aren’s slave girl. And, while doing that, keep my ears open for more revelations that could be used against this arrogant Lord.

Minutes passed until the hum in my ears subsided enough to allow the noises from the kitchen to bring me back to the moment. I rose to my feet, feeling confident as I opened the door to make for the kitchen before my extended absence was noted by another servant.

When I stepped into the hall, though, footsteps echoed from the opposite end of the kitchen. I saw a tall boy walking towards me, his long blond hair tied back and clasped at his neck. He wore clean but plain clothes and did not have a beard. When I looked at his face, I stopped breathing.

Jaef.
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In the end, it didn’t matter why he was there or what had brought Jaef to the Needle. Of all the people in Corvus’ lair, he would be the one most likely to recognize me so I did my job as Aren’s slave girl—keeping my head down until Jaef had left my sight.

I had never been one for small talk, but I found myself chattering away about nothing in particular with the other slaves as we cleaned the kitchen. I thought that keeping my mouth busy would distract my mind, but it didn’t work. Luckily, the end of the evening approached, and I could feel some relief at the prospect of leaving the Needle.

I wanted to put as much space between myself, Corvus, and Jaef as possible until I could get more information about the Stave and the mystical powers Corvus claimed it had. In the meantime, I had to keep my identity hidden from all of them.

“Ash?”

I almost dropped the silver I’d been sorting into drawers when I heard Aren call to me from the dining room. I took a slow breath, telling myself the night was almost over and that the end-game was in sight.

I left the kitchen and entered the dining room, standing near the door and waiting for further instructions. But Corvus seemed to be staring right at me as Aren fiddled with his scarf.

C’mon. Tie it and let’s go.

“Fetch my coat. We’ll be leaving soon.”

I nodded and turned to retrieve Aren’s coat when I heard Corvus call out.

“Wait.”

Damn you and your scarf, Aren.

“You’re quite the stunner for a slave girl.” Corvus had come around the table and grabbed my arm, spinning me around to face him.

“Thank you, My Lord.” I tried to pull away, but he only squeezed harder as his other hand ruffled against my skirt. Then when I attempted to look away, he grabbed my chin and spun my head around to face him, his stinking wine breath in my face.

“I bet you have a pretty garden that needs tending to beneath all that dress, hmmm?”

I gritted my teeth, looking from the leering women to Aren. He glanced from Corvus to me as if unsure what to do next.

“Maybe we can become better acquainted another time, My Lord. It seems as though my master is ready to leave.”

“A slave girl loyal and attendant to her master. Aren knows how to pick them.”

Corvus’ eyes locked onto mine, holding my gaze for the longest moment, and I could almost see the gears in his mind moving. Lord Corvus gave me one last lingering look before he laughed and finally let go of my arm. I grabbed Aren’s coat and placed it on his shoulders before heading toward the elevator. At the same time, Jaef walked in from the kitchen. I turned as fast as I could, keeping my head down as I walked.

I heard Corvus’ drunken laughter and the chittering of the twits surrounding him as Aren approached me, pulling his coat tight around his neck.

In the elevator, he turned to me. “What was that?”

“What was what?”

“You’re lucky he didn’t put you in chains right then and there. I might be your master, but he is the Lord. You should know better than to spurn the most powerful man in all of the Lowlands.”

“I didn’t realize that was an advance, given his age and the harem he’d already assembled in there.”

A flame flashed through Aren’s eyes and then he displayed his wide smile, which I guessed was normally reserved for stately dinners and politicking.

“There’s a lot you don’t realize, girl.”
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“Real? Not real? Nobody really knows the absolute truth about the Stave.” Aren shrugged, his lips gray as he chuckled. “A long-standing myth passed down through Crow generations. My mama used to tell me stories about it when I was a boy. She said that the Lord who wields the Stave can command the seas and destroy his enemies. After hearing those tales, every boy in the Nest wanted to grow up to be the Lord of the Crows who ruled the Pacific.”

I smiled in the dark as he steered the wagon along the road leading back to the Nest. The wine had relaxed his usually tight-lipped manner and I’d not yet seen him so garrulous.

“Corvus believes the Lowlanders are his enemies. Why?”

“There have been several uprisings during his reign, the consequences of the last one being what we’re dealing with now. He probably thinks that finally eliminating the Hydrans is the best option for the long-term survival of the Crows. And I think Corvus is right. That’s why he’s so obsessed with finding the Stave.”

“But, if it’s only a myth, why does he believe otherwise?”

Aren looked at me, his jaw twisting.

“We all need to believe in something, even the lords of the world.”

“You don’t like him. You think he’s corrupted. Rotten.”

I winced, thinking that I’d said too much but Aren shrugged before speaking.

“Between us, I’d rather unite the people than separate them, but our current Lord only seems to be able to divide.”

I glanced away, focusing on the moonlight cutting a pale path across the black lake waters and recalling the night I’d sat on the shore thinking about Asher. Many moons had passed since that night, and still I longed for an end to my inner turmoil.

That had been the same night I’d seen Asher for the first time since he’d lost his hand to Aren. I dropped my eyes to my lap as a dull ache gripped my heart. Asher should’ve hated me because of the loss of his hand—I had wanted him to.

For the first time since I’d discovered Asher was alive, I began to wonder if perhaps he hated me now. As I thought of these things, Aren continued talking, but all I wanted to do was think.

“Someone like you wouldn’t know much about having beliefs or wanting more from life, but I will educate you because I think you’re a useful person. I sense these things about people. There’s something about you—you’re different than the others. Special.”

I almost wanted to laugh at the irony. The man who’d sliced off my friend’s hand wanted to nurture me. I nodded and turned away. I hated being so close to Aren, and only yearned for the solitude of my room as I was suddenly overwhelmed with internal questions.

What if I couldn’t save my villagers and liberate them from a life of slavery? What if Corvus found the Stave and wiped out the Lowlands before I could stop him? What if Asher blamed me for everything? And what if he no longer loved me?

Aren stopped talking and I pulled my shawl tighter around my neck, trying to stop from shivering. I closed my eyes, remembering the way Asher had looked at me the first time I’d seen him after he’d lost his hand. That night, he told me I was all he ever wanted.

I had believed him, too, and someplace deep inside of me, I knew he could never hate me.

It had been my desire for revenge, vengeance for an injustice to my people, that had sparked a rebellion. I wanted to lead my new tribes—those following Wyllow and Kora—to experience a better life. But now, there was something even more powerful that fueled my convictions—my love for and my belief in Asher.
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After everything that had happened, I’d become accustomed to sleepless nights. When sleep did find me, it was often plagued with restless dreams and wakeful moments, and I’d learned to function with chronic exhaustion. Sleep eluded me that night, as well, despite the fatigue and stress created by my time in the Needle.

After hours of tossing and turning in my bed, I finally succumbed to insomnia. No matter how much I knew I needed to rest, I couldn’t stop the constant parade of thoughts filling my head. I sat up and lit a candle kept by my bed, and then I dropped back onto my pillow, fixing my gaze on the flickering yellow arc as I tried to organize my thoughts.

My stomach churned as I thought about Jaef. He had become a traitor to his kin, working for the man who had murdered many of his own people and destroyed his village. I had never held a high opinion of Jaef—never trusting him and his contemptuous ways. Yet, despite his disgusting qualities, he had still been a Hydran and I had silently admired that about him. Had it not been for Jaef and his goons intervening when Asher and I had been cornered by Crow soldiers the day they burned the village to the ground, I might not have made it out alive. How could he have stooped so low as to turn his back on his people?

You could never really know people or understand why they did the things they did. It was difficult for me to understand those with deceitful hearts and cruel intentions. Even though I couldn’t fully understand Jaef’s state of mind, however, I knew I could never overlook his betrayal. Between his presence at the Needle and Corvus’ intention of finding the Stave, I felt overcome by a sudden urge to end this war before it could begin. And now that I knew how to get into the Needle, the idea had become a possibility.

The more I thought about it, the more appealing the idea became. Patience was never my strongest attribute. I knew that when I had made up my mind to do something, nothing and no one could stop me. You could say that was one of my greatest characteristics, as well as a debilitating weakness. Yes, despite the plans I’d already formed with Wyllow and Kora’s tribes, I couldn’t restrain the urge to take matters into my own hands. I now had the ability and knowledge to sneak into the Needle and kill Corvus in his sleep, provided I could get past the guards who seemed like they’d spent many lonely nights at the Needle where nobody would dare trespass. Nobody except me.

Although I’d risk upsetting the tribal coalitions, the assassination became more plausible in my head. If I could kill Corvus before he found the Stave, I could avoid the inevitable bloodshed accompanying the looming war and release my people from slavery much faster than if I waited for the ambush to begin. He had no apparent heir and the army would be in disarray in the aftermath of his death.

It was a tough decision, and I knew I’d need more time before I made the final call. I had to think through the logistics of getting out without Aren knowing and getting in without Corvus knowing. But, if I could do it, Asher and I would have that life I’d dreamt about. And so would the others who were depending on us winning this war.
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Itucked my chin into the thick scarf Aren had given me as I walked toward the Nest’s general store. The morning air felt cold and damp—the kind that gave the old timers the Ritis. But I felt oddly invigorated, which was baffling considering the little sleep I’d gotten the night before. My mind had continued to churn over the new opportunity that had arisen out of a fitful night. How I could pull my idea off was another matter entirely, but before I got too far long in the planning, I’d decided to float the idea by Wyllow and Kora.

