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“Why?”

For every kid willing to question everything

and every parent gracious enough to play along.
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The Scales of Balance

Book 1 Recap

After 20 years of tentative peace, the kingdom is on the brink of theological civil war. Those of the Celestic people that weren’t exiled were enslaved—their mages nailed to the Six Arrowed Star of Rheynia. But still, the prophecy of the Return threatens the safety of the kingdom.

Zephyrus wakes in a Celestic temple with no memory of who he is, how he arrived, or why he’s there. If not for his companions, Patrus and Threyna, Zephyrus would be lost. Even Patrus’s memories are fuzzy, but he still has his faculties. Patrus informs Zephyrus they’ve come to Tharseo’s Bastion to see if they are one of the three Prophets of the Return—The Wielder to claim the three lost Treasures and free the slaves, the Harbinger to bring about the mysterious Age of the End, or the Herald to commune with the Gods. While awaiting his prophecy, Zephyrus finds a letter in his pocket addressed to the New Rheynian King identifying him as an emissary of peace. Patrus is appalled because Zephyrus was supposed to be the one to turn the tides of the war, not serve the other side. Still confused, Zephyrus receives an equivocal prophecy indicating he could be any one of the three Prophets.

When the Celestic temple is attacked by New Rheynian slavers, Zephyrus, Patrus, and Threyna lead the others to fight for their freedom. Outnumbered, they are forced to surrender to spare the lives of the others. Threyna, however, refuses to surrender and is murdered. Zephyrus, Patrus, and the others are manacled and prepared for auction. Reeling from Threyna’s death, Zephyrus struggles to accept what is happening. Despite the complexities of his prophecy, Patrus convinces Zephyrus to declare himself the Wielder to inspire the soon-to-be slaves to rebel and escape. At the auction, Zephyrus orchestrates an escape attempt, but Patrus tells him to run the first chance he gets. While others are fighting the slavers, Patrus helps to free those still locked inside the wagons. With freedom before him, and the answers to his past left behind, Zephyrus turns back to make sure Patrus reaches safety, but before they can, they are surrounded. Unarmed, Patrus surrenders, but is cut down by Lenox, a household guard of Earl Cassius. Patrus’s last word to Zephyrus is, “Live.” Zephyrus emotionally fights to avenge Patrus, but is severely outnumbered. Before Zephyrus can be executed, a voice declaring himself Vykannis the Brave, a Judge of Celestia, tells Zephyrus to pull the scroll addressed to the king from his pocket and declare himself an emissary of peace. While the guards prepare to butcher him anyway, Prince Laeden, believing it is fate, purchases Zephyrus as a mercenary to protect his father, the king, from an assassination attempt by the Revivalists.

After King Varros exiled a mage instead of executing him as the Treaty commands, the Revivalists, secretly led by his wife, Queen Danella, plot to assassinate him. With Zephyrus’s aid, Laeden foils the Revivalists’ public assassination attempt on his father. Cassius, a renowned lanista who trains gladiators and the front-runner for the political office of the chancellorship, volunteers to detain the subdued assassins for questioning at his nearby ludus. Laeden convinces the king to let him lead the Sentinels, a regiment formed to stop the Revivalists. King Varros appoints Laeden the Captain of the Sentinels despite Queen Danella’s protests.

Upon arriving at Cassius’s ludus, the assassins are reportedly dead without explanation. Zephyrus sees Lenox, Patrus’s murderer, speaking with, and inevitably killing, the supposedly already deceased assassin. Seeking to avenge Patrus’s murder, he fights Lenox, drawing the attention of the royal retinue. While Zephyrus claims he witnessed Lenox’s betrayal, Lenox voices Zephyrus’s identity as the Wielder from his escape attempt at the slavers’ market. Laeden questions them both and determines that Lenox is lying. However, with Zephyrus’s identity as a Celestic Prophet, the queen forbids him from entering Laeden’s service. Laeden elects to position Zephyrus inside the Cassius ludus as a gladiator to see if the soon-to-be chancellor can be trusted. Without much choice, Zephyrus agrees to be Laeden’s spy in exchange for his freedom while harboring the hopes of avenging Patrus. Laeden promises to speak with the king concerning Zephyrus’s scroll that named him an emissary of peace to help him understand his forgotten past. Zephyrus struggles with Patrus’s last request to live if he must serve the people he’s prophesied to wage war against. Fearing the Return, Danella orders her agents within House Cassius to kill Zephyrus.

While Laeden investigates the Revivalists, he asks his father about Zephyrus’s scroll. The king warns Laeden that the men who wrote this letter are dangerous—speaking of peace but promising war, they speak of the Judges of Celestia. Laeden asks if they coerced him into exiling the mage instead of executing him, but the king only tells him to deal with the Revivalists and let him deal with these “dangerous men.” Meanwhile, Laeden’s lover, Iylea, a handmaiden of Queen Danella, suspects the queen’s bodyguard, Ser Daenus, to be involved in the Revivalists. Laeden arrests Daenus, but Danella demands proof be brought forward to warrant his incarceration. When Laeden is unable to substantiate his claims, Daenus goes free. Danella, not wishing to have to harm Laeden, attempts to dissuade him from continuing as the Captain of the Sentinels. After he refuses to step down, she warns him that he must be careful or the Revivalists will target him. He takes no heed of her warning.

Nallia, Cassius’s daughter, takes special interest in Zephyrus’s talent. She educates him on the prophecies of the Return and even attempts to explain his prophecy. Because his prophecy contains phrases from each of the three prophecies of the Return, Nallia explains that he’s destined for greatness, even terrible greatness, but he has a choice in which prophet he becomes. Identifying that he’s without his memories, Nallia hires a healer. The healer gives Zephyrus a tonic that will allow his memories to return through dreams. Zephyrus’s dreams are filled with himself learning combat and magic and his upbringing with Patrus. Upon waking, Cassius demands that Zephyrus renounce his faith and accept the Valencian Gods. When Zephyrus refuses, Cassius orders him to be punished every night until he changes his mind. Fending off Danella’s assassins and surviving Cassius’s guards, Zephyrus witnesses Lenox receiving a knife from a cloaked messenger.

When Laeden returns to House Cassius with his half-brother, Prince Damascus, to select gladiators for the coming Kings’ Day Games, Damascus requests to see Zephyrus fight again. Liario, Danella’s henchmen and Cassius’s adviser, encourages the exhibition match be fought with steel in place of wood. Pitted against the Champion of House Cassius, Zephyrus’s sword breaks at the hilt. Managing to skirt death and disarm him, Zephyrus impresses the audience and is selected to take position in the games. Afterwards, Zephyrus asks Laeden about the scroll, hoping to discover secrets of his past. Laeden, however, knowing Zephyrus is without his memories and not wanting to serve his ally the information that could turn him into an enemy, lies to Zephyrus to buy himself time.

The same knife Zephyrus saw Lenox receive is used in an assassination attempt by another gladiator on Cassius’s Champion. Piecing together other clues, Laeden determines the Revivalists are attempting to rig the omenation—a contest to discern the will of the Gods—for the chancellorship by sabotaging Cassius and aiding his rival. Prior to the omenation for the chancellorship, Zephyrus fights in the arena for the first time. Conflicted by his memories and his prophecy, he fights alongside two other Cassius gladiators, Jecht and Cerik. Although he refuses to kill other slaves for fear of becoming the Harbinger, he still feels responsible for their deaths when his comrades strike them down. With the match over, Baron Brusos’s gladiator attempts to murder Zephyrus. Barely escaping with his life, Zephyrus retreats to the barracks after the overwhelming episode and overhears Revivalists within House Cassius speaking; should their plans to rig the omenation fail, they will kill Cassius in a short time and make it look like an act of the Uprising, a group of escaped slaves and mages fighting for Celestic freedom. As Fenyx, the stand-in Champion for the house, fights in the omenation with a broken sword, Zephyrus discreetly uses his magic to aid Fenyx’s victory. Cassius wins and becomes chancellor.

Nallia summons Zephyrus, asking about his memories. Still wrestling with which of the three Prophets he is and what his role to the king is supposed to be, he pretends to be a dutiful gladiator and not an outlawed mage plotting vengeance. However, who he believes to be Vykannis the Brave tells him to kill Nallia and claim his freedom now. Zephyrus refuses, believing it will set him on the path of the Harbinger. In his refusal, the candles in the room roar to an inferno in a flare of magic, revealing him as a mage. Zephyrus tells Nallia the truth. Instead of reporting him as a mage—a crime punishable by death—she commends him on his bravery. Zephyrus decides to trust Nallia, telling her of the plot against her father. Together, they stop the assassination attempt and catch the traitors in the act, but Lenox and Liario escape.

Meanwhile, Iylea tells Laeden a secret she’s been keeping her entire life; she is a seer—a mage who sees visions and gives prophecies. However, Laeden refuses to believe his lover is one of the greatest threats to the kingdom. When Iylea warns him that Queen Danella is the leader of the Revivalists, he denies her admission as a seer and disregards her accusation because, if it were true, Iylea would be executed. One of Danella’s spies overhears Iylea’s admission, so Danella instructs Daenus to lead Iylea into a trap, imprisoning her in a hidden dungeon. After Iylea’s disappearance, Laeden mourns, believing she ran away because he didn’t listen to her. Meanwhile, the Uprising is causing trouble. Laeden addresses the people, but flaming arrows rain upon his podium. Although no one is seriously injured, Laeden doesn’t know if the attack came from the Revivalists or the Uprising.

After Zephyrus successfully rids House Cassius of Revivalist spies, he hopes to receive information from Laeden regarding his scroll addressed to the king. With more knowledge of his past, and finally accepting his own role in relation to his fate, he hopes the scroll will provide him with the missing link to choose his path. When Zephyrus asks Laeden about the scroll, he’s certain Laeden is lying. Laeden offers Zephyrus a position in the Sentinels for his service within House Cassius, but feeling betrayed and not willing to ignore his true fate, Zephyrus refuses Laeden’s offer. He calls Laeden out on his lie, dropping the scroll on the floor between them. He extends an offer of his own: “Free the slaves, or I will.” Laeden tells him it’s impossible. Their disagreement devolves into an argument, severing their relationship.

Laeden discovers that mages attacked him with flaming arrows during his address. The mages are apprehended and held prisoner in the same dungeon as incarcerated Revivalist underlings. One such member of the Revivalists is the father of Aemos, a rival to Laeden’s right-hand man and Nallia’s older brother, Markus. The mages are set to be executed during the commencement of the Kings’ Day Games, but the night before, they escape, killing Aemos’s father in the process. Disturbed by the escaped mages, Nallia confronts Zephyrus, asking him if she were a fool to have kept his secret. Vykannis again attempts to convince Zephyrus to kill her and take his freedom, but another presence seems to silence him. Nallia asks if magic is an evil force of destruction, to which Zephyrus asks about slavery’s destructive nature. Zephyrus uses his healing magic to care for a wound Nallia suffered earlier, explaining how magic has a balance, but no good can come from slavery.

The next day during the Kings’ Day Games, Zephyrus is set to fight alongside the former Champion and Fenyx. When the former Champion attempts to poison Fenyx to regain his standing, the two begin to fight, leaving Zephyrus alone to fight the remaining six opponents. Fearing if he kills other slaves he will no longer be on the path of the Wielder and condemned to be the Harbinger, he attempts to survive without killing, but again, his sword breaks. Nallia is mortified; the games she once loved now seem cruel, and just as things can’t seem to be much worse, she notices Lenox disguised as an arena attendant. Zephyrus outlasts the other gladiators, but must kill in order to survive. During the contest, the arena is assaulted by the escaped mages. Nallia and the royal family are electrocuted by magic, and the mages abduct King Varros.

Forging a letter from the mages proclaiming that they killed the king, Danella puts their son and Laeden’s half-brother, Damascus, on the throne. Believing his father dead, and manipulated by his mother, Damascus declares war on the mages, repurposing the Sentinels to oppose the Uprising. Laeden objects, but Danella reveals Laeden knew Iylea was a mage. Aemos accuses Laeden of conspiring with the Uprising and sentences Iylea to death. Iylea tells Laeden he must be the one to kill her, but he refuses to do so. Fearing for Laeden’s future, Iylea tells him he must be humble in his sentencing if he’s to survive. Before Laeden can defend her, Aemos executes her, and Laeden is arrested for treason.

As Damascus’s decree takes effect, Nallia, recently betrothed to Damascus, attempts to soften his impositions on the Celestics. As her affections for Damascus wither and her feelings for Zephyrus blossom, she fears for Zephyrus’s safety. When Nallia attempts to set him free, they share an intimate moment. However, Vykannis returns. Another entity, calling Vykannis by the name of Paxoran, declares itself the Last Judge of Celestia. As the Last Judge and the false Vykannis battle within him, something within him breaks. Though Paxoran, the false Vykannis, is banished from his mind, and the Last Judge is too weak to remain, Zephyrus is unable to escape and must wait for Nallia to free him the next night, after the gladiator games.

Zephyrus wins the games and becomes the champion of the people, but at the conclusion of his victory but before Nallia can set him free, the arena is attacked by Danella’s henchmen, disguised as Celestic mages. In Danella’s plot to separate Nallia from Damascus while simultaneously ensuring that the Celestic threat will be destroyed, Nallia is taken captive by Danella’s men.

Awaiting his trial, Laeden realizes how he played into Danella’s trap. Once the trial is underway, it’s clear that it’s rigged, leaving him no chance to defend himself. Aemos uses Zephyrus’s scroll as evidence against Laeden, linking him to the mages. Remembering what Iylea said, he humbly pleads for mercy, but is denied. Instead, he demands a trial by omenation, where he must fight the crown’s champion to prove his innocence. To Laeden’s horror, Zephyrus is selected to be his opponent. Laeden humbles himself before Zephyrus, realizing that his father wasn’t coerced into exiling the mage; he wanted to. His father chose to be on the side of life instead of death and hope instead of fear. Laeden asks the gathered people to open their eyes and realize that they have lost the path to Valencia if they must kill the innocent to walk upon it. Zephyrus sees the change in Laeden and refuses to execute him. Instead, he chooses to defend him. The trial turns into a battleground in which Lenox emerges from the crowd and attempts to kill Zephyrus.

After Lenox stabs Zephyrus in the side, Zephyrus sees a vision of his mother. She tells him his true name, Vykanicus Auros, son of Invinius, the first to free the slaves. With a new well of inspiration, Zephyrus uses his magic to defend himself from Lenox. Realizing Zephyrus is a mage, Lenox attempts to escape. While tempted to chase him down and secure his vengeance, Zephyrus lets him go, electing instead to protect Laeden. While Cassius is murdered in the fray, Markus fights his rival, Aemos, and Laeden contends with his childhood friend turned traitor, Aelon. After saving Laeden’s life and setting Ser Daenus on fire, Zephyrus is weakened by the expenditure of his magical abilities. Unable to escape on his own, Laeden, finally seeing Zephyrus as a person and not a tool to be used, brings him to safety, where they are able to flee Danella’s grasp.

In the aftermath, Danella fears what Zephyrus’s display of magic and Laeden’s defiance will mean for the safety of her kingdom. A war is coming, despite her best efforts to stamp out the sparks of rebellion. But now she fears the flames of war will consume all. She receives confirmation that King Varros is dead. She finally allows herself to break down and cry.

King Varros fakes his death to carry out his orders as a longtime member of the Uprising. With civil war breaking out politically and theologically, the flood of blood that King Varros tried to prevent has finally come.

Meanwhile, Threyna is still alive after saving herself with blood magic. Following the return of the Skeleton King, whom she thought she’d killed, and with the rot from using her blood magic corrupting her, she is determined to find the Celestic Treasures to defeat the Skeleton King once and for all. She reflects on poisoning Zephyrus and Patrus, forging the letter to misdirect them, and the bodies she left in her wake to claim two of the three Treasures. With the guidance of Paxoran, she will claim the final Treasure and ensure that when the Skeleton King comes for her, she will be ready.

Iylea returns to consciousness in a room of Rheynian Gods. She remembers her death, but the Gods tell her they need her. The souls of those unworthy for eternal rest are forged into links in the chain that separate the divine realm from the mortal realm. The Gods have chosen Iylea to break the links of the chain so that they can be closer to the mortals and show them the path to enlightenment.


PROLOGUE

Iylea

Iylea held the glowing link before her, knowing what she must do, but dreading it all the more. It hummed a sweet song of ever-changing colors, but it wasn’t just a pretty artifact; the link, about the size of her head, contained the entire life of a mortal—every memory, every emotion, each victory, and flaw. As beautiful as the soul-forged link was, the Creator deemed this person incomplete—unworthy of peaceful rest in the Valencian Falls. Thus it remained, condemned to suspension for eternity as a tether, connecting the divine realm to the mortal plane.

Iylea felt small holding the ovular link in the center of the grand, circular atrium. Marble covered everything in sight: the intricate tile floors, the pillars that ringed the contour of the room, and the walls that stretched to the impossibly high-domed ceiling. Amidst the grandeur of the anchor room, the link in her hands, the soul awaiting its final destination, seemed trivial. But even if it wasn’t enough for the Creator, it meant everything to her.

Iylea took a deep breath, staring through the hole in the anchor room floor to the hundreds of thousands of links just like it, entombed on the chain.

Waiting.

Waiting for her to break them. To free them from their eternal burden.

“This is humanity’s only chance at survival,” Hameryn had said. “The chain must be undone so that we might guide the mortals back to righteousness. If we cannot show them how to live, the Creator will destroy everything and start anew.”

Spared by Hameryn, the God of Harmony, Iylea survived her execution. One moment, only an arm’s length separated her and the safety of Laeden’s embrace in Sentigard’s throne room. The next, she was here—in the Celestial Halls of Valencia.

Iylea clenched her jaw. Closing her eyes, she hugged the link to her chest. It burned brightly like a dying star as the soul merged with her own. In a blur of images, a man’s life flashed before her eyes—his smiling mother, his favorite toy, the first time he held a sword, his father’s death, his abduction by slavers. She experienced each thought and every emotion in explicit detail. From the heartbreak of enslavement to the elation of victory in the arena—Iylea lived Octus’s life until the final collapse.

Within Octus’s body, Iylea knelt upon the pebbles of the Chariot’s Arena. The crowd roared around them, demanding blood. Cold steel against their throat. They inclined their shared gaze. Iylea gasped. Octus trembled.

Zephyrus stood over them, holding a gladius. To Iylea, Zephyrus was the slave Laeden purchased to defend the king during the Revivalists’ attack at the Festival of Stockhelm. To Octus, Zephyrus was a symbol of hope. A Prophet of the Return of the Judges, but with Zephyrus’s blade beneath their chin, hope ceased to exist.

“You will not be forgotten, Octus,” Zephyrus said. “Your sacrifice will set Celestics free. The Judges will return.”

Iylea’s racing heart mirrored Octus’s. “No!” she shouted, but Zephyrus slid the blade across their throat. Their eyes widened. Breath became liquid as blood flooded their lungs, choking the life from them. Their hands grasped at the gash, but nothing could stem the tides slipping between their fingers.

No one can escape death. So why did Hameryn spare me?

Iylea knew what it felt like to die. She’d died at least a thousand times now. It never got easier. She and Octus fell to the pebbles together. The crowd that once cheered their victories relished their death.

Iylea’s eyes snapped open to stare at the tiled floor of Valencia’s anchor room. She staggered, leaning against the crank and slumping to her knees.

Covered in sweat, she wiped her brow with the back of her hand and heaved labored breaths. She rested her head against the crank, watching the glimmering liquid of the Celestial Falls cascade from bath to bath as the souls deemed complete descended the center wall in eternal rest.

After living Octus’s life, Iylea didn’t understand why the Creator deemed him unworthy. Now, the link and Octus’s soul were gone, as if he never existed. Erased from time itself. Yet Iylea would never forget Octus. She’d never forget any of the lives she’d lived these past… How long has it been?

She wanted to stop, but Hameryn chose her. After years of haunting her dreams and showing her visions, he summoned her to Valencia to do this very job.

The links must be broken.

Iylea pressed herself to her feet and dabbed the clammy sweat from her brow.

If I don’t connect the realms, people like Zephyrus will continue to wreak havoc in the name of Vykannis, and I will remain here, so far from Laeden.

She shuddered, recalling the vision Hameryn had sent her after Queen Danella’s men abducted her—her own death. It was inevitable. But Laeden’s wasn’t. If Laeden didn’t kill her, he would die too…by Zephyrus’s sword. In the end, she begged Laeden to let her go—to kill her and save himself. But he couldn’t.

What’s become of him now?

She’d been afraid to ask Hameryn. Afraid that if she knew the truth—if Laeden was dead—she wouldn’t be able to continue.

Iylea took a stilling breath to fend off her growing apprehension. She wasn’t ready for the next link in the chain. Another life to live. Another death to suffer. It would be one thing if they were bad people—murderers, thieves, blasphemers to the Facets of Perfection—but most were just people. Trying, failing, flawed people. Valencians, Celestics, Rheynians, and Helms. They were all judged. All flawed. All incomplete.

Who could possibly measure up?

She stepped closer to the hole in the floor to gaze at the mortal realm below. Oceans clung to land masses like children to their mother’s skirts. From the height of the heavens, everything seemed so small. So insignificant. What she wouldn’t give to go back to such an existence—ignorant of the Gods’ squabbles, humanity’s misguided attempts to make sense of them, and how many suffered because of it.

A knot in her stomach tightened and tugged, unsure if it were the heights or the realization that perhaps no soul would be pure enough for the Creator. She imagined Laeden’s link waiting for her in the chain. She closed her eyes and turned away.

He is still alive. He has to be. My death was wrong. Maybe Laeden’s was too.

For years, she thought her visions were a Celestic curse. That was why Aemos Horne decapitated her, why Damascus Drake burned mages on Six Arrowed Stars at the Haunted Hollow; they believed they needed to purge New Rheynia of all things Celestic to prevent the Valencian Gods’ wrath. Only her gifts were not from the Judges of Celestia, they were from the Valencian Gods themselves.

She traced her fingers along the collar of her dress where the scar from Aemos’s blade should have been. All based on a lie. The line between truth and falsehood, once as clear as the Crystal River, blurred and fell like the leaves of autumn.

The Disasters of Rheynia weren’t a display of the Gods’ wrath for the mortals’ misplaced faith. It was the Gods’ rivalries and men’s interpretation of it. Interpretation became doctrine, and doctrine propaganda that Queen Danella used to justify plotting against her husband, colluding against her stepson, and turning a peaceful and prosperous nation into a warzone.

“Impressive work.”

Iylea spun. Startled, she stumbled near the hole in the floor where the chain descended to the mortal realm. She flung her arms out to steady herself. A hand seized her wrist, wresting her from the edge.

Thin and frail, Hameryn held her with surprising strength. Despite his ashen skin, cracked by glowing crimson light, and his deep-sunken red eyes, his touch provided comfort Iylea never expected to find.

Iylea scampered away from the edge and exhaled. “Chimera’s breath, I didn’t hear you.”

Hameryn chuckled. “Apologies, I didn’t mean to startle you. Just wanted to check on your progress. You have done well, Iylea.”

The hint of a smile touched Iylea’s lips, but the sheer volume of links remaining countered Hameryn’s compliment as if to say, “But it’s not enough.”

Iylea rubbed the back of her neck and strode over to the crank, not ready to turn the shaft and lift the burdened souls so she could live and die again.

Hameryn held out his hand. “That’s enough for now. It is difficult work, passing the souls. I don’t want you to succumb to the same madness that claimed the previous breaker.”

Iylea’s eyes fell to the tile floor. But what if Laeden is the next suffering soul? She put her hands on her hips and huffed. “I can keep going.”

“You can, but—”

“So I will not rest.” Iylea attempted to walk around Hameryn, but he blocked her path.

Hameryn put his hand on her shoulder. “Tell me why not, Iylea.” He lifted her chin until she met his gaze.

Tears welled, deep behind her eyes, but she wouldn’t let them fall.

“You can tell me,” Hameryn said.

Iylea bit her lip. Once, the prospect of speaking with a God frightened her beyond explanation, but now, serving in Valencia, she had no other choice. She swallowed. “I received a vision. Before I died. Of my death, and… Laeden’s.” A tear broke from the corner of her eye and rolled down the curve of her cheek.

Hameryn’s thumb caught the tear before it reached her jawline. “Laeden Helixus has not joined the chain. He lives. And you will see him again.”

Iylea’s breath caught. “I will?”

Hameryn nodded, stroking her cheek with his thumb. “Yes, child. Once the links are unmade and the chain is shortened, we will be able to clarify the confusion that plagues the mortal realm.”

He pointed to the iridescent archways above the Celestial Falls. “Once the chain is shorter, these gateways will allow us to travel between realms so we can show the mortals what it takes to enter the Falls. Then the chain will never need breaking again. I wish I could send you back now, or bring him to you, to prove that your efforts will not be in vain, but with the chain so long, and absent Courianne, not even the Gods can make it safely, let alone a mortal.”

He gestured to the red light breaking through the fissures in his skin. “It nearly ended me, bringing you here. To summon him would forfeit his life, but to send you… I would not wish such a fate on any.”

“What would happen?”

Hameryn gave her a sad smile. “If you returned to the mortal realm, with the chain in its current state, your soul would be trapped. Barred from ever returning to Valencia. Forever denied the peace of the Falls.”

A new tear fell from her other eye, but she wiped it herself. “But if the chain is shortened…”

“Then I can reunite you with Laeden,” Hameryn said. “But until then—” He waved for her to follow him. “There’s something I wish to show you.”

Hameryn led Iylea out of the anchor room and down the corridor. She held herself as she followed the God of Harmony. The vaulted ceilings glowed with constantly changing, moving murals—glimpses into the moral realm.

In Iylea’s early weeks here, she’d stared at the ceiling, hoping to spot Laeden alive and well, but she supposed there were more than a few mortals across the realms. Beyond the people, there were more continents than Iylea had anticipated. Everyone knew of Rheynia, Klaytos, and New Rheynia, but there were lands entirely etched from ice and others where the sea held more ground than the islands between them.

“The windows are only one way in which we keep an eye on the happenings of the mortal realm,” Hameryn said. “Once upon a time, there were enough of us to oversee all the people of the Creator’s world, but not anymore.”

Iylea came to a halt, shuffling her feet on the plush burgundy-and-gold runner.

Sensing her pause, Hameryn turned to her.

“What became of those you no longer watch over?” Iylea asked, fearing the answer.

Hameryn’s gaunt cheeks and ashen skin seemed to stretch further and pale a shade lighter at her question. “They wait. Preserved in time.”

Iylea blinked, her mind searching. “The land of ice.”

Hameryn nodded. “A temporary measure. I sought to buy us time, slow the rate of the chain’s growth.”

“What about the people?” Iylea asked, her throat constricting.

“Imagine the same things you lived through in Perillian,” Hameryn said. “Treachery, betrayal, murder in the name of the Gods… that is only the beginning. They at least believe that their actions were in accordance with ours, but what happens when everyone loses faith in salvation?”

The words hung heavy in the air, sullying the pristine halls. Her skin prickled beneath her too-perfectly embroidered dress that no mortal seamstress could fashion. She scuffed her heel on the thick carpets lining the corridor.

Hameryn touched her shoulder, his long, spindly fingers drawing her from the dark thoughts she didn’t want to think. “Lawlessness, Iylea. The worst types of deception. Believing themselves Gods, they would bring humanity to ruin. So the people remain, but frozen. Preserved, as I said. But with the chain shortened, we can restore the lands of Azorath. We can save the mortal realm. But that’s why I need to show you something.”

He smiled and waved her on.

They continued down the hall in silence, but a corruption clung to Iylea. Though she was spotless, she couldn’t help but feel like her feet were too dirty to tread on such a carpet, her skin unworthy to wear such a dress, and her soul too tainted to walk these halls. Yet as much as she had no place in Valencia, there was no way she could return to the mortal realm. Not without sacrificing her eternity.

Hameryn approached a doorway to a tower stairwell. Opening the door, he led Iylea inside. Lined with Incinerae’s smokeless torches, the stairwell cradled her in warmth, giving Iylea reason to let go of herself as she followed Hameryn up the stairs.

“This is the Tower of Whispers,” Hameryn said.

Lifting her skirts, Iylea struggled to keep pace with Hameryn’s long legs, but eventually, she joined him at the top, where a stone wall blocked their path. Engraved in the stone, a double-sided arrow pointed up and down. Hameryn traced a line with his index finger along the stone, an ambient light chasing his touch to illuminate a glowing white glyph. The stones of the wall separated, retracting into themselves to reveal a room beyond.

Iylea’s jaw hung slack.

Hameryn smiled, gently lifting her fallen chin with his index finger. “Come, child. You must remember what awaits you, why you must endure.”

He held out his hand, ushering her into the room behind the false wall. Iylea hopped through the threshold as if it were going to close at any moment.

Hameryn chuckled. “Think of it as a key to a lock. The path will not close without command.” Again, he traced the same glyph in the empty air, and the stones reconverged, sealing them within the room.

Solemnity forgotten, Iylea marveled at the possibilities within Valencia. Even the walls were alive. She stepped into the circular room. Bookshelves followed half its contour, each stacked from the floor to the vaulted ceiling. Glass-covered display cases sat at the center of the room with more tomes enclosed within. On the opposite side of the room, a low table, stacked high with books, scrolls, and loose parchments sat between two cushioned chairs before a curved hearth, long enough to serve as a funeral pyre.

Though only a fraction the size of Queen Danella’s study, Iylea suspected there were more books here than in all of New Rheynia.

“What is this place?” Iylea strode around the glass-encased display table.

“This was once the study of Courianne, the Messenger Goddess—may she rest in the Creator’s care. Around you are the true histories of the world documented over the centuries.”

“And what about these books?” Iylea asked, noticing the wear on the glass-encased books compared to the ones on the shelves surrounding her.

“Those are the histories as told by mortals. Flawed by time, prejudice, and told only by the victors of war. Unlike Courianne’s texts, those written in the mortal realm will decay. Valencia is no place for a mortal.”

Iylea bit her lip. “What will become of me?”

Hameryn put his hand on hers atop the display case. “You too will wither, my child. That is why you must break the chain. Complete this task, and I will return you to the mortal realm where you belong. That is why we are here. You must remember why you endure, who you endure for.”

He gestured behind him to the back wall, adjacent to the way they’d entered. The wall was covered in an iridescent, viridian and cerulean, mirror-like crystal that distorted her reflection.

Again, Iylea’s lips parted, but no words found their way through as she admired the crystalline mirror.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Hameryn said. “The Whispering Wall.”

Iylea approached the Whispering Wall. She caressed the textured mirror. “You can communicate through it—to the mortal realm?”

Hameryn nodded beside her. “Not just that. While the murals along the ceilings of the castle will show a mortal displaying intense emotion, from this room, before this mirror, you can see any person you wish. Speak his name and you will see him in his present moment.”

Iylea jerked her head to meet Hameryn’s gaze, but he stared straight ahead at his own reflection in the mirror.

“Speak his name,” Hameryn said. “You can see Laeden, even speak with him.”

Iylea gulped. “Will he know it’s me?”

“If you declare yourself.”

The light in Hameryn’s cracked skin flared to life. He winced.

Iylea reached out to help, but he turned away.

“I’m fine.” He took a deep breath. “Apologies, I must take my leave. Stay as long as you need, but you must return to the chain. I trust you can find your way back to the anchor room?”

Iylea nodded.

“I’m sorry it must be this way, for this to be your burden.” He gestured to the light emitting from his skin. “And this to be mine.” He returned to the wall and drew the glyph again. “Close the wall on your way out.”

With a sad smile, Hameryn took his leave, his footsteps retreating down the stairs.

Once alone, Iylea met her reflection in the Whispering Wall, her breath fogging the mirror. She tapped the crystal with the nail of her index finger and whispered, “Laeden Helixus.”

The Whispering Wall flared to life, and its crystalline iridescence peeled away to reveal a darkened alley. With cobbled streets underfoot and familiar storefronts bordering her periphery, Iylea recognized Armorer’s Way, but it was empty, except for Laeden and Markus, and a body slung over Markus’s shoulder.

Running. Limping. Laeden’s breath came ragged and labored. He wore a burlap tunic, stained scarlet. Markus’s black-and-yellow surcoat was weighed down with…

Blood.

Iylea’s chest tightened. The flood of blood. She warned Laeden it would come with Zephyrus’s wrath as Hameryn had foretold, but there was nothing she could do to help Laeden now.

“Chimera’s breath.”

“What now?” Laeden spun around, sword at the ready.

Iylea clamped her hand over her mouth.

“I didn’t say anything,” Markus grunted under the burden of the person he carried.

“Never mind,” Laeden said. “Keep going.”

Iylea backed away from the Whispering Wall. Her lungs pumped—fresh air in, hot air out. What happened to them? Who is chasing them?

Laeden hobbled, blood leaking from half a dozen different wounds to litter the ground in his wake. He appeared thin and frail. His eyes were wild, hair matted, and beard thicker than she’d seen, but he was alive.

Iylea’s smile spread, and her cheeks flushed warm. Her heart fluttered, but the sensation was fleeting. She massaged her temples as she considered what could have happened in the time since her death.

Laeden would have been arrested. Put on trial. He would have chosen a trial by steel and been pitted against Zephyrus. If Laeden defied fate and defeated Zephyrus, why is he running?

Laeden was losing a lot of blood. Blood that would leave a trail. It should have been raining, but Aquarius was dead. No rain would conceal their escape.

But the Aquarian River could.

“The Aquarian River,” Iylea said. “Hide your tracks.”

Markus stiffened, coming to a halt. Laeden stopped as Markus did, each glancing around. But when he turned, Iylea caught sight of who Markus carried.

Her mouth went dry. The hope that fluttered in her stomach at seeing Laeden alive floundered at the sight of the man who killed him in her vision.

Zephyrus.

“Markus,” Laeden said. “The Aquarian River, we can lose them there!”

Without notice, the image in the Whispering Wall faded, as if parchment were lit aflame, burning away at the corners.

“No!” Iylea put her hands on the wall to hold the vision a little longer, but Laeden disappeared. Her fingers curled to fists and pounded against the Whispering Wall, and to her shock, the mirror presented something new.

No longer was she on Salmantica’s streets. She stood in the Tower of Whispers, before the Whispering Wall, but although she spoke no name, a woman’s face appeared before her.

Auburn hair tied back in a tight braid. Blue eyes that held a wisdom far too old for the lack of wrinkles surrounding them. She was in a dark room filled with what appeared to be animal bones of some kind.

“Can you hear me?” the woman asked.

Iylea stumbled back, falling to the stone floor.

“Good, you can hear me. Listen, we haven’t much time.” She beckoned Iylea closer, her eyes wide and jaw tight.

Iylea’s chest rose and fell as heavily as Laeden’s had in his flight through Salmantica. “Who are—”

“You must not break the chain.” The woman glanced over her shoulder, and Iylea did the same. “It’s not yours to break. There is an evil in Valencia. A traitor in your midst. One of the Gods isn’t who they say they are. Find who, before more Gods die.”

Iylea pushed herself to her feet and shook her head. “It was Aquarius. He killed Courianne. He’s been dealt with.”

The woman’s face fell. She ran her fingers through her hair, grabbing a handful. “It’s already happening. We’re running out of time.”

“What’s happening? Time for what?” Iylea asked.

“When rain does not fall, fires consume the earth, and blood comes for all—the Age of the End has come. The mortals aren’t ready. They must be warned. I need your help.”

Iylea sputtered. “Hameryn said—”

“That you must break the links to connect the realms and save the mortals from becoming links in the chain?” the woman finished. “Yes, I know.”

Iylea narrowed her eyes. How? “What are you saying?”

The woman snapped her head over her shoulder before leaning closer to whisper. “I was the breaker before you. Now I’m in the dungeons. Help me save the mortal realm. I beg you.”

Before Iylea could respond, the Whispering Wall melted away until she was staring at the reflection of herself. Breath escaped her lungs, and her shoulders sagged.

Six Hells, what was that?

The former breaker who had supposedly gone mad had opposed everything the Gods told her. A traitor in Valencia? She shook her head. Aquarius was the traitor, but he’s gone now.

“What are you doing here?”

Iylea spun toward the gap in the wall. Accompanying the gravelly voice, a towering figure darkened the way to the spiral staircase. Nearly as tall and broad as the gap in the wall, Ferrocles, the God of War, loomed, but the shadow he cast was greater. Bathed in orange torchlight, he crossed his thick arms over his barrel of a chest. His black beard and matching bushy brows framed his tight expression.

“Speak.”

Iylea cleared her throat and stumbled over her words. “Hameryn—he said I could—”

Ferrocles groaned. “He shouldn’t have.” He stood aside so as not to block the way out. “Back to the chain.”

Iylea set her eyes on the floor and strode past Ferrocles.

“You must not break the chain,” the former breaker had said. “It’s not yours to break.”

“Don’t let me catch you in here again,” Ferrocles said as Iylea squeaked past him and onto the spiral staircase. “I don’t care what Hameryn said. You’re here for a job. See it done.”

Iylea swallowed but kept her pace steady. She’d served impatient and angry lords before, but serving the God of War was different. She nodded, keeping her eyes downcast.

“There is an evil in Valencia… a traitor in your midst.”

Iylea clenched her fists at her sides as she spiraled down the winding stairs. I don’t know what is true, but I will get to the bottom of this.


Part I


Chapter 1

Hunted

Zephyrus

Salmantica

Zephyrus’s eyes shot open as cold encompassed him. He flailed as water invaded his lungs and threatened to drag him deeper into the abyss. Light above and faraway voices called to him, beckoning him toward the surface, but as he reached for it, hands yanked him back. He struggled, panicking to free himself from his attacker. Bubbles billowed from his nose and mouth, but a hand clamped over his face.

Squirming, Zephyrus worked himself free and spun to face his attacker. Zephyrus reached through the bubbles between them, but stopped once he saw who was on the other side.

Laeden?

He who saved Zephyrus from the slavers’ auction, condemned him to be a gladiatorial slave to spy on Cassius’s ludus, and then withheld information from Zephyrus that could have helped unlock his cryptic past. The same Laeden who Zephyrus defended in trial by steel and fought alongside against the King’s Guard Knights. His addled mind pieced together their situation.

We’re being hunted.

Laeden held a finger to his nose and lips. He let go of Zephyrus and waved for Zephyrus to follow him. Markus Cassius pumped his arms and legs in Laeden’s wake. Despite the burning in his lungs, Zephyrus followed. The protesting of his sore arms wasn’t half as bad as the pain lancing through his stomach with each stroke. Tendrils of dark liquid escaped a wound in his gut.

As Zephyrus swam through the river soured by dredge and debris, he recalled Lenox, the Revivalist bastard who tried and failed to murder him countless times, stabbing him in the stomach upon the rotunda. Anger replaced the pain, but there were many things more important than vengeance, and most pressing of all was survival.

If we’re caught, they’ll nail us to the Six Arrowed Star.

The lights and voices above the surface weren’t calls to salvation, but torches and soldiers chasing them.

The shouts from the surface became more discernible—closer. “I found them!”

Two splashes disturbed the flow of the river behind Zephyrus.

Zephyrus willed himself to swim faster, but his injuries and fatigue were too great to overcome. They’ll surround us. We won’t get out.

Threyna’s throat slit open. Patrus’s eyes stared blankly.

More men jumped into the river. Jackals—hunters of escaped slaves.

The water above him thrashed as a Jackal in black-and-gold leather armor jumped atop him. Hands swiped at his arms and hooked around his shoulders. Lungs already screaming, Zephyrus rolled, freeing himself from the Jackal’s grip. The Jackal’s dagger caught the light through the murky water. He punched the blade at Zephyrus’s chest. Zephyrus instinctively reached out his hand. He lost feeling in his arm as if it softened into gruel, but his hand became stone before him. The dagger struck and glanced off Zephyrus’s magic-fortified flesh. With his other hand, Zephyrus reared back, his blood burning hot. He struck forward, and a stream of water burst forth from his palm, jettisoning him back and sending the Jackal sprawling through the grimy river.

With veins throbbing in his neck from holding his breath, Zephyrus swam for Laeden and Markus’s backs, but all around them, more and more Jackals plunged into the water.

Zephyrus grit his teeth. Balance the scales. He focused all his remaining energy into forming the fire he had shot at the knight on the rotunda. His blood went cold, but he held back his fire. His fingers and toes went numb, but still Zephyrus drew more heat into his casting. His body slowed, and his energy waned. Hold it.

The Jackals closed in on him.

Now!

Zephyrus flipped the scales and called upon water. The ice in his blood became steam as a torrent of water blew the Jackals back and propelled Zephyrus in the opposite direction. The river tossed and turned with the ocean’s wrath, but feeling returned to Zephyrus’s body. Following the current, he caught up to Markus and Laeden.

Together, they surfaced, gasping for breath, but Jackals howled, alerting more of their kind. Sentinels shouted orders to cut them off. Guards in black and red ran adjacent to the river.

“We can’t outrun them,” Markus said.

Laeden grunted. “We can’t fight them either.”

Empowered by his magic, Zephyrus gathered even more heat. I can do it again. Bigger this time. He nodded to Markus and Laeden, struggling to catch his breath. “Grab on to me.”

Markus wrinkled his brow but acquiesced as Laeden wrapped his arm around Zephyrus.

Pikemen reached for them, archers raced to position themselves, and other guards ran ahead to cut them off.

With a chill radiating through his entire body, his arms and legs became heavy as iron. If not for Laeden and Markus holding on to him, Zephyrus would have sunk to the Aquarian’s litter-ridden floor.

“Zephyrus, what are you doing?” Laeden asked.

Archers took aim, but power grew within Zephyrus’s weakness, storing a strength he’d never conceived. His heart became a block of ice in his chest.

“Do something!” Markus shouted.

Zephyrus flipped the scales. Heat surged through his arms as he held his hands out in front of him. Just as the thrum of bowstrings snapped, water erupted from Zephyrus’s palms, launching them backwards.

Laeden and Markus shouted as the three of them cut through the water, faster than the swiftest ship. The force throttled Zephyrus’s weakened body, and a stream of blood followed in his wake. The water rose and crashed down, splashing on their unsuspecting pursuers, but Zephyrus, Laeden, and Markus, were swept up in the current, shot down the river and beyond their reach.
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Out of the Jackals’ line of sight, they climbed from the river that ran from Salmantica’s southern docks to the castle’s moat. Weakened, Zepyrus followed Laeden down the empty cobblestone streets.

“This way,” Laeden said as they jogged. “I know a place we can lay low.”
Whether due to the strain of his magic, his blood loss, or the fatigue of their flight, Zephyrus struggled to keep up. Markus glanced at him out of the corner of his eye and, with a huff, quickened his pace to Laeden’s side.

“We’re lucky the entire city came to watch my execution,” Laeden said as they approached a storefront on the corner of an intersection. The sign over the door read “Horne’s Tinctures and Herbs,” but a sheet of parchment nailed to the door read, “Closed by order of the Sentinels.”

“Here?” Markus asked between pants. “After the carnage we witnessed in the cellar?”

“Who would think to look for us here?” Laeden gripped the iron handle and tugged, but the door didn’t budge. He yanked harder, but locked doors were more stubborn than princes. His chin fell to his chest, fingers curling into fists against the thick wooden door.

Markus ran his fingers through his wet hair. “Where now?”

Laeden rested his hands on his head. “Docks?”

Zephyrus swallowed. His vision waned at his periphery, and the ground seemed to shift beneath his feet. I won’t make it to the docks. Zephyrus leaned against the apothecary door, reaching for the handle.

“It’s locked.” Markus grabbed Zephyrus.

Zephyrus’s arm went numb, but using his force magic, he felt for the pins within the lock and adjusted them.

“We need to move,” Laeden said. “We can’t sit here and wai—”

The lock clicked, and Zephyrus fell from Markus’s grasp and through the open door.

“Chimera’s breath.” Laeden knelt down to lift Zephyrus, then looked up at Markus. “Help me with him.”

Markus grunted but did as ordered. They each seized Zephyrus under the arm and dragged him inside to rest his back against a cabinet. Markus shut the door and secured the lock before wheeling on Zephyrus. “Anything else you can do you’d like to tell us about?”

Zephyrus was too tired to answer.

Laeden sifted through the apothecary’s drawers and cupboards. “Never mind that. Help me find something for him—herbs, remedies, bandages—something!”

“We can’t stay here, Laeden,” Markus growled.

Laeden continued plucking vials from the shelves. “We can hide in the cellar until the embers smolder, but he won’t make it anywhere if his wounds get infected. And neither will we.”

Markus and Laeden continued to argue, but Zephyrus’s head was swimming. His chin lolled to his chest, and he winced as he attempted to draw in a deep breath. The stab wound in his stomach throbbed. Now that they weren’t on the run, the glancing blow off the top of his hip screamed. His once-white linens from the New Rheynian Games were stained dark by blood and the river’s grime.

Laeden pulled a stopper from a flask and lifted it to Zephyrus’s lips. “Drink. This should perk you up.”

The tonic smelled of bitter root and tasted of sour soil, but Zephyrus downed it. It burned his throat and momentarily made the room spin faster.

“You’re all right.” Laeden set a jar and a roll of gauze on the floor beside Zephyrus. “We’ll clean ourselves up. Figure out a plan.”

Markus scoffed and began to pace the apothecary entry. “Then what? We attacked the King’s Guard Knights. We incited a riot. For the sake of the Six, we’re harboring a Celestic mage.”

Zephyrus sucked down air, but it didn’t stop the room from spinning. In spite of his ails, he forced himself to glare at Markus. Markus’s black brows tightened over his green eyes, but they were nothing like his sister’s. Vykinallia was no longer his domina, but part of him still belonged to her. The thought of her, out there—somewhere—made his stomach churn. He felt at his waistline and found the protrusion of her amethyst ring threaded through the fabric.

He sighed, content he hadn’t lost it in the filthy river.

“For luck,” Vykinallia had said when she gave it to him, but it had brought them nothing but pain. Now he was on the run from more than half the realm with her brother, Markus, who seemed more likely to deliver him to the Jackals than help.

Zephyrus forced himself to his feet, using the countertop for leverage. “Aye, you’re harboring a Celestic mage, one who saved you from your own people. Twice.”

Laeden stepped between Zephyrus and Markus, his hands out. “We’re on the same side. That’s all that matters. We’ll figure the rest out.” He pointed at Zephyrus. “All I know is that Celestic mage is the reason my head isn’t decorating a pike. As far as I’m concerned, he’s no more an outlaw than we are.”

Markus grunted but shifted his weight and turned his palms to the shop’s ceiling. Markus stormed off without sparing Zephyrus another look.

Laeden’s gaze followed Markus across the dark and dingy apothecary to the cellar door.

With Markus’s back turned, Zephyrus’s fists—that he hadn’t realized he was clenching—released and, with them, all the tension that held him upright. Once Markus opened the cellar door and his footsteps eroded down the stairs, Zephyrus slumped against the counter and slid toward the floor.

A slow exhale seeped through Laeden’s teeth. “Don’t mind him. He’ll come around.” He approached Zephyrus and knelt down beside him. “We all just need rest. I don’t think anyone was prepared for what happened today. I certainly wasn’t.” He smiled, but it wilted quickly. He clapped Zephyrus on the shoulder. “Thank you, Zephyrus. I owe you more than I can ever repay.”

Zephyrus eyed the former prince, because after the trial, no one would consider him a prince ever again. The bags under his eyes and the pasty complexion of his skin didn’t convey health and clairvoyance, but absent his Sentinels’ uniform and his puffed-up pomposity, he seemed more genuine than ever.

Loss can do that to a man.

In a matter of weeks, he’d lost his father, the only love he’d ever known, his freedom, his grandfather, and nearly his own life.

Now he will be hunted, same as me.

The world had a strange way of serving justice, but it gave Zephyrus no glee to witness Laeden’s pain. Zephyrus nodded. “You meant what you said—back at the trial?”

Laeden held Zephyrus’s gaze. “Every word. Now that we are free, together, we can join the Uprising and free the slaves.”

Zephyrus cocked his eyebrow, but Laeden’s expression remained stoic—unfettered by his declaration. He’s serious.

Laeden’s gaze fell away, his chin shaking against his chest. “My father—Six Hells, even my grandfather—never wanted to enslave the Celestic people. That was Danella. Her father. The patricians. To change the way things are, we can’t do the same things that got us here.”

Zephyrus nodded, recalling his last conversation with Vykinallia. He inhaled through his nostrils and let the air escape his mouth. “Vykinallia spoke of freeing the slaves too… right before she was abducted by the Uprising.”

Now the very people she intended to free have taken her captive. What will become of her? He remembered her changing his bandages, reading him the prophecies of the Return, and asking him about his past. The Uprising won’t know her as Vykinallia, the person.

Zephyrus closed his eyes. He remembered her hands upon his cheeks, her lips against his.

They will only know her as Nallia Cassius, the slaver.

Laeden narrowed his eyes, his head tilting to the side. “Who?”

The cellar door swung open, and Markus reemerged, with no regard for the silence of fugitives. Standing at the opposite end of the apothecary, he jutted his chin forward.

“What did you say?”

Laeden bolted upright at Markus’s sudden reentry.

Zephyrus only closed his eyes, realizing his mistake. “Nallia Cassius,” Zephyrus said. “Her real name is Vykinallia.”

Markus’s wet boots marched toward him. “Her name is Nallia. And if you speak one more word of my sister, I will—” Markus stomped over to Zephyrus and grabbed him by the collar of his padded tunic, wrenching him to his feet.

The thought of Vykinallia awakened a reserve of strength. Zephyrus seized Markus by the wrist. “Your mother named her after the Vykane Blade. A symbol of hope to unite divided people.”

Markus’s brow narrowed, and his snarl widened, his face a darkening red. “How do you kno—”

“She told me,” Zephyrus said. “Right before she attempted to free me prior to the New Rheynian Games.”

“Nallia would never. She—” Markus’s complexion paled. “This is some mage-work, Laeden. He knows things he shouldn’t. He’s lying!” He jostled Zephyrus, his hands still on his collar, murder in his eyes.

Zephyrus’s fatigue washed away, and years of training instincts took over. He snaked his arm between Markus’s hands and drove his elbow through, dislodging Markus’s grip.