Before I came to the main road where the merchants were already busy trading, I paused beneath a great maple and ran my hands over its course trunk. I gazed up at the branches, recalling the hours I’d spent training in the forest near Kora’s village, and I closed my eyes while leaning my forehead against the tree, breathing in and conjuring up the feeling of freedom while Asher’s face flashed in my mind’s eye. I knew what my grandfather had meant when he’d told me that being loved by another gave us strength, and that loving another gave us courage.

A group of children ran past me, their laughter bringing me back to the moment. I gazed at them and smiled to myself before continuing to the store where Aren had sent me to purchase some supplies.

Mothers pushing strollers filled the main thoroughfare, people browsing the shopfronts and children running around the horses and carts as they rolled down the road. I had almost reached the store when someone yanked me by the arm and pulled me into an alley.

“Hey, soul sister.”

I pulled my arm away, scowling as I gave Wyllow a light punch on her upper arm.

“You gotta stop scaring me like that. I’m gonna turn grey before my time.”

She grinned, her amber eyes glimmering as she waved a hand through the air.

“Tsk! There’s something so amusing about teasing you. I don’t think I’ll ever tire of it, so you may as well get used to it.”

I couldn’t help but return her smile. I secretly loved the way she made me feel, even if it meant I’d suffer a surprise every now and then.

“How have you been?”

“Not bad, all things considering. You?”

I glanced over my shoulder and stepped closer to her, lowering my voice.

“Aren took me to the Needle last night. I saw Corvus, and I know where he is and how to get to him. I think I can end the war before it begins. I want to sneak into the Needle and kill him while he sleeps.”

Wyllow frowned as she shook her head.

“You know I’m usually up for your crazy ideas, but this sounds way too risky. What if you get caught? And do you think you’ll just be able to stroll into Corvus’ chamber? No, we should stick to the original plan. I know you’re eager to get this over with, and I don’t blame you, but this doesn’t feel right to me.”

“If I can do this, many lives will be saved. Corvus is the head of the beast. If we can cut it off, the Crow army will die. There’s nobody in the Nest capable of stepping into the void that would be left by Corvus’ assassination.”

“We’re here to figure out how a small band of warriors can take down a lord’s army. We already know we can’t win the war by facing his forces head-on. And if they figure out what you’re up to, none of us will be able to get the information we need—and then all of this will have been for nothing.”

I shook my head and sighed. She was right, and I knew it, but that didn’t mean I was abandoning my idea. I was about to try to convince her when she leapt away from me, her eyes wide as she began to back away.

“My master! I have to go. Promise me you won’t do anything?”

She waited, her eyes pleading, but I couldn’t give her the assurance she wanted. I couldn’t lie to my friend. Wyllow turned and ran, her voice trailing after her.

“Don’t be so stubborn! Please wait!”

I watched her until she was out of sight before walking back into the street. I hadn’t realized she’d gotten to know me so well—I had already begun to dig my heels in on this idea and Wyllow knew it.
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Ifolded my legs beneath me and sat on the damp earth before the angel. With pouty lips, she lay resting against a small hand, her tiny wings curling up. Moldy, chipped, and broken in places, the sculpture cast long shadows through the setting sun.

I had been assigned an afternoon of gardening chores when I’d discovered the angel hidden beneath a pile of leaves. She was unlike the other sculptures, and I took her appearance as a good omen.

As darkness came, I stared at her until my eyes adjusted to the night. For some reason, she made me think of my parents. I wasn’t sure if it was because my grandfather had told me they had called me their little angel, or that somehow the angel reminded me of their absence. Whatever it was, she seemed to have brought me closer to them, and I was reluctant to leave the garden and return to the house.

I reached out and stroked the side of her face, closing my eyes and connecting with her grounded energy. She felt cold and grainy, but emanated purity. For a fleeting moment, I believed with all my heart that she’d protect me. Then, I dropped my hand and let out a sigh, feeling like an idiot as I gazed at the angel and told myself she was simply another sculpture in a Crow garden. A hunk of carved granite and nothing more.

The sound of crunching leaves caught my attention as I stood up. I stared at the thick rows of trees looming over the garden like spidery shadows. I saw nothing through the inky dark, but I did hear someone hiss my name from behind a trunk.

“Rayna. Come here.”

My chest tightened—it was Baylock calling for me. I hadn’t seen him since I’d told him about Asher, and while I was happy to hear the sound of his voice, I wondered why he had come. I hesitated before approaching, but as I drew closer and spied his soft smile through the dark, I began to relax a little.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

He took a step closer before instantly retreating, his face twisted.

“I had to come. For Kora. She was on her way to you when she spotted her master and had to run home before he made it back.” He paused and took a shaky breath before continuing. “She was coming to talk you out of your idea. She’s worried about you, and so am I. Seriously, it’s a dumb move. Please don’t. It’s suicidal.”

“Kora sent you here to tell me this?”

“Yeah.”

My eyes narrowed, and I put my hands on my hips.

“I think I can end the war before it begins.”

I’d begun to turn away when he grabbed my wrist. I looked at him, my breath quickening. When he spoke, the words sounded tight and throaty.

“Listen. I’m not always good with words—not the important ones anyway. I’m begging you, please don’t do this.”

I pulled my wrist free from his grasp. Baylock’s eyes began to mist up.

I put my hand on his shoulder and looked deep into his eyes.

“I’m not doing anything yet. But if our best chance is me sneaking into the Needle, then that is what I’ll do regardless of what you, or Wyllow, or Kora, or anyone else thinks. So, I promise I won’t do anything. For now. You can tell Kora that.”

“Thank you.”

I looked away and we both fell silent as the crickets came alive in the forest. I took a step back.

“I should go.”

“Yeah.”

My heart stiffened as I smiled, giving Baylock a short wave as I began to turn away. He grabbed my hand again.

“Wait—there’s something else.”

His grip tightened, his thick fingers sweaty and cold. I said nothing as I watched him, feeling that he needed to unburden himself of something. And he deserved the opportunity to do that.

“I don’t expect you to understand, but I can’t stop thinking about you. Last night, my heart hurt so much, and I wished I could stop loving you. Truth is, no matter the words you or I ever say or don’t say, or how far away I’ll ever be from you, I will always love you. I miss you. I wanted you to know that.”

I squeezed his hand and tried to smile. “One day, you’re gonna love some girl that will love you back the same way, and then you’ll wonder what it was you ever saw in me.”

He pulled his hand away and laughed, but it sounded hollow.

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

I thought about saying something else, but there was nothing left to say. He had voiced his feelings and revealed his heartache. I couldn’t ease his pain no matter how much I hated seeing him that way. So, I backed away, biting my bottom lip and taking one last look at him.

“I gotta go.”

“Yeah.”

I heard his footsteps behind me as I ran for the house. It felt as though pieces of my heart crunched beneath his feet. Baylock didn’t realize how much I understood his feelings, or that part of my heart would always belong to him. But it was my feelings for Asher I couldn’t deny, and Asher who I wanted to be with.

With those thoughts fresh in my mind, I found myself still unsure of whether attacking Corvus in the Needle was the best approach. And now I had promised Baylock that I wouldn’t act right away. I paused when I returned to the angel and gazed down at her, searching her face for another sign. Then, through the dark, I whispered.

“Show me the way.”
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“Welcome to hell.”

The woman chuckled before snaking her fingers through mine and pulling me closer. Her ruby lips parted into a wide grin as she leaned forward, tracing a fingernail over my cheek and whispering into my ear.

“Tonight, you’re a star and he’s the big dipper.” She gestured toward the center of the room and laughed, her long blond hair tumbling down her back.

I frowned at the woman as she pulled me further into the room, gazing around and feeling disorientated. The room seemed familiar, but I couldn’t tell where I was through the smoky haze and dimmed lighting. A peculiar piece of music played over the sound of a crowd laughing and dancing. The guests wore strange outfits, the likes of which I’d never seen—women in glossy black dresses barely covering flesh and knee-high boots. The men wore black masks and next to nothing else, and were leading women around with thin silver chains attached to collars about their necks.

I stopped and yanked on the woman’s hand.

“Where are we?”

She tossed her golden mane over a slender shoulder and smiled, her blue eyes dilating as she slinked closer to me.

“You’re in the show. Don’t be afraid. I told you, you’re the star. The Lord has been waiting for you.” She ran her tongue across her bottom lip and reached for me.

I shrunk away from her and scowled. “Don’t touch me.”

She grinned, blinking her long lashes.

“You’ve got a lot to learn. Come, the party’s just getting started.”

I hesitated as she sauntered away, wanting to leave and yet unable to resist the underlying power drawing me into the center of the room where groups of people had gathered. Another sound rose above the noise. My stomach began to curdle as I realized it was the sound of a cracking whip.

I tried to avoid contact as I pushed through the throng of people, stopping and gasping when I finally saw the spectacle capturing their attention. A young woman stood with her back bared, her long hair falling over one shoulder, her wrists tied to two timber posts. Lord Corvus stood behind her, clasping the handle of a whip and lashing the leather tails against her back.

Corvus was clad from head to toe in black. The thick bands circling his fingers shone as he cracked the whip, his icy blue eyes glimmering with excitement as the woman moaned with each strike against her smooth skin. I looked around wide-eyed and dazed, noticing the crowd’s enjoyment spike with each crack of the whip.