Laeden wrapped his arms around Markus’s shoulders, slipped his foot between Markus’s, and threw him to the dusty wooden floorboards with a thud.

“He’s a mage,” Markus shouted as Laeden pinned him. “You trust him over me?”

“Silence!” Laeden growled. “You’ll get us caught.”

Markus’s breaths came short and sharp, but under Laeden’s weight, he simmered. He shook his head. “We must go to Valtarcia. Your grandfather, Hallon, will take us in. We can rally an army and create real justice. Not the Uprising, Laeden.”

Though Markus’s face remained red, tears seeped from the corners of his eyes onto the dusty apothecary floor. “I won’t join the Uprising. Not after they… murdered my father.”

Laeden let Markus go, and the two sat side by side on the floor. “We don’t know that—”

“Who else would have?” Markus spat.

Laeden bit his lip. “Apologies. We’ve all lost a great deal in these past weeks.”

Zephyrus readjusted his padded tunic. The purple-and-gold scorpion of Cassius’s house emblazoned upon it was stained a dirty red. Soiled with blood from the battle and muck from the river, Zephyrus felt no despair at the lanista’s passing. He couldn’t blame the Uprising for killing Cassius, not after the torment he’d imposed on the Celestic people. Nor could he hold Markus’s prejudices against him. He shouldn’t have to follow Laeden down a path he doesn’t believe in anymore than I should have been forced into chains. We each do as we must—as we choose.

As much as Zephyrus had wanted to join the Uprising with Jecht and Cerik, and as desperately as he wanted to locate Vykinallia and free her as she freed him, his conversation with his mother returned to him.

“Zephyrus is not the name I gave you,” his mother had said after Lenox stabbed him. “You are Vykanicus Auros. Son of Invinius, the first to free the slaves. The world can only be freed through you.”

He thought she had meant from the Rheynians, but she clarified; the world didn’t need saving from the slavers, but from the Gods.

Joining the Uprising and fighting the Rheynians was noble. Imperative. But not his fight. He wanted to find the Uprising, save Vykinallia, reunite with Jecht and Cerik, and lead his people to freedom. But there were, at the minimum, dozens, if not hundreds of rebels.

There is only one Lord Auros.

Zephyrus exhaled, drawing both men’s attention. “I can’t join the Uprising either.”

Laeden reared back, his chin dropping. Markus licked his lip and tilted his head.

“What do you mean?” Laeden asked. “Why not?”

Zephyrus considered how much he should share and how it might be received. The truth. I owe him that much. “More of my memories have returned.” He paused, clearing his throat. “My name isn’t Zephyrus, but Vykanicus Auros—son of Invinius.”

Laeden and Markus’s jaws unhinged.

Zephyrus shifted his weight from one foot to the other, turning toward Markus. “You can go to Valtarcia and serve who you will. You may see the Uprising as a threat, but they’re not the ones hunting you.”

Markus wrinkled his nose but offered no reply.

Zephyrus addressed Laeden. “And you can join the Uprising—they’d be lucky to have you. Perhaps other Valencians will rally to you too, but I can’t join you.”

Zephyrus leaned against the apothecary’s counter and ran his fingers through his wet hair, turning his back to Laeden and Markus to stare into his reflection on a glass flask. He closed his eyes, not wanting to think about everyone he was forsaking—the Arcane Templar, Patrus, Jecht and Cerik, Vykinallia, and now Laeden.

“The world can only be freed through you,” his mother had said. “Return home. Claim the sword your father forged for you. Become the man you were born to be.”

He didn’t know if it was noble or selfish, but he only envisioned one option, one path forward. “I must go to House Auros. I must go home.”


Chapter 2

Into the Void

Threyna

Valtarcia

Buffeted by wind and the thrashing seas, Threyna jumped from her conjured blood boat to the cliff’s face. She summoned claws that extended from her fingers to cleave purchase into the smooth stone and began her ascent. After allowing her blood boat to dissolve to ash, the angry ocean swallowed it with little regard for how much it cost her to create.

Sprayed by the crash of waves, Threyna climbed the isthmus cliffs of Valtarcia. Though there were other—safer—ways to access the third and last Treasure of Stockhelm, this was the fastest way from the Stormburn Geyser, and the last way in which the Arcane Templar’s Guardians would expect an attack.

Black rot crept down her left arm, the darkened veins snaking towards her crimson claws and up toward her ear. The Skeleton King’s blood magic came at an ever-inflating cost, but it was the only reason she was still alive—and yet it would ultimately be her demise.

Threyna ground her teeth as she climbed. With the Orsion Cloak on her back, the Vykane Blade sheathed at her hip, and the Aeryean Armor only a short distance away, she nearly had the tools she needed to stop the Skeleton King. She thought she had defeated him once. She’d watched him die in a land of undeath—dead and gone, body and soul. But somehow he came back, and he came searching for her.

How many souls did he add to his horde when he attacked the Warlocks of Sage? If he followed me to the Arcane Templar, how many more souls joined his ranks?

Threyna dismissed the growing dread. Find the Treasures. Defeat the Skeleton King. Then I can die a true death and join Father, Mother, and… blood and bone, I hope Laela is still alive.

She hadn’t seen her half-sister for years. While Laela went off in search of a cure to the Skeleton King’s cursed magic, Threyna committed herself to the Warlocks of Sage and their war against New Rheynian rule. She wished Laela was with her now.

Focusing on the task, she scaled the vertical drop until the muscles of her forearms burned and the rot stretched across her cheek and into her chest. She couldn’t afford for it to reach her heart again. It happened twice before. Whenever she used her blood magic recklessly, the rot reached her heart. Her whole body would freeze, leaving her unable to fight, unable to stand, barely able to breathe.

She looked past her feet to the breaking waves below. The rolling tides attacked the cliff with undeterred fervor. She didn’t want to imagine what would become of her if she overextended herself here. She grunted, quickening her pace toward the hidden cave.

A few short weeks ago, the sea was as calm as freshly blown glass, but now it raged with unrelenting ire. I knew I should have come for the Aeryean Armor first. But if Threyna could change the past, she would go back way further than deciding which Treasure to seek first.

With one final bout of exertion, she crested the cliff to the cave, hidden by an overhanging rock formation. Threyna let her claws dissolve to ash and shook the soreness from her corrupted hand. The rot had nearly reached her heart.

I’ll need to consume again. She never thought she’d miss the days of shades and darklings roaming the land, but now, to replenish herself, she needed to draw upon the living.

Pulling her dagger from its sheath, she ventured into the cave’s darkness, but the smoke of a smoldering torch stained the air.

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and she tapped into her Inner Throne. She channeled her sixth sense bestowed upon her by the Skeleton King’s magic, but as she attuned, she sensed no heartbeats.

There should be at least three Guardians.

She’d defeated three beneath the Haunted Hollow, six within the caverns of the Stormburn Geyser.

She didn’t lower her guard, but her grasp on her Inner Throne slipped. She stopped in her tracks, squeezing the hilt of her dagger until the soreness from her climb protested. She reached for her Inner Throne again, but this time, Threyna couldn’t find it.

Threyna stepped back, dagger held out in front of her—poised to strike.

Silence. Unnatural silence. Neither the wind’s whistle nor the sea’s wrath disturbed the stillness despite their proximity. She hadn’t climbed that high.

One of the Guardians could possess manipulation magic—the ability to distort light and sound. She listened intently, forced to rely on her natural senses, but heard nothing. Her eyes strained, searching for a glimpse of movement or a flicker of light. But nothing.

Then she smelled the scent of burnt flesh.

Covering her nose and mouth, Threyna advanced. Breath ceased; sweat accumulated. The quiet danger of the cave and what awaited within grew more ominous.

Stalking deeper inside, she found the bodies of three people. Scorched black and still smoldering, they were splayed about. Discarded weapons littered the ground around them.

Threyna wheeled around, dagger held before her. Breath short and sharp, she tried and failed again to connect to her Inner Throne.

Only one person could ever prevent me from tapping into my Inner Throne. But he’s dead. Then again… I thought the Skeleton King was dead too.

Threyna swallowed. “Show yourself, gory ghosting dammit.”

A figure advanced through the gloom. Slow and purposeful, a glowing red orb emerged from the shadows. The red Aeritan scale that replaced Tyrus’s missing right eye.

Threyna gasped, lowering her dagger. “Tyrus—you’re alive!”

Tyrus’s close-cropped gray hair seemed lighter against his dark skin, but his expression was darker yet. Once upon a time, the wrinkles framing his mouth were always set in a grin, and his pale gray eye glowed with a fervor for life and learning beside the red placeholder.

But that was before the Skeleton King slaughtered everyone in the City of the Judges… searching for me.

She thought he was consumed by the Skeleton King. Though Threyna had seen her fair share of shades, this was no ghost. Tyrus stood before her, flesh, bone, and scale. And if he wanted to fight, he didn’t need the element of surprise to defeat her.

He hummed deep within his throat. “Alive… yes, I suppose I am. The same cannot be said for all. The City of the Judges fell when your friend came to visit.”

Threyna winced. She didn’t want to imagine what carnage the Skeleton King left in his wake. She knew all too well what he was capable of.

She opened her mouth to speak, but a glow of fire illuminated the darkness. A blast of heat shot off to Threyna’s left. The flare caught a row of unlit torches and set them ablaze, casting the hidden cave’s entrance in flickering orange light and dancing shadows.

Tyrus placed his hands behind his back. A sad smile touched his lips before descending into a scowl as he stepped past the bodies of the Arcane Templar’s three Guardians. Erowen, his shadowless confidant, squatted on a raised platform behind Tyrus, her palms still radiating with the embers of her fire magic. Dual braids of black hair framed her disdainful glowering as she spat on the ground in Threyna’s direction. If a look could inject venom, Erowen’s would be the most poisonous Threyna had encountered across three continents.

A bead of sweat trickled down Threyna’s back, the strong winds and cool spray of the sea forgotten. This won’t be a happy reunion. Threyna clenched the pommel of her dagger but kept it at her side. “I thought he was dead. I killed him.”

“You didn’t,” Erowen hissed. “And when your unfinished business returned, you scampered off and joined the Templar!”

Threyna shook her head. “I thought you all were dead. I hoped the Templar would help, but they refused, so I sought the Treasures for myself. To defeat hi—”

Tyrus held up a silencing finger. “Your intent matters not in the wake of the death you delivered to our home. We welcomed you. Fed you. Provided you shelter when you needed it most. Then you abandoned us in our greatest time of need.”

He pointed to the cloak on Threyna’s back and the sword on her hip. “While so many are dead—or worse—here you are, in possession of two of the three Treasures we dedicated our lives to finding.”

Threyna turned sideways, as if protecting the Vykane Blade from Tyrus’s eye. She stepped backwards, but then it struck her. “Wait, how did you know to come here?”

The shadow Tyrus cast grew as he drew closer. “We’ve made a new friend. One who believes in our cause and wishes to see the Treasures to my hands.”

“Look at her,” Erowen said, jumping down from her position on the platform. “Trembling in her corrupted flesh.” She dropped into a low and wide stance—the combat stance Tyrus had taught them both. If her posture didn’t warn of her intent, the predatory look in her eyes did. “And tremble you should, monster, because our friend has led us to you. And once we have all three Treasures, we will do what you could not—we will defeat the Skeleton King.”

Threyna sputtered to defend herself, not wanting to resort to violence, but every retort birthed and died before she could organize her thoughts into words.

Who is this friend?

Threyna’s mouth went dry as the ghosts of her past refused to leave her alone. “I thought he was dead. I thought I killed him. How was I supposed to know he would come for me?”

Tyrus crossed his arms behind his back and began to pace the cave. “You killed a Skeleton King. But another has risen to take his place.”

Threyna wrinkled her brow and shifted her weight. “Who? How?”

Tyrus halted before her. “He announced himself as King Belrich.”

A wave of nausea settled in her throat. The air felt suddenly thin, and the cave began to rock like her conjured blood boat on the choppy sea.

Impossible. “Belrich?” Saying her uncle’s name brought bile to her breath.

“Yes, Belrich,” Tyrus said. “He told the people of the City of the Judges that we have you to thank for his arrival. Do you know what he’s done since you fled? While he and his soldiers hunt down the last of my people, he has caught and corralled the others on his farm.”

Threyna shuddered, but Tyrus stalked closer. “He keeps them alive so he can use your cursed magic, draining them of their essence whenever he needs. He won’t leave. He will continue to haunt my home and build his army with the souls of my people. Then he will come here, to this land, and deny us the future we dreamt of. But I will succeed where you have failed. With the Treasures in my possession, I will defeat him and free Stockhelm from the Valencians.”

Threyna swallowed her sour spit. A whisper in the back of her mind made her think Paxoran was speaking to her, but it was too quiet to understand, as if far away.

Can Tyrus’s magic separate me from Paxoran?

She took a stilling breath. “We want the same things, Tyrus.”

In truth she didn’t care for the Valencians. As far as she was concerned, they left her people to rot on the cursed island of Rheynia while they pursued greener pastures. Though she didn’t particularly agree with what they had done upon arriving in Stockhelm, she never felt like it was her fight—especially after the Skeleton King’s return.

A burst of fire swelled before her. Heat sucked the moisture from the cave, singeing the air. Threyna lurched out of the way just in time to avoid Erowen’s attack.

Threyna held her hand out to Tyrus and Erowen. “Blood and bone, we can help each other. Even with the Treasures, the Skeleton King will not go down easily.”

“We don’t need your help,” Erowen said, preparing another fiery blast.

Tyrus lowered Erowen’s arm and chastised her with a glare. “He will not be an easy foe.” He strode around Erowen to stand behind the platform she had squatted upon earlier. “But you are not an honorable ally.”

Threyna choked on her response. He wasn’t wrong. Anyone who had ever aligned with her had suffered. The Underground, the Warlocks and Templars, Zephyrus and Patrus.

The walls of the cave seemed to close in on her.

Tyrus lifted his loose gray tunic over his head and tossed it to the cave’s floor. As if etched from stone, his physique belied his years. The dancing torchlight sent rippling light along his ridged form.

“I can help,” Threyna said. “With your void magic and my blood magic we can—”

Erowen stalked closer. “You could have stood with us in the City of the Judges.”

Threyna’s fingers twitched around the hilt of her dagger as she began searching for a way out of the cave. If it came to a fight, she’d end up like the Arcane Templar’s Guardians.

“It grieves me to say this, Threyna,” Tyrus said from behind the platform. A latch clicked into place.

It’s not a platform. It’s a chest.

“But I no longer trust you. And we don’t need you.” Tyrus lifted the lid and seized a scaled vest from within. White and gray with silver etchings that matched that of the Orsion Cloak on her back, the Aeryean Armor glowed in the cave’s torchlight.

Threyna opened her mouth to object, but Erowen bared her teeth. Tyrus donned the vest. Its straps expanded and contracted to fit the mold of his build.

She would never beat Tyrus in single combat. As long as he stopped her from tapping into her Inner Throne, she was powerless against him. If that wasn’t bad enough, she’d also have to contend with Erowen’s ability to bend light and hurl fire from her hands. But worst of all, now Tyrus had the Aeryean Armor.

I need to find a way out of here and fast. Climbing down would be a death sentence, but there was another entrance deeper within the cave that emptied into the mountains… if she could get past them.

“Goodbye, Threyna,” Tyrus said.

Erowen screeched and hurled a ball of fire at Threyna.

She dove to the stone floor to escape the blast, but a second followed her. Threyna tapped into her Inner Throne, but Tyrus’s void magic sealed her out. Like a door in her mind that wouldn’t budge, she couldn’t gain access to her seat of power.

Rolling onto her back, Threyna leapt to her feet, but Tyrus was on her in an instant. His fist connected to her ribs; then another struck her chin. Her feet left the ground, and she landed hard on her back. Air escaped her lungs, but she held onto her dagger. She rolled away from Tyrus’s stomping foot, but heat licked at her side as Erowen created a wall of fire to close off Threyna’s escape.

Threyna reclaimed her footing and slashed at Tyrus to slow his aggression, but he dodged and countered with a punch and a spinning backhand. Threyna dodged the first, but the backhand glanced off her cheek, throwing her off-balance.

Threyna dropped to a knee but swept her leg at Tyrus’s ankles. Tyrus stepped over her strike but retreated, giving Threyna much-needed space.

Seizing her stance, she squared off with Tyrus, scouring the cave for any sign of the other exit. As she scanned, she couldn’t locate Erowen.

Ghostdammit.

She stabbed at Tyrus, but he blocked her aside. If she was going to survive, she needed access to her Inner Throne. She feinted left, before slashing right. Tyrus caught her first strike, blocking her wrist, and dodged out of the way of the second before she could connect.

With a moment to breathe, Threyna tapped into her Inner Throne. There was an opening, however small, and she pried her way in, but a kick to her stomach jarred her from gaining access and shoved her against the far wall.

Blood and bone, curse you and your void magic.

Beside Tyrus, a floating ball of fire roared to life. Threyna’s eyes widened, and she sprang to the side. Sparks exploded against the wall where she’d just been. She took shelter behind the chest that once housed the Aeryean Armor. Another inferno blasted into the wall just above the lid of the chest.

Erowen was using manipulation magic to obscure her sight. She wasn’t particularly adept in the craft, but it was enough to conceal her from Threyna in the dark cave. If Threyna had access to her Inner Throne, she could just attune to her heartbeat, but Tyrus kept her sealed out.

Another fireball skidded off the floor beside her and crashed into the wall. Threyna vaulted over the chest and slashed at Tyrus, simultaneously tapping into her Inner Throne.

Tyrus blocked her strikes, but utilizing his distraction, Threyna slipped in. Just enough. Erowen could conceal herself from sight, but not from her Inner Throne.

Threyna continued to strike at Tyrus, but he turned her away as he always had. Too quick, too strong, and too disciplined to be defeated.

My only chance of getting away is to—

Another bout of flame blossomed behind her. She didn’t see it, but she didn’t need to. Threyna attacked Tyrus, positioning herself directly between Erowen’s magic and Tyrus’s fists. With a rush of wind, the fire flew at Threyna’s back, but she launched herself out of the way.

The fireball struck Tyrus in the stomach. Threyna seized her opportunity. Implanting herself into her Inner Throne, she conjured a bloody dagger and sent it zipping through the air to sink into Erowen’s shoulder. Erowen staggered back, her illusion magic faltering.

Tyrus fell to the ground but was already climbing to his feet—the Aeryean Armor absorbing most of the impact.

Threyna conjured a snare of bloody vines beneath Erowen’s and Tyrus’s feet. As they struggled, Threyna ran for the back of the cave. Rot spread towards her heart, but she couldn’t risk getting to the bodies of the Guardians behind Tyrus. She couldn’t fight. She needed to run. Her boots slapped the hard stone floor, and her breath echoed in the dark, narrow tunnel.

“To the chain with you, Threyna!” Tyrus shouted, his voice trailing in her wake. “I will hunt you. I will claim the Treasures!”

Threyna let her snares holding Tyrus and Erowen dissipate to ashes just as the black rot encroached upon her heart. She continued running in the dark until the light of her escape guided her path, but even beyond Tyrus’s reach, the helplessness that his magic evoked in her remained.


Chapter 3

The Breaker

Iylea II

Valencia

Iylea examined the link of the chain before her, but she did not want to live through the memories it contained. It seemed darker than the others, its glow a dull hue instead of a vibrant sheen. Its colors morphed, but unlike the hum of different hues characteristic in previous links, this one groaned a sullen dirge. She hoped its lack of light wasn’t an omen for the life the soul had lived.

Stop making excuses.

Her progress had been slow of late. Besides the soul-burdening exhaustion of living and dying over and over again with each link in the chain, the Whispering Wall’s secrets ate at her.

“It’s not yours to break,” the former breaker had said.

She hadn’t stopped contemplating every word of her conversation with the woman. The more she thought about it, there were several reasons why the former breaker, currently residing in Valencia’s dungeons, wouldn’t want Iylea to break the chain—especially if she still believed it hers.

Even still, she searched for the dungeons—found nothing. Followed a few of the deities—heard nothing. If even one clue had supported the former breaker’s claims, Iylea would have stopped breaking the links, found the dungeons, and freed the former breaker to save the mortal realm from the traitorous God. Yet she found no clues.

Hameryn mentioned that the burden of breaking the chain had driven his last breaker mad. She was sure whatever accusations the woman made could have been retorted by the Gods and easily explained. But as much as her rational mind reasoned away everything the woman had said, she kept returning to one particular quote: When rain does not fall, fires consume the earth, and blood comes for all—the Age of the End has come.

Iylea shuffled her feet. You’re doing it again; stop dawdling or Ferrocles is going to come back and scold you. Or Moterra will remind you how the mortals are suffering. Or Incinerae will perform another disjointed monologue to inspire your service.

She exhaled, staring at the tiled stone floor beneath her feet. Every few slats, a tile was carved with an intricate glyph of angled lines, circles, and something that resembled the Six Arrowed Star. One marking for each of the eighteen Gods. But Valencia only remained home to five deities now.

Unable to stall any longer, Iylea held the dim link to her chest. Instead of burning brightly, the link enveloped her like a shadow, and unlike the flashes of images she saw in others’ lives, all she saw was death.

Unable to pull away, she was forced to endure.

A beautiful mother, a proud father—Bherus Fayte was born a Prince of Rheynia with a thriving kingdom to inherit. His first steps, his first time atop a horse, bouts of swordplay and archery filled her mind’s eye as Bherus’s life fused with her own. Flashes of a childhood shared with a baby brother played before her. Glimpses of an adolescence spent in lessons of leadership, law, and how to maintain order consumed her—realer to her than her own past. A life of promise.

She hated to think how such a promising young boy could end up as a blackened soul damned to the chain. Her time as the breaker proved time and time again that it didn’t take much to end up as a link in the Gods’ failures, but she had yet to see a soul so tarnished.

The gateway into Bherus’s life widened, and the visions flowed faster. Damascus Drake’s rise, his profession of faith for new Gods, and his dream of lands to the west overwhelmed her senses. Bherus’s father’s kingdom became divided; the parliament dissented to disrepair. Then the Disasters of Rheynia—a terrible earthquake and a massive tidal wave devastated the land. A years-long drought wreaked havoc on the villages, but they could have endured that if not for the curse of the undying.

Bodies withered, and people died, but the souls were denied rest. Trapped in decrepit flesh or ejected from their bodies to walk the land as spectral shades, the souls remained in Rheynia.

Iylea’s body tensed as if her rib cage tightened around her, squeezing her insides into a paste. She’d read about the Disasters. She’d heard stories. But seeing the starved forms of children—more skeleton than flesh—was too much to bear.

She grit her teeth, hoping it would be over soon, but it only got worse. Bherus’s mother died in childbirth and attempted to tear his baby brother to pieces. His father struggled to lead as fear reigned the country, but just as the land began to falter, so too did his flesh wither and fall away. Yet impossible powers became his to wield after he started wearing a red-and-black pendant about his neck.

Blood and bone bowed to him. Rebellions rose, but each fell to his father’s blood magic. Despite Bherus’s pleas to change the kingdom’s path, fear ruled Rheynia from his father’s skeletal fist. Believing his father made a deal with some kind of deity to gain this awful power, Bherus stole his father’s pendant. But when he attempted to destroy it, the pendant morphed into a reddish-black, snakelike being that slithered up his arm, around his neck, and down his other arm to sink deep fanged prongs around his neck.

Iylea saw a vision within a vision, witnessing what the strange artifact showed to Bherus so many years ago. A woman lay staring at the ceiling. Flowing blonde curls framed her pale face like a golden halo, but her eyes held the emptiness of death. Painted beneath her chin, a crimson crescent divided her throat, denying life from her lungs.

Dead.

Another body was sprawled prone beside her—a man’s—his skull caved in. His arms and legs were bent at odd angles. His fingers twitched in the throes of death. A pair of broken round-rimmed spectacles rested on the tile floor between the two bodies. Blood seeped into the grooves of a glyph etched in the stone tile.

The same glyph as...

Iylea screamed, dropping the link and ending the vision. The link bounced with a clang and rattled to a stop on the tile floor. Sweat poured down her face, though she’d only been in the vision for a moment. She stared, wide-eyed, at the link of death and the tile it landed on.

Those people were murdered in Valencia. No—not people—Gods.

Iylea’s arms folded around her shoulders to keep herself from shaking.

“There is an evil in Valencia,” the former breaker said.

Iylea shook her head. No. That was Aquarius, and Aquarius is dead.

But then, just like every other time Iylea attempted to make sense of her conversation with the former breaker, she recalled her warning.

“When rain does not fall, fires consume the earth, and blood comes for all—the Age of the End has come.”

A stone formed in her stomach and sank to her feet. If Aquarius’s death signaled the end of the rains and the terror of the seas, did ‘fires consuming the earth’ refer to the deaths of Incinerae and Moterra—the Goddesses of Fire and Earth?

“A traitor in your midst,” the former breaker said. “One of the Gods isn’t who they say they are. Find who, before more Gods die.”

If Aquarius was the traitor as Hameryn said, and he was dead, then more Gods wouldn’t die, and the Age of the End would never come to pass. Unless Hameryn was wrong.

Or he lied.

The door at the end of the cavernous anchor room swung open. A red hue entered the arched doorway as Hameryn strode in. “Iylea, is everything well? I heard a scream.”

Sweat slickened her palms, but gooseflesh laced up her arms and down the back of her neck. Her chest was too tight to breathe, let alone speak. Could he be the traitor?

He continued to approach, but even as he was mere steps away, she hadn’t responded. Hameryn scanned the atrium, his eyes settling on the dull link on the ground between them.

“Hmph, a stubborn soul?”

Iylea swallowed the knot in her throat. I can’t tell him what I saw. If Moterra and Incinerae could be the next to die, that means he, Phaebia the Sky Goddess, or Ferrocles the God of War, could be the murderer. She nodded, continuing to hug herself.

Hameryn approached, holding out his arms to embrace her. “There, there. I know how tiresome this work can be.”

Iylea hesitantly stepped into Hameryn’s arms. She didn’t expect to find comfort there, but she did.

“Courianne often came to me in the face of our failings. It is difficult work.”

Iylea blinked. Courianne? She stepped back to examine Hameryn. “Did she break the chains before… before Aquarius…”

Hameryn shook his head. “No, she couldn’t break the links any more than I could, but unlike the rest of us, she could see the story of their soul. She had such… passion—tenderness for broken beings of the world.” He sighed, but his pale hand, cracked by red light, curled into a fist. “Taken from us by Aquarius’s lust for power.” He strode away from her, reaching down and picking up the link.

Iylea chewed the inside of her lip. She wanted to ask, but she couldn’t give away too much. She couldn’t trust him as much as she wished she could. “Did the former breaker serve Courianne?”

“As a matter of fact, she did,” Hameryn said. “Courianne was a far better mentor than I could ever hope to be.”

Iylea nodded. Not wanting to seem too eager, she hung her head, feigning the same demure posture of any trained handmaiden. “Will I go mad too—like the breaker before me?”

Hameryn blinked. He approached again and placed his hand on her arm. “No, child. Take rest. I’ll put this link aside for now. You can come back to it when you’re ready.”

Iylea balked. “I thought you said links absent their connection to the chain can be dangerous?”

“They can be.” Hameryn smiled. “But I won’t tell if you won’t. It can be our secret.” He tucked the dull link inside a fold of his robes.

Iylea bowed. “Thank you, Hameryn. You are too kind.”

He swatted her compliment away. “Why don’t you revisit the Whispering Wall? Take your mind off of—” He gestured to the glowing chain.

Iylea shuffled her feet. “Ferrocles warned me not to visit the Whispering Wall again. He said you shouldn’t have allowed me there in the first place.”

Hameryn narrowed his red eyes. “He is a God of War, Iylea. He knows nothing besides violence or the threat of it. He may think he rules here—” Hameryn pointed to his chest. “But I do.” He winked. “I will speak with him. You are our guest, performing a task that no one else can. The least we can offer you is the opportunity to watch over your loved ones.”

She wanted to trust him, but she couldn’t. Not until she learned more. Iylea pasted on her best serving smile. “Gratitude. But, if I may, what was the name of Courianne’s breaker?”

Hameryn raised a thin eyebrow, his red eyes burning.

Iylea cleared her throat, but no words came. Say something, you stupid girl. Moments seemed like eternity under his inspection. “It’s important to remember who came before. I don’t want to lose myself… go mad.” She hung her head. “Fail.”

“You will not fail, Iylea.”

Iylea allowed herself to breathe once again.

“Though I have every confidence that you will not end up like her, there is wisdom in your words. Courianne’s breaker was Arkadia Auros.”

Iylea smiled and bowed again to the God of Harmony. “Arkadia Auros.”

Hameryn swept aside the train of his robes and exited the anchor room, leaving Iylea in the room alone, aside from the thousands of unsaved souls connecting Valencia to the mortal realm.

She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and exhaled, settling her fragile nerves. I may not know where the dungeons are or how to find them, but the Whispering Wall will. I’m coming, Arkadia. I will help you find this traitor God.


Chapter 4

Old Friends

Zephyrus II

Salmantica

“You are free, and you always will be free.”

Zephyrus knew he was asleep in the apothecary’s cellar, but even absent the healer’s tonic, his dreamscape unfolded before him. His conscious mind didn’t recognize the speaker standing over him—a man in his mid to late thirties with grays slipping through his amber-colored, shoulder-length hair and beard—but his dreamself did.

Father.

Invinius Auros—Earl of Valtarcia and the finest steel merchant in New Rheynia.

His father placed his hands on his dreamself’s boyish shoulders while he clung to the spindles of the balcony overlooking the courtyard of their manor. Dozens of people stared up at them—Celestics and Valencians, Helms and Rheynians—together.

“We may have lost the war,” his father said to those gathered below, their heads hanging. “Damascus Drake may have decreed that I put you in chains. He may have threatened to seize my manor and enslave you anyway, should I fail to do my ‘duty.’ But we—you and I—will not lose the path to the afterlife out of fear of them.”

While his dreamself ran his fingers along the smooth wooden spindles of the balcony, Zephyrus’s conscious mind was in awe at the command with which his father spoke. This must be shortly after the Treaty of 940. I was perhaps only four years old.

“If you trust me,” his father said. “I have a plan. A dangerous plan. But one in which we can restore freedom for all in this land.”

The downcast and sullen expressions of the men and women in the courtyard perked up.

His father lifted a hand from Zephyrus’s shoulder to point at the lands below. Nestled high within the mountains, House Auros overlooked a steep climb, a dense forest, and a narrow patch of land that eroded into the sea.

“A boat bound for Klaytos awaits at the southern docks,” his father said. “From the ashes we will rise, reborn to fight for those who can’t defend themselves.”

A man in the crowd, tall and broad with dark skin, stepped forward. A bandage covered half his face, wrapping around his left eye. Framing his smithing apron, his corded arms crossed. “Invinius, Klaytos is a wasteland.”

“Iberion is right.” His father nodded, addressing the others. “But you will be safe from the Rheynians. You will be able to hide. Forge weapons. And grow strong. Yet not all of us can go. I must remain here so as not to draw attention to what we are doing. To keep up appearances with the king, I need ten volunteers to serve my house.”

Iberion growled. “As slaves?”

Zephyrus’s father’s grip tightened on Zephyrus’s boyish shoulders. “If the king is here, yes. But otherwise—no. You will stay as brothers and sisters—to eat at our table and sleep in your beds within the manor as you always have—until it is time for us to join those preparing our rebellion in Klaytos.”

Iberion’s eyes narrowed. “How can we trust you when so many other Valencian lords have already enslaved every Celestic they could get their hands on?” Others rallied around Iberion, nodding and adding their voices in protest.

Zephyrus’s father lifted his hand, and they stilled. When his hands left Zephyrus’s shoulders, his dreamself turned to look up at his father. His father’s fingers closed around a medallion on his chest, the Six Arrowed Star carved into it. With a yank, he snapped the leather tie that held it around his neck. He held the medallion out over the edge of the balcony.

“I refuse to follow any Gods that beseech their people to enslave others different than themselves.” He opened his fingers and turned his palm down, letting the medallion fall to the ground. “Therefore, I am no Valencian.”

His father unclasped the cloak draping his shoulders. It fell to the balcony floor. “Pass me my cape, son.”

Zephyrus knelt to lift the heavy white woolen cape. Holding it out before him, he admired the emblazoned sigil—an upright sword piercing a flaming heart.

He passed the cloak to his father.

“Gratitude, Vykanicus. Now remind the people of our house words.”

Vykanicus, the boy Zephyrus once was, leaned against the balcony’s spindles to face the gathered people. “Make straight the blade. Make straight the path.”

“These have been the words of my family for generations,” his father said, holding the cloak beyond the balcony’s banister. “But we know the path, and it has failed us.” He dropped the cloak, and it unraveled, landing in a heap on the ground before the gathered crowd. “From this day forth, I am no longer an earl.”

Iberion and the others in the courtyard gasped or muttered, all eyes fixated on the fallen cloak.

“If I am no longer Valencian,” Zephyrus’s father said, “and no longer a lord—will you trust me?”

Some people cheered at his father’s display, but none were more surprised than Zephyrus.

All this time, I thought my parents owned slaves. While the truth that they freed their slaves was new to him, the realization that enslaving them in the first place was all for show only made his heart ache worse.

I had it wrong. Dead wrong.

Iberion’s square jaw and crossed arms remained unmoved. At his reaction, or lack thereof, many others within the courtyard stilled. “You may not be a Valencian lord, but you’re still not one of us. You don’t know what we’ve lost.”

Zephyrus’s dreamself wrinkled his nose, but his father’s expression remained placid.

The balcony door opened, and Zephyrus’s dreamself turned to face a woman. Auburn hair like a setting sun and blue eyes like the noon sky.

Mother.

She’d come to him when he was most in need. Her last words to him were, “For luck.” Just like Vykinallia said when she gave me her ring. If she saw that—from wherever she was—she must have been watching me for a long time.

Shame crept into his conscious mind to entwine with his guilt, but his dreamself glowed as his mother placed her hand on his head and smiled. Something was behind her back, but his dreamself wasn’t as concerned with it as his conscious mind was.

As she approached the balcony, she held up the balanced scale of Celestia. Murmurs broke out amongst the people of the courtyard, and even Iberion’s defiant posture slackened.

She began to hum, a slow, melancholic tune young Vykanicus had never heard before, but Zephyrus knew it well.

The Rebels’ Rhyme.

Before she could finish, the dreamscape flickered.

No. Not yet.

He fought to force himself back to sleep—to live in the dream, the memory, a little while longer, but a hand closed around Zephyrus’s nose and mouth, and his eyes snapped open.

He seized the wrist of the figure atop him but couldn’t free himself. With his breath burning in his chest, he struggled, but the figure leaned down until his face came into view.

Looming over him, deeply set dark green eyes glared beneath a thick black brow. Dark curls framed his face, and an unkempt beard encircled his frown. A finger rose to his lips.

Ceres! Zephyrus only remembered seeing him in his dreams at the Arcane Templar, but he was unmistakable. Zephyrus stilled, and Ceres released his grasp. Ceres nodded at the door leading upstairs and waved for Zephyrus to follow.

The Templar, the Uprising—answers at long last. He wished Ceres hadn’t disturbed his dreams, but there would be time enough to process that.

Zephyrus glanced at Laeden and Markus sleeping beside him. Their ribs rose and fell with tides of breath. Taking care not to disturb them, Zephyrus propped himself up. The wound in his stomach protested, but he persevered, stifling a groan as he stalked up the stairs after Ceres.

Once through the door leading to the apothecary’s storefront, Ceres nudged the cellar door closed, not allowing the hinges to squeak. His pupils dilated within his catlike green eyes, and his brow narrowed with predatory hunger. Before Zephyrus could move, Ceres leveled his dagger’s tip against Zephyrus’s neck.

His jaw tightened. The apple of his throat bobbed.

If he wanted me dead, he would have stabbed me in my sleep.

Zephyrus cocked an eyebrow and lifted his index finger to the flat side of the blade. With a gentle prod, he guided it away from his neck. “Hello, Ceres.”

Ceres grunted. He lowered his dagger, but his glare held its edge. “‘Hello, Ceres’—that all you have to say for yourself? Ya have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused? We’ve been following you all over burning Perillian.” He buried his finger into Zephyrus’s chest. “You and Threyna, that traitorous burning Warlock.”

Zephyrus inhaled, closing his eyes. The memory of Threyna bleeding out on the floor in the foyer of Tharseo’s Bastion made his mouth go dry. He forced himself to swallow.

“I’ve lost most of my memories. Some have come back through dreams, so no—I don’t know the trouble I’ve caused. But it wasn’t my plan to be sold into slavery or have to fend off assassins at every turn.”

Ceres blinked, shaking his head. “Burn me, you really don’t remember anything, do ya?”

“Not much.” Zephyrus chewed the inside of his cheek. “And Threyna… she’s—” His voice failed him. After all this time, Patrus and Threyna’s deaths still ate at him. He swallowed his grief. “Threyna’s dead.”

Ceres smirked and strode away. “I wish ya had the right of it, but she ain’t dead.”

Zephyrus shifted his weight side to side and rubbed the back of his neck. There’s no way she survived that. He followed Ceres over to the storefront window he peeked out of. “I watched her die. I held her in my arms as she bled out.”

Ceres shushed him, glancing back to the cellar door before fixing him with a level stare. “Keep it down, will ya? I saw her myself. She sure ain’t dead.”

His chest inflated, and the corners of his lips lifted. Tip the scales. She’s alive?

“Street’s clear of patrols—for now. Let’s make our break while we can.” Ceres let the curtain fall and squared up to Zephyrus. He shoved Zephyrus’s shoulder. “What’re you smilin’ about? She betrayed us, Zeph. She’s killin’ Guardians so she can take the Treasures for herself. She already has two of ‘em by now. We need to find her and stop her before she gets the Aeryean Armor, so let’s go.”

Zephyrus bit his lip as if to clamp down on his swirling thoughts. How did she survive? Why would she betray the Templar? He had hoped Ceres would give him answers, not more questions. Then he recalled Threyna speaking of needing to stop someone—something worse than the Rheynians. She had asked him to join her. He didn’t know if he had. She died before he could learn the truth.

Or at least that’s what he’d thought.

Ceres unlocked the front door and slipped into the night, leaving the door ajar.

Zephyrus glanced back at the cellar door. I can’t just leave Laeden. He stepped outside, not bothering to close the door, and hissed, “Ceres!”

Ceres was already halfway down the street, keeping to the shadows.

Zephyrus groaned. He pulled the door closed as silently as he could and stalked after Ceres. He caught up to him at the corner of the next street.

“Hold up,” Zephyrus said. “I can’t come with you.”

Ceres wheeled on him, brow cocked. “Tip the scales, Zeph, I’ve spent the better part of a year tryna get you out of irons. Followin’ you to this arena and that, lookin’ for an opportunity to get you out. Do you know how many times I risked my neck tryin’ to save yours? And now you’re sayin’ you can’t come with me?”

Zephyrus bit his lip. If Ceres had managed to free him, perhaps this would have been a different conversation, but as far as Zephyrus was concerned, Vykinallia, Laeden, and his mother had more to do with how he survived to this point.

“Gratitude for your efforts, Ceres, but too much has changed. I must go home.”

“Home?” Ceres asked. “You go to the Arcane Temple and they’ll send you right back here—to stop Threyna and protect the Treasures.”

Zephyrus shook his head. “No, my home. There is something going on. Something bigger than the Treasures, the Warlocks—even the Rheynians.”

Ceres closed the distance between them and wrapped his knuckles in the collar of Zephyrus’s tunic. His breath was hot against Zephyrus’s face. They stared at each other for a long moment. Ceres’s brow twitched, and the corners of his lips hardened.

“You don’t remember much,” Ceres said, “so let me help you out. You’re comin’ with me. We’re gonna stop Threyna, reclaim the Treasures, and then, if you wanna tell the Elders that the Judges were wrong in pickin’ you to be the Wielder, be my burnin’ guest, but till then, there ain’t nothin’ more important than protectin’ the Treasures.”

Zephyrus grinded his teeth. He’d been at the receiving end of such stares ever since he stepped into Tharseo’s Bastion. Like I wanted to lose my memories. Like this is my fault.

Ceres released Zephyrus and smoothed out his collar. “Now let’s get outta here before those Jackals come back.” He spun to cross the street.

Zephyrus didn’t follow. His soles melded into the cobblestone streets. He’d made oaths to the Templar, promises to avenge Patrus and free the slaves—but he couldn’t fulfill any of those vows, not with a manor in the hills of Valtarcia yearning for him. He no longer had Vykannis’s spirit to guide him, but somehow, something deep within him assured him of his path.

I must go home.

Zephyrus cleared his throat, stopping Ceres in his tracks. “Apologies, Ceres, but I’m not going with you.”

Ceres glared at Zephyrus, nearly halfway across the street. A wicked grin cracked his bearded face. He shook his head, grounding his feet into the cobblestones, fists at his sides.

“Burnin’ Rheynians, you’re all the same.”

Zephyrus growled. For a moment, he wished he were back on the sands of the training square at Cassius’s ludus with Ceres standing opposite. Then I’d set things straight. But now was not the time or a place for a fight.

Zephyrus held his hands out in front of him. “I’m not against you. But I can’t come with you. There’s something I must—”

Ceres assumed a combat stance. “No. You’re comin’ with me. One way or another.”

A blunt force slammed into the soft spot in Zephyrus’s throat.

Zephyrus gagged, shooting his hand to his neck. He stumbled backwards, crashing into the side of a building. Wheezing breath into his lungs, he scanned the empty street, searching for the source of what struck him.

“You can wield all the Judges’ gifts, but I was always better at balancing the scales.”

Before Zephyrus could process, an invisible blow struck him in the ribs. Then another slammed into his chin. His head jerked back, slamming into the building behind him. Pain branched out like a fork of lightning across the back of his head. The impact forced his jaw shut on his tongue, and blood filled his mouth.

He spat on the ground and wiped his bloody lips with the back of his hand. Force magic.

He’d used it before—to slow Tursos’s strike on Fenyx and lower the shields of his opponents upon the rotunda. He’d more recently channeled it to unlock the cell door to the apothecary. But what Ceres was wielding was different—force production beyond anything Zephyrus conceived possible.

But how do I defend against it?

Zephyrus braced his arms to block the incoming strikes, but as Ceres stalked closer—his hands at his sides—a flurry of invisible punches collided into Zephyrus’s stomach.

The impact sent him staggering. The stab wound he’d suffered from Lenox reopened, sending bile to join the blood in his mouth. I can’t block what I can’t see. If only I—

Another strike collided into his nose. Blinding pain lanced through his skull, making his eyes water and his nose run bloody. Zephyrus dropped to a knee, cradling his head in his hand.

Ceres laughed, and the attacks stopped. “Not even gonna fight back?”

Zephyrus ignored the taunt. Balancing the scales, his blood burned hot, his temperature rising to offset the impending cold. Fire burst forth from his palm, and all heat escaped his body.

An invisible force cleaved the flame in half just before Ceres. The fire divided, framing him, but leaving him unblemished.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” Ceres said.

The effort left Zephyrus dazed and accomplished nothing. Tremors seized his muscles and sent his teeth chattering. Think. I must have learned to fight this way.

Nothing came to him.

“You were always weak,” Ceres hissed. “Yet they favored you—you and Patrus. Always you and burning Patrus.”

Zephyrus’s fingers curled into his fist at the mention of Patrus’s name. Patrus who looked after me at the Arcane Templar. Patrus who believed in me at Tharseo’s Bastion. Patrus who died telling me to live.

A memory returned to him. I never learned to fight with force magic, but Patrus taught me how to survive against it.

Every time he’d channeled force magic to interact with a physical object, his arms went practically numb, as if he’d lifted a hundred times the weight of what he’d moved. Ceres balanced these scales with greater efficiency, but his arms remained at his sides—the cost of exerting force.

I can beat him, but not at his own game. Use his force against him.

Zephyrus sank to the ground, supporting himself with his hands and knees. His core temperature restabilized, allowing him to quiet his mind and slacken his muscles. Wait for it.

Ceres closed the distance. “It shoulda been me, but no. They chose you instead. Son of an earl. A symbol to rally behind. Tip the scales, things coulda been different. But I’ll show them the truth when I drag you back to Sinion’s—you’re nothing! To the chain with your Rheynian-led Fallen.”

Ceres’s force magic yanked Zephyrus up to his feet, but rather than resist it, he let it move him. He listened to the wind and waited. Another strike came at his ribs from the side, but Zephyrus anticipated the blow. He turned with it, allowing the force to move him, but not impact him. The air shifted again, this time from above his left shoulder. He ducked, spinning with it to dissipate the force.

Ceres grunted, and his attacks came with greater power and less time between.

Zephyrus high-stepped a swipe at his knee, rolled with a shove on his shoulder, and bent backwards to avoid a blow meant to knock him out.

Ceres panted. Sweat dampened his brow.

He can’t keep going like this.

But neither could Zephyrus. Suffering magic fatigue, with blood gushing from his nose and his stomach wound reopening, he only had one opportunity to end this fight.

Ceres snarled. “They thought you were the one, Zephyrus—the one to turn the tides of the war.” He laughed—too loud considering the empty streets and nearby Jackals. “I will take you down and prove them wrong!”

A disturbance on the wind bore down on him from the left—larger, more powerful than any of Ceres’s other attacks. Zephyrus spun with the force, flaring his own force magic—not to stop it, but to harness it. He caught Ceres’s blow in his arms, stepping around it. Spinning and building momentum like the spiked ball of a flail, he set his feet and hurled Ceres’s energy back at him.

Ceres’s eyes widened, but too late. The blow hit, catapulting him across the street. He slammed into the building. Wooden planks cracked, splintering on impact. Ceres collapsed in the rubble, but it was too loud.

Shouts echoed through the streets.

Burn me!

Zephyrus’s chest heaved as he surveyed the darkened streets. Laeden emerged from the apothecary, Markus behind him.

“Zephyrus?” Laeden drew his sword. “What in Six Hells was that?”

“There’s no time,” Markus said as the two neared. “We must leave now. Jackals coming!”

Voices drew closer. Torchlights served as a beacon of the incoming patrol. Zephyrus wouldn’t be able to outrun them again. Nor would he be able to fight them. He swayed, but Laeden caught him by the shoulders.

“Keep to the shadows,” Laeden said. “Head north along the Street of Steel, then take Darrow’s Dawn west. You’ll need to find a way past the wall of the isthmus, but House Auros is located in the Silver Summits halfway to Valtarcia.”

Zephyrus examined the former prince. Gaunt despite his scruff and pale beneath the dirt that clung to him, the set of his brow and the square of his jaw steadied Zephyrus.

Markus seized Laeden by the elbow. “Laeden, we need to go.”

“No,” Laeden said. “We’re going to lead the Jackals away from Zephyrus.”
“What!”

Amidst Markus’s bewildered protests, Laeden shoved Zephyrus. “Go. I’ll meet you at House Auros.”

While Markus argued with Laeden, and Ceres struggled to gain his feet, Zephyrus limped away in the direction Laeden pointed, barely believing what had happened.

“This isn’t over!” Ceres shouted after Zephyrus.

The encroaching patrol drew closer, but Zephyrus turned, and didn’t look back. His path was chosen, and nothing would stop him from going home.


Chapter 5

Captain and Commander

Danella

Salmantica

Dawn came, but no one slept last night. In the aftermath of Laeden’s trial, the city might as well have been under siege. With Zephyrus—a Prophet of Celestia, a mage, and a trained gladiator—on the loose, no amount of Vigiles, Sentinels, Jackals, or guards were going to make Danella’s people feel safe.

The slave had proven resourceful, and her plan to leverage him as a means of Laeden’s demise had backfired in the worst of ways. Now with Laeden and Markus unaccounted for, Chancellor Cassius dead, and Hallon’s attack on the King’s Guard Knights, everyone feared the worst—civil war.

The throne room was already filled to capacity with senators and patricians shouting over one another. Everyone of status or self-import cawed, desperate to be heard. Damascus stood before the throne—his throne—with his arms outstretched, summoning silence that would not come. He would let them speak, and he would do his best to listen, but it would make no difference.

Standing by the entrance to the court, Danella had greeted each patrician who entered, but that was the last they’d see of her this morning. She had more important matters to tend to than watching her kingdom fall victim to calamity. She nodded to the two guards stationed at the doorway. They bowed and closed the door, sealing her son inside a cage filled with scorpions.

He will have to handle himself while I fix this.

Danella set her jaw, picked up her skirts, and swept across the tiled floor towards the west tower. While Damascus would pander to the needy patricians, Danella would direct the people who could actually do something about their present circumstances.

Ascending the tower stairs and arriving at the doors to her study, she took a deep breath. Six, let someone have good news. Beyond the door, her closed council argued, their speech muffled despite their shouting. Danella didn’t need to hear their words to know the truth—without her, they were little better than the patricians.

Danella threw open the doors, and silence fell. Aemos’s bandaged face met her gaze first. Markus Cassius had nearly cleaved him in two; Aemos was lucky to be alive. As was Ser Daenus. Daenus was still in the medicus’s chambers after nearly being cooked within his armor by Zephyrus’s magic.

While Aemos only stared at her entry, Brusos bowed, and the rest followed. Brusos, Aemos, Lenox, and Aelon—the sum total of the men in this world she could trust.

Danella closed the doors behind her and stalked over to the long mahogany table at the center of the study. Maps of the city, the harbor, and New Rheynia sprawled across the tabletop with tokens representative of garrisons arranged about.

She pursed her lips. I haven’t seen strategy maps since the Treaty—since I was a girl. If she wanted peace, she would need to put an end to their enemies.

She sat at the head of the table. Wooden legs skidded against stone as each took their place around the table. Once they were settled, Danella eyed each of them, but still said nothing until the knock on the door she’d been waiting for finally arrived.

“Enter,” Danella said.