I began to feel seedy and sick. I clutched my stomach and backed away as the room started to spin. I stumbled back, feeling something brush against my arm as hands shoved me forward and I fell into the center of the circle at the Lord’s feet. Suddenly, the room fell as silent as the bottom of the lake and all eyes fixed upon me. Then, Lord Corvus broke the silence with a hideous laugh.

“I have been waiting for you.”

I scrambled to my feet, looking for a way through the crowd and out of this bizarre place.

“Let me go.”

He laughed again, holding the whip high as it suddenly morphed into the Stave.

“No, I don’t think so,” he said, taking a step closer to me. “You’re just in time for the grand finale. Come.”

I flinched as his fingers gripped my elbow and pulled me toward the great windows surrounding the entire room. Then he released my arm and, in an abrupt move, clicked his fingers while smiling as the dark ruins of Seattle suddenly spread before us under a dazzling sun.

“Welcome to the future.”

He lifted the Stave and pointed it toward the window; its black coils sparked bright orange while a flickering white current shot from the end. His pasty face gleamed in the reflection of the lights, twisting his sneer as he began to laugh. The Pacific Ocean rose like a great blue wall and rolled toward the Lowlands at high speed.

Paralyzed, I looked from Corvus to the tidal wave. For one small moment, I felt suffocated and helpless. I couldn’t move. Then, with one almighty surge, I battled the panic and lunged at him.

“No!”

I screamed, reaching for the Stave and stumbling into one of Corvus’ guards. I pushed against him, but as he wrapped his arms around me, I couldn’t break free. Corvus laughed as the guard spun me toward the window, my eyes filling with tears as I watched my village disappear beneath the crashing wave.

“No!”

“Welcome to the future.”

Lord Corvus’ words rang in my head until I forced myself awake. Images of the dream lingered as I sat up in my bed and tried to steady the beat of my racing heart. A light layer of sweat covered my entire body as I thought about my obliterated village.

Earlier that night, I had asked the angel to show me the way.

I swallowed the lump in my throat as I swung my legs from the bed and pulled on my clothes.

She had given me an answer. I had to stop Corvus before it was too late.
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Murder.

The word implied deliberate intent—murder was the premeditated act of killing another human being. My hands had already been invisibly stained with the blood of those people whose lives I’d taken in the past. Yet, never before had I set out to take another life in this way.

But I’d made up my mind, and I knew it was something I’d have to live with the rest of my life. I would save countless lives and save numerous villages—but I had to kill in cold blood to do it. Would you kill a baby if you knew it would grow up to be a tyrant? That was a common question of an old parlor game called, “Would You?” What I was about to do was not a game. I was going to the Needle while everyone slept, and I was going to murder Lord Corvus before he could use me to find the Stave and destroyed the Lowlands.

Soon after I’d arrived, I’d noticed the bolts securing the steel bars over my bedroom window had eroded. When I pushed against the bars, the drywall around the bolts crumbled away. It wasn’t difficult to pry the bolts from their wall anchors and slip through the small gap between the bars and the window, a sharp paring knife hidden beneath my coat. Negotiating the streets in the Nest, however, would be a different story.

Even with the hour being so late, there were still people out and about. Most were late-night drunks stumbling home and slurring to whoever would listen as they ranted about the street swindlers and thieves. The world was full of them. I knew only too well, for I had been fooled more times than I cared to admit. Those drunks carried on about trivial matters and I couldn’t help but wonder why people cared so much about the little things when our world was plagued with dire evil.

My mind was on high-alert as I snuck through the streets, keeping to the shadows and avoiding the occasional guard while dodging the intoxicated Crows who meandered through the streets. I had almost cleared the main road when I spotted a patrolling guard up ahead. I dashed into a nearby alley, where I climbed into shadows that hid me beneath an impenetrable veil of darkness.

As I waited for the guard to pass, the sound of my heart drummed in my ears and the hairs on the back of my neck pricked up. I lowered my eyes to the ground, listening for the light sound of footsteps before I heard a voice and smelled the foul stench of whiskey. I whirled around, peering into the eyes of a middle-aged man as he hissed and grabbed my arm.

“Coming to play to with me, little darlin’?”

I snatched my arm from him and scowled.

“Piss off, you drunk!”

My eyes darted back to the street as I shrank away from him, hoping the guard hadn’t heard the sounds coming from the alley as the man lunged for me. His burly hands grabbed at my waist while his fingers roamed. He hummed in my ear.

“Easy, girl. Easy.”

I spun, jamming a sharp elbow into his gut.

The man recoiled, trying to keep his grip on me as I pushed him away, spinning around and landing a hard knee to his groin. He groaned, doubling over and cursing beneath his breath. For a split second I watched as he struggled to climb to his feet.

“Don’t you easy me, you dirty old man.” I kicked him in the gut with the toe of my boot before running from the alley and emerging onto the street. Not wanting to waste my energy on another drunkard, I ran the rest of the way to the Needle, stopping just short of the main entrance.

I circled the base of the Needle, giving it a wide berth and avoiding the handful of guards milling around the front entrance and the lobby. I knew I had no hope of gaining access through the front doors, but I figured there had to be be another way in. As I darted from behind trees and old cars, I discovered a single door at the rear of the building.

The door had been almost completely concealed by a cluster of bushes, and it was unguarded. I felt that Corvus’ security detail had known of the door but found no reason to guard one that appeared to be rusted shut. I slipped beneath the thick brush, crawling over the ground until I was within arm’s reach. I peered through the twisted branches and leaves, my heart leaping before I made the move, pulling on the door handle and discovering it was locked. As expected.

My eyes searched the frame, but the door was rusted shut, locked, or both. It would be impossible for me to get inside this way. Maybe my plan would end right here, at the base of the Needle. But that was when I noticed the panel to the door’s left. It was about three feet off the ground and about one foot by one foot. The handle was also rusted, but the hinges swung it open with a low creak when I pulled on it. It seemed to be a way to accept deliveries without opening the door. The guards likely hadn’t worried about securing it, given the fact that a man couldn’t possibly fit through the opening. But a thin, wiry girl, on the other hand…

I immediately crawled through, head first. I had to wiggle to get my hips through, but I landed with a thud on the other side—in the middle of a dark hallway. I immediately grabbed my knife and held it in my right hand.

I had made it into the lobby floor of the Needle, but this was only the beginning. I had to get to the top of it. But I couldn’t exactly order the lift to take me up. On my visit with Aren, I’d seen a spiral staircase running next to the elevator shaft. There had to be hundreds and hundreds of steps leading to the top of the Needle. And if I wanted to get there, I’d have to take them. One at a time.
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Icould barely breathe, my calves burned, and my ankles ached, but I had reached the top of the Needle. I lingered in the murky stairwell, wiping the sweat from my brow as I leaned against the wall and allowed my heartbeat to slow down before eyeing the big heavy door leading into the Lord’s lair. My fingers trembled as I reached for the handle, and when I pushed it open just enough to peer inside, it took everything I had to keep going.

An eerie quiet hung over the vast space, which was illuminated only by the faded light of the moon shining through the windows. I slipped over the threshold, holding my breath and keeping my back to the wall as I began exploring the chamber. I had no idea where Corvus slept, and I saw many doors leading to more rooms. Moving from one to the next, I slowly opened each door.

Was I prepared for what I would ultimately find? I had come to the Needle on a wave of emotion, but I realized I hadn’t really thought this through. I’d assumed I could simply kill Corvus in his sleep—something I was sure many of his enemies had wanted to do. He was the most powerful man in the Lowlands and commander of an entire army. And here I was, a girl able to sneak past his guards on the ground and walk right into his chamber without encountering a single guard. I should’ve had alarm bells going off in my head. Looking back now, it seems silly that I thought it would be so easy.

The minutes felt endless. The quiet became deafening and all I heard was the pounding of my own heart in my ears. I remembered the layout and walked past the kitchen, padding through to a huge room rimmed with floor-to-ceiling windows. I halted and gasped as I looked around when I realized it was the room I’d seen in my dream, when Corvus had wiped out my village using the Stave. In the dream, he had destroyed everything. Had that been a warning or an omen? I would soon find out.

I spotted an ornate door in the far corner of the room. I bit my bottom lip as a shiver ran up my spine. Gulping, I slipped across the floor by moving from heel to toe, each foot easing to the floor. The door had been trimmed in silver which glowed in the moonlight, the silhouette of a crow burned into the dark, polished wood. This had to be Corvus’ chamber.

I opened the door, pushing it open and gazing into the inky room. I could see the outline of chairs, a sofa, and a grand bed with a canopy that itself seemed bigger than the hovel I’d shared with my grandfather. I took a shaky breath and stepped inside, pushing my back against the wall as I strained to see into the shadows. I tightened the grip on my knife as I waited for my vision to adjust to the darkness.

I’d just turned to face the canopy when a voice came from the sofa.

“Hello, Rayna.”

My jaw dropped, and I froze as the candelabras came alive with the flick of his hand, bringing a dull glow to the room—providing more than enough light for me to see Lord Corvus standing next to the sofa, glaring at me. He had dressed in black, a scabbard holding a sword on his narrow hips, and his teeth gleamed as he grinned.

“How do you know who I am?”

His grin widened, his eyes flashing.

“I know a lot about you, young lady.”

I said nothing as his jeweled fingers brushed over his thin silver hair.

“My dear, you have no idea how I have longed to find you. I dreamt of you. Every single day, I could almost feel you getting closer to me. We’re connected—your destiny is also mine.”