In walked Heclan Allos, Captain of the Vigiles, and Pelitus Batiatus, Commander of the Jackals. They both carried plumed helms under their arms, but while Heclan stood straight and proud in his Vigile whites, Pelitus gimped like an old crone in his black-and-gold uniform. It, and the man himself, lacked their former luster. Having held his office since the Jackals’ inception after the Treaty of 940, the man appeared as wrinkled and disheveled as Salmantica’s streets were riddled with runaway slaves. Danella’s eyes flicked to the obsidian stripes on his golden pauldrons, denoting his station.

She frowned as they came alongside her chair. Perhaps time for a new commander.

The captain and the commander each bowed to her. The dark stubble framing Heclan’s cheeks and the deep bags under his eyes told the tale of a long night spent searching for the fugitives. Valiant as his efforts might have been, effort would only carry him so far. Pelitus, on the other hand, withered and sunken of cheek as he was, appeared as well rested as any man of his years was like to be.

Pelitus rose from his bow, not as low or as straight as Heclan’s. “You summoned, my queen.”

Why else would I suffer your presence? Danella smiled, gesturing the two men to the one remaining chair on the opposite end of the table.

Though Heclan outranked Pelitus, he offered his seat to his elder. Danella could practically hear his bones grinding against one another as he sat at the head of the table across from her. Danella examined him, but his dark brown eyes failed to meet hers, electing instead to admire the cartographers’ skill.

Danella cleared her throat, and Pelitus met her gaze. “Updates, Commander—where are Zephyrus, Laeden, and Markus?”

Pelitus’s lips formed a tight line, but he at least had the stones not to look away despite the bobbing apple in his throat. “We have reason to believe Laeden and Markus are still somewhere within Salmantica.”

Danella cocked her eyebrow. “Reason to believe?”

Pelitus cowed beneath the stares of the other lords. “Laeden and Markus were last seen heading west on Darrow’s Dawn. We lost them when the slave attacked the upper gate.”

Danella pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. “You lost them?” She turned on Heclan. “Six preserve me, where were you during this attack?”

Heclan’s deep-set green eyes didn’t blink. “There were several dead upon the rotunda, your grace. Riots in the Temple District. A fire at the Gilded Gauntlet. And the Valtarcians stole a handful of ships from the harbor in their haste to flee following the trial. The Vigiles’ efforts were to protect the people within the walls, not prevent three people from leav—”

Danella scowled and waved an incessant hand. “Enough. Merciful Six, I understand. What happened at the gate, Commander?”

Pelitus’s tongue darted out, licking his thin lips. “The survivors say the gate lifted on its own. Then he attacked the sentries and charged past. We followed him to the isthmus wall, had him surrounded, but he…”

“Out with it,” Aemos said, his gray eye, not covered by the bandage, smoldering like the ashes of his father’s scorched remains.

Pelitus looked at the others seated at the table. He steepled his fingers and leaned back in his chair. “He burned the wall down. Slew six Jackals, four Sentinels, and three Vigiles.”

Lenox growled. “Chimera’s breath.”

Danella maintained her mask, but a fissure ripped through her. Burned. Down. The wall? Thirteen dead. And he is still out there! It was worse than she thought.

“Why would he risk traveling to Valtarcia?” Aelon asked. “Everything we know of the Uprising suggests they are based in Stockhelm.”

“He’s a Celestic Prophet,” Lenox said. “What do we know about their prophecies?”

“Blasphemy!” Aemos spat. “That’s where you turn?”

Lenox shoved himself to his feet, pointing out the window. “I don’t believe it—they do!”

Aemos grumbled, preparing to snap back, but Danella lifted a hand. Men complain women are too emotional—how ironic. “Level heads will win the day, my lords. Sit down and consider. If the slave is so desperate to go to Valtarcia, how can we capture him?”

Silence.

“Any ideas?” Danella met Pelitus’s eyes. “Dead or alive, I don’t care. What do you need to see him nailed to a Six Arrowed Star?”

Pelitus glanced at Heclan as if searching for aid. “We’re not equipped to capture mages. We hunt down unarmed runaway slaves. What do I need?” He shook his head. “I don’t know—more men, more supplies—would it make a difference?”

Danella sucked air in through her teeth. Not the answer I wanted to hear. “What about the Vigiles. Captain, can you spare more men to apprehend the mage?”

Heclan pursed his lips to a flat line. “With all due respect, your grace, there are enough troubles within our walls. The Vigiles’ duty is to protect and serve the people here. Not hunt a lone mage out there.”

Danella closed her eyes, inhaling slowly. “I didn’t ask what the Vigiles’ duty is. I asked—can you spare the men?”

If Heclan had any emotions, he showed none. “No, your grace. I fear such a tactic would jeopardize the rest of the city. There have been plebeian protests. Looting. We’d be trading trouble out there to trouble within our walls.”

Danella inhaled sharply. Right or not, Heclan’s response was disappointing. She snapped her gaze to Lenox. “What say you? Without additional men or more supplies, how would you deal with the mage?”

Lenox’s expression darkened, and his cheek twitched, but he did not rush to answer. Instead, he only stared until an answer worth speaking formed between his graying temples. “The Celestics believe in the Return—a three-headed prophecy that will return the Judges to Stockhelm.”

“You know an awful lot about blasphemous prophecies,” Aemos said.

Lenox stabbed his index finger at Aemos. “Question my faith again and I’ll cut out your other eye.”

Danella closed her eyes. Must it always come to their pissing contests? When they continued bickering, Danella spoke, her voice a sharpened knife against their blabbering tongues.

“My lords!”

Aemos and Lenox both sat back, muttering under their breaths.

Danella’s gaze flicked back and forth between them. “We must know our enemies, Count Horne, if we are to defeat them.”

Aemos fidgeted in his chair at her chastisement. She beckoned Lenox to continue.

Lenox glared at Aemos. Addressing the map, he pointed towards Valtarcia. “He called himself the Wielder when he led the slave outbreak at the Festival of Stockhelm. The Wielder is to find three Treasures said to be scattered about New Rheynia. If the slave is looking for them, he will need access to transportation. We set up checkpoints along roadways, secure the docks. He’s desperate. Rather than chase him, we can set up and wait for him to come to us.”

Danella nodded. Impressive.

“Securing anything in Valtarcia won’t be easy, my queen,” Brusos said, stroking his chin with his thin fingers. “Reports indicate Duke Hallon was shot upon the rotunda. If he were to perish… his death would lead to anarchy.”

Aelon leaned forward. “Anarchy that Laeden could take complete control of. If he claims his grandfather’s dukedom, the people will rally to him.”

Danella chewed the inside of her cheek, unsure if it were better or worse that Laeden and Zephyrus had split up. We must catch them both. She leaned forward in her chair to rest her elbows on the tabletop, her mind searching for the pieces to complete the puzzle of this situation. “If Laeden is still here in Salmantica, we must make certain he never leaves. If Hallon is gone, it may make things easier. I will go to Valtarcia to treat with Hallon or his brother, Horus. If Hallon is still alive, I will forgive his attack upon the rotunda if he joins Salmantica against the Uprising. If Horus is in control, he may wish to make amends for his brother’s actions.”

Brusos wrung his hands together. “Considering that the mages burned the Valtarcian Harbor, whoever is Duke of Valtarcia will be desperate for ships. The Six know how dependent they are on Salmantic harvests and goods from Stockhelm.”

“If they refuse,” Aemos said, “we can starve them out.”

“Starve them out?” Heclan scoffed. “They are our people.”

Danella didn’t appreciate Heclan’s tone or his forgetful nature. Valtarcia rebelled once before. She held out a hand to settle the Captain of the Vigiles. “They won’t refuse.” She shoved her chair away from the table. “I will depart for Valtarcia at once and ensure we remain united.” The others stood to join her. “Aemos and Aelon, find Laeden. I want his corpse decorating a Star on the rotunda by the time I get back.”

“Yes, my queen,” Aelon said.

Aemos touched the bandage covering his face. “Markus Cassius too.”

“Lenox, you will accompany me to Valtarcia. Secure the roadways and the docks as you suggested. It would be poetic justice for you to catch the false prophet.”

Lenox nodded, but before he could answer, a knock at the door disturbed the closed council. Brusos scurried towards the door. He opened it just enough for his head to peek through. After exchanging a few hushed words, he returned with a pair of scrolls in his hands.

“Apologies, my queen, my lords,” Brusos said, unrolling one of the scrolls. “But perhaps my newest seeds will sprout.”

Pulling the parchment taut, his pale blue eyes scanned the missive.

Aemos cleared his throat. “Duke Chancellor Brusos, perhaps it would be best to read your gossip on your own time.”

No one else acknowledged the young count’s chiding, but as Brusos’s smile grew, the closed council members drew closer.

Danella inclined her head as Brusos finished reading. “How fares your crop?”

“I know where the mage is going,” Brusos said. He strode to Danella and pressed the scroll into her hands.

Danella read through, hardly believing her eyes. The surrounding council members waited at her side, but they would have to wait longer. She reread the scroll, willing the gears of her mind to churn faster. Brusos’s Sentinels interrogated the gladiators of the old Cassius ludus. She reread the last line again and again until the words sank in.

“Zephyrus is the son of Invinius Auros. We believe he may be heading to Stoneside.”

Auros. Of course. A Rheynian slave to free the Celestic people. She put her hand on Brusos’s shoulder. “We march for House Auros. Everyone—as many troops as we can muster. By midday.”

“What about Laeden and Markus?” Aelon asked.

Danella tapped her chin with her index finger. If they are still within the city and they see a force marching east, Laeden would seek another way to Valtarcia. “Take a dozen men in plain garb and wait at the docks. And when you find them, cut out their tongues and nail them to the Star.”

Aelon swallowed but bowed his head. “As you command, my queen.”

Danella nodded. “Brusos, prepare my ship; I will treat with Horus at once. Lenox, take command of the Jackals. Aemos, the Sentinels. Together, you march on Stoneside while Heclan and the Vigiles stamp out the fires within the city. Am I clear?”

Nods and assent answered from each of the lords.

Pelitus stumbled forward. “What about me, your grace—what should I do?”

Danella snorted, examining the withered excuse of a man. “What is it that you said earlier? ‘Would it make a difference?’ I think not.” She spun on her heel and left the study, determined to take down every threat to her kingdom.


Chapter 6

The Dark Abyss

Iylea III

Valencia

Racing thoughts outpaced her galloping heart.

A traitor in Valencia.

She scurried along the corridors of the castle to the Whispering Wall. Although Hameryn had given her leave, Ferrocles had threatened her the last time she was there, and then she hadn’t done anything wrong—at least not intentionally.

This time, however, was a different story. Aiding and abetting a so-called madwoman to unveil a supposed murderer in Valencia, she certainly would not be let off with a warning. Especially since she’d already received one from one of the Gods with potentially the most to hide.

Ferrocles, Hameryn, and Phaebia.

She had thought Salmantic politics were bad. Danella’s plotting, Brusos’s deception, and Ser Daenus’s treachery were nothing compared to the divine realm’s feuds. Though the scale was greater, the motivation likely remained the same: power. Control. And the fear of being without.

Summiting the tower stairs, she drew the glyph on the wall to open the way to the study. The stones retracted, grinding loudly enough to let everyone in Valencia know what she was doing.

Six! Iylea wheeled around, listening, waiting for someone to storm up the stairs after her. No footsteps, no shouting—silence. She allowed herself to breathe, realizing how foolish it was to swear by the Six at this point.

The five, and a murderer amongst them.

Iylea slipped inside and redrew the glyph to close the gap behind her. Sealed inside, she approached the crystalline Whispering Wall. Her breath trembled between her lips, the muscles of her back stiffened, and her stomach flitted like a caged bird. She glanced over her shoulder at the wall, half-expecting it to grind open at any moment.

She wanted to pray for resolve, for hope, for peace—but she knew whose ears such utterances would fall upon. They won’t help me now. Staring at her reflection, she wondered how Laeden would have dealt with this situation if he were here in her place. The mortal and divine realms would be in better hands. So why me?

Because you’d be simple enough to listen to what you were told and do what was asked. They didn’t choose you because you were special. They chose you because you’re nothing more than a dutiful handmaiden.

Iylea closed her eyes and shook her head as if to rattle the words within. As always, her inner monologue struck with the same tone and with the same lash as her mother’s words would.

I am more than what I do. She opened her eyes and met her gaze in the distorted crystal mirror. I can do this. “Arkadia Auros.”

The cerulean tint of the mirror unraveled to reveal the dingy dungeon that held Arkadia. She sat on the stone floor of the cellar, surrounded by the remnants of animal bones. A man rested his head upon her lap as she hummed a somber song and stroked his graying hair. His breath came in labored gasps; his skin clung to his gaunt cheeks—sick, beleaguered, dying.

“Valencia is no place for a mortal,” Hameryn had said.

Iylea recalled petting her father’s head after he came home from the war. That was about all he could do—stare at the ceiling, eat when someone fed him, and bathe when someone washed him. The man who fought in the war never returned home. Only a shell of him did.

Iylea cleared her throat. “Arkadia, it’s me… from the Whispering Wall.”

Arkadia froze, her fingers twitching mid-stroke through the man’s hair. “Clever girl, learning my name.”

“I searched for the dungeons,” Iylea said.

Arkadia chuckled, resuming to caress the man’s head. “But you found me either way.” If the man in her lap could hear her, he made no response. He only lay there. “Does this mean you’ll help me?”

Iylea swallowed. “It means I need to know more.”

Arkadia nodded. “So what’s changed? You didn’t believe me before. You saw something—in the chain?”

Iylea’s fingers hadn’t stopped trembling since she saw the woman’s throat slit and the man’s skull bashed in, but she tightened her hands to fists. “I saw death. Dead Gods. In Valencia.”

“A man and a woman,” Arkadia said. “A broken skull beside the face of an angel?”

A shiver coursed through Iylea’s body. She closed her eyes, and her voice came as a breathy whisper. “Yes.”

“Veritus and Aphelia,” Arkadia said. “Gods who ruled long before the Six of Valencia, the Judges of Celestia, the Corners of Kataan, Neutreen, or any of the others. Once, there were only three—Veritus, Aphelia, and Paxoran.”

Iylea had never heard of them, nor the Corners of Kataan. But I hadn’t heard of Courianne either. “Courianne told you this—while you broke the chain for her?”

“Yes and no,” Arkadia said, inclining her head to the ceiling of the stone box they kept her in. “My Gods, the Corners of Kataan—they discovered a discrepancy within the sands of time. They sent Courianne to equip me to one day save the mortal realm.”

Iylea’s throat tightened. When rain does not fall, fires consume the earth, and blood comes for all… “That day is coming.”

“Yes, the Age of the End.” Arkadia’s head hung heavy. “But now I’m here. And Courianne is dead.”

“But who if not Aquarius, and why?”

Arkadia snorted. “Wrathful as he may have been, it wasn’t Aquarius—regardless of what the other Gods say.” She paused, no longer stroking the man’s hair. Her fingers furled to a fist before they released. “I should have used the Whispering Wall. If I would have, they never would have known. Courianne would still be here, and maybe…”

Iylea shook her head, stepping closer to the mirror, wishing she could comfort Arkadia. “What did they do to her? To you?”

Arkadia took a deep breath, closing her eyes. “Do you remember when you were first summoned to Valencia?”

Iylea’s fingers brushed against her neck. Do I remember Aemos’s sword decapitating me? She swallowed, trying to remember something she’d spent the last weeks hoping to forget. An empty black abyss, a glimpse of light far away as if I were at the bottom of a well.

“I watched him grow up… for years,” Arkadia said. “He forgot his parents, who he was, who he was supposed to be. I made Courianne connect me to him, so I could remind him, but... they killed her. And when I emerged from the connection, surrounded by darkness, I drifted towards the light, but that light brought me here.”

Iylea’s shoulders slumped. She rested her hand against the mirror, unable to console Arkadia. I can help. I will help.

Arkadia resumed caressing the man’s head. “I came to Valencia to break the chains, to save my husband from this fate.” She gestured to the empty walls and scattered bones on the floor of her stone prison. “Now we’re both trapped. And my son is no closer to preventing the mortal realm from wasting away than his father.” She stroked the man’s sunken cheek.

“Can’t you connect to him like you did to me?” Iylea asked.

Arkadia huffed. “I left a part of me in the Whispering Wall so I could connect back if the traitor God caught me and brought another breaker to replace me, but I can’t communicate with the mortal realm from here.”

Iylea bowed her head. She can’t, but I can. She rested her hand on the mirror, then looked back to the door, recalling her conversation with Hameryn. If I break the links of the chain, he will reunite me with Laeden.

It would be easier—safer—to trust the Gods than a woman rotting in a cell, yet guilt twisted in her stomach like a knife wound.

You are so weak. So selfish.

Iylea ignored the voice that had haunted her since she was a girl and returned her gaze to the mirror. Arkadia sat with the man she loved, watching him die, knowing all she needed was a little bit of help.

She knew what Laeden would do if their roles had been reversed.

Iylea swallowed, grounding her feet as if to stamp out the embers of apprehension sparking all around her. Not this time. I won’t let fear stop me.

“I will help you, Arkadia. Tell me what to say and I will speak to your son.”


Chapter 7

Shield the Wicked

Laeden

Valtarcia

One man was responsible for every plume of smoke that rose to mar the blue sky and stain the white clouds: the king.

Pyres in the streets burned Celestic symbols. Fires throughout the slums destroyed people’s homes. Infernos upon the Haunted Hollow, where supposed mages were burned alive upon the Six Arrowed Star.

My brother’s orders. My Sentinels’ work.

After being chased through the streets and only narrowly escaping the Jackals and Sentinels by hiding in the cistern beneath the city, he’d woken to this nightmare of a reality. He’d put Markus through all Six Hells to allow Zephyrus a head start on the Sentinels and Jackals chasing him in the hopes that he would make it to his ancestral home. Laeden wasn’t certain of Zephyrus’s lineage, but the thought of it churned his stomach.

If a prince can be jailed, framed, and then hunted as a traitor, is it impossible to believe that the son of an earl could end up enslaved?

The thought stuck with Laeden as he and Markus followed the trail of bodies left in Zephyrus’s wake. After his scuffle with the mage in the streets, Zephyrus took advantage of Laeden and Markus’s distraction and went to the city limits, slaughtering his pursuers and leaving the isthmus wall in ashes.

At least that was one fire that wasn’t started by Damascus.

After shaving their heads and stealing travel-worn cloaks to obscure themselves, Laeden hoped they might slip past the snapping jaws of Salmantica’s search parties to follow Zephyrus to House Auros. But as a large force, greater than any that had amassed since the war, marched through the upper gate towards the isthmus, Laeden realized following Zephyrus would only put him in the beast’s mouth.

Jackal yellow and black strode side by side with Sentinel blue and gray. Once, he viewed the Jackals as a necessary entity that kept the people safe from the violence of escaped slaves. Now, he realized his folly.

Laeden spat on the ground.

“If they suspect we’re still with him,” Markus said, “we should go the opposite way.” The two leaned against the wall of the lower gate, hoods raised and heads bowed. “With how many men are in formation, there might be only a handful left in the city. If we avoid the Vigiles, we could head to the docks, steal a small vessel, and sail straight to Northridge Harbor.”

Laeden massaged the scruff of his chin and shook his head. “I told him I’d meet him at House Auros.”

“Laeden,” Markus said, separating himself from the wall and closing the short distance between them. “There’s nothing for us at Stoneside. Six Hells—there’s nothing for him either.” He nodded his hooded head toward the army of swords marching in search of Zephyrus. “If we go, we might as well return to Sentigard and present ourselves to the queen.”

Laeden tugged at the hem of the sleeve of his ragged roughspun cloak as the procession marched past. I gave my word. He saved my life. He cleared his throat, knowing Markus wouldn’t like what he was about to say. “It was the queen who arranged the attempt on my father’s life. The same woman who ordered Iylea’s death and orchestrated the farce that was my trial. And I will be damned if I run and hide while she—”

Laeden bit back his words. He’d raised his voice. He and Markus shuffled their feet and observed their surroundings to make certain no one took notice. To their fortune, a crowd had gathered around the lower gate to Marstead, where a man with a cart of cabbages argued with the sentries who refused to grant him passage.

“See reason, Laeden,” Markus whispered. “The path to justice is through Valtarcia. We must get back to Duke Hallon. With the Ridge Knights, we can hope to stand against her, but it would be madness for us to take on an entire army. Yes, he spared your life, but that’s no reason to cast it aside just to—”

“Just to what?” Laeden asked. “Save a slave—a mage?”

Markus raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips. “I was going to say, ‘Just to keep your word,’ but that too. Maybe you forgot, but the mages killed your father.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“Well they certainly abducted my sister, and you can deny it, but I know they murdered my father.” Markus’s face appeared thin in his hood without his dark hair to fill it out, but the angle of his brow and the tension of his jaw portrayed no frailty.

“I will not die to save him, Laeden. I already told you I will not join the Uprising. I’m going to Valtarcia, and if you don’t want to be nailed to a Six Arrowed Star, you should too.”

Laeden bit his lip. His heart and his head wrestled with the concept of his friend and his most trusted adviser not remaining at his side. But he understood.

He let out a deep breath and patted Markus on the arm. “You are right, and I understand. Following a force this size wouldn’t be wise. The only other way to Valtarcia is by boat. Once we get there, you can join Hallon and Horus, but I will be heading to Stoneside.”

Markus snorted, but his features softened. “Then I suppose I have until then to convince you not to throw your life away.”

Laeden grunted. His life was already forfeit; he didn’t have one left to throw away. He’d lost his mother as a boy when the Treaty of 940 annulled his parents’ marriage. He and his Sentinels failed to protect his father from his stepmother’s cruelty. And now his own men wanted him dead. They didn’t know he was already gone. He died the moment he let Aemos murder Iylea.

Honor and justice. That’s all I have left. If I can help Zephyrus, if I can stop Danella… I can make this right.

Markus rested his hand on Laeden’s shoulder. “We must get to the docks.”

Laeden pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. Danella has always been a step ahead. Is this what she expects me to do? He met Markus’s imploring stare. “If I were in my right mind, is that what I would suggest?”

“Yes,” Markus insisted. “We’ll set a distraction and take as small a ship as we can find.”

Laeden nodded. “Then that is precisely what Danella expects us to do.”

He averted his attention to the man with his cart of cabbages as the guards turned him away and dispersed the gathered crowd.

As Captain of the Sentinels, Laeden had ordered strict inspections to sniff out Count Elrod Horne’s black powder operation, but there was always one cargo he had trouble stopping. Everything detestable and despised under the Facets of Perfection was sanctioned outside the protection of the city walls on the lowland peninsula of Marstead. Of course, there were still taverns and brothels within Salmantica for the plebs, but the prudish patricians kept their vices far enough away not to draw scrutiny, but close enough to still be within reach. Laeden had argued with his father about shutting Marstead down altogether, but he had said it was a concession the patricians wouldn’t make. Therefore, all flesh peddlers had to obtain and regularly recertify their cargo, but were given extreme leniency at the gate to allow for discreet passage.

“Flesh peddlers,” Laeden said.

Markus balked. “Pardon?”

Laeden leaned closer. “Flesh peddlers. Each caravan has to receive Sentinel certification to pass the gate. We wait for a wagon with the Sentinel shield sigil stamped on the side and board it. Once in Marstead, we can secure a vessel to take us to Valtarcia.”

Markus shook his head and looked up to the sun’s position, high in the sky. “That cargo only moves at night.”

“Then we have plenty of time to figure out how to sneak onto one.”
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This close to Marstead, bribes went a long way. Though Laeden had nothing but the stolen clothes on his back, Markus had everything he’d brought to Laeden’s trial as an apprentice of the Royal Master at Arms. Whether it was Markus’s gold that bought their silence, or they didn’t recognize him in plebeian travel garb with shorn hair, it purchased the information they needed to find which seedy brothel-keeper had a score to move and where to intercept it.

While most of the city’s forces searched for Zephyrus, Laeden and Markus had little difficulty remaining undetected. With the last of Markus’s gold, they bought passage on a wagon marked with the Sentinels’ shield.

As the sun began to set in the western sky, they boarded the covered wagon stamped with the Sentinels’ seal of approval. The Sentinels’ words, “Shield the Righteous,” mocked him. Laeden enjoyed none of the irony of boarding a wagon packed shoulder to shoulder with victims of a different kind of slave trade. Far be it from righteousness. But he’d stomach the dishonor if it got him out of Salmantica safely.

Keeping his head down and his eyes low, Laeden sat between a plebeian man and woman—both young and attractive by conventional means. The rest of the passengers were similarly fair. None chained, none coerced—all demure.

Surely, they aren’t willing participants?

But no one possessed the rotten teeth of whiteroot extract or the bleary eyes that accompanied Lovers’ Dream dozers. They weren’t drugged into submission. They weren’t the slaves he’d expected them to be. This was a choice.

Why would they choose this life—to subject their bodies to patrician whims beyond the city and the protection of law?

The threadbare shifts and patched tunics stained with soot suggested they’d once hailed from the slums. Few raised in the slums ever left. The opportunities were few and far between, but the one thing they could hold onto was the fact that at least they weren’t slaves.

A sour taste bubbled into Laeden’s throat.

They might not be slaves in the strictest sense of the word, but if they feel that this choice is the best opportunity available to them, then they are enslaved all the same—to a failed society, a broken system, and corrupt leaders. Myself among them.

Laeden’s head fell into his palms as the horse-drawn wagon wobbled into motion.

I judge them when I’m part of the reason they are here. While patricians sip wine and discuss the current fashions, which tourney knights they support, or how their business ventures fare, the plebeians suffer. The slaves suffer.

Before Zephyrus, Laeden only saw the line between Salmantica and Valtarcia. He saw the merit of gladiatorial games to please the plebeians long enough for them not to realize that they were barely free themselves. All so patricians like me can retain control.

A warm pressure massaged a light circle on his back.

“It’s going to be okay,” the woman beside him whispered. “It’ll be better out there. You’ll see. Things will turn around.”

Laeden bit his lip. More irony. She comforts me when I represent the system that put her here, that never created opportunities for her to get out, and judged her for not being able to.

“Shield the righteous,” Laeden said aloud.

Markus, sitting across from him, nudged Laeden’s shin with his boot, but Laeden didn’t care. He had thought it ironic that the Sentinel seal protected prostitutes being smuggled into the lawlessness of Marstead. But the seal didn’t protect them—it damned them and protected the people profiting off of them. These women and men were being exploited for their bodies with the crown’s discretionary blessing.

The Sentinels shield the wicked. Not the righteous.

Laeden lifted his head to meet the eyes of the woman consoling him. Her dirty blonde hair was pulled back in a loose braid. Her gray-green eyes searched him—not as if she recognized him, but as if she were looking for the source of his pain.

Laeden put his hand on her knee. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

Markus cleared his throat, his eyes wide as if to ask, “What in Six Hells are you doing?”

Laeden ignored him.

The woman before him jutted her lower lip out and shrugged. “No?”

Laeden shook his head. More irony. Here I am hiding myself thinking these people care that Damascus and Danella are after me. That they’ll rat me out to put themselves ahead. Laeden looked around the wagon to see if anyone would recognize him. But if they did, they made no reaction.

They don’t know or don’t care. And why should they when they’re worried about putting food in their bellies?

Laeden rubbed the scruff of his chin. Zephyrus had opened his eyes to the mess. He wouldn’t close them now. He wanted to promise the people in the wagon that he would stop the patricians from preying on the plebeians, that he would topple the injustices of New Rheynia and bring about the dawn of a new age. But he couldn’t.

He returned his gaze to the woman who had rubbed his back. “Gratitude. You’re right; it is going to be okay.”

Laeden straightened his posture, leaning back against the wall of the wagon. A second chance at life, an opportunity to bring true honor and justice to this world. I will not let you down, Zephyrus.

The wagon creaked to a stop, and the horses whinnied, hoofing the ground.

The lower gate.

Markus closed his eyes in silent prayer, but Laeden turned his ear to the wall.

The two gate guards spoke to their driver. After brief pleasantries and a tense, moment-too-long pause, the cranking gears signaled the opening of the gate.

Markus let out a deep breath, and Laeden allowed the tension in his back to dissipate as the horses hauled them into motion once again. The gates closed behind them; they had made it out of Salmantica.

Out of direct danger, at least for the moment, Laeden’s mind drifted to Zephyrus and the army after him. His magic had saved Laeden’s life twice already, but his abilities came at a cost. Fatigue aside, a stab wound to the stomach would slow him down. If he managed to get far enough ahead, no one would look for him at House Auros.

Laeden still couldn’t believe it. Vykanicus Auros. Heir to Stoneside. A mage.

Bouncing along with the wagon, Laeden closed his eyes. It would be a while before they arrived at the coast where Marstead’s evening district awaited them. But just like every time he closed his eyes, all he saw was Iylea’s face in his hands.

Not as he held her in life, but in death.

Blood dripped from the base of her neck where Aemos’s sword parted her head from her shoulders, separating Laeden from his love. He set out to defeat the Revivalists to protect his father, but he failed. He distanced himself from Iylea so he could focus on his duty, but in doing so, he lost them both.

If only I had listened.

Laeden’s ears popped, and a tender feminine voice whispered, “Be still, my love.”

Laeden flinched away from the woman beside him, but his sudden movement startled her and Markus. She examined him with a wide-eyed inquisitive stare, and Markus scanned the inside of the wagon as if searching for danger.

“Apologies,” Laeden said. “I thought I—”

“Be still, Laeden,” the voice said again.

This time, Laeden froze, and a cold sweat beaded on his brow. I’m not hearing this. It’s in my head. A lump formed in his throat, but he sat back, recognizing the speaker for the first time.

“Iylea?” he whispered.

“It’s me, Laeden.”

The lump in his throat swelled. Heat rose to his cheeks, and water welled in his eyes. He never thought he’d hear her say his name again.

He leaned his head back against the wall of the wagon. A tear trickled down his cheek to fall to his roughspun cloak. A thousand questions invaded his mind, but before any could find their way to his lips, she spoke again.

“There’s something I must tell you.”


Chapter 8


Heir of Stoneside

Zephyrus III
Valtarcia

Smoke rose in the west as the sun climbed the eastern sky. He trudged onward, too exhausted to bother shielding his eyes, electing instead to close them to the sun’s fury.

Keep going. One foot in front of the other. To the mountains. Just get to the mountains.

He didn’t know where he was going, but with dead Salmantics behind him, a steep plummet to the raging sea on his right, and a sheer cliff face to his left, he had only one path. It was a miracle he’d made it this far. Stabbed by Lenox, chased by Jackals, beaten by Ceres, chased by more Jackals, and surrounded at the isthmus wall—Zephyrus was lucky to be alive.

He wasn’t safe yet; he needed to keep going, but the lack of sleep, the degree of his injuries, and the burden of magic fatigue threatened to drop him every time he lifted his foot.

He barely remembered running from the Jackals, reaching Salmantica’s city limits, or burning down the isthmus wall dividing Salmantica and Valtarcia. It felt more like a dream than reality—more like a nightmare—but the entire day had. He wanted to give up, but he couldn’t.

“The world can only be freed through you,” his mother had said. Not from the Rheynians… from the Gods.

He had difficulty imagining contending against the Gods. After all, he’d failed to free so many enslaved people.

Patrus died before my eyes. Jecht and Cerik are Judges-only-know where. I left Laeden and Markus. And Vykinallia…

The thought of her hand upon his chest and her lips against his straightened his stride. He felt for Vykinallia’s amethyst ring sewn into the inner waist of his britches. The gemstone dug into his skin, but the pressure brought him comfort.

She’s still alive. I know she is. She must be.

Captured by the Uprising after the assault on the Valtarcian Harbor during the New Rheynian Games, Vykinallia had only been gone a few days, but in the hands of those hurt by people like her, she was in danger. He didn’t want to imagine what they were doing to her.

He doubted they nailed people to Six Arrowed Stars, but the Uprising had killed King Varros. What would they do to a woman who owned slaves?

The Uprising’s justice will be no better—no more just—than the Rheynians’. We’re no better than they are. No one was innocent in this world. The trail of bodies in Zephyrus’s wake proved that he certainly wasn’t.

Zephyrus halted and opened his eyes. Orange light pierced through the purple clouds, illuminating the sky. Crashing waves thrashed the isthmus’s cliffs below, and the sea’s salty breeze ruffled the hairs that spilled free from his loose bun. But despite the ever-flowing current of change, one thing remained constant.

“The world can only be freed through you,” Zephyrus said aloud, echoing his mother’s words. The world. Not the Celestics—the world.

Freeing the slaves from the Rheynians would be a temporary justice, but what came after would be war, chaos, devastation. Perhaps they’d win, but nothing would be solved. The scales would tip, and the pendulum would swing—the victors might change, but balance would never reign.

“That’s what you meant, isn’t it, Mother?”

The wind whistled, but Zephyrus didn’t interpret that as divine intervention.

He took a deep breath, drawing a spike of pain along his ribs, but whether that was from Lenox, the fight on the rotunda, or Ceres, he had no idea.

“Mother, if you can hear me…”

No response.

His vision swam, and his balance wavered. So tired. He dropped to one knee and crossed his arms atop his other thigh to rest his forehead against his wrists.

“Become the man you were born to be,” his mother had said, but all he wanted to do was sleep. To dream. He’d dreamt of her before, but he had dismissed her because he thought she was a slaver.

“I should have listened to you. I didn’t know the truth.” He shook his head, but the motion sent the ground tossing and turning like the ocean’s tides. His hand caught him just before his face hit the hard-packed, earthen road. To steady his vertigo, he closed his eyes.

Just a moment of rest. Then I’ll keep going.

Dreams replaced reality before he could regain his stability. No longer passed out on the road between two warring kingdoms, a young Vykanicus lay in bed, his mother sitting at his side.

“Tell me the story of Tharseo again,” said Vykanicus.

His mother smiled, but the expression never met her eyes. As a boy of seven, Vykanicus didn’t notice, but Zephyrus’s conscious mind saw the burdens of loss written on her face.

“You could tell me how Tharseo slew the beasts with the Treasures in your sleep. No, tonight, you will hear a new story.”

Vykanicus clapped his hands before settling himself into his linens and leaning close.

“This is a story that hasn’t reached its end yet. Is that okay?” his mother asked.

Vykanicus twisted his lips as if considering the acceptability of a story without a proper ending. “Will the hero triumph in the end?”

His mother chuckled, but a tinge of sadness stained the resolute note. “I said this isn’t Tharseo’s story, but maybe—I hope so.” She examined her son. “Maybe you’re not old enough ye—”

“No, no, no!” Vykanicus waved his hands. “I am. I want to hear it.”

This time, his mother smiled in earnest. “Very well. Once upon a time, in a distant land, there were four Gods who loved their people—Gods of Sun, Moon, Time, and Space—but they needed help. You see, one jealous, greedy God wanted the powers of the other Gods for themself and began stealing power from them. So the Sun, Moon, Time, and Space Gods chose a child, only a few years older than you, to protect them from the selfish God. To become Champion of the Nine.”

Vykanicus narrowed his brow. “How could a child protect the Gods?”

His mother shrugged. “The child didn’t know either, but when the Gods ask for help, you help. So the child did what they told her. But just like the child was chosen before she was ready, she had to choose another before he was ready to do what she could not.”

Zephyrus gasped, waking up face down in the dirt. The wound in his stomach burned like fire, and a cold sheen of sweat clung to his skin. Groaning, he rolled to his side, to the protest of his ribs.

The mountains rose to the sky, but embedded within the cliff face, a stone fortress overlooked the isthmus and the sea beyond. Zephyrus pressed himself to sit upright and rubbed his bleary eyes. Despite the haze clouding Zephyrus’s vision, he was certain of what he saw.

House Auros.

Mind fuzzy, body exhausted, he climbed to his feet.

“The world can only be freed through you,” his mother had said. Not from the Rheynians. From the Gods. One jealous, greedy God. His thoughts drifted to Paxoran, who had introduced himself as Vykannis the Brave, then the Last Judge of Celestia who had liberated him from Paxoran’s influence. Is Paxoran the jealous, greedy God?

Not understanding what his dream meant or how it connected to what his mother shared with him on the rotunda, he knew that his future could only be found by understanding his past.

From the road, a narrow stairwell cleaved through the cliff. Limping towards the base, he set one foot in front of the other, and one step at a time, Zephyrus climbed. Every time he summited one flight and reached a clearing, he’d find another set of stairs, steeper than the last. Layered in terraces that perhaps once yielded crops, the cliff was littered with overgrown brambles decorated with winter roses and laced with thorns. Persevering through his fatigue, the fortress grew the nearer he came.

The sun had passed its zenith by the time Zephyrus ascended the winding stair to stand before the keep. Set deeper into the mountainside than it appeared from the isthmus, the fortress was far larger than he had expected. Towering double doors inlaid with an inscription of an upright sword piercing a flaming heart stood before him.

This is it.

Along either side of the door, tall columns held the balcony he stood upon in his dreams, overlooking what was once a grand courtyard. Vines grew in the absence of people, snaking along and covering the entire cliffside.

Zephyrus’s exhaustion subsided in the face of returning to his past. He walked to the front entrance and placed his hand on the sigil carved into the wooden door.

Zephyrus took a deep breath. “Mother, Father—I’m home.”

He pushed the doors open and stepped inside.

Expecting to find it ransacked or destroyed by time, Zephyrus couldn’t have been more wrong. Dusty, unkempt, and covered in cobwebs, the Auros Keep otherwise appeared frozen in time.

Similar to how the entrance to the Cassius villa immortalized their successes in the arena with gilded weaponry, depictions of their victories, or carved busts of their champions—House Auros celebrated their smithing. Lining the walls, the forgemaster’s wares hung in nearly every shape and style. Great swords, long swords, short swords, curved daggers, stilettos, sicas, axes, spears, tridents—every weapon conceivable hung on the wall.

Leaving the front door ajar to allow light to filter in, Zephyrus examined the craftsmanship. Simple, utilitarian, and vicious, the Auros forge displayed nothing nearly as fancy as Zephyrus had witnessed at the tournament during the Festival of Stockhelm or even in the gladiatorial arena. Nothing golden, nothing jeweled, nothing engraved.

“Claim the sword your father forged for you,” his mother had said.

Zephyrus lifted a gladius from its place on the wall and gripped the black leather wrapped around the hilt. Exceptionally balanced, from its tip to the rounded pommel. He held it out in front of him and swung it with practiced grace. Though the blade felt right in his palm as he whisked it through the musty air, this was not the blade his mother spoke of. It was here—somehow, he could sense it. Like the awareness of something behind him without needing to turn to see it, he could feel the sword yearning, but in the distance.

Glimpses of memories flooded his mind. The first time he held a sword, training with his father, a blade he sharpened and polished every night before bed.

On the precipice of purpose, Zephyrus swallowed. He placed the gladius back on the wall and entered deeper into the keep. His footsteps echoed off the stone as he walked beyond the light from the open door. The foyer opened into an atrium, and though sunlight slipped through the windows, the abandoned fortress was consumed by a dreary gloom. Hearths lined the walls, while long tables ornamented the rectangular atrium. Suspended from a chain in the high vaulted ceilings hung a candle chandelier.

Zephyrus balanced the scales, allowing heat to build within him. A glow of fire formed in his palm, and a coldness entered his bones. Controlling the flame, Zephyrus raised the orb of fire toward the chandelier. The orb fractured into dozens of tiny fireflies, igniting the old wicks and casting the atrium in dancing light.

As if the walls of House Auros could speak, a moment flashed before Zephyrus’s eyes. A living dream replaced the empty hall. Laughter filled the vaulted ceilings as Rheynians and Helms alike lined the long stone tables. Smiths, farmers, and servers sat together—eating, drinking, singing, and dancing.

A smile split Zephyrus’s cracked lips.

His father, several years younger than he had dreamt, raised a goblet. Men and women cheered all around him, and their names populated his mind at the sight of their faces. Talius, a blademaster who had trained Zephyrus as a boy with every weapon he was able to lift. Unari, who tilled the terraces and always gave him the first figs she harvested. Dankar and Sett, the burly blacksmith brothers who always sang the loudest. Then Zephyrus identified Iberion, the forgemaster from his dream. The stern glare and challenging questions he had asked in the dream seemed out of character to the man of merriment he now saw dancing on the tabletop. And…

Patrus.

Patrus’s voice filled the vacant hall with a drinking song that everyone, including his parents, joined in on. He appeared much younger than even how Zephyrus remembered him at the Arcane Templar.

He sat in a chair at the middle of the long stone table, observing those around him. In his heart of hearts, he knew he was in an empty room. There was much to be done, but he was too tired to move, and in the presence of family and friends, he never wanted to leave. He remained seated, enjoying a sliver of the life he could have had if not for the war.

Moments stretched long as the candles in the chandelier burned out their wicks, and the sunlight through the windows simmered to an orange glow.

“I wish you were here,” Zephyrus said to the empty room. “I wish all of you were here.”

The living dream faded, and the ensuing silence suffocated, leaving Zephyrus alone in a desolate feast hall.

They’re probably all dead.

Zephyrus closed his eyes and rubbed the back of his neck. The memories were worse than never remembering. The growing tally of all he’d lost weighed upon his shoulders, but there was no changing it. The only path was forward.

Find the sword. Redeem the fallen.

He located a torch bracketed to the wall and set it ablaze. Seizing the torch, Zephyrus set off down the corridor at the end of the atrium. He strode past the chambers where the laborers slept, reached the stairwell, and climbed.

The stale air of the atrium now felt alive. The hair on his arms stood on end, his heartbeat quickened, and his palms began to sweat.

Zephyrus climbed the stairs, three at a time. His thighs burned in protest against the effort, but after enduring his wounds and magic fatigue, he would not falter. Supporting himself on the stone walls of the winding staircase, he reached the top floor of the fortress and pressed onward, past two doors, until he arrived at the third.

My chambers.

Stopping at the doorway, Zephyrus leaned against the jamb.

His ears popped, and a woman’s voice said, “Vykanicus Auros.”

Zephyrus’s breath caught. Mother? He shoved the door open and burst inside. His eyes darted—left, right.

No one.

Zephyrus halted in the doorway. “Mother—is that you?”

Nothing. It was just his vacant room, exactly how he remembered it. Bed made, a chest at the foot of it. Bookshelves lined the walls everywhere a window wasn’t. And one south-facing window that, if he peeked out at the right angle, revealed the towers of Northridge.

Zephyrus entered, still searching for the source of the voice.

His chambers were empty. He placed the torch in a sconce on the wall, then approached the bookshelf. Laden with thick tomes bound in leather, it seemed out of place in a child’s room, but he remembered it well.

While most of the books were neatly arranged, one book remained askew. With his thumb, he wiped the dust away from the spine. Words embossed into the leather read, The Corners of Kataan by Ark of the Nameless Isles. Zephyrus slid the book from its place on the shelf and opened it. Dried out by the burdens of time, the binding crinkled. Zephyrus blew dust from the pages, but as he leaned closer to read, his ears popped, and he heard the voice again.

“Vykanicus Auros.”

Zephyrus closed the book and wheeled around, but again—no one. He leaned out the south-facing window, half-expecting to find someone clinging to the outer wall, but aside from the departing embers of sunset, no one was there. He placed the book down on the bed and tried to channel as he once had with the Gods warring in his head. Still, nothing.

Find the sword.

A vial of oil and a whetstone rested on the bedside table, but no blade. Zephyrus approached the chest at the foot of the bed. The sigil of House Auros was encircled by a ring and burned into the flat top of the rectangular wooden chest. Black iron fortified the corners and latch, similar to the weapon chests that housed the wooden practice swords at Cassius’s ludus.

With a twitch in his fingers, Zephyrus twisted the knob and lifted the latch. He pulled back the lid to see what contents lay stored within. Searching the chest at the foot of his bed, he found children’s clothes and boots, a suit of leather armor of equal size, and a satchel.

But no sword.

Zephyrus slid the boots and armor aside. He was meant to be here. The sword his mother spoke of had to be close. A cold sweat dampened his brow. His breath grew more ragged each time he moved the contents of the chest aside, but each attempt failed to unearth the sword.

A growl resonated in his throat. It must be here. Somewhere.

With greater urgency, Zephyrus tossed the clothes, armor, boots, and satchel onto the floor. He stared at the empty chest, but examined closer. Running his fingers along the smooth coarse wood, his nails caught a curved seam in the planks.

A false bottom.

He licked his lips, tracing his fingertip along the hidden compartment’s edge; it was a circle—far too small to hold a sword, but whatever lay within must have been important enough to hide. After trying and failing to pry it open, Zephyrus searched the outside of the chest for a mechanism that might release the compartment. He pressed against the black iron corners, pulled the handles on either side of the chest, and inspected every plank in its construction.

Zephyrus ran his hand through his hair, eyeing the circular compartment in the center of the chest. Narrowing his brow, Zephyrus closed the chest to take a closer look at the top. The black ring around his family crest was the same size as the compartment.

When he placed his hand on the sigil, it rotated. Stifling a gasp, Zephyrus continued spinning the symbol until a resounding click came from inside the chest. He flung the lid back to find the false bottom lifted.

His stomach fluttered as he removed the circular door to the compartment.

Inside rested the hilt of a sword attached to a brown leather harness. With a straight golden crossguard and round gilded pommel emblazoned with the balanced scale of Celestia, it made the forged swords of the atrium seem like children’s toys. Zephyrus gripped the banded brown leather along the hilt and held it up before him. Recognition blossomed within, like reuniting with an old friend.

Once secured within his palm, a blade materialized before him. As if sprouting from the crossguard, a glimmering white gleam elongated, illuminating the room in radiant light. In awe, Zephyrus basked in its glow until it faded to reveal a silver blade. He reached out his other hand to touch the sleek steel. Inlaid with gold along the fuller were letters written in the old tongue of Stockhelm.

He recognized the word Timaeus, but its meaning, if he ever knew it before, escaped him.

A memory returned to him. His father stood over the forge beside his mother, a dagger in her hand.

“Where I’m from,” his mother said, “it is customary to forge our weapons from the ashes of our ancestors. To carry their blood and bone into battle with you, so that they might share in the honor of your victories.”

She drew the dagger across her thumb and a bright bloom of blood followed its edge. Holding her hand out over the forge, she pinched her thumb with her forefinger, allowing the blood to fall into the forge. It bubbled and sizzled at her offering.

His father held out his hand for his mother. The dagger flicked across his thumb, and more blood flowed into the forge. “This blade will only answer to those who are part of it. Do you wish to be part of the sword, Vykanicus?”

Zephyrus marveled at the memory, but his ears popped, and the voice invaded his thoughts.

“Vykanicus Auros!”

Zephyrus spun, leveling his blade. His eyes darted back and forth, but no one was there. He’d heard enough voices in his head to know what was happening, but this time felt different.

Zephyrus steeled his breath. “Here I am!”

“No,” the voice said. “You’re Zephyrus, not Vykanicus.”

Zephyrus lowered his magic-forged weapon. “I am both. Who are you?”

A pause hung in the room before the voice cleared her throat and spoke again. “It doesn’t matter who I am. I have a message for you—a message from your mother.”

Zephyrus stiffened. He stepped towards the center of the room as if she were going to reappear as she had on the rotunda. Why does she need a messenger now when she didn’t before?

Like smoke filling the air, dread seeped into his chest. Zephyrus scanned the room, searching for the messenger. “Where is she?”

“There isn’t time,” the messenger whispered, her voice tight. “There is a God in Valencia killing the other Gods. When rain does not fall, fires consume the earth, and blood comes for all—the Age of the End has come. Aquarius is dead, so it will not rain. If they kill Incinerae and Moterra too, the mortal realm will fall to chaos.”

Zephyrus pursed his lips. The world can only be freed through you. Not from the Rheynians... the Gods. Zephyrus’s fingers squeezed the hilt of his sword. His mother’s words corroborated the messenger’s warning. Yet here in his ancestral home—in his own bedroom—overwhelmed by memories and visions of his past, his first concerns were not the fate of the Gods or what would become of the mortal realm. He thought of his father’s rebellion, Patrus’s commitment to the Arcane Templar, Laeden’s intention to join the Uprising, and Vykinallia’s desire to free the slaves.

He wanted to speak with his mother. He wanted to know the truth. The whole truth.

“Where is my mother?” Zephyrus asked.

The messenger grumbled. “I told you. There isn’t—”

“Is she in danger?”

“The Gods have taken her prisoner.”

Zephyrus inhaled, but no breath filled his lungs. He forced himself to swallow, tension building between his teeth.

“I will try to free her, but seeing as you’ve found the sword, now you must go to Tharseo’s Bastion. There’s a relic containing the powers of Gods from a distant land. You’ll need every advantage to ascend to Valencia and defeat the traitor God… once we figure out who it is.”

Zephyrus seethed. For months with no memories, all he had were his ideals. He’d survived and forged unlikely bonds—with Jecht and Cerik, Vykinallia, and even Laeden.

I can’t just abandon them, but…

“When the Gods ask for help, you help,” his mother had said.

“Burn me,” Zephyrus said, realizing that this had been his fate all along—to carry out what his mother could not. The Champion of the Nine. He recalled Patrus speaking of it, but it still meant nothing to him.

Go to Tharseo’s Bastion.

In an instant, he was transported back in time to the temple. The warning horns echoed off of the walls. The slavers’ swords blocked their path to freedom. And Threyna died in his arms—at least so he thought. But perhaps he could help the woman trying to free his mother.

“I think the traitor God is named Paxoran,” Zephyrus said. “He tried communicating with—”

“We know that,” the voice said. “We don’t know who he’s disguised as. Leave that to us. You go to Tharseo’s Bastion.”

Zephyrus grunted, again feeling helpless. “Once I arrive at Tharseo’s Bastion, how do I find this relic?”

“The Seers of Celestia are protecting it. Tell them—”

Her voice cut off in a gasp.

Zephyrus blinked. “Hello?”

No answer.

Time stood still, and each moment of silence dragged on. He strained his ears, listening, waiting, but no reply came.

“Tip the scales, you can’t—”

Voices.

Not the voice of the messenger, but of men. Many men.

His eyes widened, and he ducked, sneaking to the window to peer outside. A procession of torch-bearing, yellow-clad Jackals and blue-garbed Sentinels ascended the stairs, filing into lines within the courtyard.

Zephyrus gasped, retreating backwards.