I scrunched my face, squaring my shoulders as I felt the embers in my stomach reignite.

“I am not connected to you. You are a heartless murderer. I’d rather die than share a destiny with you.”

He laughed. “Oh, you will. But not before I get what I need.”

“I came here to kill you.”

“I know. I practically invited you into my bedroom. Don’t flatter yourself.”

I held my knife out and took a step toward him.

“Did you really think you’d simply walk into my chamber and kill me? The Lord of the Lowlands, killed like a common thief in a dark alley? Did you learn nothing during your incarceration?”

I couldn’t answer his questions because I felt foolish even without speaking. How could I have been so stupid? This evil cretin had lured me here, allowing me to do the hard work for him. I didn’t think it had hit me entirely yet, but I began to put it together.

“Maybe I can’t kill you right now, but I won’t be part of any plan you have. I won’t be your destiny.”

“Really? I think you could be persuaded.”

I whirled around as another door flew open. Two guards entered the room, dragging a man between them. His head was down and his boots were scraping across the dark, mahogany floorboards. When the man looked up, I thought I felt my heart drop into my stomach.

“Asher?”

They’d beaten him so that his face was swollen and purple, blood caking his brow and oozing from his nose as they dropped him to the floor with a heavy thud. The guards laughed, kicking Asher in the ribs as they stepped back. Another man strolled through the darkness and I could tell from his nasal snickering who it was.

“Rayna! So great to see you again! It’s like we’re all back at the Troll, eh?”

Jaef brushed past me and stood next to Corvus. “I knew it was you the other night. I wanted so badly to show you the beating we gave Asher, but our Lord promised me you’d get to see him. And he was right.”

Corvus smiled and rested a hand on Jaef’s arm. He nodded.

Jaef walked past me and stood over Ash, the goon’s eyes locked on mine as he kicked Ash in the stomach three times.

“That’s enough! Stop this!”

Corvus took a step toward me, shaking his head. “Only you can stop it, girl.”
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Idropped my knife, wiped my eyes with the back of my hand, and scowled as I watched Asher writhing on the floor. I felt raw, torn between my hatred for Corvus and my love for Asher. I ignored Jaef as he approached, keeping my eyes on Asher as he lifted his head and turned toward me.

“R-Rayna?”

Although he sounded hoarse and broken, his voice warmed my heart. I gave him a nod and bit my bottom lip before turning a hard glare on Jaef.

“Our Lord suspected. He felt an energy around you, something different even though you’d been Aren’s servant.”

Corvus stepped in front of Jaef, smirking at me as he wrinkled his thin nose. Jaef continued talking while Asher moaned.

“If it wasn’t for me, you might’ve gotten away with it. When I saw your face in the kitchen, I told him what I had suspected—that the greatest Crawler in the history of the Lowlands was right here, in the Needle posing as a slave.” He seemed to thrive on his own sarcasm, spreading his arms wide. “And now, here we are…”

I ignored Jaef, the rat. Instead I stared hard at Corvus. “How did you know I’d be coming for you?”

“I didn’t. But I have eyes everywhere and I was alerted as soon as you were on the move. I simply waited for you to walk right into my open arms.

“I won’t do anything for you.”

Corvus cleared his throat and coughed before stepping even closer to me. I stood tall with my back straight as he smiled down at me.

“You’re going to crawl for me. I don’t care about you or your little boyfriend here—all I care about is finding the Stave. It is mine by birthright, as Lord of the Lowlands. I’m sure you’ve heard the stories and understand the significance.”

“They’re just that. Stories. Things spoiled, entitled Crow parents tell their bratty kids.”

I knew that it probably wasn’t just a story but I had to see how committed Corvus was to finding the Stave.

“You’re so naïve. You’ve traveled the high desert wastelands and back, swallowing your vengeance until you could find me, and yet you really are a little girl. If he had any crawling skill whatsoever—” Corvus paused and looked at Jaef,” I wouldn’t need you at all. But, as it turns out, you appear to still be the best Crawler in the land.”

Jaef sputtered. “I just needed more time and⁠—”

“Shut up.”

Jaef did as Corvus had commanded.

“I promise I will not harm those who bend a knee before me. With the Stave, I will only strike down our enemies. Finding it will be a service to your people, to all of those inhabiting the Lowlands.”

“You’re a liar.” I didn’t need dreams or visions to show me what a filthy, dishonest person Corvus was. “You’ll destroy us all once you have the Stave.”

“Well, it appears as though we’re at an impasse, my dear. Because if you don’t agree to find my Stave, I can’t be responsible for what happens to dear Asher.”

I blinked slowly, my mind vacant as if I’d somehow known every moment was leading to this one. It was as it had to be—how it was always going to have ended up, and yet I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do.

I looked at Asher. He had managed to pull himself up and now sat slumped against the wall. I could barely make out his blue eyes from all the swelling, but I caught that special look he had always kept only for me. My heart flipped, my lips curving slightly.

“If I do this, you will release Asher?”

“Don’t do it. He’s lying.”

Corvus grinned at Asher before looking back to me. “If you find my Stave, no harm will come to him.”

Asher’s voice broke, the words stumbling from his split and bloody lips. “We are his enemies. He’ll destroy us all.”

I blinked back a tear before nodding at Corvus. “Okay then.”

“Very good.”

Jaef walked to Asher as my oldest friend dropped his head and mumbled. “No, no, no.”

“Then get that piece of shit away from Asher. Right now.”

Corvus waved at Jaef, who stomped away into the darkness after staring at me for a moment.

“But of course. After all, he has to prepare gear for your dive. It’ll be just like old times, Jaef supervising while you crawl.”
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As soon as I heard the tumbler, I was on my feet. Corvus had kept me locked in the small room for hours with only an old wooden chair, waiting for first light and an early crawl. My bones ached and my head throbbed, but that didn’t stop me from grimacing when Jaef flung the door open and stood in the threshold.

“Time to go.”

I followed him down the main hallway, where the early morning light cast an eerie glow through the chamber. As we strode silently over the plush carpet, I couldn’t help but send a resentful glare his way.

“How could you betray our people and work for Corvus? After everything he did to the Hydrans—how?”

He glanced toward me and shrugged. “I’m tired of eating rotting vegetables and maggot-infested meat. I’m sick of being a loser. We’ll always be lesser than the Crows. Don’t you get it? Serving Corvus puts me in the Nest. And my children, and my children’s children. This is our ticket out. You seem to have forgotten how hard of a life you had with your grandfather.”

I stopped and dug my fingers into his arm. “Don’t you ever talk about my grandfather again.”

“Hmmph.” He shook his arm, trying to pry my fingers away—but he couldn’t. “Let go.”

I stepped back and hissed, releasing his arm. “I don’t understand why you think you can trust Corvus.”

“Just how much worse could things be? It’s not like Hydrans were living like kings.”

I decided it didn’t help anything for me to continue bickering with Jaef. He’d sold out and betrayed his people. I couldn’t reason with him.

He led me toward the elevator where two guards waited for us by the doors. Once we filed into the tight car and the lift cranked into action, Jaef leaned in and shook his head, whispering.

“You know, we can be friends. Despite what you think, I’m not always an ass. You could have a future in the Nest. With your friends. And even Asher. Just cooperate and find the Stave.”

I stared hard at Jaef as the elevator car descended.

“I will never turn my back on my people like some coward.”

His face twisted as he began to laugh.

“You’ve always been so stubborn. Find the damn Stave. The longer you drag this out, the worse it’s going to be for all of us.”

“Trust me.” I spat at his feet, turning my back on him and looking out the windows as the lift continued to descend. “Things are definitely going to get worse for you.”

We rode the rest of the way down without another word. When we hit the lobby, he grabbed a pile of diving gear from one of the benches and shoved it in my arms with a dark smirk.

“Here you go, oh mighty champion of the Crawlers. Time to get back in the mud.”

The guards snickered as I pulled the gear to my chest. “What if I can’t find it?”

“You will. For the sake of your lovey, Asher. You will find that Stave.”
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I’d been crawling all morning without any luck. The cold lake water had seeped into my bones, making it hard for me to concentrate. I’d been out of practice.

I broke the surface and made for the shore, glaring at Jaef and his pack of cronies as they goofed around on the banks. My shriveled fingers pulled at the goggles creasing a line into my forehead, my feet dragging through the shallows as I neared the banks. I stopped short when the goons fell silent and looked at me, scowling as Jaef cocked his head to the side, a wide grin plastered across his face.

“What’s the matter, Crawler? You’re empty-handed. Lose something while you were a slave girl? Like your special crawling skills? Perhaps this was all a waste of time.”

I eyed him while water dripped off my nose, a fire burning in my stomach despite the fact that the lake had frozen my bones.

“Perhaps the Stave doesn’t exist. Did that ever occur to you?”

He laughed.

“The Lord isn’t a fool. The Stave is out there, so you better turn around, get back in that water, and find it.”

One of Jaef’s friends ambled forward, speaking to him while looking at me. “Another Crawler told Corvus he saw it under some rubble near the old marina but couldn’t reach it. Maybe she should check over there.”

Jaef glanced at the guy. “I doubt it. I searched every part of that marina myself. If it was there, I would’ve found it.”

The guy shrugged and walked away, muttering. Jaef turned back to me with a sneer.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Asher ain’t gonna get himself free with you just standing there, gawking.”

My eyes narrowed as I shook my head.

“Through everything, and you’re still an asshole.” I kicked at the shallow water, soaking him with cold water as I spun around and waded back into the lake.

I grinned as he cursed me out, his voice disappearing as I dropped beneath the water’s surface and again swam toward the marina. Jaef hadn’t found the Stave searching that area, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. Lake Union was a massive pool of water. The Stave could be anywhere, and it could take me months to search the entire bottom—if the thing even existed in the first place. But if another Crawler claimed to have seen something resembling the Stave in the marina, then it was worth my time to check it out.

I searched for another hour before I felt ready to give up. I’d scoured the deep trenches and picked apart the detritus sitting inside the eroded boat hulls. I’d brushed the gritty bottom, dug around the rotted beams, and lifted and moved big pieces of rusty scrap metal—and yet, nothing.

Swimming to the edge of where the marina had been, I began searching around an old car’s rusted frame, which was mostly buried beneath decades of debris and was being slowly swallowed up by Union’s black mud. I swam around it one last time, checking the open trunk before I got ready to head for the surface; that was when I caught sight of a long black bar that coiled on one end.

I blinked and let the water settle as my lungs begged me to head up for a breath. Jaef had shown me a picture that Corvus had shown him, and I wondered if this was really it. I kicked out and went to the surface to get some air and think for a moment.

Did it matter if this was the Stave? Did it matter if the Stave really had the powers foretold in those stories, the ones Corvus believed? I decided there, while treading water, that it didn’t matter. I was going to get to Ash and then I was going to help take Corvus down. I couldn’t lose sight of my goal. I would need to dive down and grab this object, and then whatever happened would happen.

Kicking my way back to the bottom, I saw it had been partially buried and wedged beneath two thick planks of wood. The closer I got to it, I had to admit that the object was exactly as it had looked in my dreams. Yanking it from the lake bottom and sending a cloud of muddy water loose, I gripped the top of it and angled for the surface.

But what if the powers were real? I began to think about my dreams and doubted myself. What if I handed this thing to Jaef and Corvus used it, and my dreams became a reality?

No… I couldn’t do that even though I knew Asher was in jeopardy. I needed more time to decide what to do with the Stave, which meant I’d have to find a new spot to hide it in—one that was a considerable distance from the marina. Jaef hadn’t found it at the bottom of Lake Union yet but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t.
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Ididn’t have a lot of time to think about it. But it wasn’t the time I needed, really—it was the lack of air that was working against me. I knew Jaef and his gang had been following me along the shoreline. He knew exactly where I was crawling, and where I would resurface. I also knew there was a little cove along the embankment located on the outer edge of the marina. If I could swim underwater another few hundred yards, I knew I had a chance of breaking the surface where I’d be out of sight, and able to stash the Stave before Jaef discovered I’d found it.

I ignored my cramping calves and my aching lungs as I kicked as fast as I could toward the cove. When the pressure in my head began to make me feel dizzy, I knew I couldn’t go much further without blacking out. I wasn’t sure how far I was from where they’d last seen me dive, so I kicked desperately for the surface as far from the marina as I could. I came up as quietly as possible, gasping and turning to look at the cove in front of me.

I sucked in the air and ran out of the water, not seeing Jaef or any of his buddies nearby—I could hear them laughing in the distance. I had become so pleased with myself that I allowed a brief grin to raise the corners of my mouth. Then, I ran harder toward the cove while keeping the Stave between me and lake. I would need to find somewhere to hide it and then swim back out, making like I’d come up empty-handed.

The cove sat behind a promontory point on the lake, which kept me hidden from any others on the beach looking in this direction. I ran as fast as I could into the sheltered cove, my pulse racing as I looked around and found a huge rock lodged against a fallen tree. There was just enough space to slide the Stave between the two. I’d bent down to hide it when I heard laughing. I looked up to see Jaef standing ten feet away, slow-clapping me.

“Well done, girl. Well done.”

My stomach dropped, and I froze as his friends appeared a few moments later. Jaef snatched the Stave from my hands, shaking his head and sneering.

“Damn. You found it. You really found this stupid thing.”

“He might destroy us all with that. Don’t you understand?”

Jaef threw his head back and cackled. “I do. Don’t care. I’ll stand next to him and watch the Lowlands turn into the sea.”

At least I would die with Asher. That was my consolation until Jaef spoke again, and this time I wanted to rip his face off.

“And his Lord will be so pleased when I hand it to him. I guess he was right after all. The best Crawler did find the Stave—me.”
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Jaef swaggered with the Stave while heading up the road to the Needle. I tried not to look at him as we entered the guarded lobby, rode in the lift, and then approached Corvus’ quarters. If the object’s power was real, I knew Lord Corvus would crush the revolution and destroy the Hydran village—and I had practically accomplished the destruction with my own hand.

He’d closed the drapes to darken the room while casting out his harem in anticipation of holding the Stave. Jaef had sent a message ahead that he had something for the Lord, and although he hadn’t said exactly what he was bringing, I felt sure Corvus had anticipated the find.

The pungent scent of sandalwood curled from burning incense while Corvus sat alone at the end of his grand table. He didn’t look up when we walked through the door. I followed Jaef and saw the smug grin on his face in the reflections of the polished mirrors hanging on the walls. As he approached the table, Jaef held the Stave up like a torch.

“I have a gift for you, My Lord. The very object you’ve so desired, the one nobody else could find for you—not even the best Crawler in the Lowlands.”

Jaef glanced at me and sneered as Corvus rose to his feet. He came around the table and lumbered toward Jaef.

“That is it. That is the Stave.”

I still wasn’t sure if the legendary powers were real. I’d find out soon enough.

Jaef held the Stave out while going down to one knee. Corvus wrapped his bony, wrinkled fingers around it and a wicked grin spread across his face.

“Finally. After all this time, all of the searches over the years—and I will be the Lord to command the seas from above.”

I had one of Jaef’s goons on each side of me, holding me by the wrists. They hadn’t even thought I was dangerous enough to tie up.

“Yes, my lord. And I, your humble servant Jaef, has brought it to you.”

Corvus’ gaze never left the Stave. He dismissed Jaef with a wave of his hand and turned around, cradling the Stave to his chest as he walked away. Jaef’s face darkened and his jaw clenched. He followed the Lord, speaking over Corvus’ shoulder as he stood near one of the floor-to-ceiling windows that hadn’t been covered by the drapes.

“My Lord, it was I who found the Stave for you.”

Lord Corvus spun around, his eyes flashing as he looked at Jaef before his gaze settled on me. His pasty lips spread into a wide grin as I held his stare. He didn’t break his gaze when he answered Jaef.

“Yes, you did well. Thank you for finding the Stave and bringing it to me.”

“You’re welcome, My Lord.”

Corvus turned around to gaze out of the window, looking across the ruins of Seattle.

What had I done?

“The Stave has been underwater for so long. It will need powering up before I can use it.” He turned toward Jaef. “That will give me the time I need to prepare our soldiers for war.”

I swallowed, my breath hitching in my chest. I broke the grip on my wrists and took a step toward Corvus.

“You said you’d release Asher once you had the Stave.”

His blue eyes glinted at me.

“No, I said I’d release Asher if you found the Stave. Clearly, you did not. I think that maybe you need more practice crawling, once all of this is over.” He looked at me as he continued speaking, but to Jaef. “It won’t matter anyway, isn’t that right, Jaef? Once the Stave is fully powered, there won’t be anything left of the Hydran village or the lowly cockroaches who live there.”
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Corvus had me thrown into a utility closet on the ground floor of the Needle, and he locked Jaef inside to “guard” me. The kid was too stupid to realize that Corvus didn’t care about him anymore. The Lord had gotten what he’d needed from Jaef and he no longer had a need for either of us.

Jaef groaned and sat up, his sunken eyes blinking as he then yawned and looked at me. I shook my head before speaking to him.

“Morning, sunshine. Seems like you’re worth about as much to Corvus as I am right now. You found him the Stave and yet you’re locked in a closet overnight with me.”

He grimaced as he stood up and stretched his long body. “I’m guarding you. To make sure you don’t do anything stupid.”

“Right, yes. You’re guarding me inside of a locked room.”

“I don’t need to understand what he does. I have faith in our Lord.”

“You’re delusional if you do.” I stood up and peered back at him. “Call the guards. Get us out of here and come with me. Fight for your people.”

He scrunched up his face.

“Fight alongside us. We can do this. We can defeat Corvus, take the Nest, and have the life we want.”

He slumped against the wall, laughing.

“Now who’s delusional? Corvus has the Stave. And an army. The Hydrans have nothing. I’ll have the life I want and it won’t include you.”

I was about to answer when the lock on the door twisted, and it opened a moment later. Two guards motioned for us to follow them into the corridor. I glanced at Jaef, wishing I could say more and yet knowing the moment had passed. My last-ditch effort of using Jaef to escape from Corvus had failed.

The guards didn’t say another word as they escorted us up to the top of the Needle. When the elevator doors slid apart, Corvus was waiting by the big windows overlooking the Seattle ruins. His silver hair shone in the morning light and he held a spy-looking glass as he waved a hand at me.

“Come. I want you to see something.”

Ignoring Jaef’s presence completely, Corvus extended the telescope, peering into the cylinder as he adjusted the lenses, smirking the entire time. He pulled me closer, slinging an arm over my shoulder and thrusting the scope into my hands.

“There, look.” He pointed a crooked finger at the ruins.

I hesitated, my stomach flipping before I lifted the spyglass, peering into the lens in the direction he’d indicated.