How did they find me? Laeden and Markus are the only ones I told. If they were caught and tortured to speak…

The thought of Laeden being nailed to the Six Arrowed Star on the rotunda sent shivers down his spine, but if he didn’t act now, he’d be right beside him soon.

Sweat clung to his back and beaded on his brow. Zephyrus glanced back out the window. A hundred Jackals and Sentinels already filled the courtyard, with more ascending the steps.

I can’t fight my way out of this.

He squeezed the hilt of the sword. As if it sensed it was not needed, the blade retracted into nothingness. Without time to marvel, he secured the hilt to the leatherbound hip holster from the chest and fastened it around his waist.

There must be an escape route.

The thought of running—abandoning his home to the Jackals—made his chest tighten.

He stalked around the bed to look out the window facing east. The steep drop down the side of the fortress sent his stomach tumbling. If I climb down, perhaps I could slip past them. It wouldn’t have been an easy climb on his best day, but injured and fatigued as he was, such a descent could be a death sentence.

“Vykanicus Auros!” a voice shouted from the courtyard. “I know you’re here.”

The use of his proper name choked the air from the room. Zephyrus snuck back over to the south-facing window and glimpsed out.

Drenched in the glow of torchlight and dressed in a yellow surcoat with black-striped pauldrons, Lenox stood on the front steps of House Auros, his arms outstretched.

Zephyrus’s breath came short and sharp, his lips curling back in a snarl.

“Would you prefer I call you Zephyrus... slave? How about mage?” Lenox’s voice carried throughout the mountains, his mere presence a disgrace. “Whatever you want to be called, you can come out and submit to public execution, or we can come in and hunt you down and drag you to your public execution.”

Zephyrus clamped his jaw shut. If Lenox had arrived before the messenger’s voice, Zephyrus would have fought to the death, taking as many Jackals down with him as he could. But now, with his mother imprisoned by who he assumed was Paxoran in disguise, and the fate of the mortal realm hanging in the balance, he had a responsibility, not to only Jecht and Cerik, Vykinallia and Laeden, or even to his father’s rebellion—but to everyone. I can’t die here fighting mortals. He glanced at the eastern window. Climb down. Sneak out. Get to Tharseo’s Bastion.

Zephyrus swung his leg over the side of the windowsill. The dizzying height unsettled his stomach, but he was out of options.

“Fine,” Lenox shouted from the entryway. “We’re coming in.”

Zephyrus lowered himself down, forcing his fingers into cracks and jamming his toes onto any stony protrusions he could find. His palms were slick with sweat, his vision blurred by flashing orbs.

Focus.

Ignoring the shouts of the men destroying his home in search of him, he made progress. Halfway down to a landing he could rest at, he continued.

One step at a time.

He stretched, reaching for a foothold, but the wound in his stomach seized, sending a spasm up his back. He grunted, but his fingers slipped on the smooth stone.

He didn’t want to scream. He didn’t mean to. But when the empty night sky opened its arms to him, he did.


Part II


Chapter 9

The Falcon and the Phoenix

Vykinallia

Unknown

Chained, gagged, blindfolded—Vykinallia lost track of time, but she would not lose herself. Shoved in a crate, tossed on a wagon, loaded onto a ship and spirited by sea, she had no doubt who had taken her prisoner.

The Uprising.

Always moving, her captor only stopped to feed her once a day, at least so far as she could tell based on the growling of her stomach. Every time she wasn’t entombed in some transportation vessel, she’d protest, hoping to speak. But each time, he’d shove that same wet rag in her face, and her body betrayed her.

She recognized her captor when he first assaulted her, but it wasn’t until the third day that she figured out where she knew him from.

Brusos’s bodyslave.

She couldn’t remember his name, but it made sense that he’d be with the Uprising. House Brusos fell after their slaves had rebelled from within, setting the ludus aflame. Neither Brusos nor his wife, Cerberynn, had been found—dead or alive—and all of their slaves were gone to the wind.

He’ll bring me to the Uprising, but I’ll tell them the truth: my name is Vykinallia. I’m in love with a Celestic mage, and I will help set the enslaved people free.

But as long as she remained gagged, chained, and blindfolded, so too was the truth. Today was the fourth day since her abduction, and she was back on a wagon.

Her gag chafed the corners of her lips raw. Her wrists ached where the shackles closed around them. The disorientation of being blinded, deprived of food, and continually drugged made her head spin. Lying on her side and breathing through her nose, Vykinallia stilled her mind, trying to focus on where she was.

He took me by wagon from the arena and then by boat. If the mages had attacked the harbor, it made sense to go to the southern docks. Then we were at sea, but the trip was too short to be to Salmantica, and too long to be to Northern Stockhelm. That only left the eastern coast. Which means now we’re heading south. To the jungles.

The jungles of Stockhelm were untamed. Rich in resources, but far enough from civilization that it was the perfect place to hide rebels. She didn’t know what they would want from her when she arrived, but she had ideas, and none of them ended well. Though Zephyrus taught her that not all magic was dangerous, there were some who would use it as a weapon.

She attempted to rub the elbow Zephyrus had healed, but manacled with her hands behind her back, she only thrashed against the wooden floor of the wagon. Accepting the futility, she longed for Zephyrus’s arms, his healing, his comfort—but she had no doubts that the mages she would be delivered to wouldn’t be interested in healing her.

As the wagon bumped along the treacherous terrain of the ungroomed jungles, Vykinallia wondered how Zephyrus must be feeling. A few short days ago, she’d nearly set him free. Then after he collapsed and couldn’t flee, she swore once they were back in Stockhelm, she would help him. She hoped he’d found a way to break himself free. To join Jecht and Cerik with the Uprising. Not just for her own sake, but his.

I failed, but I will not fail to help you in freeing others. I just need to prove to the Uprising that once I get back to Salmantica, I can help them.

The wagon rolled to a stop.

Vykinallia’s heart ceased to beat, but her breath became ragged through her flaring nostrils. Her hands curled to fists behind her back. I can do this. I am Vykinallia. I will do this!

The weight of the wagon shifted as her captor jumped off the seat. His footsteps drew nearer, and his knuckles rapped along the side panels of the wagon. More footsteps approached. Several more.

“Show us your mark,” said a woman’s voice.

Her captor answered, calm and smooth like silk ribbons. “I am Falcos. Former bodyslave of Count Ebron Brusos.”

Hushed murmurs broke out until the first voice silenced them.

“Burn me—settle down, eh?” the Uprising woman said. “You may’ve taken down an entire ludus, but where’ve you been since? That was weeks ago.”

Fingers drummed on the wagon’s door. “I didn’t want to come empty-handed.”

The wagon door swung open, and dim light filtered through Vykinallia’s blindfold. Falcos reached for her. Refusing to flinch at his touch, she let him seize her by the neckline of the soot-stained dress she wore to the New Rheynian Games. He dragged her from the wagon like she was a sack of maggot-infested flour.

Her balance swayed as her feet touched the ground. Absent sight, and after days of being cooped up, she didn’t think she’d be able to stand if Falcos weren’t holding her up by the shackles binding her arms behind her back.

Through her blindfold, the shapes of several figures approached, looming over her in the glow of torchlight. The scent of burning oil filled her nostrils.

Falcos shoved her. Falling and turning at the last moment, she fell to the earth. Her shoulder absorbed most of the impact, but unable to stop herself, her head bounced off the dirt.

Her ears rang, and the sideways figures before her seemed to spin. Groaning, she attempted to gain her feet, but with her hands pinned behind her back, she couldn’t pick herself up. With a violent yank on her scalp, she winced as she was lifted by her hair up to her knees. Through her blindfold, a dozen figures stood before her, their shadows dancing in the torchlight. Each was undoubtedly armed with swords, spears, short bows, or magic.

“Brothers and sisters,” Falcos said, standing over her, a fistful of hair clutched in his hand. “This is not just any Rheynian slaver, but a butcher of our brethren and a blight on the Judges’ lands.”

The tension on the back of her head that anchored the blindfold in place lessened before falling away.

“I give you Nallia Cassius, daughter of the chancellor, betrothed to King Damascus.”

Men and women gawked, muttering amongst each other, but one man, tall and broad with dark skin and a scar passing through a blind eye, remained fixed—his arms folded across his chest. He strode forward and cupped Vykinallia’s chin, his touch firm but not forceful.

Chomping down on her gag, Vykinallia prevented her jaw from trembling. Keep it together. Show no weakness. She slowed her breathing until it was calm and composed, unlike how she felt within. She’d seen gladiators deny their inward thoughts and display an unconquerable resolve—she could do the same. She met the man’s good eye through her swimming vision.

Wrinkles creased his forehead, and crows’ feet framed his eyes. A pendant hung from his neck with an unfamiliar sigil inscribed upon it: a bird over a fire, wings spread, head held high.

“Are you who he says?” he asked, removing the gag from her mouth with near gentleness.

Vykinallia worked her jaw to alleviate the tension from days of mistreatment. She nodded, clearing her throat and swallowing sour spit. “Yes and no. I am—”

The one-eyed man wagged a thick finger before her. “You are. Or you aren’t. Which?”

Vykinallia stammered. “I am Nallia Cassius, daughter of Chancellor Cassius and betrothed to Damascus Helixus. I was a lanista, but—”

“I’ve heard enough, Iberion.” A bearded giant with black braids streaked gray strode forward, an orange-tipped rod in his hands. “Let her see what it’s like on the other side of a brand.”

Vykinallia’s eyes widened. She attempted to lean away, but Falcos held her firm. Perspiration blossomed on her forehead, a bead trickling down her brow.

Iberion held a hand out, stopping the brand’s advance. “She can be ransomed for a high price, but not if you spoil her.”

The bearded man ground his square teeth but didn’t continue forward.

A woman, tall and thin with dark skin and a face like a glaive, flung her arms out to the sides. “Iberion, she’s betrothed to the king. She will fetch a high price, branded or not.”

Vykinallia didn’t like where the conversation was going. “I can be an asset to your cause. I tried to free one of my men—”

“Slaves,” Iberion said. He didn’t bark the word, only said it, but he might as well have shouted it. “You tried to free one of your slaves, but it sounds like you failed to do so.”

She flinched. “Yes, but—”

“Brand her, Dankar,” the sharp-faced woman said to the towering bearded man.

“Still yourself, Unari,” Iberion said to the woman.

“Zephyrus! His name is Zephyrus. If he escaped, he would have tried to find you. He will vouch for me. Is he among you?”

Unari’s lips peeled back in a predatory snarl. “Zephyrus? You’re the one who enslaved him and poisoned his mind?” She reared back her hand, and a ball of fire formed in her palm.

Vykinallia inhaled sharply.

A hand seized Unari’s wrist, holding her back. A Rheynian woman in a brown leather jerkin stepped forward. Her gray hair was pulled back in a tight bun. Her dark eyebrows angled over her pursed lips. “Enough, Unari. All of you, settle down.”

Everyone did as told—no questions asked, no disagreements offered. While the others backed away, she approached Vykinallia and eased her way down to the ground with a grunt, until they were both kneeling, eye to eye.

“I’m in charge here,” the woman said. “My name is Lenara.”

A Rheynian, in charge of the Uprising. That wasn’t the only odd thing about Lenara. Something about her was frustratingly familiar, but unlike how she had recognized Falcos without knowing him, she was certain she’d never seen Lenara before.

But why do I feel like I know her?

“You say you can be an asset, Nallia Cassius,” Lenara said. “How?”

Vykinallia opened her lips, but words escaped her. She worked saliva into her dry mouth and cleared her throat. “People call me Nallia, but that was not the name I was given at birth. I was raised in a ludus, but never did I butcher my gladiators. And while I am Valencian, never have I disrespected Vykannis, Orsius, or Aeryss.”

She held Lenara’s gaze, but if the older woman was impressed, she showed no sign of it.

“My name is Vykinallia, after the Vykane Blade. I vowed to Zephyrus that I would help him free the slaves and bring equity to the Celestic people. Betrothed to the New Rheynian throne, as queen, I could help you bring about peaceful, lasting change.”

Lenara’s thin lips parted in a tight smile. She leaned forward, revealing a brand on her chest: the falcon of House Faire. “Those are sweet words, Vykinallia. I’m even inclined to believe you. But peaceful, lasting change is a dream for ladies of the court, while war is the only reality the people before you will ever know. You will not be harmed in my care, but you won’t be staying with us long.”

Putting her hands on her knee, Lenara pressed herself to her feet, leaving Vykinallia in the dirt. She addressed Falcos. “You’ve done well bringing her here. She will serve as excellent leverage against that beast of a Drake.” She nodded her head at a few of the others. “See Falcos is given food and wine. Find him a place in the Sanctuary.”

Falcos bowed.

“What about her?” Iberion asked.

Lenara shrugged. “See that no harm comes to her. I will draft a ransom letter tonight.”

As Lenara turned to go back the way she’d come, Vykinallia realized how she knew her and nearly choked at the realization. She crawled on her knees, following the older woman.

“Lenara Faire.”

Lenara stopped. She turned and raised an eyebrow.

“Wife to Varros Helixus. Mother to Laeden.”

Lenara’s eye twitched, but that was the only sign of distress. She licked her lips and examined Vykinallia with an oppressive stare. After a long moment, Lenara averted her gaze and walked away.


Chapter 10

Nightmare of Truths

Danella II
Salmantica

The Six Arrows. Bobbing beside the creaking dock in the ever-raging tides, the vessel was nothing compared to her former flagship. She’d sacrificed The Chimera to the black powder bombs that sank the Valtarcian Harbor. It was a necessary exchange to turn the Valtarcians against the mages. If only it had worked.

Danella drummed her fingers on her crossed arms and tapped her foot as the crew rushed to prepare the ship for travel. Nothing made men work faster than the wrath of an impatient woman. She hadn’t given them any notice, of course, so she wasn’t actually upset about having to wait—but they didn’t need to know that.

She breathed in time with the ebb and flow of the ocean. Her kingdom couldn’t afford another drawn-out war. I must convince the Valtarcians to join us. With their support, I’ll crush the Uprising. Lenox will apprehend Zephyrus, Aelon will find Laeden, and all of New Rheynia’s threats will be vanquished.

Hurried footsteps tramped down the docks. Danella glanced over her shoulder to find Brusos trotting in her direction. With the ship still being prepared, Danella strode away from the crew to meet Brusos in the middle.

Brusos held a scroll. “I didn’t believe the rest of the closed council needed to know of this.” He passed her the rolled parchment.

Danella took it. Imprinted in the red wax seal, a bird hovered over a flame, its wings spread wide. A rising phoenix. Curious. Danella cracked the seal and unrolled the letter to find a lock of chestnut hair in it.

Chimeras of Salmantica,

Nallia Cassius is alive and well. For now. If you wish to see her again, you will evacuate all Jackals from Stockhelm, suspend the burning of Celestic symbols, and cease the torturing of people upon your Six Arrowed Star. Only then will we exchange your chancellor’s daughter and king’s betrothed for the inventory listed below. If you fail to meet these demands, the next letter will be accompanied by a box. And it will contain more than just her hair.

The Fallen

The inventory list contained swords, spears, bows, arrows, helms, jerkins, and boots. 600 swords, 600 helms, 400 pairs of boots.

Have that many slaves escaped?

The letter meant three things: one, their forces were larger than Danella had anticipated, but two, they were mostly unarmed and underdressed. Thirdly, and most importantly, Brusos’s slave had found the Uprising.

She chuckled to herself. With his information, I won’t need Nallia. In a week’s time, they’ll send back her head. Damascus will be furious, and all I’ll need is Brusos to discover where they’re located.

Danella lifted the scroll before Brusos. “Does Damascus know about this?”

“No, your grace. Only you have read its contents.”

Danella smiled. “When your slave writes back, I want a location. I want to know where their infestation is hiding. Then we’ll catch them—all of them and everyone loyal to their cause.” She tore the letter in half, then half again. “The Gilded Gauntlet will scream again with the purifying fires of Incinerae. And this time, there will be no one left to rise from the ashes.”

She tore the parchment into tiny pieces before releasing them to the wind to be swallowed by the sea.

Brusos bowed.

Actually… Danella tapped her chin with her index finger. “Can you get a message to your slave?”

Brusos nodded. Having finally caught his breath, the pinkness faded from his cheeks. “Of course, your grace. What message would you like sent?”

It was never meant to come to this, but having Damascus’s betrothed snatched up by the Uprising was meant to drive him to action, not wait upon ransom letters. Retribution would be a fine enough motivator. Despite the fact that no one besides Brusos and the Gods could hear her, she leaned closer.

“We no longer need Nallia Cassius. If The Fallen believe they have leverage, let’s take it away. Kill her.”

Brusos bowed. “Yes, your grace.”

Danella dismissed him and returned to the end of the dock. The command had come quickly. Easily. She supposed she should feel some guilt, some pang of regret for condemning the life of a young woman, or even a hint of satisfaction for a successful plan. But she didn’t. She felt nothing.

The captain of The Six Arrows descended the ramp. “We’re all set, your grace. Winds are against us, but we can make it.” He stroked his gray mustache, examining the otherwise empty dock—no luggage, no attendants, no guards. “Is your retinue prepared for travel, your grace?”

Danella climbed the ramp to board The Six Arrows, walking past the captain. “Only I will be setting sail, Captain.” Not that that’s any of your business.

The captain coughed. “A smaller ship would make it to the city port faster.”

Danella halted just before boarding. “You’re mistaken. We are not going to the port. You will take me to Northridge’s harbor. And this ship will do just fine.”

Swirling her skirts, she climbed aboard. She didn’t expect a captain to understand the intricacies of such a power play. Valtarcia relied heavily on trade and fishing, two things that were difficult to accomplish without ships or allies.

Whichever Helixus is in charge will have no choice but to obey my every command, lest their entire city devour itself.

Danella climbed the stairs to the chambers located on the second deck but needed to hold the railing to steady herself against the ship’s sway. With the absence of rain came the tumult of the sea. If the drought persisted, the Crystal River beneath the Stormburn Geyser in Stockhelm would be one of the only sources of fresh water.

Valuable territory. As Danella pushed aside the door to her chambers, she decided she would not wait for others to realize the same thing. I have the men. I have the ships. I have control.

She breached the threshold and closed the door behind her to enter the chambers. Perhaps not as luxurious as The Chimera, it was more than suitable to pass a few hours.

As she stepped deeper into the room, a hand clamped over her mouth.

Panic burst in her chest. Heat rose to her cheeks. She clawed at the hand holding her, but it didn’t release.

“Shh, shh, shh,” said a voice in her ear. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Danella jabbed her elbow into her assailant’s ribs. He groaned but didn’t let go. She stomped down on his toe, but still he was unmoved.

“Ugh, suppose I deserved that.” He let her go.

Danella flung herself away from him and wheeled, wide-eyed, to face her attacker.

Blood drained from her face. Her knees quivered, and the room began to spin.

No. Impossible.

She shook her head, blinked again and again, but it didn’t change the vision before her.

“You’re not real.” Danella’s voice trembled.

Varros stepped closer, that infuriating Helixus grin upon his face. “It’s me, my love.” His beard was thick, his wavy locks shorn. He wore a plain woolen tunic beneath a long black cloak that matched his britches and boots.

It can’t be him. But the slate-blue eyes that examined her belonged to no one else.

Danella stepped backwards. “You died. I held your cloak—your crown.”

Varros’s smirk darkened. “I died a long time ago. Before we ever met, in a fashion—on the shores of Klaytos in 937.”

Danella shook her head, unable to process.

“I should have told you a long time ago. Many times I wanted to. Countless times I tried. But how could I, after the terrible things I’d done?”

“Varros…” Danella never thought his name would touch her lips again, that his eyes would fall upon her. She closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around his waist. When his arms closed around her, tears bled down her cheeks onto Varros’s tunic.

“I never thought I’d see you again.”

Varros placed his hands on her shoulders and extended her away. “Perhaps it would have been better that way. Perhaps some things are better left unspoken. But it must be said. We may be the only two people who can stop the flood of blood that’s coming.”

Danella gripped his hand on her shoulder. Is this a dream? It must be. But if it were, this isn’t how I would have pictured him. “What is it, my love?”

His eyes narrowed on hers, and his lips tightened to a hard line. “The truth. My ship was destroyed by the Salmantic fleet. My men were killed by cannon fire, slaughtered by the sword, or drowned by Aquarius—but I survived. Washed up on the shores of Klaytos. I was taken in, fed, clothed, and indoctrinated.”

Danella released Varros’s hand and stumbled backwards, her hand reaching for her chest. A cold came over her. Shock wearing off, she processed his words but couldn’t understand.

No. Not a dream. A nightmare. “What are you saying?”

“They call themselves the Arcane Templar,” Varros said. “They sent me back to Valtarcia after the war was over. I was only supposed to be a lesser lord. They wanted me to spy, send reports, and inform them of New Rheynia’s weaknesses. But the Treaty—our marriage—put me in line to the throne.”

Danella set her jaw, her breath seething between her clenched teeth. Her fists balled at her sides, but she couldn’t speak.

“Then they didn’t just want information. They wanted power. They ordered me to murder your brother, to take the throne and systematically frame senators for conspiring with mages.”

Danella’s breath caught in her throat. No. Air didn’t exist. Because this was a lie. A false vision. But the sullen draw of his cheeks and the creases cornering his eyes told her he was telling the truth.

But if this is true... You bastard. Everything else was a lie. The entire time.

The flutter in her stomach at seeing him died, replaced by knots. Teeth bared, she shook her head, wishing she could wound him as deeply.

“Did you kill my brother?”

Varros held out his hands. “I didn’t, Danella. Let me explain—”

Her voice trembled. “Explain?”

“I refused them,” Varros said. “I was supposed to, but I didn’t—I wouldn’t. Danella, I never expected to fall in lov—”

“Don’t you dare!” Danella shook her head, her stomach sinking like a stone in the sea. “Love? You speak to me of love? Lies, Varros—all lies!” Her fingernails dug into her palms; her shoulders trembled.

“No.” Varros stepped forward, reaching for her.

Danella reared away, and new tears she didn’t realize she’d formed rolled down her cheeks. “Don’t touch me. Don’t you ever touch me again.”

Varros closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “They manipulated the Hechts into doing what I would not. Twelve years, I refused them. Twelve years, I made excuses, empty promises, and all the while, I sought to find a balance between love and duty. But then I became king. Their expectations grew greater. Their patience evaporated. Then came the threats. I tried to stem their pursuit of vengeance while appeasing the overzealous senators.”

Finally, it made sense. All of those conversations in which she’d begged, and he’d listened, but never acted.

Danella sniffled, not bothering with the tears that streaked her makeup. “So you exiled the mage.”

“Yes,” Varros said, rubbing the back of his neck. “The Templar realized I was no use to them as a king, so they abducted me to give me a chance at redemption, but I escaped.” He took measure of her, but she refused to meet his eyes. “I’m sorry, Danella. I should have told you. We could have faced them together, but—”

“But?”

If the word were a weapon, she would have stabbed him with it.

I should have had you killed. I should have killed you myself.

The guilt for even considering assassinating the man she loved had grated away at her. His death, or at least what she thought was his death, had liberated her. But now, staring at the man she called husband, all she felt was shame.

The snake beat the mongoose. The Gods wanted you dead, and I failed them.

“It’s not too late,” Varros said. “These mages—their vision is just, but the lengths they’re willing to go to achieve them…” He trailed off, looking at the floor.

She wanted to hit him—to make him hurt the way he’d hurt her.

“Danella, this cycle of vengeance will only destroy our realm.”

Danella’s lips curled back in a snarl. “Our realm? You’ve been undermining our realm since before the Treaty was even signed.”

“We can—”

“No, Varros.” She couldn’t take it anymore—the lies, the secrets, the betrayal. “There is no we. There is no us. Don’t you see? I led the Revivalists. I plotted your assassination. I put Damascus on the throne. And I framed Laeden because he was infected by your ideals.”

Her rant left her breathless—her chest heaved, and her fists shook at her sides. She glared at Varros, waiting to see him break the same way he’d just broken her.

His eyes left hers to stare at the ground. He shuffled his feet, put his hands on his hips, but said nothing. He didn’t break. He didn’t even crack.

As if he doesn’t even care that I—

“I know.”

Danella narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, you know?”

“I know,” Varros said. “Took me long enough; I didn’t realize until you named Damascus king. I thought you figured out my deception… that’s why you wanted me dead.” He wrinkled his nose. “I thought you knew why I deserved it. I couldn’t blame you.”

“If you knew, why come back? Why trust me now?”

He closed the distance between them in two quick strides until their toes were practically touching. “Because we might be the only ones who can stop this war. If this persists, Damascus’s reign will only end one way. This war will destroy him. It will destroy New Rheynia. Danella, my love… please. You must make him stop, or we will drown in Celestic vengeance.”

Her mask was broken. Truth bared for all to see, and yet, with everything laid before him, he still did not understand. Danella scoffed. “I would rather burn alive in Celestic fire than incur the Gods’ wrath.”

Varros’s thumb brushed her cheeks, his touch as warm and gentle as it had always been.

She wanted to melt into him, even now, knowing his truth. But those were the sentiments of a lonely woman. Not a queen. She turned from him, but he readjusted her chin to make her face him.

“What if there is a balance between vengeance and blasphemy?” Varros asked. “We could find it—together.”

He leaned down and kissed her. Warmth blossomed in her chest, and tears welled in the corners of her eyes again. Together. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to trust him. But she couldn’t. Never again.

She turned away, separating her lips from his. The gears in her mind spun. She paced her chambers, searching for a way to make this work, but they met the same resistance each time. She stopped before him and stared into his slate-blue eyes for what could be the last time.

“In another world, another time, or even if here and now we were ever on the same side… we could have ruled the world in peace. But together, our divergence has only set the world aflame. The Gods have spoken. And I know, deep within my bones, that what I am doing is their will for New Rheynia.”

Varros stepped back, biting his lip as he examined her. “Set the world aflame. Have you ever wondered why Celestic magic harnesses the elements of the Valencian Gods?”

She hadn’t. She wouldn’t. And she didn’t appreciate what he was insinuating. Before she could lash out at him, he raised his hand before her, and a candle’s flame plumed into existence within his palm.

Danella staggered backwards, her hand covering her mouth. Her heart broke. Her knees wobbled. And her world, the parts of it she loved, died. “You’re a…”

“Incinerae.” Varros closed his hand, extinguishing the flame, only to open it again to reveal a single drop of water swirling in the air. “Aquarius.” He snapped his fingers, dispelling the droplet, and squeezed his fist, which hardened to stone. “Moterra.” He opened his palm again, and it crackled with white lightning. “Phaebia.”

She wanted it to stop. She couldn’t bear it anymore.

“They’ve poisoned you,” she whispered. But she knew it wasn’t true.

This poisoned version of Varros is the only one I’ve ever known. I was just too ignorant—too foolish to see. I thought I wore the mask, but he held the secrets.

Varros shook his head. “Stop our son, Danella. This war will ruin him, and he will destroy everything your father built—everything I tried to save. If ever you loved me, please, stop him.” He turned toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

“To find Laeden… before you do.” Varros looked back over his shoulder. “Or Damascus does if you won’t stop him.” He opened the door and exited, closing it behind him.

Momentarily dumbstruck, Danella paused before lurching after him. She flung the door open, but Varros was gone.


Chapter 11

Blood of a Slaver

Vykinallia II

Stockhelm

The sanctuary Lenara spoke of wasn’t exactly a sanctuary, but more of an ever-expanding hole in the ground. Reinforced by stone, wood, and iron supports, the Sanctuary was huge; the Uprising must have been burrowing beneath the New Rheynia for years—decades even. Serving as the barracks, the mess hall, the war room, and the prison, the Sanctuary housed scores—if not hundreds.

“How is this possible?” she had asked Iberion as he escorted her to the dirty alcove that would be her cell for the next two days.

Iberion had only grunted. “Hard work. Unity. And half a century of oppression.”

Supposedly, the Rheynians who did not accompany Damascus Drake on the Great Migration had burrowed underground to escape the tyrannical reign of an undead monarch. Those who escaped Rheynia to Klaytos sought refuge with the Helms, who fled Stockhelm at the turn of the century and were thus indoctrinated into their pursuit of vengeance, but the refugee Rheynians offered their own ideas on how to achieve it.

Now it had been five days, one meal a day—three shoved in crates or the back of wagons, and two chained to an iron support beam on the hard-packed earth. Unable to get comfortable, she tossed and turned, her mind spinning circles into the oblivion that accompanied the exhaustion, hunger, and isolation that gnawed at her.

What if Damascus doesn’t pay the ransom, and the Uprising loses its use for me?

She’d begged the woman who brought her food and water to let her speak with Lenara. She’d asked if Zephyrus had arrived, and if Jechtaric and Cerik were within the Sanctuary, but every question met the same sullen silence. Vykinallia scarfed down the leftover morsels of whatever they managed to steal, forage, or hunt in the jungle, but her keeper offered little else.

The thin air of the underground prison made her light-headed. Her hands were chained behind her back to the support beam she rested her head against. Her tailbone prickled with numbness, and her neck ached from lying on the ground.

Based on when she received food, it was night, but with dawn would come a new day. She hoped it would bring her Zephyrus too, or, at the very least, Damascus to take her home.

She adjusted her legs to try to find a comfortable way to lie, but she had better luck finding the Treasures of Stockhelm down in this pit. She groaned, but a flickering torchlight illuminated her alcove.

She propped herself up, craning her sore neck to see beyond the bend outside of her room. Besides those who delivered her food, no one had been down this corridor. No one.

The footsteps accompanying the torch came heavy and unsyncopated. Breathing short and labored grunts between incoherent grumbles, her visitor drew closer until his shadow darkened her alcove.

A behemoth of a man, with shoulders so broad he barely fit through the entryway, held an oil lantern in one hand and a carafe in the other. The lantern cast an orange light on his scarred face—two parallel lines beneath his right eye.

Those aren’t scars. Those are brands.

She’d only ever seen such a mark at the Valtarcian Games—the mark of Secundus, a lower lanista who always lost to Kaelus. She didn’t know this man by name, but she recognized his stature. A modern bruiser, heavily armored and wielding a war hammer, he’d shown well in the bouts she’d seen. Though she’d never concerned herself with the gladiators of lesser lanistas in Valtarcia, now she wished she had.

He said nothing, but his creased brow and unnerving glare never left her.

Vykinallia gulped, readjusting her chains to turn towards him.

“Nallia Cassius,” he said, his voice like a grindstone. He shook his head, raising the carafe to his lips. He lowered the carafe and wiped his mouth on his shoulder. “Untouchable. A valuable trade piece.”

He scoffed and drank again, his words already slurring. “Yet another concession. While my people are nailed to Six Arrowed Stars, people like you are traded for supplies. Never held accountable for your actions, never made to balance the scales—always untouchable.”

Vykinallia pursed her lips, a stone forming in her throat. He stepped further into the room. Vykinallia resisted the urge to scuttle back, as if there were a place to go.

“Eleven of us died trying to get here. Only three of us made it.” A sinister smirk split his lips. “Imagine my surprise to find the new leader is another Rheynian. And not the good kind. All the good kinds are gone.” He grunted, his massive boots inching closer to her.

The crick in her neck protested as she strained to look up at the former gladiator. The stone in her throat sank to her stomach.

“My friends died, fleeing one master in search of freedom. Lucky for them, they died before they realized it was only to serve another.” He dropped to a knee and set the lantern on the ground beside her. The scent of wine tinged his breath. “She says she wants to use you in the same way you used us—flesh for coin. But how would she—a Rheynian—know how you used us? She can’t balance the scales any better than you.”

“We’re not all the same,” Vykinallia said, her voice trembling.

“If you think blood for gold is the same as trading you for a few swords, then you’re just like them.” His index finger pressed into the parallel lines branded at the corner of his eye.

Vykinallia swallowed. She’d spoken to gladiators before, but never before had she been the one in chains. “You’re right. It won’t balance the scales, but I’m worth more than a few swords. As are you. As were your friends. But as queen, I will work to free your people.”

He chuckled and drank again. After finishing the carafe, he tossed it aside. Despite kneeling, he still loomed over her. He licked his lips and narrowed his eyes at her.

“Invinius Auros promised freedom too.” The big man shrugged, his words slurring. “I haven’t seen him in close to twenty years. And after spending my last fifteen in chains, I know that your promises are as empty as Lenara’s—as empty as Auros’s.”

Vykinallia didn’t understand the connection to Earl Auros, but with wine hot on his breath, she didn’t wish to antagonize him with questions.

“Apologies,” Vykinallia said. “But please don’t lose your faith in people.”

The gladiator scoffed, wheeling on her. She immediately regretted her decision to speak.

“I got faith in people. Just not in you! You speak of worth… the only worth you know is gold. How much was Laytonus worth, eh?”

Laytonus. Vykinallia stuttered, “I don’t understand.”

“Your Champion. Murdered. Was he worthy of justice? Was he worthy of remembrance? No. You dishonored him. You named his murderer Champion. And you speak to me of worth?” His voice grew louder, and the wine—thick on his breath—wasn’t helping. His nostrils flared as he ground his teeth.

Her heartbeat quickened, and her eyes darted left and right, but there was no escape. And escape was what she needed. She knew that look in a gladiator’s eye. Blood.

“Laytonus was my friend. And you killed him. You let his murderer become Champion so you could salvage more coin for your coffers.”

Vykinallia didn’t know where to begin. He was right. Stegavax received little more than a stern lecture after he stabbed Laytonus in the back. She knew it wasn’t fair, but she couldn’t make up for sixty years of slavery, forced labor, and gladiatorial sacrifices. She bit her trembling lip. “What is your name?”

His eyes darted side to side as if inspecting the room for some sort of trick. “Setarius.”

“Setarius.” Vykinallia smiled, though the muscles of her cheeks strained at the unfamiliarity of the motion. “People like Lenara and I will never be able to balance the scales of what you and your people have suffered. But if you let us, we can try to help. I will be queen one day. And I’ve vowed, with the Gods of Valencia and the Judges as witnesses, that I will work to free your people.”

Setarius snorted. “More lies. He was right. We weren’t ransomed—neither should you!”

Before Vykinallia could consider which “He” Setarius spoke of, his hand struck like a viper for her throat.

Air escaped her lungs, and the sudden pressure made her eyes bulge. She thrashed, but with her hands bound behind her back, she created no separation. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears as she strained to suck down oxygen. Setarius raised his other hand to her throat and squeezed tighter.

She shuddered, her chain rattling against the iron beam that restrained her. Her vision blurred at the corners, but Zephyrus filled her mind’s eye. She jolted again, as if to reach him, to hold him one last time. Her chain rattled again with a metallic clang.

The chain!

Vykinallia jerked the chain against the iron beam.

Clank! Clink! Clank!

I will not die down here! Vykannis, grant me strength.

She strained for extra moments of consciousness.

Clank! Clink! Clank!

Zephyrus… I will escape this. I will free you. I will—

The pressure around her throat was torn away. She gasped as air flooded her lungs. She fell to the side as three shadowy figures fought in the small alcove.

Vykinallia wheezed, but retreated away from the scuffle as far as her chains would allow. In the lantern light, Setarius shoved one dark, broad figure, but a slender, pale man struck at his back. Setarius spun, swinging a backhanded fist at the pale man. The pale man ducked beneath the blow, hooking his heel behind Setarius’s foot. Off-balance, Setarius fell, and the broad man pounced on him. They struggled, but her broad defender got the better of the exchange, wrapping thick arms around Setarius’s neck from behind.

Setarius shouted, tearing his way free. He got to his feet, but the pale man struck with three quick punches to the ribs. Setarius turned with an elbow and this time connected with the pale man, knocking him into the wall.

Her breath returning and her vision normalizing, she gasped.

Cerik and Jechtaric!

Setarius and Cerik traded blows. Cerik ducked a hook, blocked a cross, and countered with an uppercut, but Setarius didn’t flinch. He reared back and slammed the crown of his head into Cerik’s nose. Cerik recoiled, and Setarius reached for him, but Jechtaric leapt onto his back. Setarius’s footing faltered, and they crashed into the far wall. Then, Setarius charged forward, straight for Vykinallia, and hurled Jechtaric over his shoulder.

Jechtaric slammed into the iron beam above her and fell on top of her. Vykinallia tried to scream, but her throat was too raw.

Setarius grabbed Jechtaric by the hair and yanked him to his feet. He reared back to bash Jechtaric’s head into the beam, but Cerik held a dagger to Setarius’s throat.

“Let him go.” Cerik spat blood.

Setarius growled. “I’m not the enemy here—she is!”

“We have orders,” Cerik said. “Now let him go.”

Jechtaric’s eyes were wild, but Setarius relinquished his grip on him.

Jechtaric backed away, dusting himself off. “You’re piss drunk, ya mad bastard!”

Setarius’s gaze fell to Vykinallia, his shoulders heaving from the fight.

“Let it go, Sett. Return to the barracks. We never need speak of this.”

Setarius spat on the floor at Vykinallia. “If it were the other way around, would she have fought for you? Bled for you?”

Cerik and Jechtaric exchanged a glance, but neither spoke a word.

Setarius scoffed. “He was right. She shouldn’t be allowed to live.” He turned from her and Cerik’s dagger, leaving the alcove.

Breath returned to her lungs at the sight of Setarius’s back. Still alive. Vykinallia resituated herself, sitting up before her former gladiators. She pushed through her feet and slid up the iron beam.

“You saved me.” It hurt to speak, to even breathe, but they were the only reason she was still alive. “Gratitude.”

Jechtaric grunted. “Save it. Sett’s right—if it were the other way round, you wouldn’t’ve fought for us.”

He may as well have stabbed her. Vykinallia stammered, her lips moved with thoughts of retorts, but no words came. Because none would defend her.

“Let’s go,” Cerik said, picking up Setarius’s empty carafe. Without a second glance, Jechtaric took the lantern, and together, they left Vykinallia in the darkness.

She sank to the floor again. Alone.

Is this how Zephyrus felt?

She recalled when he first arrived at the Cassius ludus. He’d fought with Lenox before they even stepped foot inside the villa. He was stripped, chained to a palus, and left out in the rain. Then, Saulus made it look like Zephyrus was trying to escape and attempted to kill him.

Her chin fell to her chest. No. This isn’t how Zephyrus felt. No one was going to ransom him. No one listened when he said the Revivalists were trying to kill him. He fought for his life. Every single day.

She grit her teeth, water welling in her eyes. Jechtaric and Cerik are right. I thought I treated them kindly, but I never fought for them… or for anyone. Damn my ignorance.

Chained and alone, her tears were her only company. Whatever hope she had pertaining to the coming dawn—that Zephyrus or Damascus would come to rescue her—bled out. She didn’t want it anymore. She didn’t deserve a second chance.


Chapter 12

Withered Trees and Cracked Masks

Danella III

Valtarcia

Her heels clicked along the tiled floor of Northridge’s great hall. The mosaic arched ceiling depicting the Six of Valencia watched over her, but despite their comfort, Varros’s admission—his truth—hadn’t left her. It gnawed at her like rats at a rucksack; soon its teeth would tear holes in the fabric of her resolve. But with Horus sitting upon the seat of the Valtarcian Dukedom, Danella curled her twitching fingers into fists.

It changes nothing. Varros changes nothing. Focus.

She pursed her lips as she approached Horus in the otherwise empty hall, wondering if Hallon’s absence meant he was recovering, he was dead, or he didn’t deem her worthy enough to meet with her himself.

Horus sat tall, straight and broad in the Valtarcian duke’s chair, though fortunately, neither he nor his brother filled it out quite like their father. Harrow Helixus was the only duke of the Rheynian Parliament who joined her father on the Great Migration, but he was also the first to preach assimilation with the natives of Stockhelm.

How many Rheynian deaths stain Valencia’s halls because of Harrow’s so-called tolerance? No more. Valtarcia will come to heel or be ground beneath it.

Horus’s white hair and gnarled knuckles didn’t make him an easy opponent. The familiar stubborn Helixus grin crept across his wrinkled face. He inclined his head to look down his nose at her. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t throw you in a dungeon and wait for my nephew to grace me with his presence?”

Danella’s stomach twisted—not at Horus’s words or his icy glare, but because seeing Varros’s uncle made her wonder what he would look like if he lived to Horus’s age.

Focus.

Danella sealed the cracks of her mask. “Only one reason?” Her gait slowed to a stop before the high-backed throne and the withered tree stump that sat upon it. Silence filled the great hall as she bore into him.

Too proud a man to look away, Horus held her gaze, but his smirk shriveled into a hard line. “Why are you here?”

Danella made a show of glancing around the hall as if there were a host of other people waiting to speak with Horus. “I imagine the same reason so many of your countrymen are not.”

“Aye, their duke is dead.” He waited for her to give a reaction.

Danella hmphed. “The folly of betraying your king. That at least allows us to move past the legal ramifications and onto more pressing discussions, like how his brother plans to make amends.”

Horus leveled a curled knuckle at her. “He was your law-father. Despicable. Just like your fathe—”

“Caution, Horus,” Danella said. “I apologize for your loss. The realm will grieve. But not today. Not tomorrow. Not while the Uprising gathers against us. Now we need leaders.”

Horus grumbled, shaking his head. “I am leading. You want to know where everyone is, Danella? Valtarcia prepares for war.”

You’ll lead your people wherever I tell you to, you withered stump. “I’m pleased to hear Valtarcia prepares for war. But whom shall your Ridge Knights march upon?”

Horus’s nose wrinkled, and he leaned forward within his chair, resting his forearm on his knee. “You framed my nephew, sentenced him to death, murdered my brother—” His voice grew louder with each clause until he was shouting. “—and you think there is any question who the Valtarcian people wish to fight?” His face glowed red, his nostrils flaring in time with the rise and fall of his chest. “Praise the Six Varros will never have to know what you’ve done to his sons. You—you have put us in this impossible situation.”

Danella’s insides twisted at Varros’s name.

“Stop our son, Danella,” Varros had said. “This war will ruin him.”

She maintained her façade, pushing past the insults to the matter at hand. “Yes, in fact, I do question who the Valtarcians wish to aim their steel at.”

Horus was the fire to Hallon’s ice, and he would be hers to wield. First, a pinch of leverage. She strode closer to the throne, her footsteps echoing in the canopied hall.

“You see, Horus, when I sailed past the city’s port in my galley, I found it quite empty. Then, when I docked in what remains of Northridge’s harbor, I was surprised to find mine was the only ship afloat.” She tapped her index finger to her lips in mock-thought. “I seem to recall Valtarcia being rather dependent on trade and fishing, but without ships… well I suppose you can rely on your… hmm, remind me, Horus—which Valtarcian farms yield grain? Which pastures do your livestock graze? Not to mention the absence of rain. I’ve been informed that the water of the Vale has become contaminated—that not even the fish can abide it. Is that so?”

Horus only stared, his mustache bristling.

“The drought will get worse before it gets better, which will make obtaining water rather difficult. I suppose the only viable source will be from the Stormburn Geyser. Perhaps obtaining water wouldn’t be an issue if the Uprising hadn’t set fire to your fleet.”

Horus growled. “Chancellor Cassius will not let us starve.”

Danella wagged a finger. “Chancellor Cassius is dead. Ebron Brusos is chancellor now, a rather staunch supporter of the king.”

Horus gave no reaction, but Danella had no doubt as to what he was thinking; he was trapped. They both knew it. Stubborn Helixus pride.

His crooked, arthritic fingers clenched once he finally realized he was cornered. “Gods have mercy on you, you wicked woman.”

Danella shook her head. “The Gods will have mercy on none of us, Horus.”

Now a hint of flattery.

She approached the throne and knelt. “That’s why I need your help; we must unite and rid New Rheynia of the Celestic infection. I cannot defeat the Uprising alone. They destroyed your ships, kidnapped the king’s betrothed, and corrupted Laed—” Her voice cut out, and her eyes fell to the floor.

They corrupted Varros too.

She cleared her throat, pushing past it. “I didn’t frame Laeden. He conspired with the mages—and worse—a Prophet of Celestia. He even declared that all slaves should be freed. Can you imagine such a thing, Horus? How would your shipping business ever recover?”

Horus sat back in his chair, his glare softening beneath his bushy white brows.

“I suppose you could tax the plebs to make up for the loss of your enslaved workforce,” Danella said. “But then, you would just be like us greedy Salmantics, wouldn’t you?”

Horus leaned forward again, his cheeks flushed red. “Just speak what you want, woman.”

Danella smiled. She’d gotten his attention.

Now the final piece: a dash of humility.

“The Disasters will strike again, Horus. The absence of rain only proves the Gods’ wrath. If we are to preserve our way of life—the world our fathers built together—we must put differences aside and unite. Hallon didn’t see it, but you still can. Together, we can stop Laeden from propagating more Valencians to the grovel at the feet of the Celestic Prophet. Help me capture them, defeat the Uprising, and restore the Gods’ favor. You shall rule Valtarcia as Duke as long as you pledge fealty to Damascus, and we can brush all of this… misunderstanding aside.”

Horus fixed her with a level glare. “Misunderstanding?” He bristled. “In exchange for ships?”

Danella fought the urge to lift her brow. Give you ships—so you can betray me? I don’t think so. She chuckled, feigning amusement. “I can’t just give you ships, Horus. No, in exchange for supplies—food and fresh water, provisions to weather the Celestic storm and stave off plebeian riots. Until we appease the Gods and they return the rains, you will depend on me.”

Horus grunted, his swollen knuckles gripping the arms of the throne. “Don’t speak to me in veiled threats. Not in my house.” His stubborn grin returned. “Ridge Knights!”

Danella’s mask shattered. She pressed herself to her feet and stepped away from Horus. Two double doors located on either side of the throne burst open. Two rows of knights strode into the great hall in dyed blue leather armor ornamented with golden finery. The faceplates on their golden helms hid their faces, but the blue plumes and the winged horse etched into the iron marked them as the best of the Valtarcian Ridge Knights.

Heat rose to Danella’s cheeks. She clutched her skirts with both hands. Her anger-fueled panic set her heart galloping. You dare oppose me? Danella glared at Horus, but the smirk on his face stretched to either side of his white beard.

The Ridge Knights, twelve in total, took formation before her on either side of Horus. Closest to Horus’s right, the Ridge Knight took off his helm to reveal a familiar face with dark eyes and close-cropped gray hair flecked with black.

Ser Ostrey Wingfoot—the former King’s Guard Knight that Danella had forcibly removed from duty following Varros’s abduction by the mages. The default posture of his clenched jaw and stern glare made it difficult to discern if he held any grudges towards her or if he took any pleasure in their current role reversal.

“Ser Ostrey,” Horus said, his eyes never leaving Danella’s.

She ground her teeth and forced air through her nostrils, her stomach constricting in knots. If he dares imprison me, I will tear down this castle brick by brick and see him entombed in the rubble.

Horus licked his thin lips. “Queen Danella has spoken. Take every Ridge Knight and find the traitor—Laeden Helixus.”

The tension in Danella’s shoulders eased, but the cramping in her stomach refused to relent. Very funny, Helixus. Danella forced a smile, though her lip twitched with the effort.

Ser Ostrey bowed and strode from the great hall, his knights following in formation.

Horus’s grin fell as the last of them exited. “What will become of my nephew when they find him?”

Danella measured the man, his feeble power play having run its course. His shoulders stooped, his eyes fixed on the floor.

Men—always trying to prove they’re in control, even while dancing on the marionette’s strings.

Danella released her hold on her skirts and smoothed them out. “Find him and you’ll receive your first shipment. If I were you, I wouldn’t worry about much else.”

Danella turned on her heel and strode from the great hall, her footsteps seeming to reverberate louder walking out than they had walking in.


Chapter 13

Judge, Jury, Executioner

Laeden II

Marstead

“T

here’s something I must tell you,” Iylea’s voice whispered in his mind. “There is so much I must tell you.”

Laeden’s jaw unhinged. This is real. He buried his face in his palms as the rickety wagon wheels creaked along the dirt roads toward Marstead. His head felt heavy, his mind overwhelmed. His fingers ran down his shaved scalp to comb through his scruffy beard as he bounced his knee up and down to expel his nervous energy.

He heard her, as clear as the Crystal River, but it didn’t make sense. None of it made sense. Iylea was dead. He held her decapitated head in his hands after Aemos Horne parted it from her shoulders. She was dead. Gone.

The pragmatic side of him wanted to reason it out, but after spending weeks in Sentigard’s dungeons on treason charges following Iylea’s death, he had already wasted too much time contemplating things that didn’t make sense.

Thinking the words in his mind, he attempted to channel back to her. “Iylea, can you hear me?”

Iylea let out a sigh of relief. “Yes, Laeden. It’s so good to see you.”

Warmth flooded his body, making his skin tingle. His eyes darted side to side as if expecting to see her shy smile admiring him from the corner of the wagon. She was nowhere to be seen, but his cheeks strained to conceal his grin at the sound of her voice.

“Six save me, I can’t believe this.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Iylea said. “The Six won’t be saving anyone.”

The severity in her tone dispelled his elation. Rarely did she speak with such pessimism, let alone such authority. Something’s different. Something’s wrong.

Laeden licked his lips. “What do you mean?”

“The Gods spared me for a purpose. A chain forged of incomplete souls connects the mortal and divine realms. Most—practically all souls—are judged incomplete and forged into the chain’s links to serve as a reminder to the Gods of their failure to guide the mortals to live balanced lives. They’ve tasked me with destroying the souls, to close the expanse between the two realms so that they might once again lead the mortals to live as intended.”

Laeden blinked, his mind too sluggish to comprehend all that she said. He shook his head as if he were speaking face to face with her but stopped when the woman beside him slid down the bench away from him.

“You… destroy souls? Iylea, I don’t understand. Where are you? How are you commu—”

“I wish there was time. I wish I could explain everything, Laeden. Just know that I love you, and I’m doing everything I can to get back to you, but…”

The possibility of reuniting with Iylea set his heart racing, but he didn’t like how she trailed off. “What is it?”

“Shh.”

The cautious tension in her tone unnerved him, and waiting for her to reply only exacerbated his racing heart. He glanced between the passengers bound for Marstead as each bobbed along with the rise and fall of the horse-drawn wagon. The moment stretched on, and still no word from Iylea.

Laeden’s palms began to sweat. “Iylea?”

Still no answer.

He gripped his roughspun cloak, drying his hands on the scratchy fabric.