“Do you see them?”

I gasped as I caught sight of our soldiers hiding just beyond the Hydran village. I discovered later that they’d moved on the Nest in anticipation of the battle we’d start once we returned with a strategy.

He snatched the spyglass from my hand. “Fisherman? Farmers? Did you really think they could defeat my trained army? Even if I hadn’t found the Stave, they wouldn’t have had a chance. But now? I won’t just defeat your forces, I’ll destroy them. This revolution will be the last. That is a promise I can make with authority.”

Jaef began to giggle behind us, but Corvus held up a hand to silence him.

“But it doesn’t have to be the end of you, girl. I think you could be of use to me, and I could make sure you live the rest of your life in relative comfort.”

“But, My Lord. She can’t⁠—”

“Shut up.” Corvus glared at Jaef and then turned a cold smile back to me. “Surrender. Become my slave and call off your forces. In return, I will give them time to retreat before the Stave cleanses the Lowlands with the mighty Pacific. Your village is gone, but the villagers don’t have to die. Bow to me and you’ll save hundreds, maybe thousands of lives. It is your decision. You must choose between life and death.”
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Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have moved. The guards held me in place and forced me to look out the window. After a day spent sitting alone in the room where I’d slept, I was back in Corvus’ lair at the top of the Needle. The setting sun had dropped below the mountains, yet it had bathed the battlefield below in a wash of blood orange. My heart thundered—as if I had been trapped in a nightmare I couldn’t escape. But as the battle cries and shrieks reverberated from the Lowlands, I knew it wasn’t a dream. My Hydrans, Kora’s people, Wyllow’s clan—all of them dying at the hands of Crow soldiers and there was nothing I could do.

Unable to watch the massacre, I closed my eyes. Jaef snickered and clapped, letting loose with a, “Crush them!” or a “Defeat the Hydrans!” as if he’d been watching a sporting match. Lord Corvus stood next to me, his icy blue eyes flickered as he watched the battle below. He turned to me, smiled, and pointed at the fighting.

“The best is yet to come. I promise. It’s almost powered up.”

I still didn’t know if that damn thing would really work, but even if it didn’t, the Crow army would be counting corpses and taking prisoners within the hour if things didn’t change.

“Stop this! Please, call off your army!”

Corvus chuckled and Jaef joined in.

“Surrender to me and this all ends. Right now. You have my word.”

Had it all really come to this? My time as a slave, everything we’d sacrificed, our plan to take down Corvus from the inside—was this how it would end?

I growled and tried pulling my arms away from the guards, but it didn’t work. The two men were twice my height and weight, and I wouldn’t be able to overpower them without help. A sudden feeling of exhaustion coursed through me, and I slumped back against the wall and gazed down at the bloodshed.

“You’re stubborn. And with each moment you hold on to whatever hope you think you have, more lives are lost.” He laughed and gestured to Jaef, who was cheering as he watched our people fall in a bloody slaughter. “Just surrender and this all ends.”

I looked to the floor and blinked away the tears, determined not to show Corvus any weakness. But my head felt like it was about to explode. I wanted the pain to end.

And then I saw him in my mind’s eye. My old friend and spirit guide, the eagle. He wasn’t flying now. The eagle sat perched on a post, a leather cuff on his leg and a rope tethering him to the ground.

I lifted my chin then, looking at Corvus and nodding my head. “Okay. I surrender. Please, no more.”
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Iawoke with a start, rubbing the sleep from my eyes and sitting up as I glared down at Jaef. He had curled into a ball with his head in the crook of his arm while he snored. I bit my lip, stood up, and kicked him right in the shin.

“Get up, asshole.”

“Hey! Ouch!”

He groaned and stroked his leg while smiling at me before standing up. He let out an exaggerated yawn. “Beautiful morning in the Nest, wouldn’t you say?”

“You’re disgusting, do you know that?”

“You surrendered, bitch. Don’t blame me.”

I stood on the balls of my feet with my fists clenched, planting a nice punch square on his jaw. Jaef stumbled backwards and put a hand up to his face before letting loose with a nervous laugh, like we were playing around back at the Troll. We weren’t.

He’d taken a step toward me when the lock jangled, and two Crow guards opened the door.

“Did you keep our prisoner secure?”

One of the guards had asked Jaef the question while the other laughed. I couldn’t tell if they were teasing him, me, or both of us. Clearly, Jaef didn’t get the respect from Corvus that he thought he had—otherwise, it wouldn’t have been his job to “guard” me inside of a locked room.

“Corvus is calling for me?” Jaef asked, still rubbing his chin which was now turning red.

“Yeah. Exactly. Our Lord has summoned you for the spectacle at dusk.”

They laughed again, and I couldn’t help but feel a pang of pity for Jaef, who was clearly not picking up on their sarcasm.

“Excellent. Then let’s go.” He turned to me. “C’mon.”

After my surrender, he’d sent me to the Nest, where they’d locked Jaef and I in the basement of one of the unoccupied manors. All night, I’d had to listen to the Crow guards drinking and dancing, and when that had finally ended, Jaef’s snores had serenaded me. But things were much more dire than any loss of sleep. The matter of the Stave had yet to be resolved, and I could feel it all coming to an end on this cold, grey afternoon bleeding into evening.

The guards led us into the square where Lord Corvus stood cloaked in black and holding the Stave with a grin. I gasped as I saw the coils—pulsing and glowing like a beacon in the cloudy skies. I wasn’t sure exactly what he planned to demonstrate in the Nest. The Stave appeared to be powered, but he’d made me a promise… Corvus would keep it, wouldn’t he?

“Come. We have an exciting day ahead of us. I need to show all of the people of the Lowlands the power of the Stave.”

I looked at him, my mouth agape.

“You promised.”

“The old ones used to say, ‘all is fair in love and war.’ I guess you’ve gotten shafted on both counts.”

“You can’t⁠—”

“I can, and I will,” he said, cutting off my words. “You’ve done nothing but use deception and trickery to try and kill me and displace my people. How dare you claim the high ground? You did what you needed to try and save your people, and I will do the same. We’re not that different, you and I.”

“We’re nothing alike.”

“I don’t care what you think.” Corvus looked over his shoulder at Jaef, who wasn’t doing a good job of disguising the fact that he was eavesdropping. Corvus whispered to me. “You’ll serve me. That much is true.”

I looked into his face and the perverted grin there told me exactly what he had in mind.

“Now, get in the wagon. It’s time for a ride through the Nest. Everybody loves a parade!”

Jaef pushed me from behind as I climbed into the wagon and sat down. He climbed over me and sat while Corvus took a seat on my other side and the carriage began to move through the Nest. Jaef leaned in, his breath stinking like rotting garbage.

“It’ll be nice to have you under my command again. Our Lord has put me in charge of all of his slave girls.”

I ignored Jaef’s taunt and looked out the window as the carriage moved through the streets. Crows had come out in their finest clothes, many of them smoking and drinking at this early hour to celebrate the end of the revolution.

The driver brought the horses to a stop at a rocky promontory at the highest point of Queen Anne Hill. The Pacific spread out behind it, separated by a cliff with a sheer drop of at least 150 feet. The parade ended here, and it was clear that the Crows expected a victory speech from their dear leader, but he had something more demonstrative in mind.

Corvus and Jaef jumped out and a guard grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me along behind them. His grip felt stronger than iron. As I approached the cliff’s edge, reality began to morph with fantasy—this was just what I remembered from my dream.

The entire Nest had gathered on top of the cliff to witness what had been promised as a historic moment—for the first time in Crow history, a Lord possessed the Stave which would make them the most powerful clan in the entire Lowlands, and probably beyond. Dozens of Corvus’ guards surrounded a few hundred Crows who had begun pushing to the front to listen to their Lord. Crow soldiers had brought the prisoners of war up from the rear, a few dozen that I could see from where I stood.

The people murmured and gasped as Corvus strutted by them, the Stave in hand. Jaef followed him, and I was behind Jaef. When we’d reached the makeshift platform on the cliff’s far edge, Corvus climbed up the steps. He stopped and looked over the crowd, a smirk firmly planted on his face as the crowd began to cheer and chant his name.

“Cor-vus.”

“Cor-vus.”

“Cor-vus.”

“You see? They love me. You’ll learn to love me, too.”

I scowled and spat, my stomach turning at the thought. And when I’d thought he couldn’t sink any lower, he did.

My heart almost stopped when the Crow soldiers emerged from the crowd. They’d created a chaingang with their prisoners of war. I watched Wyllow, Kora, Saul, Aurora, Moria, Luke, Corbin, Garth, Axel, Jye, and more—everyone was being led through the crowd by the Crow soldiers. As each of them passed by, I was treated to deathly glares and dark frowns—even Wyllow’s usual bright aura clouded over in front of me like a black storm. The last man on the gang was Asher and I couldn’t even lift my face to make eye contact with him.

Corvus wanted to demonstrate the power of the Stave to his people. But, more importantly, he wanted his enemies to understand what it could do. And he wanted me to see it and be close enough for him to gloat. I’d known he would organize the demonstration as such.

When I spotted Baylock’s ginger hair as he stumbled along, my body stiffened as our eyes locked. I could sense the pain inside of him, his green eyes glaring at me with hatred instead of love.

“Come. I want you to be standing next to me.”

I looked away from the disappointing stares of my old friends, the guard pushing me to Corvus’ side. He smiled, lifted the Stave, and began his speech.
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Dusk, and I peered out at the sea of faces shadowed in the diminishing light. Lord Corvus had summoned his entire Crow army to join the people of the Nest so they could witness the destruction of my beloved Lowlands. The Stave’s glow had intensified, and Corvus’ cronies surrounded him as he stroked it.

What had been left of the Hydran village was about to be washed beneath the sea for all eternity. It would be a demonstration for the Lord’s friends and foes alike. And as the Crows were so fond of doing, Jaef told me that Corvus also had plans to humiliate me. He was going to make good on his threat to make me crawl for scrap even though the Stave had been found and the aluminum useless.

Corvus waited until night had fallen and the glowing Stave could be seen from anywhere on the rocky outcrop. The Crow soldiers quieted the crowd and the Lord stepped up onto the raised platform to address those gathered to witness a demonstration of legendary power.

“Ladies and gentlemen, you are gathered here this evening to bear witness to a momentous event. As your Lord, I have always taken great care in preserving the cultured and exquisite lifestyle for those in the Nest, as well as implementing reasonable rations and shelter for the Lowlanders.” He paused and shot me a look before continuing. “Unfortunately, my efforts at maintaining well-defined roles and separate but equal living conditions were met by betrayal and dishonesty. This recent revolution will be the last one in a series of rebellions by the Hydrans. I will protect the Nest and make sure this will never happen again. The powers of our forefathers have returned and I’m proud to demonstrate them for you. It is time to wash the infection from our lives, to rid the world of the treacherous Lowlanders.”

The Stave pulsed and glowed in his hand as he raised it high above his head, giving it a thrust for good measure while the crowd cheered and whistled. Corvus grinned in response, and he began to cry tears of joy as he lowered the Stave and waited for the people to settle before speaking again. He turned a wry grin my way and signaled to one of the guards to bring me over.

“But before the village is torn asunder and the Hydrans must find a new home, I’ll announce that one of them will not be leaving. We have before us the best Crawler in the entire Lowlands, the girl some believe can find anything at the bottom of Lake Union—except the Stave, of course.”

Through the dark, my gaze found Wyllow’s as the guard pushed me toward Corvus. She didn’t move a muscle, but I saw something in her eyes shift and I was reminded of all the special moments we’d shared along the way. She, my beautiful soul connection, had crossed my path to remind me of who I really was, and I knew I couldn’t let her or any of the others down. I gave her a swift nod as the guard shoved me again toward Corvus.

From behind his back, Corvus pulled a Band and a Bright.

“Before I summon the Pacific Ocean to consume the Lowlands, I wish to present this Band and Bright to the greatest Crawler in Hydran history. My dear, you will continue to do what you do best—crawl for me.”

I could feel the anger surging through my veins, my stomach flipping and my face burning. I had surrendered, he had the Stave, and yet that wouldn’t be enough. Corvus wanted to humiliate me and show the Hydrans that there would never be hope for challenging his rule.

I kept my mouth shut as I accepted the Band and Bright. The Hydrans in the crowd groaned as they realized what this would mean for their future—a dark one full of crawling for worthless scrap metal in exchange for meager rations. Nothing would change in their world. Nothing. Or so it seemed.

I pulled the Band over my wrist and slipped the Bright on my head. I faced Corvus, my eyes flashing before I dropped to a knee before him. The Hydrans and my friends groaned, but were quickly drowned out by the sound of cheering Crows. It would be over soon, one way or another.

“Rise and answer to me, Hydran.”

I did as Corvus commanded. I took a breath and rose to my feet.

I wasn’t sure if it was going to work, but I had no other choice. I had nothing left to lose.

“Of course, My Lord. I honor you with my Bright.”

I turned to face him, while at the same time flicking the switch on my Bright. The intense light, which I’d aimed directly into his face, turned his skin a ghastly white. Corvus threw his arms up to protect his eyes. Temporarily blinded, he stumbled backwards, and that was when I tried to rip the Stave from his hand.

He didn’t give it up easily. I had the handle and pulled hard, but he had both of his hands on it, as well, as he struggled to take it back from me. I knew I was stronger than this weak, old man, so I gritted my teeth and pushed him away with my left hand while yanking at the Stave with my right. His guards stepped forth, but Corvus screamed at them.

“No! Stay away from my Stave. I don’t want it damaged.”

I knew he’d rather die than let go of his precious Stave. With all my strength, I screamed and pulled on the handle as hard as I could. A split second later, I stood on the platform with the Stave in my hand.

“Get her but don’t touch it. I don’t want the Stave harmed while its powered up.”

I felt the guards’ hesitation before I saw it in their eyes. The man closest to me took a step forward and I took a step back, shaking my head.

“I command you to apprehend that bitch!”

It felt as though time had stopped. The crowd hushed. I looked at the faces of the Crow guards who had not advanced on me but had not retreated either.

“I’ll die before I hand this back to you.”

Corvus looked at me and then to the edge of the outcrop where the waters of the Pacific raged and churned below.

“You wouldn’t…” Corvus grit the words through his teeth. “You don’t have the guts.”

“I will not let you destroy my village again.”

He snarled at me, his head snapping back and forth. “Why won’t you seize her?”

But the guards didn’t answer and our standoff continued.

“You’ve been using your power over all of us for too long, Hydrans and Crows alike.” I saw that Aren had moved through the crowd and he stood a few feet behind Corvus and I could have sworn I say the beginning of a smile on his face. “Your reign ends today.”

He took three steps toward me, his lips quivering.

“Please. I’ll give you anything—anything. Just give me back the Stave. I promise. You have my word.”

I stared at the pulsing head of the Stave, a heavy silence having fallen over the crowd. They watched as a revolutionary stood above their groveling Lord, the mythical Stave in my hand instead of his.

“Your word is useless. You’ve already proven that.”

The man dropped his head, his bony fingers reaching out. After everything, I couldn’t believe I felt pity for Corvus. Like many before him, he didn’t understand what it meant to be a leader. He ruled without considering basic dignity for others, quick to take advantage of any situation that better suited his own aims. He pretended to serve, but even his Crows had been used, if in a different way than how he’d exploited the Hydrans.

“Please. I’ve spent my entire life searching for the Stave. I must have it.”

I shook my head. “Look at me.”

Corvus looked up, smiling, his eyes locked on the Stave.

“This weapon of mass destruction is going back to where it belongs.”

I turned, reared back, and threw the Stave as far as I could. The glowing head left light trails as it rotated end over end, beyond the edge of the cliff and down into the sea below.

“Noooo!”

Corvus stumbled after the Stave with his hands outstretched. He didn’t stop, either, his feet pumping in the air as he reached out with both arms, leaping off the cliff in one last, mad attempt at grabbing the Stave. Lord Corvus screamed as he fell until the cold, the dark sea taking his voice and his life.

For a moment, I just stood there blinking as I realized that Lord Corvus was dead—his own foolish greed and ego having dragged him over the cliff and into a watery grave.

I turned and caught sight of Jaef as he peered over the cliff’s edge, his mouth open but with nothing to say. I heard Asher’s voice over the rumbling crowd as he called my name and ran toward me. I whirled around to look at him, my heart almost exploding as he threw his arms around me and I leaned into his warm embrace.

“Rayna.”

I pulled back, keeping him at arm’s length and smiling at him.

“Hi, Asher.”

I closed my eyes and he leaned in to kiss me. When I opened them, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I had expected Corvus’ guards to attack me but they didn’t.

The Crow guards had laid down their weapons and Aren had stood before them, addressing his fellow Crows.

“Stand down,” Aren said. He looked at me and smiled before turning to face the Crows. “Our new world will be born out of cooperation, not destruction. This girl did not take the Stave for herself. Instead, she chose to destroy the legendary weapon to ensure that none of us would ever fall to it. Tomorrow is a new day, and I for one will help to rebuild our society and bring all peoples together.”

As I smiled at Aren, he leaned over and whispered to me, “I knew you were special.”

I turned back to Asher, throwing my arms around the man I loved and knowing I’d never let him go again.


EPILOGUE
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The wind wisped my hair against my face as I sat beneath the late afternoon sun gazing at Lake Union. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, relishing the feeling of utter peace as I thought about time. Time was a strange thing to ponder. Sometimes, I’d look back, knowing that despite the tribulations, my path had always been leading up to these moments. And that the future would unfold exactly how it was meant to. With every beat of my heart, I knew now that freedom wasn’t something that could be shackled or withheld. Freedom was the acceptance of truth.

Months had passed since Corvus had plunged to his death. We had picked up the pieces and begun to make a life in the Nest alongside the Crows who had chosen to remain—under the powerful and watchful eye of Aren who, unbeknownst to anyone, had also been plotting to take Corvus down. Most of the Crow soldiers had surrendered once Aren had stepped forth and declared me the new temporary Warden of the Land, no longer denigrating Hydrans by calling our home the Lowlands. Some, however, had refused to accept the new situation, choosing to leave the Nest for another life.

Although Jaef had chosen to remain, he had done so reluctantly. He’d refused to follow me, and yet he’d also refused to leave the only home he’d ever known. I’d given him many chances to reconsider, but eventually I’d had no choice but to keep him prisoner, for his protection as well as for ours.

Some of my scouts reported that the slave traders had returned. I had banned them from the lands and forbidden any of our people from dealing with them. But once I knew they were in the hinterlands and headed to the Nevada territory, I realized I had a solution for Jaef.