Markus examined Laeden and leaned closer. “Almost there. Keep it together.”

Laeden nodded but took no comfort from the sentiment.

The horses whinnied, drawing an exasperated “Whoa!” from the driver.

With his breath shaking, Laeden channeled again. “Iylea?”

“I’m here,” Iylea whispered, her voice quieter this time, though she seemed out of breath. “I thought I heard someone.”

Laeden let out a slow breath at her return, but her state didn’t settle his growing anxiety. “Are you not safe?”

“No one is, Laeden. I need to hurry, but there is a traitor amongst the Gods, and an escaped slave is our only hope at defeating him. There is a relic at Tharseo’s Bastion with the power to defeat the traitor God, but the Jackals are after him.”

Knowing he only had time for the most pressing questions, he suppressed his inquisitive spirit. “What can I do?”

Silence.

She wasn’t safe. He identified the strain in her voice. It had the same desperation when she warned him about the queen, Ser Daenus, and Brusos. I couldn’t protect you from the Revivalists. How can I defend you against the Gods?

“I have to go, Laeden.” She spoke even more quietly, a sharpness to her tone. “I’ll check in on you when I can. I love you.”

No. He wasn’t ready to let her go. There were so many questions, but only one that mattered at that moment. “How can I help?”

“Distract the Jackals. Anything you can do to keep them off of Vykanicus Auros.”

Vykanicus Auros?

Laeden’s ears popped. Six curses, no. “Iylea? Iylea!”

She was gone. As quickly as she’d entered his mind, she was gone again. He leaned his head back against the wagon, tears welling in his eyes. His thoughts warred like a melee, each interrupting the others before any could land a convincing blow.

An escaped slave. Tharseo’s Bastion. Vykanicus Auros. All signs point to Zephyrus.

The more Laeden considered it, the more it made sense. If rumors were true, his prophecy suggested he could bring about the Age of the End. Perhaps he is the only one who can stop it.

Laeden knew what Zephyrus was up against, though. Tharseo’s Bastion was on the opposite side of New Rheynia, and an army of Jackals and Sentinels marched upon the isthmus, searching for him.

How can I distract them all?

The horses screeched, and the wagon came to an abrupt stop, hurling Laeden into the woman beside him.

Everyone composed themselves, but Laeden’s stomach twisted in knots. Why have we stopped? Markus must have been thinking the same because the color drained from his face. Even some of the others in the wagon glanced around, wide-eyed and slack-jawed.

“Show us your hands!” a voice shouted.

Laeden’s jaw clenched. Unarmed, undoubtedly outnumbered, and far from any cover, there was as little hope in fighting as there was running.

“What do we do?” Markus hissed.

Laeden closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe. Our best hope is the driver. He lifted his index finger to slow Markus’s reaction. “Be still.”

The wagon shifted, but the driver spoke. “This is the property of the king. You have no jurisdiction here.”

“We are sent by Duke Horus by order of the king.”

The knots in Laeden’s stomach tightened, and his mouth went dry. Duke… Horus? No, impossible.

The thrum of a crossbow bolt resounded in his mind. The fletching protruded from Hallon’s stomach, but the bolt sank deep.

It could have killed a lesser man, but not Hallon. He had to have survived. He must have!

“We are searching for two traitors wanted on charges of high treason.”

Laeden’s knuckles curled around the pant legs of his dirty britches. How did they know?

Markus swore under his breath. “Laeden, we have to—”

The back door of the wagon swung open. Torchlight flooded inside, and two Ridge Knights in blue-and-gold leather armor emblazoned with the winged horse of House Helixus climbed up. The men and women held up their hands and pleaded, but Laeden would not let them suffer for him—not anymore.

“I’m the one you want,” Laeden said, holding his hands up in surrender. “Do not harm these people; they’ve done nothing wrong.”

Rough hands grabbed him by the wrists and yanked him from the back of the wagon. Laeden hit the dirt, and three more Ridge Knights closed in around him. They dragged Markus out next and tossed him to the ground beside Laeden. Chest heaving, Markus’s eyes darted left and right before meeting Laeden’s.

Laeden’s heart raced, but there was nothing he could do.

We’re dead. I’ve killed us.

“Thank you for your service,” a Ridge Knight said to the driver. “We have what we came here for. Be on your way and I’ll leave you out of my report as to where we found the traitor-scum.”

The driver offered no argument. The back door slammed shut, the whip cracked, and the wagon tore off down the road scattering dust.

Laeden coughed, lying face down on the ground, with his hands up over his head. A dozen Ridge Knights surrounded them. Their stern, stoic, golden faceplates withheld whatever malice waited beneath. Unarmed, unarmored, and twelve against two, Laeden and Markus stood no chance.

Looking over his shoulder, the wagon disappeared into the distance, and the cloud of dust left in its wake settled to the ground. None of the Ridge Knights moved, spare one—the one who spoke to the driver.

With the winged pauldrons signifying his captaincy over the Ridge Knights, the commander broke ranks, his blue-and-gold cape flapping in the wind. He strode over to Laeden and knelt down before him. He lifted his golden helm to reveal a familiar face beneath.

Gray hair flecked with black, shrewd dark eyes, and a cleft chin—Ser Ostrey Wingfoot—his father’s stalwart defender.

My judge, jury, and executioner.

Ostrey bowed his head. “Six save us, am I happy we found you, Prince Laeden.” He held out his hand. “We… the realm… needs you.”

Laeden blinked, looking from the outstretched hand to the man who held it before him. His mind slogged, attempting to understand what was happening.

Prince? The realm… needs me?

Laeden swallowed. Taking Ostrey’s hand, he feared he’d be kicked back down, but Laeden was hauled to his feet. The other knights assisted Markus as well.

Once Laeden was standing, Ostrey bowed before him. “Apologies, my prince. It needed to seem convincing.”

“You’re not arresting us?” Markus asked.

Ostrey shook his head. “We’re getting you out of here.”

The Ridge Knights escorted Laeden and Markus to the north shore of Marstead under a starry night sky. Despite the absence of rain, hope was written in the constellations. But the words “Duke Horus” tinged his mind, souring his optimism. Like a drop of poison in the well, the implications of what that meant were far-reaching. He restrained his bucking mind as they trekked to Reaper’s Bay, where a small corsair ship awaited them, bathed in moonlight.

Once aboard, Ostrey and a handful of the other Ridge Knights gathered around Laeden and Markus on the deck of the ship, while the others prepared to set sail.

“Where to, Captain?” asked a knight with short blond curls and freckles.

“That depends.” Ostrey bowed before Laeden again. “I apologize for my terseness, but you must appreciate the severity of our situation: your grandfather… Duke Hallon… is dead.”

Laeden let out a deep breath. He knew it the moment the wagon stopped, and he feared it the entire way to the boat, but now it was real.

He came to my aid, my defense—and he died for it. For me.

“It’s all my fault,” Laeden said.

“No.” An uncharacteristic bite accompanied Ostrey’s tone. “It is Queen Danella’s fault. She came to North Ridge and blackmailed Horus into turning on you.” He shook his head. “That is not honor. Not justice. We Ridge Knights take pride in our vows, and two of the most honorable men in the realm have died in recent weeks… I will be damned before I let you become the third. Horus has assumed control of Valtarcia. The same orders King Damascus gave to torment the Celestics have been issued in Valtarcia: you two and the slave-mage, Zephyrus, are wanted—dead or alive.”

Laeden hung his head. Damascus, Uncle Horus—how could you? A pang of guilt spiked through his throat. Because I failed to stop this.

Iylea’s voice filled his head. “The queen, Brusos, and Ser Daenus are up to something.”

I didn’t listen.

Laeden cleared his throat, his feet scuffing the wooden planks before standing firm. “You say you need me, but what can I do if half the realm is trying to execute me?”

Ostrey looked around at the other knights, all of whom paused what they were doing to hear his words. “Horus failed to defend Duke Hallon’s honor. He has become the king’s puppet in his genocidal mission to destroy the Celestics. If nothing is done, the tenets we live by as Valencians, Ridge Knights, and men will also mean nothing. People are searching for a leader.”

The knowledge weighed heavily on Laeden’s shoulders. He exchanged a glance with Markus. Markus had hoped once they returned to Valtarcia, they could rally behind Hallon, raise an army, and return with strength. But without Hallon and in light of Horus’s betrayal, a dozen Ridge Knights couldn’t hope to fight back.

Ostrey stepped closer. “Too long have we been under Salmantic rule. The realm needs a leader, Laeden of House Helixus. We here believe you can be that leader. It is time Valtarcia had a king. A true king.”

Laeden balked, backing away. Me—a pseudo-prince, a son of a plebeian mother—King of Valtarcia?

Ostrey closed the distance again. “Declare yourself King of Valtarcia in opposition to Horus’s rule; the people will rally to your cause. You are the son of Varros, son of Hallon, son of Harrow.”

Laeden tried to process, but he shook his head. “The patricians and senators never accepted me. Why would they now? Without their support, how would I ever hope to—”

He cut off as an idea struck him. I don’t need them.

When Laeden didn’t finish his sentence, Markus cut in, his arms across his chest. “We don’t have the numbers to take back Northridge—an army would have a difficult time. With Salmantica’s support, Horus is untouchable, and until we have allies to sway the tides of war, fighting is a losing battle.”

But that wasn’t true. Laeden did have allies. The plebs, the slaves, the Uprising, the mages—all were potential allies. I just have to prove myself to them. And what could serve as a better distraction for the Jackals than an army of freedpeople and Valtarcian patriots?

Ostrey, the other knights, and Markus broke out in hushed arguments, but for the first time, things were becoming clear for Laeden. This is how I help Iylea and Zephyrus. This is how I redeem my honor and deliver Danella the justice she deserves.

“I’ll do it,” Laeden said, silencing the men on the boat. He eyed each one of them individually as he stood at the center of their circle. “I’ll declare myself king, but Markus is right; we need allies. I won’t buy my allies with a name, a title, or a claim. A king without people is no king, so first, I’ll be a rebel for the people.”

Some of the knights nodded their heads. Others rapped their fists against their chests.

“We will free the slaves,” Laeden said. “All of them. By diplomacy or by force, they will be liberated. We will aid the plebs and make sure they do not suffer in squalor. Then, together—united—we will take Northridge from the senators bending to Salmantica’s whims. And once we have become a true kingdom, we will end the injustices my brother has wrought.”

“Yes!” Ostrey said, drawing his sword and thrusting it to the night sky. “Hail King Laeden!”

The other knights drew their swords, echoing Ostrey’s cry.

All but Markus raised their voices. Transfixed, Markus was a gargoyle—arms crossed, lips drawn tight. Whether because he had no sword to draw, or because he had no faith in the one he was declaring for, Laeden didn’t know. But despite the elevated tenor of the knights, a sinking sensation welled within his stomach at Markus’s lack of a reaction.

This is the right way. Markus will see. For my father. For my grandfather. For Iylea and Zephyrus. This is the way.

“Where shall we set sail, my king?” Ser Ostrey asked.

Laeden lifted his eyes to the horizon. Not a cloud marred the perfect night sky. The gleaming stars were a pleasant diversion from the omen they represented; the drought that had overtaken the nightly rains seemed intent on continuing. A shiny distraction. He examined Ser Ostrey’s pristine armor.

An idea began to take shape in Laeden’s mind, one that could turn a dozen soldiers into a budding army before sunrise, announce his claim as King of Valtarcia, and serve as a distraction to help Zephyrus get to Tharseo’s Bastion.

“Valtarcia,” Laeden said. “The Bay of Bastards. I have an idea.”


Part III


Chapter 14

Of All the Lost Souls

Threyna II

Valtarcia

Breathless, disheartened, and corrupted by the use of her blood magic, Threyna exited the caves concealing the Aeryean Armor from the world. Once again beneath the starry sky, Threyna lay back on a flattened boulder to stare at motes of light suspended in the distance. Similar to the night, her arm was more black than white, the veins darker and thicker than before. Her heart throbbed in her throat and radiated throughout her body like an ominous drum.

She barely escaped with her life, but she was far from safe and needed to find a soul to consume. Even at full strength, she would still need a plan to take the Aeryean Armor back from a man she’d never been able to beat in a fight and a woman who always hated her.

Threyna found herself longing for the cursed island of Rheynia—where the shades of disembodied souls roamed, hollowed attacked the living, and darklings sought to possess them. At least there, sustenance was readily available. Here, she would have to take from the living to preserve herself.

Threyna propped herself up from the boulder that supported her. Regaining her feet with a wobble, she used her hands to stabilize and propel herself through the difficult terrain of the Silver Summits. As she descended the cleaved stone path, she considered her options. There was likely no one this far from Northridge to consume, but the prospect of venturing all the way to Salmantica or even to Valtarcia seemed a steep task.

She emerged from the crags of the Silver Summits onto the isthmus road connecting Valtarcia and Salmantica. She sniffed the sea’s salt air, the metallic tinge of blood from her scrape with Tyrus, but there was something else—acrid, pungent, distinct.

Smoke.

She wheeled around, searching for ascending wisps from a campfire that stained the clear night. To the northwest, tendrils of gray swirled over the peaks in the distance, but too large to be from a campfire. Threyna willed her legs into motion, traveling west along the winding isthmus road. She strained her ears, attempting to block out the whistling wind and the crash of the sea against the cliffs. Unable to hear, Threyna picked up her pace despite the stiffness in her sore feet and fatigue in her thighs.

As she rounded a bend and the isthmus road opened up, torchlight illuminated horses, wagons, and armed men. Dozens of wagons, scores of horses.

Ghosts. Threyna ducked, nestling herself along the slopes to remain unseen. As weak as she was with the rot spreading, she couldn’t afford to waste her blood magic, but no longer could she rely on her senses alone. She tapped into her Inner Throne.

Heartbeats thrummed in the distance before her, but a chorus of hundreds were nearby. She slunk away from the cover of the mountain base to peek in the direction of the smoke. Elevated and tucked into the mountains, the open windows of a stone-carved fortress spat the billowing smoke into the night.

With her senses flared, shouting voices accompanied the beating hearts. Closing her eyes and sinking deeper into her Inner Throne, she searched for her sustenance. All she needed was one or two separated from the pack. If she could pick off a couple and refuel herself, she could sneak past them and at least defend herself if she got caught. If successful, she would be somewhat more prepared to deal with Tyrus and Erowen when she inevitably met them again.

Scanning the mountains, she found what she sought. A single heartbeat, rapid and weak, isolated from the rest. As much as she hated consuming others to survive, this one would be a kindness. Based on the pulse, they probably wouldn’t survive anyway.

She didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t want to know why an army had chased someone into the mountains and set a fortress aflame to smoke them out. It would be easier this way. It always was. A healthy distance benefited all parties. She wouldn’t use the people close to her, and they wouldn’t weigh her down with guilt so she could do what needed to be done.

As she neared the entrance up to the mountain pass, she needed a distraction. Despite the rot encroaching on her heart, Threyna sank deeper into her Inner Throne and conjured a swarm of snakes at the feet of the nearest horses.

Whinnies and shrieks accompanied the horses’ stomping and rearing. Once the soldiers attempted to steady their mounts, Threyna let the blood serpents dissipate to ash and, using their distraction, snuck up the mountain pass.

Ignoring her fatigue and the growing dread that always accompanied consuming another soul, Threyna powered her way to the weakened loner. Whoever they were, they weren’t moving, as if waiting to die. As she climbed the terraced stairs, the shouting soldiers grew louder.

Better to be found by me than them.

Closing in on the fortress and the soldiers gathered around the entrance, Threyna climbed off the path to wrap around the side of the stone-carved castle. She struggled to keep her heaving breaths quiet, sucking down smoke-sullied air, but she crept through the crags beneath the level ground the keep was founded upon. With each step, she drew nearer to the weakened heart and closer to relieving the plaguing rot.

Over a small crest, around a jagged rock, and down another descent, she found the huddled form of a body, lying fetal between the narrow pass. Threyna let out a sigh—partly relieved that she’d soon quench the thirst for souls, but mostly despondent for having to rob another of life.

She approached, loose stone grinding underfoot. The huddled body rustled as she neared.

Stay still. It will be over soon.

Stopping a few feet away from the figure’s back, Threyna sank deeper into her Inner Throne and began to draw on the soul reluctant to be pried from its mortal form.

“No.” The figure groaned, moving for the first time.

Threyna closed her eyes. Please, don’t make this harder than it has to be. She increased the draw but met even more resistance. She opened her eyes. How can one so broken resist?

The figure, a man, pushed himself to his feet. With his back still toward her, he pressed his hands into either wall of the narrow pass to stabilize himself.

“When it’s my time to die,” he said, his words slurring. “I’ll die on my feet.” He attempted to turn to face her but dropped to a knee.

An exasperated exhale passed her lips. They never make it easy. “It’s okay. Just let go.”

Through labored breath and effort, the man pulled himself back to his feet. “I can’t. I won’t.” He eyed her, glancing over his shoulder. Moonlight cascaded down off the rocks to illuminate his face.

Threyna froze. A pit yawned deep within her stomach, threatening to swallow her whole.

No. Impossible.

Threyna lost hold of her Inner Throne and stepped backwards away from the ghost before her. She couldn’t believe her eyes. A pang of guilt writhed within her, like a worm within her rotten core. She’d made many mistakes in her life—she’d done terrible things to survive, and even worse in her efforts to defeat the Skeleton King. Along the way, she’d hurt more people than she cared to account for, but staring at what had become of her deeds left her speechless.

Of all the people and all the lost souls of the realms…

“Zephyrus?”


Chapter 15

The Ghost of Memories Lost

Zephyrus IV & Threyna III

Valtarcia

Zephyrus

Zephyrus steadied himself before the talking shadow.

It spoke my name.

He attempted to turn around to face the figure, but he staggered, collapsing to his hands and knees. His bones felt like gruel—partially from the force magic he’d expended to absorb the impact of bouncing down the cliffside, and partially because his shoulders, ribs, and hips bore the brunt of what magic could not. He pressed his hands into the stone to stand, but his elbows slackened. Unable to regain his composure, he eyed the approaching shadow.

“Zephyrus, is that really you?”

A woman’s voice. The shadow prowled closer, moonlight glinting off her silver hair. Zephyrus’s vision swam, too erratic to focus. Stepping into the light, she knelt down until they were nose to nose. Her skin, a mix of black and white, played tricks on his eyes, as if lightning were cracking across her flesh. Her eyes, blue aside from the black veins that invaded them, examined him.

Where have I seen that before?

She reached her hand for him, and Zephyrus flinched. Vertigo throttled his equilibrium, and he slunk back to rest on his hip, his arm defending his face.

She recoiled. “Zephyrus, I’m not going to hurt you.”

Zephyrus reached for the bladeless hilt on his belt, but her fingers closed around his wrist, her grip firm, but not threatening. He met her eyes, examining the pinch of her brow, and the height of her cheekbones.

“Ghosts, do you not remember me?”

Zephyrus blinked. For a moment, he thought Threyna knelt before him, but if it were her, she had fallen on worse times than he had. His vision stabilized, and Threyna’s features became clearer. “Threyna…”

The corner of her lip curled upwards. “Blood and bone, I thought you forgot me too.”

Zephyrus shook his hanging head until the motion disoriented him. “Ceres was right.”

The howling Jackals and shouting Sentinels still reverberated in his mind. The scent of smoke stained the air. He struggled to discern what was real from imaginary, as if his soul were trapped where his body fell.

He stretched his fingers for Threyna’s neck. She allowed him to touch her, and he traced his thumb over the apple of her throat.

The scar.

Threyna

Threyna took Zephyrus’s hand in her own. The pit in her stomach plummeted to her feet. She needed to feed to survive, but looking at Zephyrus—broken, bleeding, and weak—she couldn’t take from him.

I’m the reason he’s here. I set him on this path.

His hand was cool and clammy, his fingers weak and clumsy. It was just supposed to be one soul. One weak, dying soul. Consume and go.

Any other man in Rheynia and I’d have consumed him already.

She should consume him or, at the very least, leave him. But she’d already lost so many—too many. She’d given up Zephyrus once before, and she knew in her heart she couldn’t do it again.

She slung his arm over her shoulder and hauled him to his feet. The combination of his unsteadiness and deadweight made him difficult to support.

“We need to move,” Threyna said. She couldn’t go back, though—Tyrus would find her if she had to slow to Zephyrus’s pace. Her only path was forward, deeper into the Silver Summits.

Not two steps up the mountain, Paxoran’s voice resonated in her mind. “What are you doing? The Skeleton King nears. You only lack one of Stockhelm’s Treasures. Consume him, confront Tyrus, and secure your destiny. Consume him—body and soul.”

Threyna swallowed, knowing Paxoran was right. He was always right. Her withering soul churned with ravenous thirst for the sustenance Zephyrus’s essence could offer, but she resisted.

I’m not a monster. I can overcome this curse.

“I can’t, Paxoran,” Threyna channeled. “There has to be another way. Guide me.”

“Out of the darkness, born into the light.” Paxoran’s voice echoed through her mind, reverberating against every fiber of her being. “A wielder of the lost to summon the three. Three. You have two, and you will die if you remain tethered to one such as he.”

Zephyrus limped along, his hand tracing the contour of the jagged rocks alongside them to steady himself. His head lolled towards her, chin resting against his shoulder.

“You hear him too?” he asked.

Threyna’s feet failed to move. She blinked, examining Zephyrus. How can he hear?

“Consume him,” Paxoran said. “End him. He is controlled by the spirit of the Gods who would see all our efforts end in ruin.”

Zephyrus’s heavy-lidded eyes battled through fatigue to search her. His head shook, and his eyes closed for a long moment as he swayed within her support.

“Lies.” Zephyrus focused on her through heavily lidded eyes. “Vykannis is dead. The last of the Judges died saving me… from him. Paxoran.”

Threyna balked at the mention of his name. “Is this true?”

“Yes, Zephyrus could have aided us. I tried to make him see reason, but he chose to abandon his potential. He is no more use to us. Consume him.”

Zephyrus grunted. “Use. That’s all they ever want: to use us.”

Threyna bit her lip. With Paxoran raging in her head, shouts of soldiers raining down upon them, and ash from the fires dusting the stones around her, Threyna needed to make a decision: trust Paxoran—or herself.

Since the Skeleton King’s attack in Klaytos, Paxoran had been her guide, keeping her a step ahead of Belrich, the Warlocks, and the Templar. She had asked Zephyrus to help her defeat the Skeleton King, but he denied her, the Templar’s interests and his need to go to Tharseo’s Bastion a more pressing concern. But Paxoran was also the one to suggest betraying Zephyrus and Patrus in the first place.

“Finish him!”

Threyna ignored Paxoran. “Zephyrus, why are you here?”

His gaze traveled upwards, his index finger reaching towards the stone fortress being scorched from within. “This was my home. I forgot, but now I remember. I must go to—”

“Tharseo’s Bastion.” Threyna’s throat constricted. I’m the reason he lost his memories.

“He doesn’t matter,” Paxoran said, his tone becoming a low growl. “Consume him.”

“No,” Threyna said, meeting Zephyrus’s eyes. She’d made the mistake of believing things could only be done one way before. It had nearly cost her everything. I can’t force Zephyrus to join me, no more than he can force me to join him.

“He will only slow you down,” Paxoran hissed. “Tyrus will hunt you and take the Treasures of Stockhelm for himself. The Skeleton King’s shadow will cover the world.”

“I will get us out of here,” Threyna said. “I’ll find someone else to consume, and then I’ll claim the final—”

Threyna’s airways closed. She gasped for breath, but none entered her lungs. She tried to cough, but no sound came forth. Zephyrus slipped from her grasp and fell to the ground. Threyna reached her hand to her chest, her mind racing to understand what was happening. She looked down at her skin. The rot spread, encapsulating her entire body.

“Consume him,” Paxoran said. “Or I consume you.”

Zephyrus

Threyna dropped to her knees, clawing at her throat. The black lightning streaking across her flesh moments ago became a void. The whites of her bulging eyes darkened, and she fell onto her back, squirming, dying.

No. Not again.

Zephyrus willed himself onto all fours and crawled the short distance towards her until he was eye to eye with her. He didn’t know what Paxoran was doing to her, or what he wanted from her, but Zephyrus had suffered from his haunting voice too. Whatever he wanted with her, it wasn’t good, and Zephyrus would be damned before he watched her die again.

Zephyrus placed his hands on Threyna’s cheeks. Her black eyes widened, mouth open in a soundless scream.

Ignoring his weakness and magic fatigue, he prepared for the pain that would come in balancing the scales. He ground his teeth, and white mist emitted from his hands into her skin.

Like a torch against the night, his healing magic beat back the darkness shrouding her face. The blue of her irises fought through the shadows of Paxoran’s corruption, but pain, pain unlike anything Zephyrus had ever imagined, lanced through his skull. Worse than when Vykannis sacrificed himself to spare Zephyrus from Paxoran. Worse than every wound of the arena combined. His teeth clamped, and tears streamed down his cheeks, but he kept his eyes on Threyna.

Paxoran continued to shout in Threyna’s mind, the echoes of which were somehow bleeding into Zephyrus’s, but he couldn’t focus on the words. His other sensations disappeared as pain overtook him. Flames exploded behind his eyes. He wanted to stop. He needed to stop, but she would die if he did. He endured.

Her face returned to normal, how he remembered it—fair of skin, blue of eye—but the panic in her expression hadn’t retreated. She thrashed, tearing at her neck with her fingernails as the black veins strangled her.

Zephyrus strained, his voice revving within his throat. He’d failed her once before. He’d failed too many others. A noose of sharpened steel cinched around his neck. The pain magnified, worse than before. Zephyrus screamed as the white mist from his hands entangled with Paxoran’s tendrils of darkness, but his voice was cut off. No sound left his lips, but Threyna’s screams replaced his own.

An inferno roared to life in Zephyrus’s lungs. The flames licked at his rib cage until it felt like his entire torso was engulfed in fire. He closed his eyes, wishing the pain would end, but it spread down his arms like electricity. He opened his eyes. Black veins snaked down his forearms, encroaching on his fingertips.

Zephyrus released Threyna from his grasp. And the moment he let go, similar to the night he spent in Vykinallia’s arms after she attempted to free him, something within him snapped. Like falling down a well, Threyna’s screams, the trample of Jackals’ footsteps approaching their position, and the memory of pain faded away into nothingness.

Threyna

Zephyrus’s fingertips slipped from her cheeks. His eyes rolled to the back of his skull. He teetered and slumped from his knees, falling to a heap. Threyna was still screaming, but her voice was the only one rattling around in her head. Paxoran was gone.

Threyna bolted upright. Her hands clean, the rot gone. Ghosts, how did he—

“Down there!” a voice shouted from above. “Don’t let him get away.”

A man in a yellow surcoat with black pauldrons stood on the cliffs of the mountain fortress, overlooking Threyna and Zephyrus’s position. Soldiers in black, guards in blue, and more in yellow weaved through the crags, closing in on them in all directions.

Threyna’s mouth went dry. Gory ghosting dammit. Zephyrus was supine, eyes closed. The black rot that fled her pulsated through the veins of his neck. His chest rose and fell in short sharp breaths, but if all the shouting wasn’t enough to stir him, nothing she was going to do would.

Blood and bone, out of Aranoc and into the Gullies.

She searched for a path of escape, but armed men filled every vacancy.

“Zephyrus, if you can hear me, now would be a good time to wake up.”

No motion.

The men tracking Zephyrus closed in around her, swords leveled. No escape. She stood over Zephyrus, her eyes darting left and right to ward off their encroachment.

The man in the yellow surcoat and black pauldrons slid down an angled cliff face to land on a boulder only a dozen paces away. He jumped down onto a smaller rock and settled on the stone path between the crags. The gray hair salting his temples caught the moonlight. Black hair and thick brows darkened the features around his flattened nose. He extended his left hand towards her as his right reached for the pommel of his sword.

“I am Lenox Stromedus, Commander of the Jackals in service to King Damascus Helixus. Stand aside, woman. He is the one we want. We got no quarrel with you. Don’t give us one.”

She hadn’t realized the Vykane Blade was clenched in her hands aimed at the men closing in. She waited for Paxoran to weigh in, to tell her what to do. Only silence.

He’s gone.

She glanced at Zephyrus, the black rot receding into nothingness. Questions flooded her mind as to what he did and how he did it, but there was no time. She needed to find a way out.

“Lower your weapons,” Lenox said. “Let us have him, and you can go.”

Threyna met Lenox’s stony glare. Her lower jaw pressed forward, and her eyes narrowed to a sword’s tip. She shook her head. “You can’t have him.”

Lenox laughed. The cackle spread to his men until they were all heckling, following their leader like a horde of hollowed under Order control.

“Then we’ll take him,” Lenox said. “And once we’ve finished nailing him to the Six Arrowed Star, we’ll string you up beside him.”

Lenox continued talking, but renewed by Zephyrus’s efforts, Threyna sank into her Inner Throne. Heartbeats thundered around her, brimming with overconfidence, languishing in conceited ignorance. She didn’t need Paxoran to gain access to the cursed blood magic; she just needed to still her breath, calm her mind, and let the blood do the rest.

“Have it your way,” Lenox said. “Kill them both.”

Threyna’s lips curled in a darkling’s grin. Lenox’s soldiers advanced, sharpened steel leading their way. But from Threyna’s Inner Throne, she commanded the blood from Zephyrus’s wounds to rise before her. The droplets coagulated into a single sharpened arrow.

This one’s for you, Laela.

With her eyes closed, but her sixth sense open wide, the arrow zipped through the air, going from one beating heart to the next. Shouts, gurgles, and last words filled the crags one after the other as Threyna’s arrow darted through the chest and out the back of each of the six men blocking the way forward. She opened her eyes and met Lenox’s wide-eyed, slack-jawed expression. The men at his back shrank away, attempting to take cover behind things that wouldn’t protect them. Their best protection was the fact that they would slow Tyrus’s pursuit.

She smiled, pointing the Vykane Blade at Lenox. “Lower your weapons,” Threyna said, repeating his words. “Let me have him and you can go.”

Lenox’s lips split into a snarl. He drew his sword, but before he could step forward, Threyna summoned the blood of the newly fallen, draining them to create a current of blood in the narrow space between the crags.

Lenox reared in horror as the flood of blood rose before him to become a spear-tipped barricade that drove him backwards, creating more space for Threyna and Zephyrus.

“Six save us,” Lenox said, eyeing the blood. “What kind of monster are you?”

I’m not a monster. Not anymore. Threyna hoisted Zephyrus up over her shoulder. “If you follow us, I’ll turn your insides into a Six Arrowed Star.”

With black veins slithering up to her shoulder and down towards her elbow, she turned with Zephyrus’s limp form slung across her back and stepped over the fallen, drawing upon their souls as she went. Though it took the souls of six men, the rot receded back to the scars left on her upper arm, where the bangle’s prongs attached to her.

Lenox wouldn’t wait forever, and neither would Tyrus.

Zephyrus saved her from Paxoran and separated her from him—for better or worse. But the fact that he could heal her completely opened up a new world of possibilities.

Together, we can defeat the Skeleton King. But first, I will get him to Tharseo’s Bastion.

Ascending the winding crags leading northeast, she whispered to Zephyrus, “I’ve got you. Now we just need to find somewhere safe.” If such a place still exists.


Chapter 16

The Price of Obstinance

Fenyx I

Stockhelm

The purple dawn broke with orange ripples through the windowed cell of the Champion’s quarters. With it brought the end of another night without rain. Another night without sleep. And, worst of all, the potential of another day without training.

The burn scars along the side of his face prickled. Another day without whiteroot. Another day for the Burning to torture him. Fenyx grunted, pacing the five-stride path he had for the last several hours, his eyes fixated on the sky beyond the window.

Three days had passed since the New Rheynian Games and the three victories Fenyx secured to help House Cassius win the laurel of the best ludus in the realm. He’d felt on top of the world, but he wasn’t Champion. Zephyrus defeated Octus and Saurus. Zephyrus received the glory. Zephyrus went to Salmantica to receive the accolades that should have been Fenyx’s. Yet while Zephyrus was out there, he was here—in the Champion’s cell he didn’t deserve.

Fenyx growled, breaking rank from his pacing to approach the wooden door with the barred window. With his knuckles resting against the splintered wood, he peeked down the corridor of the other cells.

Too many were empty.

With Jechtaric and Cerik having fled for the Uprising, Stegavax and Aelixo dead on the pebbles of the Chariot’s Arena, and Zephyrus still out parading his victory, the barracks were barren.

After they’d returned from Valtarcia, the barracks were alive with celebration, and for the first time, Fenyx and Auron shared in the festivities together. For a night and a day, they had celebrated. He hadn’t thought twice when the Sentinels came in and spirited them into their cells the following night, especially after they’d escorted him into the Champion’s quarters. But when the sun rose the next morning and Auron didn’t exit the barracks to greet the sun with morning prayers, Fenyx knew something was wrong. They had already spent an entire day in their cells; they’d skipped a full day of training without any explanation. Now, Fenyx wanted answers.

Many of the other gladiators were awake and waiting at their cell doors as well. Tongueless Vossler gripped the iron bars of his cell, shoving his narrow face through to glance down the corridor. Shagren glowered in the neighboring cell, tugging at the knots in his tangled reddish-brown beard. Wardon was beside him, the bald moon of a man as slow of wit as he was with a war hammer.

“Where is Doctore?” Fenyx growled, the burn marks on his face twitching.

Wardon blinked his bleary eyes. “Doctore’s still in the villa.”

Shagren spat. “Who cares ‘bout Doctore? I wanna know where Zephyrus is. Probably eatin’ at the king’s table while we been holed up here—that bastard.”

Fenyx ignored Shagren. Still in the villa? Auron never chose to be in the villa, nor did he stay any longer than he had to. “How do you know Doctore’s still in the villa?”

Wardon exchanged a glance with Shagren, like a hound seeking its owner’s permission.

Fenyx lowered his brow on the unburned side of his face. “Speak.”

Wardon let out a weasel of a laugh for such a large man. “You don’t see much through your Champion’s door, eh? Them blue guards took him upstairs. To the villa. Hasn’t come back.”

The Burning wanted to rip the door off its hinges and drag Wardon’s thick skull through the cell bars. Blue guards, the Sentinels, they’ve been the ones bringing us food as well. He hadn’t seen a guard in Cassius purple and gold since they’d returned from Valtarcia. His patience withered in the Burning’s demand for blood.

“What do you mean he hasn’t come back?” Fenyx asked.

Shagren chortled. “You have a whole brain behind that half face?”

Fenyx pounded the hammer of his fist on the wooden door. “You’d best hope today is not the day we return to the sands.” But they wouldn’t be returning to the training square without Auron. Why’s he been up there so long? Why hasn’t he come back?

The Sentinels took him.

Shagren opened his mouth to retort, but Fenyx punched his wooden door again. “Enough of this. Guards!”

Shagren rattled the door to his cell, shouting incoherent drivel, his cheeks matching the hue of his matted reddish beard. Fenyx raised his voice to summon the guards over Shagren’s noise. Wardon barked, and even Vossler grunted, adding his tongueless voice to the calamity.

The door separating the villa from the barracks swung open and slammed into the wall. A stampede of footsteps heralded the line of guards clad in blue. A Sentinel led the way, his soft jaw dressed in softer fuzz—more boy than man. He drew his sword and dragged the flat of the blade against the iron bars, forcing the gladiators to retreat deeper into their cells. “Silence!”

The gladiators were cowed. They sank to the shadows of their cells as if this man-boy were some sort of red-scaled chimera from the stories.

The least of us could best him absent sight and sword. Fenyx didn’t back away from his door, knuckles still pressed into the wood. Perhaps, absent the door’s protection, he would have backed away as well, but backing away wouldn’t change anything. If he wanted his questions answered, Auron returned, or to get back to the training square, he needed to be bold.

“Where—” Fenyx’s voice came out small. He cleared his throat. “Where is Doctore?”

The man-boy sauntered over to Fenyx’s door, looking up through the barred window, his eyes narrow and lips pouty. “Your doctore has been relieved of duty.”

Fenyx’s chest tightened. He inhaled sharply through his nostrils, the air’s rush nearly painful. Relieved of duty? The implications were too many to digest. Through bared teeth, Fenyx spoke the only question that mattered. “Where is he?”

The Sentinel’s lip curled into a twisted smile. He whistled. “Bring him down.”

In the silence of the barracks, the clank of manacles rang against the stone walls. Out of Fenyx’s line of sight, the ominous sound sent a series of twitches down his burned side.

“A mage lived among you for far too long for no one to have noticed,” the Sentinel said, resheathing his sword. “The truth will come to light. Those who aid us in uncovering mages will be rewarded. Those who resist us…”

Two Sentinels escorted Auron down the corridor of the barracks. His eye was swollen shut, his lip ballooned to twice its size. His jaw hung slack, and his arm dangled limp within his manacles. Bloodied and beaten with lacerations along his arms and bare torso, Auron limped toward the man-boy captaining the Sentinels. Auron’s escorts shoved him to his knees at the feet of their pouty-lipped leader.

Auron collapsed to all fours—his breathing shaky, posture vapid.

Fenyx’s fists trembled. He couldn’t look away from his doctore, his mentor, his friend. Fenyx had suffered punishment several times. Often, he even deserved it. He’d been demoted for charging Stegavax in the Kings’ Day Games. He’d been whipped when they found his idols of the Judges. Fenyx had been foolish and reckless, but not Auron. Never Auron.

“You see the price of obstinance,” the man-boy said. He placed his foot on Auron’s shoulder and shoved him onto his back.

Fire rose within Fenyx’s belly, the smoke of which stung his eyes. He pressed harder into the door until the hinges creaked.

The Sentinel leader glared at Fenyx. “Zephyrus, the Champion of New Rheynia is a mage.” He crossed his hands behind his back and stepped over Auron. “Either the former House of Cassius is full of fools, or you’re all sympathizers. But we will find out one way or another.”

Former House of Cassius…

The emphasis on the word narrowed Fenyx’s brow. He settled back, easing his force off of the door’s hinges. Is Cassius no longer Dominus here?

Auron regained his stance on all fours but inclined his head to catch Fenyx’s eye. He shook his head. The gesture was minute, barely noticeable, but Fenyx caught it. Auron mouthed the word, “No.”

Not knowing what Auron meant, Fenyx didn’t have time to inquire. The Sentinel returned, walking behind Auron to stop before Fenyx’s door.

“In our search for sympathizers,” the Sentinel said, “we will continue our questioning with the only person here found with physical ties to the Judges.” His smile twisted, making Fenyx’s insides churn. The Sentinel turned towards his men and jerked his head in Fenyx’s direction. “Bring him upstairs.”


Chapter 17

Reunion of Revenants

Threyna IV

The Silver Summits

Wind whipped across Threyna’s exposed skin with a frosty bite. Despite the Orsion Cloak’s embrace and the effort of lugging Zephyrus up the incline, cold crept into her bones. Each step through the snow-swept crags tested her waning will.

In all her travels—from Rheynia, across Klaytos, and between the islands of Perillian—never had she experienced this type of cold. She’d spent most of her life under gray skies, absent the sun’s warmth, but here, it was as if warmth didn’t exist.

Guided by moonlight and a fistful of her dimly lit Viridite glowstones in place of Paxoran’s whispers, more questions filled Threyna’s mind than there were stars in the sky. Once upon a time, seeing the stars brought her joy. The stars were her haven, her send-off, her window to the future. But now the vast expanse only made her feel small, and the Gods smaller still.

Paxoran tried to use Zephyrus. He wanted to use me. Why?

Threyna tucked her chin, attempting to hide from the open sky as if the stars were the window the Gods peeked through to spy on her. A shiver snaked up her spine, as welcome as the rot in her veins.

The terrain plateaued up ahead, but Threyna didn’t think she could make it another step. She tapped into her Inner Throne, searching for Lenox and his men, but she couldn’t sense them. The only heartbeats belonged to her and Zephyrus, his slow and weak.

She lowered Zephyrus to settle against a flattened rock formation, hoping for some reprieve from the wind. She set down the glowstones to provide some light and propped him upright. Touching her palm to his forehead and cheek, Threyna felt his chill. Eyes closed and lips blue, he trembled in his soiled linen garb. He had saved her and nearly killed himself in the act.

He should have let Paxoran consume me. Ghosts know I deserve it.

Threyna drew in a deep breath, but the cold air nearly burned her windpipe, causing her to sputter into a coughing fit. She sat down beside Zephyrus and draped the Orsion Cloak over his shoulders, but it wasn’t wide enough to cover them both. She was cold, but Zephyrus was freezing, and she hadn’t saved him from Lenox and his army of Jackals just to let him perish to the elements.

She reached for the silver clasp at her neck that fastened the Orsion Cloak. A part of her balked at the prospect of taking it off—of giving it to him. What if this is a ruse—a clever attempt to separate me from the Treasure?

Threyna placed her hand on Zephyrus’s cheek. Plumes of breath clouded the air between them, but they only came from her lips. He was no longer shivering.

Threyna gasped. “Zephyrus?”

No answer.

No motion.

No breath. Nothing escaped Zephyrus’s lips or nostrils.

“No, no, no.” Threyna released the clasp of her cloak and swept it over Zephyrus’s torso. He didn’t stir. She rubbed her hands against his chest to create warmth.

“Come on, come on.”

Threyna’s teeth chattered, the wind seeming to bite with icy fangs absent the cloak’s embrace. The chill in the air clung to her skin, sapping her strength.

She tugged the cloak tighter around Zephyrus. “Zephyrus, can you hear me?”

If he did, he showed no sign of it. The darkness closed in around her, enfolding her in its grim embrace. The moonlight now felt like an arcanatek, shining a light on her to highlight her shame. Threyna shook her head, denying the truth before her eyes.

It’s not supposed to be like this.

Tearless cries heaved her trembling shoulders. The pit in her stomach yawned; the floor she thought she could never surpass sank lower into the abyss of her guilt. She wrapped her arms around his neck, cradling his head.

Still, he did not move.

Another lost to her. Another dead and gone.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You didn’t deserve this.” She fastened the clasp behind his neck.

The silver etchings along the white cloak caught the moonlight, illuminating the crags that would serve as their coffins. Threyna closed her eyes, wishing to block out the world and numb herself to what Belrich would do if left unimpeded.

It didn’t matter anymore. The cold would soon take her, just like it took Zephyrus. She’d go quietly, and when dawn came, Belrich would be someone else’s problem.

After all she’d survived, it was all for nothing. She thought she’d die to the Skeleton King as her parents had before, or that her curse would take her. It seemed a fitting end, but no. She’d die here, on a forlorn mountain in a foreign land. A failure.

Zephyrus gasped, sucking in air, his eyes wild.

Threyna startled as he tore himself free from her grasp. Before she could process, Zephyrus stood, extending his arms out to either side of the narrow crag. A stream of water hissed out of his palms, streaking down the rockface on either side of them.

Shoulders shivering, teeth rattling, Threyna stared in disbelief as color returned to Zephyrus’s cheeks. Through labored breaths, he examined her.

“Hold still.” Zephyrus released the wall, his palms now glowing a fiery orange. Waving his arms in wide arcs, lines of flame followed in his hands’ wake. As if he’d set a ring of oil all around them and put a torch to it, a circle of fire encompassed them. The icy ground and frost-covered stones caught like tinder, and warmth radiated not just around her, but through her.

Threyna hugged herself, but already, her lips stopped trembling, and the muscle tension along her spine began to subside. She exhaled, resting her hands on her knees.

A seed of doubt sprouted in the dawn of Zephyrus’s apparent revival. Was this a ploy to take the cloak? The silver etchings along the Orsion Cloak, still fastened backwards on Zephyrus’s chest, continued to glow a bright white.

Zephyrus grunted but didn’t meet her gaze. He placed his hands to the ground between them, summoning a pillar of flames to roaring life. He crumpled into a cross-legged heap before the fire, his shoulders slumped. The flames reflected off the pupils of his bleary, heavy-lidded eyes.

Observing him, Threyna felt foolish for suspecting he was going to run off with the Orsion Cloak. Threyna knelt down, raising her hands to the fire’s licking tongues. She wanted to say something witty and sarcastic—something about there being more efficient ways to get a girl out of her cloak—but her mind felt frozen, slipping over how to execute the delivery. Instead, she smiled, and when Zephyrus met her eyes and returned the grin, her stomach fluttered.

Perhaps I should keep my mouth shut more often.

Zephyrus’s gaze drifted from the fire to the glowing green glowstones absorbing the light. Picking one up, he examined it closer.

“Viridite,” Threyna said, gathering up the others that she had dropped. “Glowstones. They absorb light and store it. For a time.” She beckoned for him to pass it to her.

Zephyrus nodded, handing it back to her.

Threyna grinned. “Not all of us can conjure fire.”

When Zephyrus didn’t answer, Threyna exhaled, their breath no longer clouding in the fire’s vicinity. “I thought I lost you again.”

Zephyrus bit his lip and nodded. “I was about to say the same to you. What happened?”

Threyna averted her stare to the woodless, smokeless fire. I poisoned your mind and faked my death to claim the Treasures of the Celestic people for my own. She didn’t know where to begin, but she couldn’t start there.

“You died in my arms,” Zephyrus said, staring at the fire, his hands receiving its warmth. The flames reflected off his pupils in his faraway gaze. “That moment haunts my dreams, but now, I can’t discern dream from reality.”

Threyna swallowed, touching the scar upon her throat. “It was real. As is this moment.”

“How?” Zephyrus met her eyes over the licking tongues of flame between them.

They should have been past the point of lies and half-truths. She needed to be honest, but she couldn’t, not fully. She drew in a deep breath, examining him over the dancing fire.

“I told you about the Skeleton King. What he’d done. What he’d do.” She slid back her sleeve to reveal her blackened arm, sullied with the blood magic’s corruption. “I didn’t tell you that the same power he unleashed upon the Warlocks plagues me as well.”

She inched into her Inner Throne just enough to conjure a small throwing knife. It floated through the air before him. Zephyrus narrowed his eyes, inspecting the blood-born blade before taking the hilt in his hand.

“It’s real.” He hefted the knife, testing its weight.

Threyna let it fall to ash, and it disintegrated in Zephyrus’s palm. “For as long as I will it to be.” She pointed to a growing black vein descending her forearm. “But it comes at a cost, one that I can’t repay myself. I draw on the vitality of others; I must consume, or the rot will take me. That day, at Tharseo’s Bastion, I restitched my throat by drawing upon everyone else.”

Zephyrus’s stone face betrayed no emotion. “Ceres was right. You survived.”

Threyna’s gaze fell to the fire, heat rising to her cheeks despite the cold. The mention of Ceres’s name reminded her of what she’d done to the other members of the Arcane Templar to claim the Vykane Blade and Orsion Cloak. She hadn’t wanted to, but they didn’t give her any other choice.

She nodded, wiping her runny nose with the back of her hand. “I survived.”

“What happened this time?”

Threyna readjusted her seat. “Paxoran, the God of Peace—he wanted me to consume you… to save myself.” She shuddered at the control he had over the rot in her veins, the pain he could inflict at a moment’s notice.

“You refused him,” Zephyrus said, massaging his hands together. “He’s not easily denied.”

Threyna swallowed the lump in her throat. Paxoran had come to her in her greatest desperation. He’d saved her from Belrich, led her to the Templar, and provided her a way to claim the Treasures for herself. Since the fall of the Warlocks of Sage, he’d been her only ally. But now she considered his words. He’d used Zephyrus. Was he using me too? “What demands did he make of you?” Threyna asked, hoping Zephyrus’s answer would shed light on her shroud of questions.

Zephyrus grunted. “He demanded nothing. He offered what I wanted all along.”

Threyna crawled around the fire, closer to Zephyrus. “What do you mean?”

“I wanted my freedom. I wanted to fulfill my prophecy and lead a rebellion against the Valencians who enslaved me.” Zephyrus’s shoulders rounded as he stared into the fire, as if something within reminded him of a terrible loss.

Threyna placed her hand on his. “So why did you deny him?”

He met her gaze, his eyes sparkling with a fervor absent before. His red hair, torn loose from its tie, danced in the whistling wind to frame his stoic face.

“He wanted me to… to kill someone who didn’t deserve to die.”

It made sense. Paxoran had similarly offered her the most pragmatic choice to achieve what she wanted: consume Zephyrus, confront Tyrus, claim the last Treasure, defeat the Skeleton King. But just as Zephyrus couldn’t kill someone who didn’t deserve it, neither could she.

Still, Threyna had questions. Paxoran’s motivations didn’t make sense. “It’s as if he’s more ruthless about our own ambitions than we are. But why—why should the God of Peace care about your rebellion or my fight against the Skeleton King?”

“The traitor God,” Zephyrus said. “Paxoran’s killing other Gods in Valencia, but he needs something from us for his own machinations. So what would my leading a rebellion have in common with your fight against the Skeleton King?”

Threyna raised an eyebrow. She didn’t know what he was talking about regarding traitors or murdered Gods, but she pieced together what Paxoran needed from them. She gestured to the Orsion Cloak draped around Zephyrus’s shoulders and pointed to the Vykane Blade at her hip.

“The Treasures… he’s after the Treasures.”

Zephyrus reoriented himself to face her, his brow narrowing. “He used my prophecy and desire to topple the kingdom to make me claim the Treasures.”

“And my hatred for the Skeleton King and Tyru—” Threyna swallowed her tongue, realizing what she was about to say to a member of the Arcane Templar.

“Who?”

It dawned on her; she had thought she had heard Paxoran’s voice before she fought with Tyrus and Erowen. She believed Tyrus’s void magic prevented him from speaking to her effectively, but Paxoran wasn’t speaking to her.

Paxoran is the friend guiding Tyrus and Erowen. I overheard him speaking to Tyrus.

The realization punched her in the stomach, forcing the breath from her lungs. He just wants the Treasures. He’ll use anyone to get them.

She shook her head. “Paxoran is guiding two of the Warlocks to the Treasures as well.”

Zephyrus examined the Orsion Cloak around his shoulders, then the blade at her belt. “They fought you for the Aeryean Armor.”

Nodding her head, Threyna fixated on the fire. Ghosting Tyrus. I nearly had all three. Her fists clenched, splitting her dry knuckles. “They’ll keep coming for me ‘til they have all three.”