Kora and Wyllow had dragged him from his cell and taken him on the half-day hike to where the traders had been camped. They’d told me that he’d cried, balled like a baby, fearful he was being taken to his execution. But taking his life was something Corvus would have done, and I needed to lead with compassion and fairness. I couldn’t keep Jaef in the Nest and I wouldn’t kill him, but he was getting a one-way trip to the same slaver prison in the Nevada territory where I had been.

“Rayna.”

I opened my eyes and saw Asher before me, his blue eyes sparkling as he reached for my hand and pulled me to my feet. He grinned, his short beard making him look rugged and handsome.

“Come on.” He waved at me. “I’ve something for you before tonight’s bonfire.”

“Oh? And here I thought my gift was relaxing.”

“You can relax later.”

I took his hand and allowed him to lead me toward the cabin we’d chosen to make our home. It was made from thick logs and it was small, but it was cozy and overlooked the lake. It didn’t really matter to me where I lived as long as Asher was there.

The instant I entered our cabin, I was overwhelmed with the scent of lavender, candles, and a fragrant pine burning in the hearth. He handed me a silver goblet filled with red wine.

“Wyllow stopped by. She said to tell you not to forget about the sacred connection of⁠—"

“Love,” I said, finishing the sentence for him and taking a healthy sip of the wine. He smiled at me and my heart skipped a beat. I took another long sip from the goblet.

“Yes. Love.”
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Although the years have passed, and our society has changed, some things haven’t. The eagle still soars above Queen Anne Hill and I can still hear my grandfather’s kindly advice when I close my eyes. I know that he is somewhere with my parents and that they are all looking down at me with pride as Hydran and Crow children walk together in the Nest.
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If you enjoyed The Crawling Girl continue reading for another fan favorite - Undead, The Blood Legends.


UNDEAD: A POST-APOCALYPTIC VAMPIRE THRILLER (BLOOD LEGENDS BOOK 1)
[image: ]


“Did you ever want to step into someone else’s feet?”

I tore my eyes from the gulls screeching above the waves that crashed against the jagged rocks, their wings beating against the briny air as they swooped the water’s surface, looking for a meal. A faint smile played over my lips. 

“Don’t you mean shoes?”

The breeze captured Scarla’s platinum locks as amber eyes settled on me. Her smile was as meek as mine, dissolving just as fast when she dropped her gaze to grab a handful of sand. My throat restricted. The wind instantly carried a chord of torment as I watched her.

“No.” She allowed the golden grains to fall from between her fingers. She raised her chin toward the sky and squeezed her eyes shut. “Thousands of footprints have marked this beach over just as many years; I’d give anything to step in any one of them.”

My stomach hollowed. 

“But then you wouldn’t be here with me in this moment.” I reached to catch a tear as it splashed over her cheek, folding my palm against her smooth skin while my gaze melted into her. She was all I saw in a disintegrating world. She was everything. “You would rather be elsewhere?”

She leaned her chin into my palm, her lashes dewy when she met my stare.

“Yes, with you, Jett.”

“Where should we go?”

My gaze instantly fell to her lips when she smiled. Pale pink and plump. They reminded me of blossoms and lifted my heart in much the same way. She had a way of doing that. She had a way of bringing me undone.  

“Florence.” She pulled away from my touch, combing a hand through unruly hair as it wisped across her face. Her white blouse rippled and clung to her breasts.

“Ah, you want to immerse yourself in some Italian Renaissance, Bella donna? Where should we start? The Galleria degli Uffizi?” 

She laughed.

“That will do just fine, signor. We’ll spend our days exploring galleries, eating crostini di fegato and drinking chianti while we marvel at the architectural masterpieces. Afterwards, we will put on our best threads and go to the opera.”

I feigned a frown.

“The opera? Hmm…”

“What?” She gave me a gentle nudge. “I’m sure you can conjure up your inner-aristocrat for a few hours if need be.”

“Only for you, Bella donna.”

I shifted, positioning myself behind her on the sand and pulling her between my legs so that her back molded against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her, burying my nose near her ear and breathing in her scent. She stiffened, her voice barely audible over the sound of the rumbling waters.

“Do you think the virus has spread that far?”

I shrugged.

“If it has, we’ll get love-drunk on chianti at the opera with them. I hear the undead love high society.”

“That’s not funny.”

“I’m not laughing.” I pressed my lips against her temple. She tasted salty. Sensually salty. My voice was husky when I spoke next. “Can’t we just pretend a little longer?” 

She arched her neck so that her throat stretched beneath the afternoon sun. Her eyes closed as she leaned further into me, reaching to claw her fingers through the dark hair curling at my nape. I wanted her now, but I knew this wasn’t the time nor the place for intimacy. We were alone on the beach, yet that could change at any moment. People were seldom friendly these days. Especially those that we call the hawkers.

My gaze drifted toward the horizon as I held her in my arms. If I could pretend on anything, it would be anywhere but here as long as she was by my side. It would be someplace where the Vampiric virus ravaging the earth couldn’t reach.

They say everything happens for a reason. Yet, I could think of no justifiable reason for the horror our world had become. Almost overnight, the lives of millions of people worldwide had turned into a living nightmare. A harsh reality where those infected by the virus feasted on humanity during the dark hours. Now, it was the kindred that were fast staking supremacy over the earth; humans had become the minority.

My thoughts shifted to my daughter, Avila, who we’d left behind in our hidden cottage; the meager refuge we’d sought after fleeing the city when it became obvious that I could no longer help contain the rapid spread of the virus. We were among the lucky ones who got out just in time.

“We should get back to the cottage,” I said, knowing that she wasn’t ready to leave. It wasn’t often that we stole time away from the cottage. I’d come here for her. Sometimes, she needed to dream.   

She squirmed in my arms, swinging around to face me. Her brows creased. 

“Just a little longer? I want to trek through some footprints before we go back.” She motioned toward the sand etched with shallow prints. “Will you join me?”

I held her gaze, smiling behind the pain of all I knew she’d suffered and lost to the outbreak. She’d lost her little boy at the hands of a vampire. I shook my head.

“Go find your rainbow, Bella donna. I’ll wait here.”

“Okay.” Her eyes deepened against the blue of mine as her lips slightly parted, and she leaned toward me. I groaned inwardly as the sweet taste of promises to come found my mouth with her kiss. They say that the eyes are the gateway to the soul. I think lips are the same for the body. She pulled away and leapt to her feet, casting me a grin. “I’ll be ten minutes. You can watch my rainbow from here.”

I scanned the beach again, pushing away the apprehension that shadowed my every waking hour.

“Stay where I can see you.”

My words were swallowed in the wind and the space between us as she walked toward the shore, but I knew she wouldn’t wander far from me. She was more than aware of the lurking dangers in the form of hawkers. They were the ones who polluted the daylight hours by terrorizing the survivors. The profane remains of humanity who relished the aftermath with unspeakable acts of violence. Thankfully, we hadn’t encountered any hawkers this far from the city. Still, you can never be too vigilant.

I watched Scarla for a few minutes as she stomped between prints, and looking back at me every now and then, smiling. She was safe enough that I took a breath and sprawled back into the sand. The warm grains cushioned my head as I closed my eyes beneath the sun, inviting the false sense of well-being its rays provided.

For the millionth time since the arrival of the V-Virus, I thought about the continuation of life. It isn’t until you are faced with endless death and chaos that you realize the earth will stop for nothing and no one. There are no free rides out of here when evil comes calling. No help lines to pull you from the brink of insanity.

A few moments passed and I became aware of the breeze gathering speed, catching clumps of my hair as the sand sprayed like sharp needles against my skin. Suddenly, I felt cold all over, the breeze blowing in a sense of dread. I sat up abruptly, looking back to the place I’d last spotted Scarla scouring the shoreline but she wasn’t there.

Scarla?

My heart thumped hard against my chest as I stood up and scanned the beach. I was confronted by a stretch of bronze sand in every direction as far as the eye could see, barren of life apart from the gulls that squawked and hovered above the waves licking the shore.

I could feel my head begin to spin as I called her name, but my words were instantly stolen by the wind as panic gripped me and my feet dug into the sand to seek out her footprints. Prints that I knew would haunt me for the rest of my days.
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What if Saving Humanity Means Facing Your Greatest Fears?

It’s Been a While Since The World Ended.

But It’s Not Over Yet.

A deadly virus has claimed the lives of millions and ravaged the earth. Human survivors spend their days and nights fighting to stay alive in the new world.

A surviving human, Jett, has plans to get his family further off-grid. Still, his ideas fall apart when his woman suddenly disappears at the hands of the hawkers – the most deplorable and dangerous humans to survive the apocalypse.

Now, Jett has no choice but to confront evil head-on as he faces decisions that he never dreamt possible.

Discover how Jett survives in a decrepit world long enough to retrieve his woman before the hawkers can destroy all that he cares about.

Can Jett defeat evil in the new world? Or will he succumb to the bloody wrath of the undead?

From USA Today Bestselling Author Kim Petersen comes Undead, the first book in the Blood Legends series, a dystopian thriller featuring complex characters and high-powered action adventure. Perfect for fans of I Am Legend, The Immortal Rules, World War Z, and The Hunt.
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Kim Petersen is a USA Today Bestselling and Award-winning author and editor of Medium publications Living Out Loud and SYNERGY. She is a top writer on Medium and co-author of Creative Writing Energy: Tools to Access Your Higher-Creative Mind, a book about alternative practices to help creatives rediscover and nurture their imaginative natural resources.
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