The wind howled through the crags, whipping the tongues of Zephyrus’s magical fire.

He slid closer to her, placing his hand on her forearm. “Let them come then. Join me in returning to Tharseo’s Bastion, and when they come, we’ll face them together. Then we’ll have all the weapons we need to stop Paxoran from whatever his plans are.”

Warmth radiated from Zephyrus’s hand to her arm. She looked down at it, puzzled. How long since someone touched me with affection? Threyna met Zephyrus’s eyes, his passion burning brighter than the fires they reflected. He wanted her to journey with him, fight beside him. He genuinely believed they could help each other.

Guilt slithered across her torso, constricting worse than the rot in her veins. She shrank away from his touch. If he knew the truth—if he knew what I’d done to put him here—he’d reopen the scar on my throat. Part of her wanted to run away from him, from her shame, but she couldn’t afford to. Tyrus and Erowen, Belrich and his horde—she couldn’t defeat them alone.

I can make up for the wrong I’ve done. As long as he never learns the truth.

Zephyrus began to retract his hand, but Threyna seized it in her own. “Apologies. I’ve grown accustomed to… being alone. But you’re right. We can do this. Together.”

The word felt strange on her tongue, like she didn’t deserve to say it. The guilt constricted around her, but what he offered was something she couldn’t turn down.

The journey to Tharseo’s Bastion would not be an easy one. They’d have to travel leagues of difficult terrain to get to Valtarcia, then sneak through the countryside to the southern coast. With Zephyrus’s healing magic, even if she couldn’t consume, she could conjure a raft to escort them to Stockhelm. But then they’d still need to traverse another country filled with men like Lenox Stromedus, evade Tyrus and Erowen—at least until they regained their strength—and hope they did so before the Skeleton King arrived on Perillian soil.

Ignoring her many doubts, her bubbling fears, and the guilty tension in her chest that only the truth could free her from, she forced a smile.

He can never know.

Again, Zephyrus grinned back, but unlike previously, when it made her stomach flit like a bird, this time, it only made her insides churn.


Chapter 18

Hide

Iylea IV

Valencia

“The Gods have taken her prisoner,” Iylea said, resting her hand against the crystalline façade of the Whispering Wall.

On the other side, Zephyrus absorbed the gravity of her words as he stood within the chambers of Stoneside. Iylea had always believed the abandoned Auros fortress was haunted by the ghosts of a family lost to the world. She was only half wrong; though not haunted, the family was indeed lost to the world—Arkadia and her husband to a Valencian dungeon, and their lone son, their only heir, enslaved as a gladiator, going by another name.

His silence droned on, but in it, the air in the Tower of Whispers seemed to move. She looked over her shoulder to the wall she’d entered through.

“I will try to free her, but seeing as you’ve found the sword, now you must go to Tharseo’s Bastion. There’s a relic containing the powers of Gods from a distant land. You’ll need every advantage to ascend to Valencia and defeat the traitor God… once we figure out who it is.”

“Burn me…” Zephyrus remained silent, brooding like a petulant child who didn’t want to do his chores. A distant creak echoed off the stone walls of the Celestial castle, and again, Iylea looked over her shoulder. She was about to tell him she needed to leave, but he broke his silence.

“I think the traitor God is named Paxoran,” Zephyrus said. “He tried communicating with—”

“We know that,” Iylea said. “We don’t know who he’s disguised as. Leave that to us. You go to Tharseo’s Bastion.”

“Once I arrive at Tharseo’s Bastion, how do I find this relic?”

“The Seers of Celestia are protecting it. Tell them—”

The image of Zephyrus burned away. How? Why?

Iylea’s eyes widened. She recalled the last time she stood before the crystalline mirror. The last time its view into the mortal realm winked out. Someone was coming.

Ferrocles will hang me by the chain if he finds me in here again.

Hair prickling along her arms, she searched left and right for a place to hide. The bookshelves and display cases offered no protection. The low table and chairs weren’t positioned to conceal her. A knot formed in her throat. Her knees trembled.

Move, you foolish girl!

She scurried behind a chair, but she might as well have stood in the center of the room and waved her arms. She attempted to slide under the table, but it was barely an improvement. Time was against her, and she’d already wasted too much of it.

Her eyes fell upon the hearth. Iylea ducked underneath the mantel as the stones of the false wall began to separate. Panicked, she wedged her hands and feet against the front and back walls of the fireplace and hoisted herself up.

Footsteps entered, thundering against the stone floor. A deep grunt filled the high ceiling and reverberated through the hearth.

Ferrocles.

Iylea held her breath, shoving her hands and feet outward with all her strength. Jaw clenched, her arms trembled against the strain. One slip and she’d end up in the dungeon beside Arkadia and her husband.

Ferrocles’s footsteps came louder, nearer before retreating. He continued to pace, his footfalls echoing off the stone or sinking into the carpet. Twice now, he’d even shoved furniture aside looking for her.

Her chest burned with her held breath. She needed to breathe, but fear sealed her mouth shut. Slow, shallow, inhales entered her nostrils, but her hold on the wall was slipping.

“You’re not breaking the chain,” Ferrocles said. “So where in the Creator’s realms are you?” His feet pounded the stone as he moved in the direction of the Whispering Wall. “Show me Iylea Faire.”

Iylea’s breath seized. She nearly crumpled into the hearth.

He’ll find me. He’ll rip me out of here, drag me down the stairs, and toss me from the anchor room.

“What is this?” Ferrocles growled.

“Free me!” Arkadia’s voice filled the tower ceiling. “If you are not the traitor God, release me from this cell, or it will be your blood that paints Valencia re—”

“Silence your conniving,” Ferrocles said.

Doubting Arkadia obeyed Ferrocles’s command, Iylea imagined the Whispering Wall returned to its crystalline appearance. She needed him to leave. Then she could slip back down the spiral staircase, return to the anchor room, and come up with a lie about where she was when Ferrocles came searching for her.

“You Arcamedes-cursed beast…” Ferrocles continued to swear, but he took no steps toward the exit.

He’s not leaving. Iylea’s palms were tingling; her legs were burning. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to breathe. She’d done her part. She told Laeden she loved him, told Zephyrus where to go. Zephyrus will have to discover who Paxoran is himself. May he succeed where I have failed.

“Show me Iylea Faire.”

Just as Iylea was about to let go, Ferrocles shouted.

“No! Not you again.”

“—isten to me long enough, then maybe—just maybe—you’d get it through your half helm of a skull that I’m on your ripping side, you fumbling fool of an oa—oh, you’re back!”

Ferrocles shouted in frustration before his footsteps charged toward the exit as if he were galloping into battle.

The moment the grinding stone walls rejoined, Iylea slid down the wall to collapse on the floor of the empty hearth. She lay there, her chest heaving with trepidation.

She recalled searching Sentigard’s study for the meaning behind her dreams involving Queen Danella and Baron Brusos stabbing scorpions, the sigil of House Cassius. Ser Daenus and his Revivalist underlings had entered just as she was about to leave, forcing her to hide behind the stacks. Hameryn had rescued her then as Arkadia had now.

Iylea composed herself and regained her footing. Legs still trembling, she tiptoed towards the Whispering Wall and summoned Arkadia. As her face filled the mirror’s reflection, so too did her slumped posture and the dark bags under her eyes.

“Thank you,” Iylea whispered.

Arkadia smiled upon hearing her. “Clever girl.”

Iylea feigned a smile, but it was more effort than it was worth. “I told Zep—Vykanicus, I mean.”

Arkadia nodded. “Well done. I’m proud of you. Klayvorine and Courianne would be too.”

Her feet shuffled against the stone, uncertain why Arkadia’s words made her want to retreat. “Thank you,” she said, in her diminutive handmaid’s voice.

“Go now. Return to the chain, but you mustn’t break the links. Find who Paxoran is disguised as. The realm depends on you.”

Iylea nodded, wondering how far the mortal world had fallen to be left in her hands. Forgetting herself, where she was, or who she was, she bowed to Arkadia and took her leave.


Chapter 19

House of the Horselord

Laeden III

Valtarcia

The sea’s wrath tossed their corsair ship with each tumultuous wave. Laeden steadied himself on the rigging lines, observing the cruel cliffs along the isthmus connecting Salmantica and Valtarcia. His stomach heaved and fell with each wave, and the prospect of what they were about to embark on only added to the turmoil.

He’d failed his last calling. As Captain of the Sentinels, it was his job to stop the Revivalists’ anarchy and bring them to justice to restore the king’s peace. Now they controlled the kingdom, and he was the anarchist. His father was dead. His grandfather was dead. Iylea was… he wasn’t even sure what Iylea was.

Though Aemos Horne slashed through her neck and Laeden held her decapitated head in his hands, he heard her speak to him from beyond the grave. She’d given him a new assignment, a new calling, and another opportunity to redeem his failings.

I can’t fail her again.

He swallowed back his nausea, held firm the line, and grounded his feet. Once they made landfall, he would make a spectacle to draw the attention of every Jackal in New Rheynia. He recalled the first moment he’d laid eyes on Zephyrus at the slavers’ auction at the Festival of Stockhelm. Zephyrus had cited a letter, declaring himself an emissary of peace for the king. Laeden had thought that fate had crossed their paths. A dozen times since that moment, he’d questioned fate’s intentions, but now as their corsair ship approached the Bay of Bastards with the intent of freeing the enslaved people along its shores, he believed he understood.

The Bay of Bastards wasn’t always named such. Once upon a time it was Hecht’s Bay, but that was before the whalers conspired against King Damascus II. After their treachery, every male heir was nailed to the Six Arrowed Star. Laeden only hoped he wouldn’t arrive at a similar fate entering the traitors’ territory.

As their ship sailed around the jutting coastline, the ocean’s anger subsided, allowing Laeden to relinquish his grip on the rigging line and take a deep, calming breath.

Two Ridge Knights approached Laeden from the bow. A similar height to one another, both with dark brown, shoulder-length hair, deep-set blue eyes, and jaws that could crack walnuts. As they neared, the only difference Laeden discerned was that one was wearing his armor, while the other was holding his.

The two knights bowed before Laeden, and the one holding his armor spoke. “My king, it would be my privilege for you to don my armor during this mission.” He presented his blue-and-gold leather cuirass.

Laeden had requested armor for him and Markus to keep their faces obscured, but he hadn’t anticipated it to be an honor for anyone to offer up their own. “You have my gratitude. First, tell me your names. I will not wear a nameless man’s armor.”

Wearing only a padded tunic, the knight holding his armor bowed his head again. “I am Kherus Paragus, your grace.” He gestured to the knight beside him. “This is my brother Dheran.”

Dheran bowed his head. “It is an honor to once again serve a man of esteem. I know you will rule with the same honor as your forefathers.”

Mention of his father and grandfather reminded Laeden of the emptiness left in their absence and the void he would have to fill. He cleared his throat. “May they rest with the Six. Thank you, Ser Kherus, Ser Dheran.” He accepted the cuirass from Kherus. “We will restore justice to this realm, together.”

The Paragus brothers assisted Laeden into his armor, while two others aided Markus with his. It wasn’t long until they arrived in the Bay of Bastards. The rolling tides settled enough to reflect the moon’s beams. Laeden accepted the sight as an omen of good fortune. The Gods knew he needed it.

After making landfall, Laeden restated the plan and made certain everyone knew their role. Once prepared, he led Ser Ostrey’s Ridge Knights up the road to the Ulysius ludus on the outskirts of the city. Despite the cover of night, Laeden did not need to keep to the shadows. His blue-and-gold armor declared him one of the Duke’s most trusted men, and if he marched to any gate and ordered it open, it would open. At least that was what he was counting on.

As they approached, the modest house of the lesser lanista came into view. Standing stark against the night with enough torches to diminish the need of the sun, the ludus appeared well defended. Guards in green and gold manned not only the gates but the grounds, though none barred their passage. When they arrived at the barricaded gate of House Ulysius, the two guards standing sentry raised their spears.

“My Lord Knights,” one guard said, his black mustache long enough for him to chew on. “The hour grows late. State your business with Baron Ulysius.”

Ser Ostrey took off his helmet in case the winged pauldrons of his office didn’t clearly announce his status. “I am Ser Ostrey Wingfoot, Captain of the Ridge Knights in service to Duke Horus of House Helixus. Apologies for the late intrusion, but the safety of the realm is at stake—something Baron Ulysius can surely understand.”

“State your business,” the other guard said, lowering his gold-capped helm, his hand repositioning on his spear.

Laeden had gone over the plan with Ostrey multiple times, and though he trusted the veteran knight to execute it, it didn’t stop his palms from sweating.

“With the Jackals searching for the traitors, the duke cannot abide any more escaped slaves. We have orders to inspect each of Valtarcia’s ludi to ensure you are not susceptible to an Uprising attack or a slave rebellion from within.”

The guard’s mustache bristled. “You’ve entered our grounds. I assure you no one is leaving or entering Ulysius land without our knowledge.”

“That may be,” Ostrey said, “but I have my orders as you have yours. Are you unwilling to comply with Duke Horus’s decrees?”

The guards exchanged a glance before Mustache answered, “No, of course not.”

Ostrey approached the guard with casual confidence. “If everything is as you say, we will be in and out without ever concerning the baron. We’ll inspect your barracks, your points of entry—if everything is clear, we write a report. We leave.”

Mustache nodded to the other guard, who slid a peephole open to communicate with a guard on the other side of the gate. Moments later, the chain to raise the gate rattled.

Laeden let out a slow exhale. We’re in. Now for the hard part.

The inner gate guard escorted them to the half-asleep captain of the guard inside the villa. As planned, Ostrey urged the process along, feigning impatience while gathering useful information. Ostrey asked questions while Laeden took notes, recording the guard’s answers. Details such as the number of fighting and house slaves on the premises, how many guards were in the baron’s employ, how well armed they were, the state of their provisions, and their ability to relay information in the event of an Uprising attack or slave revolt.

Bleary-eyed, the captain of the guard answered everything between yawns. “Why at this hour?” He adjusted his loose tunic and readjusted his belt about his waist.

“This is the ripest hour for revolution,” Ostrey said. “We intend to keep that well in hand.” He turned to his Ridge Knights. “Dheran, Malachi, Gensus—inspect the walls and points of entry.” Pointing to Markus and the knight beside him, he ordered them to inspect the armory and the storehouse respectively.

Before the captain could protest, the Ridge Knights were already on their way.

“Captain, lead me to the barracks,” Ostrey said. “This way, I presume?”

The captain sputtered, attempting to keep up.

“Where do you keep the keys?” Ostrey asked.

“Only I keep the keys.” The captain jostled a keyring about his hip.

Ostrey frowned, still moving towards the barracks as the captain directed them onward. “Any copies? What about your doctore—does he have keys?”

“No, no. Only me.”

The captain led them down the stairs into the barracks where two other men in green and gold stood guard. Laeden kept count of how many they’d passed versus how many were unaccounted for—three pairs outside, two inside the gate, two at the barracks, the captain…

Only one remaining.

Laeden considered if the lanista would have a guard outside his chambers. Twelve guards were more than enough to secure the ten gladiators and six house slaves within the ludus. In different times, Laeden would have deemed it overkill—an unnecessary expense, but this was likely the new norm.

They entered the dingy cellar, and Ostrey shuffled his boots on the hay-topped, hard-packed earth. As Laeden inspected the sleeping gladiators, the smell of excrement soured his nostrils. Recalling Zephyrus’s treatment by the guards of House Cassius, Laeden had little faith that these men received any degree of dignity from their jailers.

Laeden ground his teeth. I’m just as culpable. My father and grandfather too. We never should have allowed this.

Ostrey demanded the torches be lit for his inspection, and when one guard moved to comply, Laeden followed. As they lit the torches between the cells, Laeden strode down the corridor, dragging his bracer along the metal bars with a repeated clang. The gladiators stirred from sleep, but Laeden was searching for an empty cell, eventually finding one and stopping before it.

Ostrey took the cue. “You run a tight ship, captain. But where is your honor?”

At the code phrase, Laeden drew his dagger and placed it to the guard’s throat. Simultaneously, the Ridge Knights seized the other guard and the captain. With steel tickling the apple of the guard’s throat, he dropped the torch to the dirt floor.

“Don’t move,” Laeden hissed in his ear. He slid the guard’s sword from its sheath and let it clatter to the floor. The dagger followed a moment later.

“What is the meaning of this?” the captain asked as the Ridge Knights disarmed him.

Ostrey plucked the keyring from his hands. “I warned you, Captain.” Ostrey approached the empty cell beside Laeden. “This is the ripest hour for revolution.”

Gladiators clung to the bars of their cells, poking their heads through to see what was happening. Confused murmurs accompanied their slack jaws and wide eyes.

Once Ostrey unlocked the cell, Laeden led his guard, at knife point, inside. The captain and the other guard joined shortly thereafter. Laeden backed out of the cell and closed the barred door, allowing Ostrey to lock the men inside.

“Remove your uniforms,” Laeden said. “Boots, gloves—everything. Pass them through the bars and you will not be harmed.”

The captain spat, “You will not get away with this!”

Ostrey began unlocking each of the cell doors, allowing each of the gladiators to step from their prisons, but few were eager to move. Those that did leave their cells retreated back inside when the door from the villa swung open, but it was only Markus who came down the stairs, a dozen swords bundled in his arms. Markus let the steel clatter to the floor.

“Do not be afraid,” Laeden said to the gladiators, though his eyes remained fixed on the captain. “Arm yourselves, sons of Stockhelm. Your captivity is over.”

The captain strode towards the bars. “Who in Six Hells do you think you are?”

The gladiators emerged from their cells, approaching the naked steel, one by one seizing a sword from the pile on the floor. Each man didn’t just pick up a weapon—they took up their pride, their humanity, and their future. Laeden’s doubts melted away as mountains of fear eroded into the sea.

This is my purpose.

Laeden approached the captain. “I am the breaker of chains. The future of Valtarcia, New Rheynia, and any land near or far that enslaves its people.” Laeden removed his helm. “I am Laeden Helixus, and this ludus is mine.”


Chapter 20

Obey

Iylea V & Laeden IV

Iylea

Iylea bit her nails, pacing the circular window in the floor of the anchor room. She had no idea how much time had passed since she snuck out of the Tower of Whispers, but her nerves had not settled, despite the peaceful rippling of the iridescent water descending the Falls. Between what she’d learned from Arkadia, Laeden’s ragged appearance, and Vykanicus Auros actually being Zephyrus, Iylea’s mind held her captive. But nothing frightened her as much as the God of War.

Ferrocles could return at any moment.

Iylea scuffed the carved sigil in the tile and swallowed the stone in her throat. She closed her eyes, remembering the dead Gods in the vision of Bherus’s corrupted link.

More Gods will die if I do not discover who Paxoran really is.

She had her suspicions. Ferrocles was an easy choice, but she had to be certain. If wrong, she’d reveal herself to the traitor and condemn not only the wrong God, but herself, Arkadia, and the mortal realm to the Age of the End. She didn’t know where to begin, but she knew the answers weren’t likely to be found in the links of the chain. She needed to explore the castle, but how could she with Ferrocles checking in on her?

He would come and demand to know where she was last time he came searching for her, and she still didn’t have an answer.

What lie could fool a God?

Iylea didn’t trust her cunning enough to try. Even if he decided to let it go, he and the other Gods would demand progress on the chain. The same chain Arkadia told her not to break.

Iylea ran her fingers through her hair. She wanted to scream, but no one who mattered would hear. She fell to her knees.

The door creaked open, and a shadow that only Ferrocles could cast darkened her door.

Iylea stifled a whimper, afraid to face the God of War. He cleared his throat as if his mere presence wasn’t enough to announce his arrival. Iylea set her jaw, placed her hands on her knees, and pushed herself to her feet before turning to face Ferrocles.

With one hand on the doorknob and the other gesturing to the open hall, Ferrocles beckoned her forward. “You remain idle even when you are here.”

Blood rushed to her cheeks. She wanted to refute, to impress upon him the burden of each link in the chain, but they were the least of her concerns right now. She held her tongue, letting Ferrocles steer the conversation.

He grunted. “Come, then. Perhaps I need to prove to you why you must listen.”

Laeden

The Ridge Knights and the newly armed gladiators returned to the villa, leaving the shouting guards locked in a cell. The moment they opened the door to the villa, alarmed voices greeted them.

As planned, Malachi, Dheran, and Gensus overwhelmed the two inner gate guards, locking the remaining six guards outside. With the gates barricaded and two more guards unarmed, only the lanista and one other guard remained within the walls of the ludus.

Laeden nodded at the two disarmed gate guards. “Escort each of them to an empty cell.”

As the two guards were hauled off to the barracks, they gawked at the freed gladiators brandishing steel and wearing the colors of their brethren. The gray-bearded gate guard struggled against Dheran. Gensus left Malachi’s side to aid in restraining the man.

Crow’s feet framed his wild eyes as his bushy gray brow narrowed. “So it’s true, eh, Pseudo-Prince?” He spat. “I didn’t believe it, but here you are. Conspiring with mages, betraying your country, slaying your own people.”

Laeden absorbed the baseless claims and rumors. He’d defend his honor through action, not words. He nodded for the knights to continue escorting the guards, but the graybeard resisted.

“Pseudo-Prince son-of-a tavern wh—”

The graybeard’s voice choked off. Fingers strangled his throat.

Laeden’s fingers.

He didn’t think. He couldn’t think. It happened too fast for processing, but Laeden didn’t let go. Blood thundering in his ears, Laeden jerked the man forward by his throat. He wanted to say something noble—something to defend his mother’s honor. Words came and went through his mind. Ideas attempted to consolidate into a righteous retort, but his anger burned them away.

Purple blood vessels blossomed along the whites of the graybeard’s eyes, but still Laeden didn’t let go. He clawed at Laeden’s grip, but to no avail.

Men like you are why Iylea is dead.

He squeezed tighter.

But she’s not gone.

The graybeard’s strength waned, his resistance failing.

Laeden let go. Hands trembling, jaw clenched, he wanted the man dead—not for what he said, but what he represented: fear. The fear that Laeden’s mixed blood would have made him an unfit duke. The fear that Iylea’s visions made her a danger to the kingdom. But it was this guard’s words that revealed in Laeden his deepest fear: failure.

He’d been named a failure from the moment he was born to a plebeian house. He’d failed as a Sentinel, as a leader, a son, and a lover. His fear of failing his father separated him from Iylea long before Aemos’s sword cleaved her head from her shoulders.

I will not be a king ruled by fear. If I let it govern me, then I’m no better than they are.

“Get him out of here,” Laeden said.

The Ridge Knights did as ordered.

Laeden stilled his breath and turned to face one of the gladiators wearing the guards’ uniform. “Is there an exit besides this one?”

The gladiator shook his shaved head, the moonlight contrasting his midnight complexion. “No, Dominus.”

The tension in Laeden’s jaw dissipated. Free of his chains, he is still bound in servility. He bit his lip. “What is your name?”

“My name?”

“Yes, your name.”

The gladiator looked to his brothers as if unsure if Laeden were playing some sort of slaver trick. He returned his gaze to Laeden, but quickly averted his eyes downward. “Joru.”

Laeden approached Joru. “Lift your eyes—all of you. From this day forth, you shall call no man Dominus. Beyond this gate, your freedom begins. A ship awaits you in the Bay of Bastards. Where you go from there is up to each of you; whether you join the Uprising or seek freedom in Klaytos, your story is your own.”

Joru’s nose wrinkled and lower lip quivered. “This is a trap?”

Laeden shook his head and drew nearer, close enough to rest a hand on the lean muscle of Joru’s shoulder. “No trap, but I would ask something of you in return.”

Joru tilted his head and cocked his brow.

“Help me disarm your captors and place them in the cells they kept you in. Do so without killing or maiming them.”

Joru narrowed his eyes as if waiting for there to be more. “Why—why should we let them live?”

Laeden took a deep breath. He didn’t have a good answer, and once he unleashed the gladiators on the six guards beyond the gate, there was little he could do to stop a dozen armed and trained men from enacting revenge on their jailers.

“Because you are better than we are,” Laeden said. “And because I asked you to.”

Joru grunted. The other gladiators whispered amongst each other, but silenced once Joru faced them. “The Judges have returned, and they have touched this man.” He met Laeden’s gaze. “It will be as you say.”

Laeden nodded. Whether or not the gladiators would keep their word remained to be seen, but too much time had passed. Too much noise spread through the night. If Ulysius didn’t know they were there yet, he soon would, and Laeden needed Ulysius’s testimony if he were going to gain the favor of the plebs. Freeing the enslaved people would distract the Jackals and give Zephyrus and Iylea a fighting chance, but if he wanted to have any hope of taking back Valtarcia, he needed the cooperation of people like Ulysius.

Markus put a hand on Laeden’s shoulder. “Laeden, are you sure about this?” He leaned closer and whispered. “We can’t trust them. They don’t serve you.”

Laeden’s eyes fixed on the gate and the six men on the other side clamoring to get in.

“You’re right,” Laeden said. “They don’t serve me. I serve them. I serve you. I serve the men on the other side of the wall. If we can take this ludus and free these people without drawing blood—”

“You think releasing armed slaves on the countryside will be bloodless?” Markus asked. His voice was too sharp, his words too loud—they carried through the courtyard. Laeden didn’t expect everyone to understand why he needed to do this, not just for Iylea and Zephyrus, but for himself. For his father and grandfather. But he hoped Markus wouldn’t be one who needed convincing.

Now was not the time.

“Open the gate,” Laeden said to the other Ridge Knights. He drew his sword, leveling it toward the gate. “Our lives are not worth more than theirs. We take them alive.”

Iylea

Her legs trembled with each step up the winding staircase of the Tower of Whispers. Incinerae’s smokeless torches lined the ascent, but Ferrocles’s shadow following behind her stole the warmth from her bones. She clutched her hands together, breath coming in short, sharp gasps.

“If I can’t keep you from the Whispering Wall, I will show you how dangerous it can be,” Ferrocles had said.

She didn’t want him to show her anything. One whisper could alter the flow of the future—she knew that. She’d sent Laeden through the Aquarian, and somehow he’d escaped those hunting him.

How many futures had that changed? How many more would it impact?

That power at the fingers of the God of War made her stomach churn. The thought that he might have instigated countless wars over his reign sent shivers down her spine.

Arriving at the top of the stairs, Iylea bowed her head, fidgeting with her fingers.

Ferrocles grunted. “Don’t play the fool. You know the glyph; open the door.”

Iylea shuddered. He hadn’t raised his voice, but in the tight confines of the stairwell, he might as well have been yelling, the way his thundering echoed off the walls. She traced her finger along the stone, drawing the glyph Hameryn had inscribed. Upon completion, the stones parted, retracting into the walls.

Ferrocles huffed, shaking his head. “He gives a mortal access to the Tower of Whispers.”

Once the walls separated, Ferrocles ushered her inside the study and marched her up to the Whispering Wall. Iylea’s mind went blank. The tremors in her hands climbed up her arms, tension knotting throughout her back.

“Who did you speak to?” Ferrocles’s bearded jaw clenched in the crystalline reflection.

Iylea swallowed. She couldn’t allow Ferrocles to learn about Zephyrus. There was no telling what damage he intended to inflict in the teaching of her lesson. She considered summoning Arkadia, since Ferrocles already knew of her, but association with her could spell her own demise.

“What is his name?”

The sternness in Ferrocles’s soft voice was worse than his booming. His name? Iylea attempted to draw in breath, but found the air thick, her lungs blocked.

He doesn’t mean Laeden. He doesn’t know of Laeden.

She tried to think of someone else. Anyone else. But her mind slogged.

“Speak. His name?” More urgency soured Ferrocles’s words.

Iylea opened her mouth, but no words came. No names or faces entered her mind. Only Laeden. Always Laeden. The lack of air in her lungs became a lump of coal in her throat, burning her from the inside. She swallowed hard but felt like she was choking.

Ferrocles bent down until his eyes were level with hers. Iylea’s gaze fell to the floor as she cowered in a handmaiden’s subservience.

“You play games as if we don’t know exactly who you are, Iylea Faire. As if we haven’t been watching you since your first dream, your first vision.” Ferrocles shook his head. “Every shouting match with your mother, every disapproving glare from the other handmaidens, and every stolen kiss from your pseudo-prince.”

Iylea’s face flushed warm. A silent tear welled in the corner of her eye before spilling over her cheek. She inhaled sharply through her nostrils, then turned to face the God of War. His eyes were fire beneath his bushy black brow, his lips a tight line surrounded by his thick beard.

Too long she’d lived afraid. Too long she’d suffered in silence, too weak to stand up to her mother, the other handmaidens, or the people of court. If she’d had the gall to tell Laeden the truth sooner, to make him see, perhaps things would have been different. She would not give Laeden up. She would not remain powerless.

“Leave him out of this,” Iylea said. “Punish me however you like but spare him.”

Ferrocles turned from her. “Creator’s judgment, must every mortal believe themselves a God?” He placed his hand on the Whispering Wall. “Laeden Helixus.”

Laeden

Mere moments passed since the gate swung open, but already, the weapons belonging to the guards of House Ulysius littered the ground. Reluctant to surrender as they might have been, outnumbered by the combined might of Ridge Knights and gladiators, they had no choice. The Ridge Knights took the guards into custody without a drop of blood spilled.

“Secure them in manacles,” Laeden said to the Ridge Knights, resheathing his blade. He strode over to Joru, clad in the green and gold of House Ulysius. “Gratitude for your honor and courage. We could not have done this without your aid.”

Joru inclined his head, but still had his sword at the ready. “We have kept our word. Will you keep yours?”

A number of the gladiators eyed the open gate and the freedom that awaited beyond it. Some held their swords at the ready; others turned to the open gate, prepared to run.

Laeden bowed. “You are free. The road will not make for easy travel in these treacherous times, but go where you please.”

The point of Joru’s sword angled toward the ground. Some gladiators dropped to their knees in muttered prayer, while others embraced one another. Not all were natives of Stockhelm. Not all were Celestic. But they all bore the mark of Ulysius branded upon their breast, and that made them brothers—more so than the blood Laeden shared with Damascus, the years spent with Aelon, or his friendship with Markus.

Joru’s narrow cheeks split into a wide grin. “I will tell tales of you, Laeden Helixus.”

Laeden held out his hand to embrace Joru. For a moment, Joru’s smile drooped. He observed Laeden’s open palm, but made no motion to accept it. Still, Laeden held his outstretched hand.

Joru placed his sword in his left hand and seized Laeden’s forearm with his right, meeting his eyes.

Laeden grinned at the freedman, a swell of warmth budding within his chest. “Go.”

As Joru and the rest of the gladiators filed past the manacled guards and out the gate, the Ridge Knights who had been waiting for Laeden to take the ludus returned, led by Kherus.

Kherus bit his lip, watching the procession of armed gladiators jog into the night. “I thought we were building an army.”

“We are,” Laeden said. “The right way.”

“You’re letting them take our boat?”

While the Ridge Knights escorted the guards to the barracks, Laeden fixed his gaze on Kherus. The man had given Laeden the Ridge Knight armor off his back, but he didn’t understand the game of Reign Laeden was playing. This wasn’t just about taking back Valtarcia from Horus, claiming justice on Salmantica, or being able to survive against the waves of Sentinels and Jackals hunting him. According to Iylea, Laeden was against even the Gods. As much as he wanted to build an army and storm Northridge to claim his grandfather’s seat, building an army without the provisions to keep them or the means to hide them would spell out a quick defeat and a slow death on a Six Arrowed Star.

“We don’t need the boat,” Laeden said to Kherus. “All we need is to inspire hope—hope for the slaves suffering beneath New Rheynian rule, hope for the plebs struggling to survive. If we show them a path to a new future, we won’t need to lead them in battle for them to fight for us. We just need Uly—”

“Laeden Helixus!”

Baron Ulysius stood in the door frame of his former ludus, holding his sword to the throat of an enslaved woman. His last remaining guard stood, sword drawn, at his side. Ulysius’s close-cropped gray hair glinted in the moonlight as he glared at Laeden, his hard face weathered by time and battle. Dressed in a night tunic without even sandals upon his feet, the old soldier glared at Laeden with a hateful rage.

Markus, Ostrey, and the four remaining Ridge Knights drew their swords.

Laeden held his hand up. “Lower your swords.”

We haven’t needed to resort to bloodshed yet. We won’t now.

“Baron Ulysius,” Laeden said, his voice calm. “Let her go. I have a message for you and every lanista in New Rheynia.”

“Save your messages.” Ulysius spat. The woman squirmed within his grasp, a trickle of blood dripping down her neck.

Laeden held his hands out to the sides, palms skyward. “If not a message, how about some advice? Eleven of your twelve guards are in the cells of your former slaves. A dozen of your gladiators have been stricken of chains and set to the wind. You are no longer a lanista, but you can still be a baron. I will take back this land from my Great-Uncle Horus’s cowardice and Salmantica’s cruelty. I will become King of Valtarcia and rule with honor. You can be part of that change, but only if you put down your sword and let her go.”

Ulysius readjusted the sword in his hand but gave no indication of lowering it. “I lived through the Disasters of Rheynia. I fought the Celestics and their sympathizers, defended king and country for fifteen years. Yet in less than one year as Captain of the Sentinels, you let your king die. You betrayed your people and let the Uprising grow into a monster capable of burning the world down. I will not trade my honor for life and let you manacle me like a slave.”

Malachi, Dheran, and Gensus returned from the barracks, emerging behind Ulysius and his guard.

“Not like a slave,” Laeden said. “Like I said, I have a message for you. You’re surrounded. Lay down your arms and cooperate or— ”

Ulysius laughed. “Or what, you’ll kill me? A pleb who failed at being a prince wants to become king.” He shook his head. “I don’t think so. See, I know your weakness.” He tilted his head at the squirming woman in his arms, sword at her throat.

Laeden met the woman’s eyes. Despite being tall and lean with short black hair and dark skin, all Laeden saw when he looked at her was Iylea. His throat went dry, tightening in knots.

“I’ve heard tales of your display in the Salmantic court. Your mage lover.”

Heat radiated throughout Laeden, encapsulated within his armor. He clenched his fist.

“Tell me, Pseudo-Prince,” Ulysius said, unperturbed by the Ridge Knights closing in around him. “What did they do to her after you lowered your sword?”

A gleam of white steel. A swish and a thunk. The unnatural scream that filled the throne room long after Iylea’s body fell to the floor, twitching. Her head rolled to his feet again.

The sword at his hip called to him. The steel within begged for Laeden to deliver it to Ulysius’s neck for even speaking of Iylea, but he swallowed his rage.

He’s trying to bait me into a fight. I will not give him one.

He’d nearly ruined his plan on the graybeard guard, but he wouldn’t make that mistake again. He couldn’t. His vision of the future depended on it.

“I hear her rotting head still decorates a pike on the ramparts,” Ulysius said. “Allow me to reunite you with her.”

“Kill him,” whispered a voice within his mind. “Kill him.”

Laeden drew his sword. He wanted to obey the soft whisper and do to Ulysius what Aemos did to Iylea.

Ulysius’s head will deliver just as clear a message as his testimony.

But that wasn’t true. He needed to take the ludus without blood to gain the support of the plebs. Still, the whisper offered him what he wanted, what Ulysius deserved.

No. If Joru can put aside his retribution, so can I.

Laeden lowered his blade.

Ulysius snickered, shaking his head and leveling his sword at Laeden. “I only wish I swung the sword that parted her head from her shoulders, but I suppose I can do the same to this one. I think I’ll call her Iylea.”

Iylea

“Kill him,” Ferrocles said again, louder this time. Iylea attempted to shout, but with Ferrocles’s hand clamped over her mouth, her muffled and distorted cry would never reach Laeden’s ears. She tugged at Ferrocles’s fingers, but she might as well have been attempting to bend steel. Whimpering and thrashing in futility, she had no choice but to watch the Whispering Wall.

“Give me the girl,” Laeden said, voice tight. He stalked closer to Ulysius and the terrified woman held at blade’s edge. “I’ve harmed none of your men. Don’t give me a reason to. Let her go, join your men, and after we’re gone, I will deliver word to Northridge. You will continue to live, even if it’s not what you deserve.”

Iylea stilled. Even in the aftermath of all Laeden had suffered, he was still an honorable man. Her death hadn’t calloused his principles. Ferrocles, try as he might, could not corrupt Laeden. A swell of pride blossomed from the pit of her stomach, unraveling her anxious knots, but a simultaneous pang resonated in the back of her mind. This path she’d chosen—aiding Arkadia, communing with Zephyrus—jeopardized the possibility of being reunited with Laeden.

“Kill him!” Ferrocles shouted.

Laeden didn’t listen. He extended his open hand for Ulysius’s hostage.

Ulysius growled, his eyes burning like embers.

Whatever satisfaction Iylea had at Laeden’s resistance toward Ferrocles went up in a pillar of smoke as she examined Ulysius.

He’s not just speaking to Laeden. He’s speaking to Ulysius.

Ulysius shoved the hostage woman at Laeden’s sword arm. Laeden caught her before she could fall, but with her in his sword arm, he was exposed. Ulysius charged, blade reared to strike.

Iylea’s eyes widened. Her body turned to stone. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think, or even breathe. Ulysius’s blade tore through the empty air, aimed at Laeden’s exposed side.

Ferrocles let her go as the picture on the Whispering Wall burned away. Iylea stumbled forward, reaching for the crystalline mirror with outstretched arms.

“Laeden! Laeden! Show me Laeden!” Iylea pounded the crystal mirror with her open palms, but the wall didn’t listen. It only revealed her horrified reflection.

Why isn’t it working?

Tears streamed down her flushed cheeks as she turned to Ferrocles. He stood before the mirror, an empty bracket in the frame beneath it that she hadn’t noticed before. Ferrocles held an iridescent, viridian, marquise-shaped gemstone in his palm, the same shape as the empty bracket.

He placed the gemstone in a pouch belted to his hip. “That is why you cannot be trusted with the Whispering Wall; you never know who is listening.”

Iylea collapsed before the Whispering Wall, uncontrollable sobs wracking her body.

“Return to the chain,” Ferrocles said. “You no longer have a reason to be up here.”

He strode to the wall, drew the glyph, and left her there. Alone. With nothing left to live for.


Part IV


Chapter 21

Force and Fury

Danella IV

Salmantica

Tendrils of smoke escaped from the crackling hearth as it awaited its fuel for the third day in a row: another ransom note and another box, which only meant that Nallia was still alive. Sitting in a chair before the fireplace in Laeden’s chambers, Danella tapped the rolled scroll against the box in her lap. They’d already sent a lock of hair, an earlobe, a pair of thumbs, and eighteen fingernails and toenails.

She didn’t want to open this box. The wooden crate was large enough to contain a decapitated head, but, when jostled, nothing moved. She swallowed her nausea.

Danella had warned Nallia about the Celestics, but she didn’t heed the lesson. She’d sent Brusos’s bodyslave an order to assassinate Nallia—a kindness in light of the torture she had endured. Danella never intended for the girl to suffer, but many more would endure worse fates if Nallia had succeeded in counseling Damascus’s tolerance of the Celestics. What is one girl’s pain in the face of the Gods’ wrath?

She squeezed the parchment, wondering if it were worth reading or if she should just toss it into the fire, unread. It likely offered the same proposal as every other scroll stamped with the rising phoenix—one that she would not accept and Damascus could not know about.

At least the Uprising is punctual with their responses.

The past few days had been trying. Since returning from Northridge after her conversation with Horus, she’d yet to hear of any news pertaining to Laeden’s capture. Nor had she received word of Lenox’s progress in apprehending Zephyrus. The absence of information was clear enough as to their results. She’d busied herself in arranging for water to be collected at the Stormburn Geyser and distributed throughout New Rheynia. There weren’t enough ships, enough vases, or enough men to complete the task, but it needed to be organized and overseen, as thankless a job as it was.

Despite the recent turmoil, Laeden’s rooms had become a safe haven of sorts for her. No one thought to look for her there, and somehow, it brought her a strange comfort. Less than a week ago, she burned Varros’s cloak, believing him dead at the hands of the mages. Now, she knew better, and the wasted tears served as a reminder as to her enemy’s ruthlessness.

Seeing Varros again unnerved her. But knowing he was a mage ate at her. All of his actions—or the lack thereof—now made sense. His leniency towards the mages, his tolerance of the Celestics, his impiety towards the Six—every mind-numbing dismissal of her pleas was an attempt to right his wrongs.

He failed.

Twenty years of marriage—a lie. Eight years with an agent of the Uprising on her father’s throne—an outrage. Varros wanted her to be grateful that he didn’t kill her brother and frame the senators as the Uprising wanted him to do. She had no gratitude in her heart, only animosity, yet his parting words lingered with her as she stared at the fire.

“Stop our son, Danella,” Varros said. “This war will ruin him.”

Danella closed her eyes and stilled her breath. She opened the Uprising’s letter.

Chimeras of Salmantica,

Your Water God continues to deny you rain, but Stockhelm remains lush. Your crops will wither; your livestock will die. Your manipulative rule will crumble, and all you hold dear will be lost in the rolling tides of vengeance. Should you, again, not comply, more of your ships will sink, and each body that rises to the surface will be cast to the foot of your throne. You’ve failed to call off your persecution of the Celestic people, and our patience has ended. Meet us in the town square at midnight with our requested provisions, or your reign ends tonight.

The Fallen

Danella’s throat tightened. The words were empty threats, but there was something about the phrasing that possessed a familiar ring. She read the letter again and again. By the fourth time, it hit her.

In the secret dungeons of Sentigard, Iylea suffered a seizure. Her eyes rolled to the back of her skull, and she spoke in a deep, raspy voice that did not belong to the handmaiden who had served Danella for years. Danella wished to forget the memory, but it returned with clairvoyance.

“Brother will fight brother. Father will turn against son. Families bound by blood will tear each other apart, and your pride will be the end of you. Your manipulative rule will crumble, and all you hold dear will be lost in the rolling tides of vengeance, unless you—”

Ser Daenus had silenced Iylea before she could continue.

Unless I what?

Danella wanted to deny Iylea’s utterings as nonsensical, not prophetic. But she was executed for being a seer, and this phrasing was far too specific to be a coincidence. Iylea’s prophecy mixed with Varros’s warning, resonating in a chorus of calamity.

Breath trembling, Danella turned the knob of the crate’s latch. Biting her lip, she pulled back the lid, turning away. No foul scent wafted from the box. Slowly, she examined the contents. There was no severed head, but suddenly, the letter made more sense. Patches of the Sentinel’s sigil embroidered with the words Shield The Righteous filled the box, covered with dried blood. Danella displaced dozens of them.

The Sentinels I assigned to ferry the water shipments…

Beneath the bloody sigils, lamb’s wool and grain filled the rest of the crate. She thought the warning about crops and livestock pertained to the drought, but again, she had underestimated the Uprising.

Danella screamed, throwing the box into the hearth. Sparks sprayed, and the fire devoured the Uprising’s taunt, but it did nothing to soothe the inflicted wound. Doubt seeped into the cracks in Danella’s mask. Betrayed by Varros and Iylea, disappointed by Horus and Lenox, Danella needed to ensure that the Uprising would not survive this.

Damascus must strike with steel and fury. No more waiting. No more games.

Seething, Danella smoothed her skirts. She needed to be tactful in how she presented this to Damascus, but she couldn’t wait for the perfect plan. There was no time left for posturing. The Uprising would be stamped out.

Danella stormed from Laeden’s chambers, pushing her way through the double doors. With the Uprising’s letter in hand, she entered the halls of Sentigard, startling a pair of handmaidens walking past. Danella didn’t even know the names of her new attendants, even if she trusted them enough to acknowledge them. She strode past.

“My queen, is everything well?”

Without breaking stride, Danella called over her shoulder. “Summon Duke Brusos and the King’s Guard Knights to the throne room.”
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Damascus’s golden eyes scoured the parchment, darting left and right across the words for what must have been the sixth time. He shifted in his seat upon the garnet-studded stone throne, one of his black brows rising to the circlet atop his forehead.

“It doesn’t even mention Nallia,” Damascus said, looking down on Danella, Brusos, and the King’s Guard Knights. “They speak of crops, ships, and provisions, but not one mention of my betrothed.” He glanced between Danella and Brusos.

Brusos cleared his throat to speak, but Danella stepped closer to the throne. “My son, this isn’t the first time they have taken a captive; they murdered your fath—” Her tongue seemed to swell within her mouth, as if the lie was poisonous. She coughed, attempting to compose herself, but Damascus spoke first.

“You believe they murdered her?”

Silence fell upon the inhabitants of the throne room. Damascus stood to his feet, examining her, but she couldn’t speak. Danella wanted to. She needed to. She couldn’t afford to let Damascus’s emotions govern his response, and without her guidance, there was no telling what he’d do. Yet still, moment after moment passed, and her lips remained pursed.

Brusos came to her side, head bowed. “Your grace, we must not trust their words or the lack of them.”

“Is what they say false?” Damascus asked. “Have they sunk my ships? Have they killed my men?”

Brusos’s head tilted further forward until his chin melted into the collar of his robes. “Vessels meant to deliver water from Stockhelm to Southgrove have not arrived, Your grace.”

Damascus’s pointed chin beard appeared like a weapon below his hardened jaw and narrowed brow. He lifted the other sheet of parchment to eye level to read the provisions they demanded. After a moment he tossed the papers into the air, letting them float to the floor.

“Your grace,” Brusos continued, “we must meet them with forc—”

“They have my betrothed!” Damascus’s voice reverberated off of the pillars, rattling the stained glass windows of the throne room. His ragged breath was the only interruption to his echoing shout. The fists at his side suggested he was ready for war, but that fire needed more stoking. He had neglected to attack the Uprising out of fear of what they would do to Nallia. He’d been waiting for a ransom that Danella withheld from him. Now he had one, but they were not the terms he expected.

Danella seized her composure and solidified the cracks in her mask. She strode up to the throne’s dais and knelt. “As your mother, I mourn for you, but as your adviser, I implore you—do not withhold your wrath out of fear of Nallia Cassius’s well-being. Six preserve her. If she is still alive, the horrors she must have had to endure.”

Danella rested her face in her palm, shaking her head as if she had to imagine what the Uprising had done to her. Nallia would have been a weak queen. She would have led Damascus and this kingdom to ruin. I had to…

Danella lifted her gaze to the crown atop Damascus’s head, rejecting what Varros said of her boy. This war will not ruin him. This war will forge him into the king he needs to be. “My son—my king—your country can wait no longer. Duke Brusos’s counsel is wise. We meet the Uprising and make a show of their demands, but attack in force and fury.”

Damascus examined her and she him. He was no longer the gallant prince she had raised. Hardened by loss and burdened by duty, the man before her was cold as iron and sharp as steel. His next moments would define his reign.

Varros’s parting words returned to her, mixing with Iylea’s haunting prophecy. Doubt began to constrict around her ankles, slithering up her thighs, her hips, her torso until Damascus appeared ready to speak.

Six, grant him strength.

Damascus’s gaze drifted to his King’s Guard Knights. “How many men stand ready? The Jackals have not returned with the slave-mage’s head. The Sentinels have yet to deliver Laeden to justice.” He glared at Aemos and Aelon. “How many men will set sail with me?”

Aelon knelt before the throne. “The Royal Master at Arms can have 500 men ready to sail by nightfall.”

Damascus grunted. “Force and fury, you say?” He strode from the dais, his black-and-red cloak splaying behind him, forcing Danella and Brusos to step aside. A few paces past them, he turned to face them, fire smoldering in his golden eyes. “I want a thousand men. By sundown.”

The tension encircling Danella’s chest released, the doubt eroding like shadows to the light in Damascus’s display of the Facets of Perfection.

“Yes, my king,” Aelon said, standing.

“All of you will accompany me.” Damascus pointed to his King’s Guard Knights, absent Ser Daenus, still recovering from his injuries. “I will return with my betrothed, or we will raze Stockhelm to the ground.”

The knights’ armor clinked together at the joints to accommodate their salutes.

Danella concealed her smile by bowing low. They were wrong about him—Varros and Iylea, both. The path to peace is through victory, and victory will be ours.

“Where will you go, my king?” Brusos asked.

“To the basilica,” Damascus said. “I will pray for our victory. And the death of our enemies.”

The doors to the throne room swung open. In walked a figure, tall and broad, casting a shadow with each clank of the black-and-red armor of a King’s Guard Knight with a lion emblazoned upon the cuirass.

Danella gasped. Impossible.

Helmet on and visor closed, the knight approached Damascus, who spun to face the newcomer. Stopping a few paces before Damascus, the knight knelt, bowed his head, and removed his helm.

“I am ready to resume my service, King Damascus.” Ser Daenus’s voice carried throughout the throne room, but the kneeling man who looked up did not have Ser Daenus’s face.

Danella inhaled sharply. It took all of her strength not to back away. Her knight, her bodyguard, her most trusted ally—mutilated. His skin bubbled in disfigurement, marred red and pink with puckered indentations. Most of his lips were burned away, as was the skin around his left eye.

A chill coursed through Danella’s chest. The scars of Celestic magic. The same magic Varros cradled like a candle in his palm.

Damascus nodded, clearing his throat. “Rise. Join your brothers.” He held his hand out for Daenus to take. “We sail for Stockhelm at dusk. Let us take our vengeance on those who have wronged us.”

Daenus took Damascus’s hand and stood. Eye to eye with the gruesome remains of the King’s Guard Knight, Damascus didn’t flinch. Part of Danella was proud that her son could look past the scars to the character of the man who bore them. But Varros’s voice filled her mind, doubt accompanying the unwelcome presence.

Does Damascus even see the scars, or just another sword, another suit of armor for him to command?

Danella remained in the throne room long after Damascus left for the basilica and the King’s Guard Knights went to convene with the Royal Master at Arms. Staring at the empty throne, hugging herself, she hadn’t realized Brusos’s presence until he spoke.

“My queen, there is another matter we must discuss.”

Danella closed her eyes, squeezing tight as if it would silence Iylea’s prophecy ringing in her ears.

“Brother will fight brother. Father will turn against son.”

Danella tore herself away from her poisoned thoughts. “Not now. I have—”

“I must insist, your grace.” Brusos’s thin lips pursed, but his pale eyes avoided hers. “It’s about Laeden.”


Chapter 22

Valencia Awaits

Laeden V

Valtarcia

Ulysius shoved his hostage at Laeden. He lurched forward, catching her before she hit the ground. With her weight on his sword arm, he attempted to redirect her to safety, but too late. Ulysius bellowed a war cry, his blade singing the song of death as it cut through the air, aimed at Laeden’s neck.

Laeden lifted his left hand just in time to absorb the blow. The sword crashed into his bracer, the impact casting him to the courtyard floor. The woman crawled to escape Ulysius’s range, but the lanista had forgotten her. He stood atop Laeden, preparing to strike again. Laeden attempted to raise his hand to block again, but pain lanced up his arm.

The strike came but clanged against steel inches from Laeden’s neck. Ser Ostrey’s sword separated Ulysius’s from Laeden’s flesh.

With a pivot and a sweep, Ostrey steered the sword away from Laeden. The last of Ulysius’s guards charged in swinging, and Laeden seized his sword from the ground just in time to deflect his incoming slice.

“Stop!” Laeden shouted, leveling his sword between Ulysius and his lone guard. He cradled his left hand close to his body. Without the armor, he might have lost the hand altogether, but the bone was undoubtedly bruised. Swallowing his anger, he regained his senses. Moments ago, he had wanted to murder Ulysius, but he needed him alive. With three Ridge Knights still in the barracks, and three more accompanying the gladiators to the boat, they still outnumbered Ulysius and his guard eight to two.

“You’ve lost, Ulysius,” Laeden said. “Submit, and no one needs to get hurt.”

“Rot in all Six Hells!” Ulysius swung at Ostrey and spun to attack Laeden again.

Ostrey blocked, Laeden dodged, and the other Ridge Knights advanced, surrounding Ulysius and his guard.

“Take them alive,” Laeden said.

Doing so would not be easy. The older swordsman was not without skill; his years spent with a blade in hand were evident through his footwork and even-keeled breathing, but surrounded and unarmored, he was at a severe disadvantage.

“It’s over,” Ostrey said. “Surrender and you will be escorted to the barracks.”

“Never!” Ulysius swiped Ostrey’s sword aside and stabbed at the unarmored Kherus.

Kherus blocked, maintaining his position, but changed his stance to make himself a smaller target. “Get him before he kills one of us.”

“Hold,” Laeden said, encroaching on Ulysius’s dwindling space. He needed Ulysius alive if he didn’t want to lose the favor of the plebeians. “We take him alive and unharmed.”

“Cowards!” Ulysius spun, chopping at Kherus again. His guard stabbed at the midsection of the other unarmored knight who had given his armor to Markus.

Laeden slid closer to the adjacent unarmored knight. “Back out.” He gestured with his head to direct the knight out of the circle. The knight backed away, and Ostrey, on the other side of him, filled the gap.

“Kherus, back out,” Laeden said. Adjacent to Kherus, his brother, Dheran, and Markus closed in, but Kherus didn’t move. “Kherus, back o—”

Ulysius and his guard both lunged for the weak point in the circle. The guard slashed low, and Ulysius chopped high. Markus caught Ulysius’s downward slice, and Dheran stepped in to defend his unarmored brother, but the guard’s low sweep caught a gap in Dheran’s armor at the knee. Dheran dropped with a cry. He raised his sword to defend himself, but Ulysius followed up his chop with a stab Markus couldn’t reach.

Ulysius’s steel streaked across the side of Dheran’s neck, drawing a red comet in its wake. Dheran’s cry was cut short in a bloody gurgle. His hand seized the wound, but his fingers could not stem the tide. He fell onto his back.

Laeden’s voice died in his throat. He advanced on Ulysius, but Kherus screamed.

Kherus stepped over his fallen brother, his blade a blur of vengeance. While Markus traded blows with Ulysius, Kherus carved the guard into ribbons, felling him in three short strokes. Markus caught a ferocious downward chop and thrust Ulysius back. Ulysius built his momentum and crashed down on Laeden’s sword. Deadlocked with Ulysius, a spike of agony radiated up Laeden’s wrist to his elbow. Straining, he held Ulysius, but he wouldn’t for much longer.

Laeden slid down the blade and pivoted. He kicked the inside of Ulysius’s knee, and as Ulysius countered with a hack, Laeden caught him by the wrist with his left hand. He leveled his steel at Ulysius’s chest.

Ulysius grunted, resisting Laeden’s waning strength. If Laeden hadn’t taken the chop to the bracer, he could have held Ulysius until sunrise, but his own arm felt on the verge of snapping.

“Give it up, Ulysius,” Laeden said through his teeth. Ulysius didn’t relent, and the pain splitting Laeden’s wrist begged for a reprieve. Kherus drew near, eyes afire, his face spattered in the guard’s blood. “Kherus, take his sword.”

Kherus seethed, his nostrils flaring with every breath, but he did not reach to disarm Ulysius. He reared back and skewered Ulysius through the side of his ribs.

Ulysius gasped; his resistance faltered.

“No!” Laeden’s hold on Ulysius failed. The lanista fell to the ground, Kherus’s blade still embedded in his organs. Kherus twisted the blade before jerking it free and tossing it to the hard-packed earth.

Life fled Ulysius’s eyes as color drained from his face. Blood bubbled from his lips in the throes of death only to cease, leaving the courtyard with the overbearing buzz of silence.

No one moved; no one breathed, spare Kherus, who stepped over the fallen guard to kneel at his brother’s side. Dheran didn’t writhe, didn’t blink—he joined Ulysius in staring into the starry sky above.

Dead.

Laeden’s held breath broke into a shallow pant. His ears echoed his thudding heart. Failure tightened in his throat. Ulysius was dead. The plebs would never rally to a butcher of their own people, and despite the truth, the result was the same, and the blame fell at Laeden’s feet.

All because Kherus disobeyed. One guard could have been explained, especially with Ulysius’s testimony, but now, everything had fallen to ashes. Laeden’s fingers clenched around his sword hilt. His other hand throbbed too much to even form a fist. He wanted to throttle Kherus, but one look at his fallen brother robbed him of his wrath.

Laeden sheathed his sword and knelt down beside Kherus. He didn’t want to apologize; he didn’t know any kings who would bother to. But though Kherus was wrong to take Ulysius’s life, Dheran’s death was not his fault. The other Ridge Knights gathered around, heads hung. They had been esteemed knights during times of peace, but now they were rebels at war.

“Valencia awaits, Ser Dheran,” Ostrey said.

Then the Ridge Knights joined him in saying, “Six, guide him on horses’ wings.”

One by one, the Ridge Knights patted Kherus on the shoulder, leaving him to mourn. Laeden and Markus exchanged a glance. Laeden got the sense that they were intruding on a private moment, but when he got up, Kherus turned towards Laeden, tears welling in his eyes.

He opened his mouth as if to say something, but closed his lips and exhaled through his nostrils. Laeden swallowed. He didn’t have any words that would suffice either. None that would return Dheran or Ulysius from the dead. Laeden nodded, patting Kherus on the shoulder. He hoped that would do.

Laeden strode over to Ostrey and Markus, speaking to the woman Ulysius had used as a human shield. At his approach, Ostrey broke away to meet Laeden.

“What is next, my king?”

Laeden sighed. They’d been victorious in taking the ludus, but failure followed him wherever he went. Without Ulysius, he needed a new plan, but the woman Markus was speaking to might be the key to future success.

“We stay here tonight,” Laeden said. “Everyone can use the rest. But first, search the villa. There should be five other house slaves inside. See them liberated but ask if they wish to aid us in freeing their neighbors.”

Ostrey saluted. “At once, my king.”

The title resonated in his head like a foreign language. It felt familiar, but misplaced—an honorific wasted on a man who didn’t deserve it and couldn’t live up to it. Before he could refute it, Ostrey had already strode into the villa.

“I will fight for you, King.”

Laeden wheeled around to find the woman Ulysius had used as a human shield. She stepped forward, head bowed, but something in her voice disarmed him.

“What is your name?” Laeden asked.

She inclined her heart-shaped face. A row of white teeth shaped in a smile offset her tear-streaked cheeks. “Aurellia.”

Laeden stiffened. She looks too much like Iylea. Sounds too much like Iylea.

He cleared his throat, trying to dislodge the thoughts that bound his tongue. Bowing at the waist, he said, “Aurellia, you may fight with me, but it is I who will fight for you.”


Chapter 23

Different Colors, Same Pain

Fenyx II

Stockhelm

The burly Sentinel rolled up the sleeves of his surcoat as if he hadn’t been hitting Fenyx with everything he had. Fenyx spat blood onto the marble floor, but grinned, imagining the Sentinel’s knuckles hurt worse than his jaw. The skin along the burned side of his face twitched, and the Burning within him prickled, wanting a fight.

“We can do this all night if we have to,” said the boyish Sentinel in charge, thumbing the fuzz of his chin. He folded his arms across his chest, shifting his weight into one hip as if time wasn’t of the essence.

He could feign patience all he wanted; Fenyx knew the truth—they were desperate to find Zephyrus. They could beat him from sunrise to sunset until the nightly rains returned, but Fenyx wouldn’t tell. Not to protect Zephyrus. He was to blame for all of this. No, Fenyx wouldn’t tell because he couldn’t tell.

“I told you already,” Fenyx said. “I don’t know.”

The Sentinel’s soft face smushed into a grimace. He pushed back a lock of blond hair with the crux of his forearm. He nodded to one of the two men standing on either side of him.

Another fist smashed into his jaw.

His ear rang. His face throbbed. But Fenyx swallowed the pain, bit back his fury, and fed it to the Burning. He adjusted his neck, the joints popping and cracking. Shrugging, the links of his manacles clinked against one another behind the back of the wooden chair they secured him to—as if that was enough to stop him from breaking free if he wanted.

“I would tell you if I knew,” Fenyx said matter-of-factly. “Zephyrus kept the company of Jechtaric and Cerik. Both men fled for the Uprising before the New Rheynian Games.”

“Well, how did they escape?” the Sentinel asked.

Fenyx cocked the lone eyebrow he had, but inside, his stomach knotted. If they learn that I knew he was a mage, they’ll kill me as a sympathizer. He let out an exasperated breath. “If I were a seer, you’d be less concerned with Zephyrus and more concerned with me. But, alas, I am only a gladiator, and I can’t—”

The back of the other Sentinel’s fist thudded across Fenyx’s cheek.

The bell in his head rang louder and reverberated through each one of his teeth. Blood leaked from his split lip. Fenyx licked the blood and swallowed the copper taste. The Burning feasted upon his pain, wishing to pay it back double.

Fenyx leaned back in the chair. “Auron is a doctore, a trainer of gladiators. What care has he for those who don’t heed his instruction? His honor is boundless; if you have no answers after questioning hi—”

Another fist batted his cheek in the opposite direction.

The bell hadn’t even settled before being struck again. Fenyx clenched his jaw and squeezed his eyes shut until the resonance faded. He let his head loll, more from fatigue of this fruitless charade than the pain afflicted by the man-boy and his pets.

“I don’t know where he is,” Fenyx said. “I don’t know where he went. If any of us did, we wouldn’t be here. If I knew where the Uprising was, and I wanted to join their rabble, why would I still be here?”

The Sentinel’s soft jaw split into a smile. He took a deep breath and unsheathed his dagger. As his henchmen stepped back, the man-boy stalked closer, looming over Fenyx. The hilt and blade were simple if not finely made, the edge sharpened to a razor.

He placed the tip against the unburned side of Fenyx’s face.

The stone in Fenyx’s throat bobbed.

“I will ask the questions. You may be a gladiator, but there is plenty I can do to inflict pain without upsetting Duke Chancellor Brusos.”

Fenyx swallowed. Brusos is the new dominus?

Without warning, the blade pressed into Fenyx’s cheek, just beneath the corner of his eye. With his cheeks swollen from being beaten, he barely felt the dagger’s edge. He wasn’t sure it broke the skin until a single drop of blood trickled down his face. Fenyx’s scarred skin crawled, and heat radiated through him as the blood rolled down his cheek like a tear. The Burning demanded retribution, and too long had he been without a sword in his hands.

Just a few days prior, he had been the center of the crowd’s praise after slaying three men on the pebbles of the Chariot’s Arena. But now, after days in the Champion’s cell, which he hadn’t rightfully earned, it took every promise of glory not to break free from his chains and kill all three men where they stood. But Brusos?

“Your doctore wasted too much of my time,” the Sentinel said. “So we must achieve more immediate results, so I’ll ask you one last time: where is Zephyrus?”

Fenyx seethed, more frustrated than frightened. “The Uprising!”

“Disappointing.” The Sentinel pressed the dagger deeper into his flesh and carved a streak from Fenyx’s eye down his cheek to his jawline.

Fenyx roared as fire lanced through the good side of his face.

“Anything else you’d like to share?” He repositioned the dagger’s edge adjacent to the sliced flesh, ready to slash a twin line down his cheek.

“I don’t know anything,” Fenyx said. It wasn’t a lie. He’d been returned to Stockhelm after the New Rheynian Games. Zephyrus was brought to Salmantica to be paraded around as Champion. How was he supposed to know how Zephyrus escaped and where he’d gone?

His knuckles cracked, his fists confined within the manacles. Zephyrus uses his magic. Zephyrus flees for the Uprising. Yet I bear the punishment.

Blood dripped down his face to plop onto his bare chest. The warm liquid of life cascaded down his torso, staining his britches.

The Sentinel again pressed the blade into Fenyx’s flesh. “You didn’t know he was a mage? You didn’t see how Cerik and Jechtaric escaped?”

“No!” Fenyx said, his nostrils flaring.

That was a lie. Zephyrus had healed him on two separate occasions. The first time, Zephyrus set Fenyx’s broken knuckles after suffering an injury while training for the Games of Stockhelm. The second, Zephyrus had saved Fenyx’s life after Stegavax poisoned him on the sands of Six Spear Arena. But, aside from his healing magic, he had used force magic to unlock their shared cell in the barracks of the Winged Helm Inn, then did the same to liberate Jechtaric and Cerik.

Sweat beaded on Fenyx’s scalp as the Sentinel’s cruel smile twisted.

“You shared a cell with Zephyrus the night of Cerik and Jechtaric’s escape, did you not?” asked the Sentinel.

“Yes,” Fenyx said, grunting through the pressure of the knife against his good cheek. “But I was asleep. I didn’t see.”

The Sentinel leaned closer to Fenyx. “That’s not what the last slave said.”

Fenyx’s stomach twisted in knots. Auron gave me up? He recalled Auron’s condition upon being returned to the barracks, the way he shook his head after meeting Fenyx’s eyes.

“I don’t sleep well,” Fenyx said. He winced as the dagger dug deeper. “But I had whiteroot. I was asleep. I swear it.”

“You swear—by what Gods?” The Sentinel’s blade began to slice downward with slow, merciless intent. The tip of the dagger scraped against Fenyx’s cheekbone, sending electric pain to each of his teeth.

“I believe I know where Zephyrus went,” a voice called from the outskirts of the showroom.

The Sentinel wheeled to locate the source of the voice, pulling the dagger’s edge, along with his attention, away from Fenyx’s cheek. Fenyx let out a trembling exhale, relieved for the reprieve. He glanced toward the voice that bought him the respite.

Expecting to find Cleotra, he found Odetta, the domina’s bodyslave, clutching her hands to her chest, on the stairs descending into the showroom. Odetta’s bronze skin and mint-green eyes might as well have belonged to Aeryss the Affectionate for all the mercy she brought him, speaking up when she did.

“Bring her here,” the Sentinel barked.

The two other blue-and-gray-clad Sentinels each seized her by the arm and brought her to their leader. Odetta stared at the floor, waiting to be spoken to.

“Where?” the Sentinel asked.

“Zephyrus is not his real name, Dominus,” Odetta said. “He is Vykanicus Auros. I believe he might have gone to the mountain fortress in the north.”

Auros? Fenyx didn’t know if Odetta spoke the truth or made it up to spare Fenyx’s torment, but he didn’t care.

The Sentinel grinned, flicking Fenyx’s blood from the dagger’s blade. “Stoneside…” He rubbed his boyish cheeks with his freehand. “How did you come by this?”

“I heard him say it to Jechtaric and Cerik,” Odetta said, still gazing at the marble floor stained crimson with Auron’s and Fenyx’s blood.

“And you didn’t tell your dominus this before?” asked the Sentinel.

Odetta shook her head. “Apologies, Dominus. No. I did not believe it relevant. But I did not know he was a mage.”

The Sentinel strode over to where Fenyx was chained to the chair. Blade still slick with Fenyx’s blood, he wiped the side of the dagger on Fenyx’s bare shoulder.

“I’d say this slave just saved your face, but…” He shrugged, turning to the other Sentinels. “Fetch the domina. We have what we came here for.”

Fenyx slumped into the chair, releasing his held breath. Blood continued to leak down his face, but his eyes locked on Odetta. She met his stare for a moment before the Sentinel leader seized her by the chin, sending heat to the top of Fenyx’s scalp.

“If your lead proves false,” the Sentinel said, spittle flying from his lips onto her face, “then I’ll put my blade to your cheek.”

The Burning returned to Fenyx’s veins. His self-preservation forgotten, he wrenched his wooden chair in the Sentinel’s direction.

The Sentinel smirked at Fenyx, as if daring him to attack.

The Burning wanted him to break free and attack—demanded him to—but the new domina entered the showroom. Clad in a black silken dress, the lady Cerberynn Brusos sauntered down the stairs. With lace wings that fell from the straps of her shoulders to the loop around her thumb, she appeared like an angel of death.

Behind her, with head bowed, unkempt hair, and dressed in similar serving linens as Odetta, the former domina, Fenyx’s lover, Cleotra followed. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot, her skin pale and splotchy absent the paint she typically wore to conceal the wrinkles that framed her eyes.

She met Fenyx’s gaze before looking away.

“Have everything you came here for?” Cerberynn asked.

The man-boy Sentinel bowed. “Yes, my lady.”

“Excellent,” Cerberynn said. “Do run along now. I have much redecorating to do. Out with the purple and gold, in with the black and white.” She glanced at Cleotra. “Don’t you agree?”

Cleotra sniffed, her eyes downcast. “Yes, Domina.”

Cerberynn cleared her throat. “What, slave?”

“Yes, Domina,” Cleotra said louder.

Fenyx barely recognized her. Demure, where once she was powerful. Shy, where once assertive. It seemed he was not the only one who suffered since Zephyrus became Champion.

Cerberynn smiled, a devilish look in her eyes. “Out you go, then.”

The Sentinels took their leave. As the blue-and-gray officers left, guards wearing black-and-white surcoats decorated with the snake of House Brusos marched into the showroom.

“Release our new Champion,” Cerberynn said to the guards before turning to Odetta. “Odetta, see him bathed, feed him the very best, and return him to the Champion’s cell. Cleotra, clean up this mess and return to me.”

“Yes, Domina,” Odetta said, echoed by Cleotra a moment later.

As the guards unfastened Fenyx’s restraints, Cerberynn approached Fenyx and wiped the blood flowing from his cheek until her pale hands were stained scarlet.

This wasn’t the first time she had touched Fenyx. Nearly a year ago, in this very room, she had visited House Cassius prior to the Games of Stockhelm.

Cerberynn stroked his cheek. “Apologies, Champion. You should not have been touched. But I promise you, once the Uprising is put down and things return to normal—as they will—you will be the finest gladiator New Rheynia has ever seen. And you will be rewarded as such, as you should have been under House Cassius.”

Cerberynn glared at Cleotra, but the former domina gave no response. The new domina eyed Odetta. “You were the bodyslave to the former Lady Cassius?”

Odetta bowed. “Yes, Domina.”

“And why haven’t you been given to the Champion as a bride?” Cerberynn asked.

Fenyx stiffened, eyeing Odetta, but Cleotra bristled, pursing her lips at Cerberynn.

Odetta glanced at Cleotra before returning her gaze to the marble. “I do not know, Domina.”

Cerberynn shrugged, a self-satisfied grin painted upon her lips. “Guards, see the other gladiators put to work. Chain them in a line and oversee the new defensive reinforcements. We wouldn’t want any others fleeing for the Uprising, would we?”

The guards saluted, exiting the showroom in an orderly line.

As they left, Cerberynn addressed her house slaves. “See your chores done.” She wiped the blood on her hands from Fenyx’s cheek on Cleotra’s skirts.

With one last glance at Fenyx, Cerberynn spun, tossing the black train of her dress in a flourishing swirl before ascending the stairs. Once she was gone, Odetta took Fenyx’s arm in her own. Her touch sent a chill down his spine, silencing the Burning like a strip of whiteroot.

“Might I have a word with Fenyx?” Cleotra whispered, a hint of her former defiance peeking through the intensity of her stare. “Alone.”

Odetta paused for a moment, but eventually released Fenyx and backed away. “A word. Then we must do as ordered.”

Fenyx made no objections, but as Odetta backed away and Cleotra neared, the Burning returned. Not the form of the carnal excitement it had once taken the shape of, but the itching sensation that crawled along his skin before a fight.

Cleotra took his hand, but the electric polarity that existed between them only days earlier had vanished. Then, Cleotra had been the forbidden fruit, a trophy of conquest, but now, she was just another woman to him. Another slave.

When she didn’t speak, Fenyx prodded her. “What?”

Cleotra inhaled sharply, the center of her brow lifting as her lips turned down. “Is that all you’d say to me after what we’ve been through?”

Fenyx grunted. “Seems Rheynian cruelty has not changed. Purple and gold, black and white—what difference does it make?”

Cleotra lifted her fingers to her lips and retracted from him. “You compare this to—”

“The whip marks that line my back?” Fenyx asked. “The scars hurt the same regardless who delivers the discipline.”

Cleotra took his hand in both of hers. “Then let us leave. Let us run away. We can join the Uprising and—”

Fenyx ripped his hand from her. “Things may have gotten worse for you, but they are the same for me. I am positioned to be Champion and receive everything I have worked for. Why should I leave now to join a fool’s cause?”

Cleotra stammered, searching for words.

“The Uprising will fail,” Fenyx said. “And when things return to normal, I will bask in the glory of victory. As Champion.”

Cleotra scoffed. “Glory—is that all you care for?”

Fenyx grunted. He didn’t expect her to know anything of a slave’s life. She would never understand everything he had trained for.

“What about me?” Cleotra asked. “Us?”

Fenyx raised the burnt flesh where an eyebrow should have been. “A Champion is given a wife for his triumphs in the arena.” He nodded his head in the direction Odetta had retreated. “What need have I of you?”

Cleotra stepped away from Fenyx. “You don’t care for her. You only care for what you can win—what you can earn.” She shook her head, no longer the demure house slave, but a domina again. “The Uprising will not fail. And when they come to free you, what then, Champion, will you have?”

Fenyx’s slit cheek burned, and his head ached from where the Sentinels had struck him, but Cleotra’s nagging imposed the greatest affliction.

“Are we done here?”

Cleotra stormed past Fenyx. “Finished.”

As the former domina left and Fenyx’s future bride entered, a smile touched Fenyx’s lips. Time was the only thing standing between him and everything he had worked for. He would get what he was owed, and nothing—no one—would stand in his way.


Chapter 24

Humility and Choice

Vykinallia III

Stockhelm

Vykinallia lost track of the days within the Uprising’s underground base. After Sett’s attack and Jechtaric and Cerik’s defense, two guards were posted by her alcove at all times. At first she was relieved to not be alone. She called for Lenara, asked for Zephyrus, demanded to speak to Jechtaric and Cerik, but her sentries never spoke to her or even bothered to look in her direction. It seemed the louder she cried, the less they heard.

Chained to a vertical beam, Vykinallia stood, sat, paced the few steps her tether would allow, and repeated endlessly. With each day that passed, her hopes of Damascus meeting the ransom faded. The realization that she wasn’t worth leftover supplies to him told her everything—not just about him as a person, but the value system he represented in New Rheynian society.

She cursed herself for a starry-eyed foolish girl, duped by gallant princes, fancy dresses, and pulvinus seating. But it was worse than that. She wasn’t just intoxicated by Damascus, Salmantic court, and the prospect of social advancement; she’d been conditioned as a fool long before that.

Zephyrus opened her eyes to the truth, but she saw it too late.

Jechtaric and Cerik were right; I never fought for them.

Vykinallia paced the few steps adjacent to her beam, her chains rattling with each step. Each passing day, her dreams that Zephyrus would enter the Sanctuary and strike the chains that bound her dwindled, and her fears, wondering if he were still alive, mounted. She’d failed to free him. There was no telling if he’d ever get another chance to escape. And even if he managed to find his freedom, it was beyond ignorant to expect the first place the Wielder would go would be to find her. She was nothing to him. Nothing… but one kiss.

She needed to do something.

If I prove to Lenara that I can be an ally—

Her train of thought fractured, realizing she didn’t want freedom from this place. The same pomposity that served well amongst the patricians of court would only condemn her here. She couldn’t pretend to understand the plight of Lenara’s people without experiencing it herself.

She dropped to her knees. Breathing the dank, soiled air of her own filth and the hard-packed earth, she wrinkled her nose and swallowed her false pride. She wouldn’t fight against the chains that held her. She’d allow them to humble her, so that when her time came, she would be ready to fight for the oppressed.

Thoughts and memories of her time in the ludus flooded her mind. From watching the gladiators with her father, and practicing dance steps with her mother, to heeding Liario’s tutelage on history, and Doctore’s instruction in swordplay, she recalled a hundred instances where she could have been an ally to the Celestic people. A hundred opportunities and an equal number of failures.

Vykinallia hung her head. She stayed there for what could have been hours before torchlight illuminated the hall outside her alcove.

Footsteps approached, and her guards allowed the oncomer to pass. Bathed in dancing orange light, Lenara entered the alcove to stand before Vykinallia. The crow’s feet cornering her eyes deepened as her dark brows narrowed and her thin lips pulled back in a curt smile.

Vykinallia fought the familiar urge to make demands and impose her will. She was no longer a domina who held such power. She never should have been a domina. She let her eyes fall to the ground between her knees and Lenara’s boots.

“Given up?” Lenara asked.

She fixed her gaze at Lenara’s feet. “No, Lenara. Just learning my place.”

Lenara chortled. “Hmm. Shame you can’t stay longer.”

Vykinallia inclined her head, brows raised. “The king met your demands?”

“We offered different terms.” Lenara’s stoic expression gave no indication as to how she felt on the matter. “He didn’t seem interested in paying for you, even after we sent body parts.”

Swallowing, Vykinallia parsed through the details.

He believes they tortured me, and still he didn’t agree to terms?

Her jaw tightened, and heat rose to her cheeks. “If he didn’t agree to pay the ransom for me, what did he agree to?”

Lenara snorted. “He didn’t agree to anything yet. But if he shows and finds you whole, he may be more inclined to a civil exchange.”

Vykinallia’s teeth ground together. I’d rather rot in here than return to him. “And if he doesn’t show, or if my presence doesn’t stay his hand as you hope?”

Lenara placed one hand on her hip and shrugged. “That will be up to your betrothed. But if he doesn’t want you, you’re…” Lenara raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “For your sake, I hope he wants you.”
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Bound, blindfolded, and returned to the wagon Falcos escorted her in, Vykinallia was once again on the bumpy road. Several wagons and scores of men and women accompanied them. It wasn’t until several hours later when her blindfold was removed that she realized where she was.

The town square of Stockhelm was empty beneath the starry, cloudless sky. The wagons were oriented in a semicircle. Many of those who marched alongside her wagon were hidden from view by the time they’d taken her blindfold off. Whether concealed in the shadows of the statues or the many pavilions on the outskirts of the square, Vykinallia couldn’t be certain, but she knew one thing: they were preparing an ambush.

At the center of the wagons, Lenara spoke with Iberion, the half-blind man with the scarred face. With Iberion’s burly arms folded across his chest and Lenara’s palms skyward, their postures hinted at a disagreement, but they were too far away for Vykinallia to overhear. Unari, the Celestic fire mage, ordered Cerik to aid in lugging something heavy out of the back of another wagon. Vykinallia’s former gladiator joined Sett, the man who wanted to bludgeon Vykinallia to death in the Sanctuary, in hauling a massive chest from the wagon. Cerik set his side down gently, but Sett dropped his from knee height. The wooden chest crashed to the cobblestone, startling everyone around.

Realizing it was just a dropped chest, many deep breaths released and tense shoulders settled. Iberion had drawn his sword, ready for a fight.

Jechtaric strode by muttering something under his breath, a stack of what appeared to be curved wooden slats piled under his arm. He shoved one of the slats into Sett’s stomach. “Make people more nervous, why don’tcha?”

Sett grunted but lifted the slat to his face. With cutouts for the eyes and a tether slotted through the sides, the wooden mask concealed most of his features. Though it reminded Vykinallia of Valencia’s Faceless servants, these masks wore a distinctly eerie expression.

Jechtaric continued to pass out the masks, tossing one to Cerik and Unari, before handing more to Iberion and Lenara.

A figure popped his head out from the cover behind the statue of Phaebia, his face covered by a wooden mask. Clutching a short spear in his hands, he looked toward Lenara.

Lenara, donning her own mask, waved him back into hiding. “Everything is fine. Wait for the horn. Only come out if they attack first.”

Vykinallia balked.

They’re not setting an ambush; they’re expecting one.

The masks were not for intimidation, but anonymity. The wagons were positioned to offer cover on their flanks or to make an escape. Those in hiding were a defensive tactic.

Dankar, the bull of a man who attempted to brand her the moment she was brought to the Uprising’s camp, held a dagger before her, dissolving her thoughts of tactics in an instant. Crude steel sharpened to a cruel edge caught the flickering torchlight. She wanted to raise her hands in defense, but they were bound behind her back.

Dankar examined the blade between them. He shook his head, swinging his black braids left and right. “It ain’t Auros-forged, but try anything funny, and I’ll bury it in your back.”

Vykinallia swallowed. She didn’t believe it would take anything funny on her end to provoke Dankar’s wrath, but she had no intentions of disrupting the exchange. As wounded as she was that Damascus hadn’t ransomed her, Lenara made it clear that it was in her best interest to leave with him.

She nodded.

Sheathing his dagger with a grunt, he retrieved a wooden mask that was tucked into his belt and pulled it over her face. “Not a word outta you.”

Trumpets sounded from over the Crystal River, their cries shrill through the crisp night air. The sound, once a familiar herald of excitement and gladiatorial games, now sent gooseflesh up Vykinallia’s arms. In the distance, footfalls landed in syncopated rhythm, adding an ominous percussion to the blaring horns.

“Take position,” Lenara said from the front of their gathered party.

Iberion, Sett, and Dankar drew swords, while Cerik wielded his mace and Jechtaric his spear. Unari’s fingertips glowed orange with the remnants of magic, but they all seemed of little consequence against the encroaching army.

The torches came into view first, followed by the King’s Guard Knights clad in crimson-and-onyx plate mail. The Salmantic knights followed in black ring mail, carrying the red-and-black banner of the Drake chimera. At the center of their procession, clad in brilliant blood-red armor atop a white stallion, Damascus, the King of New Rheynia, approached.

Though her savior had come, Vykinallia felt no swell of relief. She didn’t want to go with him, but whatever fate awaited her if left in the Uprising’s care was a far worse proposition.

The horns continued their trumpeting until the Salmantic front stopped fifty paces away. The King’s Guard Knights separated, the Salmantic soldiers fanned out, filling the town square, and Damascus, atop his white stallion, trotted forward to greet them.

He flipped up his visor. “I am Damascus Helixus, King of New Rheynia and Duke of Salmantica. To whom I must entreat, you and two others may approach the center.”

The sound of his voice wasn’t what she remembered, but her memories were poisoned by her time spent chained to a beam while Damascus ignored the Uprising’s ransom notes. Once, his voice set her stomach fluttering; now, it grated on her. Her fists curled within her rope bindings. She didn’t know how she could marry him now, but it was that or remain the Uprising’s prisoner, or worse. Her mother had warned her about men: a summer night’s dream, she had called them.

How could he have left me to be tortured…

Now she saw Damascus for the hellish nightmare he was.

Lenara nodded at Iberion and Unari, and together, they met Damascus at the center of the square, equal distance from the gathered Salmantic troops and the Uprising’s hidden fighters.

The muscles along Vykinallia’s spine quivered, and her jaw hurt from clenching, but no amount of strain would allow her to hear the words that passed between the two leaders. Moments felt like hours with her fate hanging in the balance, but eventually, Damascus raised a hand, and four carts were brought forward, each pushed by half a dozen men. Iberion and Unari inspected the contents of the carts, but still, no signal was made for Vykinallia’s exchange.

Lenara raised her hand, signaling for Vykinallia.

Vykinallia let out a shaky breath, but as she stepped forward, Dankar’s massive hand seized her shoulder.

“Not you.”

From the shadows of the statues of the Six, a score of masked Uprising men and women filtered into the square. They met Damascus’s troops and accepted the carts, wheeling them towards the Uprising’s wagons. The Salmantic troops returned to their formation, but Damascus, his knights, and the leaders of the Uprising remained at the center of the square.

Vykinallia’s knees began to tremble at the thought of what would happen to her if Damascus returned to Salmantica without her.

What terms did they agree on, and how could they not involve me?

Uprising fighters unloaded the Salmantic carts into their empty wagons, but even their rummaging didn’t drown out the shout that came from the center of the circle.

“What! Bring her. At once!”

Vykinallia’s heart skipped a beat at Damascus’s shout, but so too did her mind. As Dankar escorted her to the center of the town square, her balance swayed beneath the unsteadiness of her legs. She tried to discern what could have been said to make Damascus suddenly aware of her presence enough to demand her be brought forth. Dankar delivered her to Lenara’s side at the center of the square before she could figure it out.

The white stallion’s hooves scuffed the cobblestones as the beast tossed its head, snorting. Damascus sat tall atop his steed, his red armor reflecting the torches’ glow. He appeared like every knight in the stories she’d read as a girl, but as Vykinallia’s gaze traveled up to the eyes behind the helm, she realized they did not belong to Damascus. Not gold, but smoky gray.

Vykinallia attempted to form words, but none found their way to her lips as her tongue tangled over itself.

“Remove her mask,” Not-Damascus said.

Dankar tore the mask from her face, the wood scratching her cheek and mussing her knotted hair. Vykinallia looked past the man masquerading in Damascus’s armor for the man himself but couldn’t find him.

The nearest King’s Guard Knight advanced, examining her through the slit in his visor.

“She is whole,” Lenara said. “If you had answered any of our previous letters, we could have made this exchange without resorting to killing your men and sinking your ships.”

As Dankar sawed through the binds at Vykinallia’s wrist, the knight standing across from her whipped his head up to the man who styled himself King of New Rheynia.

Not-Damascus cleared his throat. “This was the only correspondence we received.”

Lenara chuckled beneath her wooden mask. “Then you, King of New Rheynia, have an allegiance issue within your castle. In any light, we have what we came here for. You have her, and our word; we will no longer attack the water caravans.”

Lenara spun on her heel.

“I’m not done with you!” Not-Damascus shouted.

Lenara paused, looking over her shoulder. “But I am done with you, Drake. If you wish to know who withheld the ransom, look no further than your own mother.”

The King’s Guard Knight opposite Vykinallia slid a dagger from within his vambrace. Using Vykinallia as cover, neither Unari, Iberion, or Lenara saw it.

Vykinallia’s eyes widened as she attempted to catch the knight’s gaze, but he wasn’t focused on her, too intent on the steel in his hand and what he planned to do with it.

With his left hand, he seized Vykinallia’s wrist. Pulling her towards him, he strode past her, dagger poised for Lenara’s back.

Without thinking, Vykinallia flailed, reaching for anything she could grab. Her fingers caught on the knight’s pauldron, throwing his attack off-balance.

At the sudden motion, Iberion drew his sword. “Steel!”

Unari lifted a horn from around her neck and blew.

At the sound of the trumpet, a storm of masked men and women hiding amidst the statues erupted into the town square. Swords and spears raised, their war cries filled the night. More and more poured in from the surrounding woods in greater numbers than those who journeyed from the Sanctuary.

A spear flew through the air and struck the man pretending to be Damascus in the shoulder.

“Protect the king!”

The King’s Guard Knights and Salmantic soldiers charged forward as Lenara, Iberion, and Unari backed towards their gathering screamers.

The square divided in two, Vykinallia and the knight who attempted to stab Lenara at its center. The man in Damascus’s armor fell from his rearing horse, spear still embedded in his pauldron.

The knight in black-and-red armor turned towards her, dagger still in hand. Through the slit in his visor, eyes as gold as the midday sun glared at her. “What have you done?”

Vykinallia stared at Damascus. Her betrothed. Her future.

In his eyes, an entire lifetime played out before her. A life in which she was his queen, and he her king. A life with children, laughter, and love. The summer night’s dream smoldered to ashes. She’d be a prisoner with a crown, as likely to create change as she was chained to an iron beam in the Sanctuary.

Vykinallia shook her head. “No, Damascus. What have you become?”

She ripped free from his grasp and ran as fast as her legs could carry her. Not only away from Damascus, but towards Lenara, Iberion, and Unari.

The moment Vykinallia got to them, the Uprising’s masked fighters swarmed around them as the Salmantic force enclosed around Damascus and his fallen body double, forming a defensive perimeter.

Lenara gave the command, and with another blow of Unari’s horn, the Uprising retreated, scattering south into the surrounding woods.


Chapter 25

Moths to the Flame

Danella V

Salmantica

Kneeling, head bowed, fingers interlocked, Danella tried to pray. She’d failed to find peace in her study, had just as little success visiting the shrines in the garden, and now was at her wit’s end in the Royal Basilica. Whether for wisdom, guidance, patience, or strength, none of her prayers arrived at their conclusion. Every time, halfway through, doubts crept in—slowly at first, but they soon became a cascade.

Memories of Varros, Iylea’s prophecies, Horus’s promises—each one had played her for a fool. Once, she thought the strings of the world were at her fingertips, but all along, she was just someone else’s marionette, dancing for the crowd’s amusement.

She had no one to blame but herself, especially in her latest failure. She trusted Horus and his Ridge Knights to find Laeden, and they had. She wasn’t counting on them to join Laeden in rebelling against the crown. Now three ludi had fallen in three days, and the number of escaped slaves swelled.

This is all because of Zephyrus. I should have killed him when I had the chance.

Danella opened her eyes and slammed her fists on the back of the pew in front of her, again too distracted to pray. The statues of the Six loomed over her, each at least three men high, but even their presence offered her no comfort.

“How could you have let the Judges’ prophet escape me so many times?” she asked, but their stone faces offered no reply. Despite the stained glass’s beauty, the glow of candlelight on the canopied ceilings, and the smell of incense filling the empty temple, the Gods were absent. Part of her began to wonder if they had ever even been here.

Danella shook her head and buried her face in her hands. Faithless, blaspheming imbecile. She hated that her circumstances made her question her faith, but from the moment Zephyrus arrived on the pulvinus at the Festival of Stockhelm, he had been a thorn in her side that she couldn’t remove. Saulus, Lenox, Liario, countless gladiators, and even Ser Daenus failed to dispatch him from this world, and now he had poisoned Laeden into believing his blasphemy.

He will not claim me too.

She had to stop him and Laeden before any others answered their rallying cry. Lenox and the Jackals would have to deal with the slave-mage, but Laeden she would handle herself. According to Brusos’s sources, Laeden was styling himself King of Valtarcia. In freeing the slaves over the course of three incursions, sparing all but two—Baron Ulysius and one of his guards—he was declaring himself a king of all people. Those who doubted her, especially the plebs and Celestic sympathizers, would flock to Laeden’s banner like moths to the flame, especially in Valtarcia.

Perhaps I can send a few moths of my own.

Finished with trying to pray, Danella exited the pews, knowing how to put a stop to Laeden’s revolution. She strode down the nave of the basilica to the main entrance, where the two guards given to her in the absence of the King’s Guard Knights awaited her. While the King’s Guard accompanied Damascus to Stockhelm to deliver justice to the Fallen—as they called themselves—the men she was given were of a different variety. While not the finest graduates of Atonus Allos’s militant academy, they were low enough to be lured with the offer of elevation. And unlike a King’s Guard Knight, they would not draw Laeden’s suspicions if they deserted their posts to join his rebellion.

Chin held high, shoulders pinned back, Danella pushed through the double doors of the basilica to find the two men standing on either side of the portico. They both turned as the doors swung open, saluting at attention.

Danella pursed her lips into a tight grin. Green as dewy grass. She paused in the entryway of the basilica, hands on her hips. “At ease, my dutiful guards.”

Neither slackened, as if in a contest with one another to prove more obsequious.

Danella exhaled through her nostrils, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. “Accompany me inside. The Gods have bestowed their wisdom, and I have an assignment for the two of you… that is, if you wish to prove yourselves?”
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Danella woke early after a restful night of sleep, stretching her arms to the canopy of her four-poster bed. Sliding her feet into a pair of slippers and wrapping herself in her robe, she exited her bedchambers and strode out to the balcony overlooking the Hylan Mountains to the west and all of Salmantica to the south.

Though the sun had not yet risen and a dark fog settled over the moat of Sentigard, warmth radiated through Danella. Her guards, Aponius and Roderick—her newest allies—had left in the night and were well on their way to dismantling Laeden’s rebellion before it gained more traction. Whether they would succeed or not remained to be seen, but as the deep purple sky lightened with the rising sun, so too did her prospects. She had nothing to lose and potentially everything to gain in casting the two men to Laeden’s fire. Soon, Damascus would return in victory over the Uprising, Lenox would deliver her Zephyrus’s head, and before the new moon, all would be right with the world.

Danella sniffed the air. The sulfuric scent of char stained the dawn, but it smelled sweet. Nothing like the fragrance of burnt Celestic idols and a crushed rebellion in the morning.

Through the fog, the red-and-black banner of House Drake flew along the Aquarian River, heralding Damascus’s return.

Danella hurried inside to prepare herself, eager to hear of her son’s triumph. Summoning her handmaidens to dress her hair and clothe her, Danella found herself grinning. All of her doubts melted away, and for the first time in days, her mind remained silent. She found herself appreciating details she hadn’t allowed herself to notice in some time: the serenity of thoughtlessness, the beauty of a rising sun, the courage, strength, and determination of the men in her service. Everything from the softness of the crushed velvet red dress that graced her skin, to the shine of the golden Six Arrowed Star pendant on her neckline, filled her with a joy she hadn’t experienced since her brother was still King of New Rheynia.

Once prepared, Danella descended the tower stairs and traversed the torchlit halls of Sentigard, her handmaidens following close behind. With her hair pinned up in elaborate braids and the train of her dress following her, Danella approached the tall double doors of the throne room. The doors opened as she neared, but the sounds within did not greet her the way she’d anticipated.

Expecting casks of wine and raucous celebration, Danella’s splendid mood soured at the long faces and chorus of curses filling the court.

A knot formed in her throat, and the corset around her ribs seemed to tighten as she tried to swallow it. Danella dismissed her attendants in the foyer and quickened her stride toward the throne room. As she entered, Damascus tore the vambrace from his arm and chucked it into the stone pillar adjacent to the dais, a fresh bout of swears fleeing his mouth. Many of his men shied away, shielding their faces or casting their gaze downward to avoid accidental eye contact with the raging king.

At her entrance, Damascus paused to meet her eyes. He huffed, snatching the other vambrace from his arm and tossing it to clatter along the stone floor.

“Fetch wine!” Damascus sat down on the edge of his throne and motioned his young squires to remove his armor.

Danella continued to approach the throne, clicking her fingernails together. She hadn’t witnessed Damascus in such a state since he believed Varros was taken at the hands of the mages. Her mind raced, attempting to discern what could have gone wrong.

The soldiers filling the throne room appeared unscathed by battle. Did the Uprising not show? Was the meeting a trick—a distraction? What fresh treachery could they have committed?

Damascus fixed her with a glare reserved for Hechts.

Danella worked saliva into her dry mouth. “What’s happened?”

She didn’t want to know the answer. The peace that accompanied her on the other side of the door to the throne room had vanished, replaced again by her closest companion—doubt.

The squires removed the red-and-black King’s Guard cuirass from his chest as an attendant held out a tray with a goblet of wine. Damascus snatched the goblet and lifted it to his lips. The apple of his throat bobbed, gulp after gulp. Once emptied, he slammed the gilded goblet to the arm of his throne, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Everyone out,” Damascus said. His voice was no louder than a whisper, but all heard the command. As the soldiers began to file out in neat rows, Damascus addressed his King’s Guard Knights. “You too.”

Helmet under his arm, Ser Daenus’s burnt face turned towards Danella. She nodded, and he followed his brothers out of the throne room. Damascus held her with his golden eyes until every last soldier and attendant had fled the throne room, leaving only the two of them.

“What happened?” Danella asked.

Damascus ignored her, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Were there other ransom notes?”

Danella narrowed her brow and tilted her head, hoping he wouldn’t see through her façade. “What do you mean?”

“Nallia is alive,” Damascus said through his teeth. “Whole and unharmed. They sent correspondence wishing to make an exchange for the same supplies I just handed over.”

Danella’s corset constricted enough to tighten her throat. Nallia. Alive. Unharmed. She shook her head, not believing the words. “You gave them the supplies?” Six preserve me, you were never supposed to speak—you were supposed to attack. She forced the desperation from her voice. “They got away?”

Damascus scowled. “They were ready for us. Thousands—concealed in the square or hiding in the woods, they outnumbered us two to one. They had better positioning and the element of surprise. Aemos took a spear in the shoulder for wearing my armor.”

Danella balked, her hand clutching her chest. “They attacked you—at least they believe they attacked you?” She bit back her surprise, but too late.

Damascus shook his head, bolting upright, arms extended out to the sides. “That is what astounds you? They killed Father! Why would they hesitate to attack me?” He approached her with such force Danella had to resist the urge to step backwards.

Her feet felt like stone, her knees like stalks of grain, blowing in the wind as Damascus drew near—too near. He leaned in, the wine on his breath souring the air between them.

“Someone is withholding information from me.”

Danella didn’t dare breathe. She wanted to deny his claim, to scoff as if it were the most preposterous suggestion she’d ever heard, but she couldn’t. Her mask threatened to shatter, the long-concealed secrets begging to rip free in a torrent of truth. Danella didn’t respond.

“Who delivered the ransom to you?” Damascus whispered in her ear.

Danella blinked, backing away until she could meet Damascus’s eyes. The harrowing gold held the sun’s intensity, but no blame.

He doesn’t suspect me.

He continued to whisper. “Laeden must have agents within Sentigard, filtering through the Uprising’s messages, choosing which should make their way to me. They’re toying with me.”

Danella, regaining composure, grabbed Damascus by the shoulders. “Why do you believe this? They want you to not trust your advisers, to divert your focus to fighting ghosts. If we wage a war amongst ourselves, they reap the benefits, but with Nallia returned, she might be able to aid our—”

“She didn’t come back.”

Danella gasped, lifting her hand to cover her mouth. She’s dead. He watched her die. No wonder he is so furious. “Damascus, I am so sorry for your loss. The realm will grieve her—”

“She’s not dead.” Damascus’s tone stabbed like a dagger through chainmail. “She stopped me from killing their leader. Then she ran back to them, retreating into the jungles. That’s where they’re hiding, but not for much longer.”

Danella’s jaw hung open, her mouth dry. Her mind felt sluggish, attempting to fill the blanks Damascus neglected to share.

“And you may be right—perhaps the Uprising wants me to turn against my own, but, see, Mother, I’ve learned something after last night. Rats can’t hide in the shadows if you cast a large enough light. And with this drought, one spark is all it takes to set the sky on fire.”

Danella swallowed the lump in her throat. The sulfuric scent of the dawn air, the dense fog over the Aquarian. Those weren’t bonfires and fog—Damascus set the jungles of Stockhelm aflame.

“Whether rats here in Sentigard or in Stockhelm’s jungles, there is only one way for them to hide amongst the ashes.”

Danella worked her mouth to produce sour spit. Varros’s voice returned to her. “This war will ruin him, and he will destroy everything your father built—everything I tried to save.”

“I will find the one who withheld the Uprising’s letters from me, and I will hunt the Uprising to the last corners of the realm.” The look in Damascus’s eyes gave credence to Varros’s warning.

Danella’s gaze fell to the floor. This was the king her father’s kingdom needed, the man she needed him to be, but he was no longer her little boy, and it hurt to look at him. What would he do if he learned I was the one who hid the Uprising’s letters from him? She cleared her throat and met his gaze again.

“What will you do when you find Nallia?”

Damascus’s stern glare did not waver. “She will receive the same justice as any who dare defy me. Nallia Cassius may be alive, but she’s dead to me. As is Laeden, and every other rat.”

Danella embraced Damascus—her son, her king, and the hope of Valencianism. She closed her eyes and exhaled, releasing Varros’s contagious worry with it. “We will end them all. For the Six.”

“For the Six.”


Chapter 26

Deaths of Inconsequence

Fenyx III

Stockhelm

The setting sun marked the end of Fenyx’s time in the baths, but it did not signal a close to the forced labor for the rest of his brothers. Skin clean and smelling of rosewater, and with a sack of food pilfered from the kitchens, Fenyx returned to his Champion’s cell.

The stitches sewing shut the tears carved down his right cheek by the Sentinel itched worse than the Burning’s prickling. The scar would never fade. He’d no longer have a good side of his face, but if he was Champion, he didn’t care.

The crack of a whip snapped outside his window to the training square. Where once such a sound signified the beginning of a sparring match or the end of the day’s training, now it was a spur to speed his brothers to action. While Fenyx joined the chain line in the mornings to assist in refortifying the walls of the training square, he was spared the hottest part of the day and the extended duration that the other gladiators endured.

Instead of toiling in the sun, his afternoons were spent fighting with steel against men who didn’t deserve to pick up a sword. His new domina, Cerberynn, purchased the slaves caught by the Jackals to keep her Champion sharp. While spilling their blood satisfied the Burning, and kept him from the laborers’ line, their deaths would do nothing to refine his edge for when he faced true gladiators again, but he supposed these bouts were more for Cerberynn’s entertainment than his training.

Fenyx laid out the morsels Odetta had taken from the kitchens on his bed. A few chunks of cheese, a vine of shrunken grapes, a handful of withered figs and dried dates, and a couple scraps of bread—nothing for gladiators to live off of, but Odetta’s efforts in securing food for his brothers would keep them from hating him. It was what a Champion ought to do—look out for the brotherhood—but somehow, it never seemed enough.

Fenyx grumbled, looking at the meager stash. Shagren would complain, Vossler’s silence would sting his ears, and Auron would still attempt to pull him aside to convince him to flee and join the Uprising. Auron had a better chance of crumbling the Hylan Peaks than convincing Fenyx to throw away everything he had earned, everything that would come to him, but that didn’t stop his former doctore—his former friend—from trying.

Fenyx wrapped up the stolen goods and hid them under his bed with the same regard as he had for his relationship with Auron. Auron had told the Sentinels that Fenyx shared Zephyrus’s cell on the night Jechtaric and Cerik escaped. Fenyx would have told them everything about Zephyrus if he didn’t think they’d nail him to a Six Arrowed Star for not saying so earlier, but he didn’t understand why Auron gave him up to the Sentinels.

He pressed his tongue into the raised flesh on the inside of his freshly scarred cheek and put his hands behind his head. Staring out the window at the darkening, cloudless sky, Fenyx considered how Zephyrus and the Uprising had made everything worse. For everyone.

Things will return to normal. Soon.

Yet the starry sky gave no indications of the nightly rains ever returning.

It wasn’t long before the Brusos guards, including the former Cassius guards now wearing the black-and-white snake, called for the end of their labor. The gladiators were escorted inside, unlocked from the chain line, and shoved in their cells. Only once they were all locked away were they ladled their ration of gruel and left for the night, though it wouldn’t be long until they repeated the same ordeal on the morrow.

Once the guards left and the torches were put out, leaving them in the still darkness, Fenyx approached the barred window of his wooden door. Through the gloom of the shadowed barracks, the whites of every eye were visible between their cell bars.

“What’ve you got for us this time?” Shagren asked.

“What I could,” Fenyx said, unfolding his sack of stolen goods.

One at a time, he flung them through the bars to Vossler’s cell opposite him. Vossler would take a bite, then pass the rest along to Shagren, then Shagren to Wardon, and so on until all of the gladiators had something.

“No meat?” Shagren asked.

“Honeyed ham?” Wardon said. “I’d kill for swine.”

“You ain’t ever had honeyed ham,” Daegan, a younger gladiator said.

“Did so,” Wardon hissed back. “My mother used to work in Count Horne’s kitchens.”

Shagren grunted. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, then they realized you’re a traitor’s bastard. We know, Ward.”

“Daegan didn’t,” Wardon said.

“Shut up and eat, all of you,” Fenyx said. “Leave not a crumb behind.”

The gladiators returned to a sullen silence, too burdened by their labors or too dismal in their outlook to argue, but it did not last long.

“Don’t take his food,” someone said. “See it for what it is.”

Unable to see who spoke because of the location of his cell or the darkness that shrouded them, Fenyx recognized the speaker’s voice and growled. He knew what this was. He’d seen it enough to recognize it when it began. Every time a new Champion rose and the old became a relic who had outlived his former glories, the old would seize any opportunity to regain favor in the eyes of the brotherhood and retain any bit of influence over the barracks. Fenyx just never believed this song and dance would be between him and Auron.

“And what is that, Auron?” Fenyx bit back his contempt, feigning disinterest.

“You offer scraps to appease our suffering,” Auron said. “You think you are doing the duty of a Champion, providing for the brotherhood, but you are selling a lie. And I will not buy.”

Murmurs broke out amongst the barracks.

“I lie about nothing,” Fenyx spat, unable to keep the venom from his tone. “You should have lied when the Sentinels put you to the question. You speak of brotherhood, but you forsook us the moment they stripped you of being Doctore.”

The mutters silenced. The whites of eyes darted back and forth between the Champion’s cell and wherever Auron was positioned down the hall.

“I told them nothing,” Auron said. “But you have chosen a path of denial that I will not walk. You lie to keep us here, condemned to the chain, while we build the walls that will forever entomb us to this fate. And once you’ve run out of scraps and we realize that the ‘return to normal’ that they promise will never come, it will be too late to flee. And instead of lives of meaning, we will suffer long, slow deaths of inconsequence.”

Fenyx snorted. “Do you hear yourself? ‘Lives of meaning?’ You would have us join the Uprising, the very reason we must build those walls. You once told me ‘To dream of a life beyond these walls is the way to an early and meaningless death.’ There is glory to be won here.”

“There is only glory in a house of honor,” Auron said. “This house has no honor.”

Fenyx pressed his knuckles to the wooden door of his Champion’s cell, but in Fenyx’s silence, the other gladiators’ grumbles took root and sprouted thorns.

Feeding off of their malcontent, Auron continued. “We are gladiators, yet he is the only one who fights. We toil beneath the sun, absent the honor of honing our skills or preparing to battle upon the sands, and he gives you scraps from the duke’s kitchens and promises future glory. Things are getting worse—the king has lost control. The kingdom fears the Uprising, what we could become. Imagine… an army of gladiators; what greater glory than fighting for freedom? The time is now!”

A few gladiators gave hushed voices of support, while others looked to Fenyx as the politics of the barracks divided. Fenyx couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was bad enough when Zephyrus spoke in whispers, but for Auron to address the entire brotherhood about the Uprising…

He needed to put a stop to this. And now.

“The only thing that’s changed is you are one of us now,” Fenyx said. “No longer our doctore. No longer holding the whip. It has been a few days, and you contradict every lesson you’ve ever taught. Now if I hear one more word about the Uprising—I don’t care who speaks it—I will deliver you to the Sentinels myself. Hear me?”

The barracks went silent, spare Auron’s lone chuckle.

“My greatest failing,” Auron said. “My deepest disappointment.”

“You are the disappointment,” Fenyx hissed, stretching the stitches of his wounded cheek. “I’ve become everything you’ve trained me to be. Hypocrite.” He punched the door.

Auron’s laughter continued, slow and droning. “I am disappointed in myself. I failed to teach you that without the love of your brothers, there is no one left to defend your back. Continue down this path, Champion, and you will walk it alone. You will die on it alone.”

Heat rose to Fenyx’s burnt and scarred cheeks. He punched the door, again and again, drowning out Auron’s words. His knuckles cracked and bled, and his fists went numb, but he continued punching the wooden door until light flooded the corridor between the barracks’ cells.

“Ay! What’s the meanin’ of this racket?” said Nortus, the burly, bearded guard who used to serve Cassius. He descended the steps to the barracks, torch in hand.

Many of the gladiators retreated into their cells, but Fenyx paced, barely containing his grunts. The Burning wanted blood. Auron’s blood.

Nortus strode through the barracks before stopping at Fenyx’s door. Despite Fenyx’s time in the villa, sparring for Cerberynn, stealing glances at Odetta, or avoiding Cleotra’s eyes, he hadn’t seen Nortus.

“Why you hittin’ the door?” Nortus asked through the barred window. A bandage stretched over the bridge of his bulbous nose. “Haven’t you had enough? They barely finished cleanin’ up the blood upstairs.”

Fenyx’s nostrils flared, his bloodied fists clenched at his sides, but he offered no answer.

Beneath Nortus’s bushy brown brows and amidst his thick beard and mustache, it was difficult to see the dark purple rings under his eyes.

“What happened to you?” Fenyx asked.

Nortus’s lips twisted. He dragged his index finger down his cheek. “Somethin’ similar. Now don’t go wakin’ up any of the guards who wouldn’t miss an opportunity to do the same to you lot. Keep it quiet. Gods know you need the rest.”

When Fenyx resumed his pacing, Nortus neared the window.

“Please. Not tonight.” Nortus’s beady eyes seemed hollow. “It’ll get better. Back to normal, eh?”

Fenyx grunted before taking a deep breath. He nodded at the guard. And though Nortus’s warning did little to simmer Fenyx’s anger or assuage the Burning’s desire for blood after Auron stoked his ire, Fenyx sat down on the edge of his bed.

Silence again reigned over the barracks even after Nortus’s footsteps and torchlight retreated down the hall, up the stairs, and beyond the door that separated the villa from the barracks.

“Back to normal,” Auron said, his voice barely carrying the short distance between them. “One by one, every liberty will be stripped, and normal will mean something very different from what it once was. The time to decide is near. Soon, it will be too late for us to tell the difference between the glory of a gladiator and the delusions of a slave.”

Fenyx lay back and rolled onto his side, facing the wall, unwilling to hear Auron’s words. Unwilling to believe them.


Chapter 27

Mark of the Dominus

Vykinallia IV

Stockhelm

Acrid fumes filled the morning air. The horizon, once obscured by dense forests, was now clouded in smoke, ash, and the remnants of the jungle’s former life. The absence of the nightly rains had done enough harm, but Damascus’s torches ensured there would be no recovery.

Nallia coughed, searching through the smoke for any sign of his troops.

No army could walk through that.

If the clank of armor or the march of soldiers trekking through the burning forest could be heard, the sound of trees cracking in the fire’s consumption dampened all else. What once sheltered the Uprising’s hideout rose to the orange-tinged sky in the form of embers and ashes, leaving the Sanctuary and the hope of their rebellion exposed. The supplies Sett, Dankar, and Cerik unloaded from the Salmantic wagons didn’t seem worth the exchange.

A gentle touch on Nallia’s elbow spun her around. Lenara examined Nallia with heavy-lidded eyes. Perspiration bubbled beneath the soot staining her wrinkled forehead. Her shoulders slumped forward, but whether weighed down by the night’s events or the ramifications it left behind, Lenara didn’t appear inclined to share.

Lenara averted her gaze to the burning jungle. “You saved my life. I’m not certain it was the best decision for you, but I am in your debt, and that’s not something I take lightly.” She turned back to Vykinallia and folded her arms over her chest, wrinkling her tunic and exposing the falcon of House Faire branded beneath.

Vykinallia sniffed and wiped her runny nose with her thumb and forefinger. “Whatever your reasons, you’re fighting for the disenfranchised. You didn’t deserve to be stabbed in the back.”

Lenara grunted. “Your slaves didn’t deserve to be branded, whipped, or forced to fight each other. Don’t attempt to make this about righteousness or justice. You don’t know the first thing about it.”

She unsheathed a dagger from her hip with exceptional speed, her haggard expression now replaced by wide-eyed intent. She pressed the flat of the blade to Vykinallia’s cheek. Vykinallia’s breath caught, but she didn’t back away.

Passersby became surrounding onlookers. Conversations died, the shuffling of supplies ceased, and all other distractions fell away.

Lenara raised her voice for all to hear. “I fight for the Fallen because the Drakes take what they want when they want. Like a disease, they spread their corruption until even good men dance to the tune of their lies. You chose to leave your king. You chose to save me. But people like you only care about themselves. You could have let that guard bury his steel between my ribs. You could have returned to your castle, become queen, and brought about your ‘peaceful, lasting change’ if you were so inclined. So why—why choose to save me?”

Vykinallia glanced at the gathering crowd, then to the knife at her cheek before meeting Lenara’s stony gaze. If she were going to prove herself to Lenara and the Uprising, this was her opportunity, and though the weight of the moment rested on her chest like a boulder, something Lenara had said ignited in her mind.

The Fallen.

She’d never heard the Uprising referred to as the Fallen before. It wasn’t an appropriate name for the Celestic people who’d escaped their enslavement and chose to fight back, nor did it make particular sense with the phoenix sigil.

“The Fallen,” Vykinallia repeated.

Lenara cocked her brow.

Vykinallia realized why the name stuck out to her. Her lips parted in a smile, her cheek pressing into the flat of the blade. Hours she’d spent researching Zephyrus’s prophecy and the connections it might have had to the Prophets of the Return. That research had yielded more questions than answers, but Lenara just solved a riddle Vykinallia had given up on.

She recited Zephyrus’s prophecy. “The son of the Fallen will rise to prey upon the unworthy. Under cloaks and shadows he hides to bring light to those hoping. When the rivers and streams run dry, he will summon the unworldly to sever the chains that bind the realm to the holy.”

Silence greeted her conclusion, but soon, the crowd broke into excited murmurs.

Lenara shrugged, shaking her head. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“The Wielder!” a voice called from the crowd. A thin, dark-skinned young man with close-cropped hair and a gash along his jawline stepped forward. “I was there—at Tharseo’s Bastion and the slavers’ auction. He and another set us free.”

Lenara frowned before returning her glare to Vykinallia. “What is the significance?”

“You asked why,” Vykinallia said. “Why would I save you, why would I choose to be with you—the Fallen—over becoming Queen of New Rheynia. He is my answer. A man touched by the Gods and Judges alike. A man gifted with magic capable of burning down the world, but who chooses instead to heal, to help… to save. He told me that he wanted to find you, to join you. He and his friends—” She found Jechtaric and Cerik in the crowd. “—they opened my eyes to my shortcomings and society’s failings. I see you, Lenara. I believe in you.”

Lenara’s knife fell away from Vykinallia’s cheek.

Vykinallia turned to Iberion. “I believe in your cause.” And then to Unari. “I believe in how you wish to achieve it. But I know your enemy, and I can help.”

Scoffs and derisive snorts broke out around her. Vykinallia bit her lip. A bead of sweat dripped down her spine, her muscles clenching in its wake. What can I possibly say to prove myself?

“I know the ludi,” Vykinallia said, “how they’re guarded, what procedures they have in place, and where they’re vulnerable. I can help free your people, gladiators—those instructed in the art of swordplay and motivated by the pain of oppression.”

Lenara exhaled through her nostrils, her lip contorting to the side. If she were impressed, the hand on her hip and the dagger held in her slackened grip said otherwise. She looked to the crowd, glancing about for someone in particular.

“Show yourself, Sinion.”

Vykinallia’s chin dropped. Sinion? Baron—Lanista—Sinion?

A large man concealed in a cloak shouldered his bulk into the center of the circle surrounding Lenara and Vykinallia. He lowered his hood, revealing the man she’d sat beside on the pulvinus of the Games of Stockhelm for years.

Vykinallia’s infinite questions jumbled into a soundless, incomprehensible movement of her lips.

The former gladiator-turned-lanista examined her, his lips a hard line despite the softness of his cheeks. “Greetings, Lady Nallia.”

Vykinallia shook her head. “How… when… for how long?”

“Always,” Sinion said. “Before the Treaty was even signed.”

So they know. Everything she hoped she could offer, the only value she could provide, was redundant. Nausea bubbled from her stomach to her throat. Her lower lip began to quiver.

“Why, then—why haven’t you freed your slaves? Why haven’t you attacked the other ludi?”

Lenara circled Vykinallia. “Sinion has provided us supplies, shelter, and men for small operations. His position as a baron has afforded us information and preparation until we are ready to wage war with the Drakes, while your father used his station to burn idols and nail the Celestic people to the Six Arrowed Star.”

Vykinallia’s gaze fell. Her knees felt weak, threatening to collapse alongside whatever hope she had for aiding Zephyrus’s cause. Some wrongs don’t deserve to be redeemed.

“We don’t need you,” Jechtaric shouted from the circle.

He’s right. They don’t need me. She looked around at the gathered people, soot-stained and ill-equipped in a burning forest. They don’t need me. They need shelter, anonymity, and time. Her eyes widened, and she spun to face Lenara.

“You don’t need me,” Vykinallia said. “But you need shelter. There are dozens of smaller ludi throughout Stockhelm. Take them, run them, and hide your people until the time is right. Just like Sinion’s ludus, you can claim strongholds from which to defend or launch an attack.”

Lenara’s stoic stare remained placid. Sinion eyed her, his arms folded across his chest. Vykinallia looked from them to the gathered crowd of freedpeople and mages. If they were considering her words, it was a vast improvement from their prior despondency. Vykinallia needed to stoke their embers.

“House Arux has barracks to house at least twenty gladiators and another dozen guards,” Vykinallia said. “Include the chambers for the servants and the guest rooms in the villa and you can comfortably conceal a hundred people. Most of the lesser lanistas often make the mistake of quantity over quality and have larger accommodations. If we take a few ludi and can do so quietly, no one will be the wiser—until the time is right.”

“We?” Iberion asked.

Unari guffawed, saying something in the old tongue of Stockhelm.

Sinion and Lenara exchanged a glance, and more murmurs spread throughout the crowd.

Lenara lifted her hand, summoning silence. “Our time in the jungles will soon be at an end. They’ve taken our cover, and soon they will come.”

Sinion nodded. “You should not remain here when they sift through the ashes, and no place is better than a ludus for keeping secrets.”

Unari entered the circle, jabbing her finger in Vykinallia’s direction. “And how will she help? What can she do for us?”

Vykinallia inclined her head and closed the distance between her and Unari, forcing the mage to acknowledge her presence. She found Jechtaric and Cerik shoulder to shoulder amongst their brethren. She intended the words for all but spoke directly to them. “I will fight for you.”

Jechtaric crossed his arms and spat on the ground, but Cerik nodded his head.

She located Sett and Dankar. “And for you.”

The two beasts of men glanced at one another but offered no outward rejection.

Then she turned to Falcos, the man who abducted her and brought her to the Uprising. “And you, Falcos. I will fight for you as well.”

Falcos averted his gaze to stare at the ground, backing behind two taller freedmen.

Vykinallia met Lenara’s flat stare. Cold, cruel, unconvinced. Vykinallia clenched her jaw, squaring herself off to the woman, finally aware of what she needed to do. She held out her hand in Dankar’s direction.

“Dankar, you offered me a brand once. Bring it here.”

The mutterings around her became a storm that drowned out the fires burning to the north. Dankar blinked, running his hand through his braids of black-and-gray hair. He opened his mouth but failed to speak.

Iberion approached Unari, drawing his stiletto. “Unari, fire.”

“She won’t do it,” Unari said, but Iberion’s single-eyed glare offered little refusal. She rolled her eyes and huffed, but fire burst forth from her hand, engulfing the tip of Iberion’s narrow dagger.

Vykinallia swallowed. She corkscrewed her feet into the dirt as if to prevent herself from running away. She closed her eyes.

“Are you sure about this?” Lenara asked.

Vykinallia thought of Zephyrus. It pained her that even in this regard, she couldn’t relate to him. She still had a choice, one that Zephyrus nor any of the people gathered around her received.

“I am.”

Lenara nodded at Jechtaric and Cerik. “Hold her still.”

Vykinallia’s former gladiators did as ordered, coming alongside her to pin her arms back.

Jechtaric yanked her in his direction, his breath moistening her ear. “This won’t change anything.”

Cerik grunted. “This changes everything, Vykinallia.”

Hearing her full name, her true name, upon Cerik’s lips invited her to see him differently. He wasn’t just a reliable traditional bruiser or an aggressive brute with more strength than sense. For the first time in all her years of knowing him, she felt like she was seeing him for the first time. Not seeking what would motivate him to fight or discerning how much potential he had in the arena, but actually seeing him. The curls in his hair, the dimples that accompanied his easy smile, the kindness in his eyes.

This changes everything.

Vykinallia set her jaw, ground her feet, and heaved through her nostrils as Iberion brought the orange glowing dagger before her.

“Bare her left breast,” Iberion said.

Cerik pulled back the collar of her tunic, exposing her clavicle and the flesh beneath. Iberion offered none of the ceremonious words, fanciful oaths, or the honorifics that accompanied a gladiator joining the brotherhood. The thought of them reciting her father’s oath now made her sick, but all thoughts ceased as Iberion pressed the flat of the stiletto to her chest.

Fire lanced throughout her entire body. Through her clenched teeth, her scream threatened to chase off the dawn. Water burst from her eyes, but Cerik and Jechtaric held her fast. Her heart hammered against her ribs, demanding to be let free.

Iberion removed the blade, only to reangle it and press it against her flesh again.

Vykinallia’s vision narrowed as night crept into her periphery. She wanted to escape her body, to faint and wake up when the pain was over. No reprieve came. Unlike anything she’d imagined, the pain cut her to her core. The scent of burning flesh brought on a wave of nausea.

Iberion pulled the blade away. “It is done.”

Vykinallia went limp within Cerik and Jechtaric’s grip. She would have collapsed to the ground if not for their aid. It was only a matter of seconds, and though it was over, the pain persisted. She looked down at Iberion’s work, the red raised flesh in the shape of a “V.”

Blurred by tears, she found Iberion’s good eye. “For Vykannis the Brave?”

“No,” Iberion said. “For Vykinallia. Be what the Judges intended you to be.”

Fresh tears fell, and a new wave of heat rose to her cheeks. The eyes fixed upon her seemed to hold less contempt than they had moments before. She wasn’t one of them. She might never fully be accepted by them, but some small measure of respect was won.

Vykinallia fought through labored breaths to find the words. She steadied herself and claimed her feet, allowing Cerik and Jechtaric to let her go. Clutching her chest, fire still coursing through her veins, she addressed the gathered freedpeople of the Uprising.

“House Arux must fall,” Vykinallia said. She turned to Lenara. “With your permission, I would lead an assault on the ludus.”

All eyes drifted to Lenara.

Lenara sucked her teeth, coming beside Vykinallia. She let out an audible exhale before addressing the crowd. “Vykinallia is right; if we stay here in such numbers, they will find us. We must take House Arux.”

She met Vykinallia’s gaze, examining her. “Iberion will lead the charge.”

Vykinallia nodded. Still too proud. She would have kicked herself if she weren’t so tired.

“Take rest today,” Lenara said, facing the Fallen. “Iberion and fifty fighters will march on House Arux. Tonight.” She placed her hand on Vykinallia’s forearm and spoke so only she could hear. “You will be among them. This will be your arena. Win and you will be rewarded. Fall and…” She shrugged, striding past her to the Sanctuary.

Dismissed, the crowd dispersed, returning to their tasks or following Lenara toward the Sanctuary, but Vykinallia remained fixed. She’d made her choice; now she’d have to prove herself. Again and again. A gladiator had to prove himself worthy of life every time he graced the sands.

This is my arena…

But as people passed, she was greeted with an assurance that she wouldn’t be taking to the sands alone. Cerik patted her back with a gentleness she couldn’t imagine from someone who had taken as many lives as he had. Sett and Dankar gave her a nod as they passed, and Falcos even smiled at her.

When night came, she wouldn’t disappoint them. As the dawn light fought its way through the smoke over what remained of Stockhelm’s jungles, she looked to the purple-and-orange sky, her thoughts returning to Zephyrus.


Chapter 28

Wreck the Runner

Laeden VI

Three ludi in three nights. Scores of enslaved peoples set free. Some left to join the Uprising, while others swelled Laeden’s ranks, accompanying the Ridge Knights in their assault on the Valtarcian ludi. Though they’d suffered no casualties since Dheran’s death, Laeden and his budding army had a new problem to contend with.

He eyed Markus, Ostrey, and Aurellia, standing before him in the tablinum of the former lanista of House Ruhlar.

“It’s just one man,” Markus said

Laeden pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. He’d just sat down on the burgundy cushion, hoping he would get a chance to rest before embarking on the next phase of his plan to treat with the Valtarcian plebs and speak of revolution. But like so many of his machinations, those too would not come to fruition.

Laeden stood, placing his hands on the mahogany tabletop, visible through Ruhlar’s clutter. “Who is he?”

“We don’t know,” Markus said. “But he is unaccompanied. We welcomed him in and put him in the barracks with the others.”

Ostrey stroked his mustache. “That doesn’t solve the underlying problem.”

The grim tone from the Captain of the Ridge Knights spurned Laeden from his fatigue. He strode around the desk to join Markus, Ostrey, and Aurellia atop the mosaic tile floor depicting the Gryphon of Ruhlar.

A pause hung in the air between them, triggering Laeden’s eye to twitch. He rubbed the shorn stubble atop his head, wishing he still had hair to run his fingers through. “Whatever the problem is, the solution is on the other side of it. Speak.”

Aurellia bowed as she always did when addressing him, regardless of how many times he reminded her she was no longer a slave. “He asked for you, Laeden—King of Valtarcia.”

Intending to correct Aurellia’s servile gesture, Laeden balked as the words registered.

How could anyone know? His mind failed to spin up a scenario in which anyone could have known that Laeden styled himself as such. “How did they find us?”

No answer.

Laeden growled, slamming his fist onto the table behind him. “Bring him in here. Keep two knights at the gate to watch for any sign of treachery. Then summon the knights and the freedpeople to the villa’s showroom. I will address everyone before speaking with the messenger.”

Ostrey saluted, his footfalls retreating with brisk purpose, but he would have to hurry to catch up with Aurellia, who was already out the door.

Markus didn’t move. “We never should have released the slaves.” He shook his head, massaging the scruff of his cheek. “Some may have found the Uprising, but it’s just as likely that the Jackals found them first.”

Laeden let out a shaky exhale. He strode past Markus and from the tablinum on his way to the showroom. Markus accelerated to return to his side.

Markus wasn’t wrong. Laeden knew it was more than a possibility, but he couldn’t force the freedpeople to join him—morally or logistically. Not only were stealth and surprise their greatest strengths, which too large a force could never leverage, but he needed to distract the Jackals.

“Keep them off of Vykanicus Auros,” Iylea had said. She didn’t know that Zephyrus was Vykanicus Auros, but she knew more about what was going on in the divine realm than any mortal had the right to know.

Is this what you had in mind, Iylea?

As it had been every time he attempted to speak to her since she’d established contact from the realm beyond, she didn’t reply.

Laeden rubbed the back of his neck as they walked through Ruhlar’s halls. “I know, Markus.” He shook his head. “But if they know we’re here, why send only one man?”

It wasn’t long before Ostrey assembled seven of the Ridge Knights and the two dozen freedpeople from Ulysius, Wraelen, and Ruhlar in the villa’s showroom. Laeden paced the dais overlooking the fighting circle while explaining the significance of their gathering.

“A messenger has come to this house,” Laeden said. “That means there are people who know who we are. They know what we’re doing. Some of the freedpeople may have been caught by Jackals, but if anyone has any information that could explain otherwise, make it known.”

No one stirred. No one spoke.

“Did anyone spot a witness to our travels?” Laeden asked.

No response. Aurellia and the rest of the freedpeople, too conditioned to staring at the floor when spoken to, barely seemed to breathe.

“Did a guard slip through our fingers?”

Another moment of silence ensued. The Ridge Knights standing at attention might as well have been statues.

Just as Laeden was about to escort himself to the tablinum to deal with the messenger himself, the shuffle of leather soles on the marble floor stopped him.

Kherus stepped forward. “One of Wraelen’s guards got away.”

Laeden blinked. “What do you mean he got away?”

Kherus, adorning his brother’s bloodstained breastplate, his helm under his arm, knelt before Laeden, head bowed. Yet when he lifted his gaze, his raised eyebrow defied any posture of servility.

“I couldn’t have stopped him without lethal force,” Kherus said. “As you have said, my king, our lives are not worth more than theirs.”

Laeden’s nostrils flared. His fingers curled to fists as he glared into Kherus’s ice-blue eyes. Insolent, patronizing bastard. “Yes, in that one should think before taking another’s life. Six Hells, why didn’t you tell anyone of his escape?”

If guilt or foolishness plagued Kherus’s heart, his outward appearance betrayed none of it. “A lapse in judgment, my king.”

Every time Kherus said “my king,” Laeden’s nails dug deeper into his palm.

“Your lapse in judgment may have doomed us all,” Laeden said. He descended from the dais and strode for the exit to meet the messenger.

“Should I have killed the man?” Kherus’s voice rang loud and clear throughout the showroom, stopping Laeden. “Should I have spilled his blood before he did harm, my king?”

Heat rose to Laeden’s neck at the implication that Dheran’s death was his fault. A vein throbbed in his temple. He was used to being challenged. His failings with the Sentinels, his inability to protect his father, and the loss of Iylea were all shortcomings he would need to answer for. None of that bothered him—he deserved to answer for what he’d done. But he grew tired of answering for what he was. He never chose to be born to a pleb mother in Valtarcia, nor did he choose to be Salmantica’s pseudo-prince, and he certainly did not ask to be made king.

Laeden swallowed his rage. “Dheran’s death was a tragedy, one I would not see repeated. I grieve with you, but I will not permit the reckless endangerment of us all.”

Kherus scoffed. “Us…” His eyes passed over the freedpeople.

Laeden’s instinct was to walk away. If Kherus were just a patrician in court, Laeden would have swallowed the insult and ignored the impropriety as he always had. But Kherus pledged his allegiance to Laeden. Laeden was no longer a pseudo-prince, but a king—at least, that was what the dozen Ridge Knights called him.

Kherus needed to be reprimanded for challenging Laeden’s authority, but he hesitated. Do the other Ridge Knights feel the same? How would they respond if I punished Kherus? Ostrey’s gaze remained as stoic as ever. Even Markus, always quick to chastise one speaking out of turn, gave no reaction.

Laeden bit his lip. He imagined the Ridge Knights losing faith in him, choosing instead to do their duty to his Great-Uncle Horus. They could easily deliver him to Valtarcia to be nailed to a Six Arrowed Star, and who would stop them? Markus had been more obstinate than even Kherus of late, and the freedpeople would sooner return to their manacles than fight on his behalf. Without the Ridge Knights to help free their people, they might as well leave to join the Uprising.

They don’t need me.

Laeden cleared his throat, glowering at Kherus but addressing the entire audience. “We’ll finish this later. Prepare as if an army will follow in the wake of this messenger because that may very well be the case.”

He stormed past Kherus, hoping against hope that he hadn’t brought doom to their doorstep. With each stride towards the tablinum, Laeden’s stomach roiled with the implications of the messenger’s arrival. By the time he returned, sweat beaded on his brow. Wiping it with the back of his hand, he nodded at Malachi and Gensus standing outside the former lanista’s office.

“Has he said anything?” Laeden asked.

Malachi, tall and broad with short black hair and a wide-set jaw, saluted. “He’s said he will only speak with you and you alone, your grace. Otherwise he has cooperated.”

Laeden narrowed his brow. “Alone?”

“He’s been adamant about it,” Gensus said, pawing at the scruff on his chin. “Won’t speak to us, or even look at us.”

“Haven’t gotten a good look of him either,” Malachi said.

Laeden straightened the leather skirt of his armor and adjusted the breastplate that once belonged to Kherus. Waiting wouldn’t make the messenger’s news any better. “Remain here and await my summons. Don’t enter unless I call for you.”

Malachi and Gensus saluted before standing aside, allowing Laeden to enter.

Laeden took a deep breath, tugged the iron handle of the stained wooden door, and entered the tablinum. Inside, a cloaked figure sat in one of the two chairs before the lanista’s mahogany desk. Hooded and hunched, the messenger didn’t rise at Laeden’s entrance or even stir.

Laeden closed the door behind him. The messenger remained motionless, facing the Ruhlar’s empty chair. He had seen such power plays before, and he would not fall victim to them. By sitting before the table, the messenger attempted to dictate where Laeden should sit. The messenger already held the higher ground; to enter, alone and unarmed, he had to have something that offered him assurance or protection. Laeden didn’t have time to play games.

“State your purpose,” Laeden said, standing before the door.

The messenger still didn’t move. “King Laeden—I admit it has a nice ring to it. Though it is my greatest failing that it’s come to this.”

“Who sent you?” Laeden asked, ignoring the messenger’s posturing.

“If anyone knew I were here, I’d be in more trouble than you are.”

Laeden attempted to read through the cryptic phrasing, but lost interest in the puzzle. He rested his hand on the hilt of his short sword. “Speak. Or I’ll throw you in a cell with Ruhlar.”

A heavy sigh emitted from beneath the messenger’s cloak. They sat up straight, their shoulders broadening with the increased height. The messenger lowered their hood to reveal a shaved head beneath.

“I just want to play a game of Reign,” the messenger said, turning around to look over the back of the chair at Laeden.

Laeden stumbled back, placing his hand to his chest. He blinked, not believing his eyes or the face they beheld. He tried to speak, but his voice came out as more of a breath than a word.

“Father?”

Despite being supposedly dead, Varros Helixus—King of New Rheynia, Duke of Valtarcia—stood to his feet before Laeden, arms spread. “Hello, Laeden. There is much to discuss.”


Chapter 29

Unmade and Reforged

Fenyx IV

Stockhelm

Fenyx lay in his bed, staring out the barred window of his Champion’s cell. Smoke, not clouds, marred the night sky following the Uprising’s scorching of the southern jungles from the night before. Their newest infliction of terror had only soured the air he breathed for another morning of stacking stone and afternoon of slaying apprehended fugitives.

Another day came and went, but the nights never departed so swiftly. Last night, Fenyx stared at the wall until his bleary eyes closed in spite of the ceaseless Burning. It might have only been a moment afterwards that guards had woken them to return to the labor line. They continued to build the walls of the training square thicker and higher, but Auron’s uttered whispers of rebellion spread throughout the brotherhood.

After Fenyx had threatened to turn in any who spoke of joining the Uprising, the blatant disregard of his brothers to heed his warning magnified Auron’s closing remarks.

“Continue down this path, Champion,” Auron had said, “and you will walk it alone. You will die on it alone.”

Fenyx scratched at his burnt skin. No number of rosewater baths would stop the phantom itches that crawled over his flesh like maggots. There was only one solution; whiteroot would silence the sensation, but getting it proved to be difficult with the Uprising’s recent activities. Without it, he would experience no reprieve, and without acting on his promises, he would never earn the respect of his brothers.

He huffed, slapping the top of the bed with both palms. Auron had put him in an impossible position.

What would a Champion do?

If he spoke against Auron—his mentor, friend, and, in many ways, his father figure, would be put to death. But Auron wasn’t just those things to him; all within the barracks held Auron in high regard. How many of his brothers would be pleased to see Auron put to death?

Fenyx shuddered, not wanting to imagine it. Frustrated and angry as he was, he couldn’t do that to Auron.

Perhaps another. A less influential brother.

If someone like Daegan, young and without the years of training that forged the bonds of the brotherhood, were to take the fall, Fenyx could deliver on his threat, keep his word, and provide Auron with the opportunity to see clearly once again. But even the prospect of condemning a promising gladiator to an inglorious death made his stomach churn, and there was no guarantee that doing so wouldn’t turn the rest of the brotherhood against him.

He had fought his way into a battle he couldn’t get out of, and now the best thing to do was cut his losses and hope he could talk sense into Auron and the others.

He clenched his teeth, flaring a pang of pain along his newly scarred cheek.

“Burning Auron,” Fenyx said. “The burning Uprising.”

A timid knock drummed against the wooden door of his Champion’s cell.

Fenyx spun to the door.

Nortus’s bruised eyes were visible through the barred window as he fumbled with his keys. “Make it quick. Can’t push our luck.”

Standing to his feet, Fenyx faced the door, unsure who Nortus was speaking to. The door opened, and in slipped Odetta. Her linen shift clung to her, leaving little to the imagination of what lay beneath. The dark curls that hung past her shoulders contrasted with her ivory clothing. In her hands she held a sack of food, larger than she’d secured for him in previous days, as he had asked.

She closed the door behind her, then presented Fenyx with her haul, her mint-green eyes fixed on the floor between them. “We don’t have much time.”

Fenyx narrowed his brow and held out his hand to accept the leftover scraps from the kitchen. “We don’t need any time.” He nodded at the door. “I have what you came here for.”

Odetta shook her head. “If I only wanted to give you food, Nortus would have brought it. There is another matter we must discuss.”

Fenyx grunted. “Does it involve whiteroot?”

Odetta shook her head.

“Does it involve our marriage?” Fenyx asked.

Odetta lifted her gaze. “I suppose. In a sense.”

“It can wait then,” Fenyx said. “Be gone.”

Odetta examined him. “I see how you look at me. I don’t believe you wish me to leave.”

Similar to how Cleotra had once stirred something within him, Odetta had awakened a new lustful Burning, but in truth it had more to do with him winning her, earning her, rather than having her. The way she was throwing herself at him, Fenyx had little care if she stayed or went.

“Out with it then. What do you want?”

Odetta gestured to the sack in Fenyx’s hands. “Open it.”

Fenyx growled but did as instructed. He set the sack down on the bed and unraveled the linens that wrapped it. Heavier than previous days, with more solid contents within, Fenyx wondered if perhaps she had happened upon morsels of meat. But as he stripped away the last of the linens, Fenyx saw the last thing he wanted to see.

“What is the meaning of this?” Fenyx stabbed his finger past the scraps of food and loaf of bread to a medallion inscribed with the Celestic scale of balance. “We’ll be killed if found with this.”

“That’s why we must leave,” Odetta said. “Auron is planning an escape, and we are almost out of time. If you support Auron, the barracks will be unified and—”

She strode over to the bed and tore open the loaf. The blade of a small paring knife protruded from the baked bread.

Fenyx shook his head, mouth agape as Odetta pulled the knife free.

“Together, you and Auron, can lead us to safety,” Odetta said. “If we don’t leave soon—”

Fenyx snatched the knife from her hands and tossed it onto the bed. “Take that and return it to the kitchens. Then throw that—” He pointed at the balanced scale medallion. “—from the cliffs. They will nail you to a Valencian Star.”

Odetta closed the distance between them with surprising agility. She lifted her hand to Fenyx’s burnt cheek, and stared him in the eyes. “Why do you resist? Why do you stay? If it is for me, then we can leave together. You will have me either way.”

Momentarily lost in the trance of her touch, Fenyx regained himself. He scoffed, tearing her hand away from his cheek, and seized her by the wrist.

“I’m not leaving,” Fenyx said. “You’re not leaving. Auron’s not leaving. If you have any faith in the Judges, you know our penance will come to an end once we’ve balanced the scales. War with the Valencians is not the way. We will all die, and the Judges will never be able to redeem us.”

Odetta met his eyes, the demure girl gone. She wrenched her wrist free of his grip and jabbed her index finger at his nose.

“The Judges are gone.”

Fenyx shook his head, raising his palm to his forehead. “You believe in the Return? This nonsense of a Wielder who saves us all?”

“I don’t believe,” Odetta said, her voice low and sharp. “I have seen. The Gods show me. Death—with or without the scales, I die. But if you fail to leave here, everything you are afraid to lose will be taken.”

Fenyx backed away from her. A seer. He pointed to the door. “Get out.”

Odetta closed the space again. “You get out, before…”

Her eyes rolled to the back of her head, her voice deepened to something unrecognizable. “You will be unmade and reforged—a champion of far more than blood and sand, regardless of your stubbornness.”

Fenyx backed away from her until his heel met the wall of his cell. Odetta shook her head and glanced around as if unsure of where she was.

“Tip the scales,” Fenyx said beneath his breath. “What was that?”

Odetta’s eyes went wide. She hurried towards him, grabbing both his hands in hers.

“What did I say?” She shook him. “Tell me!”

A knock at the door accompanied Nortus’s deep voice. “Time to leave.”

“What did I say?” Odetta asked again, pleading.

The stone wall of his cell felt cool against his back, but the heat radiating from Odetta, who he once thought just a timid, wisp of a girl, sent him reeling.

“Nothing.” Fenyx’s voice came out hoarse, his mouth dry, mind barren. He didn’t know what he’d just witnessed, but he wanted nothing to do with her plans, nothing to do with her magic. “You said nothing.”

“Let’s go,” Nortus said from beyond the door.

Fenyx steered Odetta to the wooden door. He didn’t want the incriminating medallion or the knife in his cell, but above all else, he wanted her gone. He opened the door just enough to shove Odetta out before pulling it shut behind her.

Nortus inserted the key into the lock. The clinking metal offered Fenyx a degree of security, a barrier between him and her. He placed his back against the door and slid down, ignoring the splintering wood that pricked at his skin.

Nortus and Odetta’s footsteps retreated, but even after they’d gone, the Celestic artifact and the knife she had brought to his cell remained. Worst of all, her words and the meaning they carried lingered. He didn’t believe her.

Auron… he put her up to this.

The desperation in her eyes seemed genuine. Mad. But genuine.

Fenyx pulled his knees into his chest, hugging them close.

“Unmade and reforged,” she had said. “A champion of far more than blood and sand.”

Fenyx pressed himself to his feet. He strode over to the bed, seized the knife and the medallion, and wedged them between his bed and the wall.

I will deliver the knife and Celestic artifact to Domina and tell her Odetta brought them to me. She will find a new bodyslave to be the Champion’s wife. I keep my promise to the brotherhood and send Auron my warning without poisoning the barracks against me.

He let out a slow, shaky breath.

All will return to normal.

Gathering the food into the linen, he stored the sack under his bed. He lay down and returned his gaze to the ceiling, knowing full well sleep would not come to him this night.


Part V


Chapter 30

A Failed Rebellion

Iylea VI

Valencia

Iylea stared at the next iridescent link in the chain. The beautiful rippling colors did not hide what they represented. Each link was proof of the Gods’ failures, their mistakes given form.

She wanted to believe Laeden avoided Ulysius’s strike, that he’d survived Ferrocles’s cruel point, but she couldn’t; every time she closed her eyes, she saw the scene from where the Whispering Wall left off. Ulysius’s blade cleaved through the air, through Laeden’s armor, and sank into the space between his shoulder and his neck. She never saw it happen, but until she saw him again with her own eyes, she couldn’t fathom any other result.

But because Ferrocles took the gemstone that powered the Whispering Wall, the only way she’d know the truth was if Laeden appeared through the windows into the mortal realm or if she found his link in the chain. The thought of his link on the chain sickened her. He didn’t deserve an eternity of punishment while Ferrocles pranced around Valencia, killing any deity or mortal who inconvenienced him.

She stamped her feet on the tile marked with the sigil of the Gods, knowing it would do no damage to the one she wished to inflict it upon. She didn’t want to be here anymore, doing the Gods’ dirty work. She wished someone would take her soul and consume it so she wouldn’t have to think about the traitor God, Arkadia’s incarceration, Zephyrus’s mission, or Laeden’s demise for one moment longer.

Iylea huffed. She wouldn’t consume another link. Her primary motivation to succeed was to return to Laeden. Turning away from the chain to the closed door of the anchor room, a rebelliousness she’d never known flared to life.

If Ferrocles wanted me to destroy the links of the chain, he never should have harmed the one person I would have done it for.

Iylea tugged at the hem of her dress as if the divinely stitched cloth needed her help to straighten. She marched past the Hall of Mirrors, adjacent to the anchor room, and over to the oversized crystalline door at the other end of the atrium. Iylea pressed her ear to the door to the main corridor, opposite the Celestial Falls.

No sound.

She waited, listening for any sign of Ferrocles’s presence. If he were still standing guard, he might as well be a gargoyle. She took a deep breath and shouldered the thick door open.

She peered down the corridor, searching for any sign of Ferrocles or the other Gods. With the way clear, Iylea tiptoed down the corridor in the opposite direction of the Tower of Whispers. Her careful prowling paired with the lush carpet to silence her escape from the anchor room.

Iylea hadn’t explored much outside of the path from the anchor room to the Tower of Whispers, but if she were going to find answers, she would need to stop playing by the rules. With nothing left to lose, Iylea increased her speed, sneaking down the hall, but first, she’d have to find a more discreet way to move about the castle. She didn’t want to turn a corner and walk directly into one of the Gods. Lined with fine art and ornate sculptures, the corridors weren’t dissimilar from Sentigard or Northridge. And just like any mortal fortress, Valencia was sure to have its secret passageways as well.

Turning down a side corridor with far less decoration, Iylea slowed. The hall was lined with golden sconces with smokeless flames flickering. This section of the castle seemed like Incinerae’s domain. Iylea considered what indicators there might be to point her in the direction of Ferrocles’s chambers. He was hiding something, and she was going to find it, but first, she’d have to find a way into Incinerae’s quarters.

She approached the long line of torches. The golden fixture—a pattern of overlapping angles that reminded Iylea of the forests of cypress trees along the Valtarcian lowlands—reflected the torchlight’s flickering dance. Inspecting the sconce, she felt for any movable sections that might open a hidden pathway.

Nothing.

She moved onto the next fixture and the next, but no luck. Continuing down the wall of torches, she touched too close to the fire and retracted her hand reflexively. To her surprise, it didn’t burn. Upon closer examination, no warmth radiated from the torch at all. The fire was practically cold.

Iylea hummed. Do the rules of nature not apply in Valencia, or is my form in this realm immune to such sensations? She reached towards the neighboring torch but retracted as the flickering tongues bit at her fingertips. I suppose I’m not immune, after all. Perplexed, Iylea tried another torch, and another, but they all bore the heat she’d come to expect from fire.

Returning to the heatless torch, Iylea reached her hand into the flame. She felt a gentle chill, but found a switch at the bottom of the sconce.

With a gasp, she flipped the small lever and stepped back.

Nothing happened.

With caution, she searched for another torch burning cold. Knowing what she was looking for, an eager anticipation grew within her. She gasped as she found a second fire burning cold. On her tiptoes, she reached into the fire and flicked the lever.

At once the neighboring golden sconces melted, dripping down and converging together. Iylea backpedaled, wanting to look over her shoulder to make sure no one was coming down the hall, but was unable to avert her gaze.

The converged gold hardened into a plate as flat and smooth as glass in the size and shape of a door. Iylea stood between the gold sections on either side of the hall. She reached out to touch one, but her hand went right through it, disappearing on the other side.

Iylea gasped. She yanked her arm back, holding it before her eyes. Counting all five fingers, she exhaled. Turning to face the golden wall, she set her jaw and marched through.

Emerging on the other side, Iylea found herself in a cavern of candles. The room made Queen Danella’s royal chambers seem like a sty. Though it possessed many elements found in a patrician’s chambers, such as a four-poster bed, a desk, and a sitting area, there was nothing ordinary about them. In place of wood, everything was constructed of a glossy, volcanic rock, and instead of a mattress, the bed was made of a collection of smoldering coals.

Iylea stood upon a giant fur rug of some monstrous animal she didn’t know existed. The moment she stepped forward, a massive hearth burst to life along the length of the adjacent wall, as tall as it was wide. Simultaneously, the golden entryway she’d passed through sealed shut behind her. A raging but soundless fire licked at the finely carved mantel. Ruby-encrusted gold fineries adorned the onyx surfaces everywhere a candle was not.

Mesmerized, Iylea drew closer. She picked up a golden sculpture of a man’s bust, and a peculiar quiet came over her. Distinctly humanoid, the textures of the piece were anything but. Spotted fur covered the sculpture’s left side, scales and fins his right, both with encrusted rubies.

It seemed strange and out of place for the Goddess of Fire, but many of the other pieces had similar animalistic qualities. Returning her gaze to the sculpture of the man-beast, Iylea recalled her arrival in Valencia.

Hameryn spoke of a God in connection to the beasts of the field and sea. She closed her eyes, attempting to remember the name, but nothing came to her. Looking closer at the sculpture, Iylea realized it was not decorated with rubies, but fragments of bright red scales.

Not knowing which extinct beast such scales could belong to, she set the sculpture down. The moment she set it on the mantel, the peculiar quiet she had experienced fled, only to be replaced by a torrent of sound, light, and pressure. Iylea doubled over and stumbled back, nearly falling to the floor. Her sight narrowed as pressure behind her eyes mounted.

A vision?

She hadn’t experienced any since arriving in Valencia, but the symptoms were unmistakable. The Gods wanted to show her something, and here, no one could nail her to a Six Arrowed Star because of it. No longer afraid of her gift, she let go, closing her eyes and opening her sight.

The walls of Incinerae’s chambers faded like morning mist before the sun. In its place, the Tower of Whispers took shape around her, a number of Gods gathered before the Whispering Wall. Unlike the dreams and visions she had in the mortal realm, this seemed real. Instead of glimpses, symbols, or riddles, she felt like she was living in someone else’s memory.

The Tower of Whispers at this time lacked the same collection of tomes, but it was otherwise unchanged. The artifacts from the mortal realm had yet to receive time’s punishment.

How long ago was this?

Hameryn stood at the back of the crowd. Though his complexion was perhaps a shade paler than his typical ash, and his skin did not yet possess any of the forking red lightning it did now, he looked much the same. With his fists at his sides and his jaw clenched, the tension in the room was palpable. Iylea attempted to follow his gaze to the Whispering Wall, but she couldn’t see over the other Gods.

Iylea slipped between and around the gathered Gods, taking a headcount of all present. Moterra and Phaebia stood on either side of a quietly weeping Incinerae at the center of the crowd. Ferrocles stood directly before the crystal mirror, blocking Iylea’s view.

Seventeen Gods.

A beast’s shrieking roar erupted into the Tower of Whispers. Iylea staggered back. She maneuvered around Ferrocles to see what they were watching.

A massive, turtle-shelled monster covered in broken red scales burst forth from an aquamarine sea, destroying an oared longboat in its path. The ship’s occupants, either ejected from the destroyed boat or fleeing from it, swam away from the creature, only for smaller ones with purple-and-green scales and shells to attack.

Blood spilled into the beautiful water. Cries and commotion filled the open ocean. But the beast did not stop. It slashed a clawed arm at a girl seemingly standing on the water, but just before impact, she disappeared.

One of the goddesses beside Iylea, a woman with bronze skin and golden hair, raised her own arms as if to deflect the blow. Another God, hidden beneath a dark cloak, put his hands on her shoulders.

“She can do it, Klayvorine,” the hooded God said.

Klayvorine straightened her black-and-gold cloak and nodded before returning her gaze to the Whispering Wall.

The girl reappeared a dozen paces away from where the beast attacked. It raised its finned arm to strike again, but like a blur, the girl disappeared again, leaving only tendrils of mist and the splash of water in her wake.

“The gifts won’t be enough,” Ferrocles said, glaring at the woman beside Iylea. “Hameryn, we must intervene.”

Everyone turned to Hameryn, but his stern stare remained unbroken.

“Let me speak with him,” Incinerae stuttered, approaching Hameryn, hands clasped. “One more time. I’ll make him see reason.”

Ferrocles grunted. “It’s too late for that. You had your chance. He won’t listen.”

Incinerae ignored him, pleading before Hameryn, her voice cracking like popping fire.

Hameryn said nothing, staring past Incinerae, jaw tense and nostrils flaring in rhythmic succession.

The girl in the Whispering Wall dodged another strike by disappearing and reappearing elsewhere, but this time, she remained floating in the air. She reared back her hands, and a bright white light overtook the crystalline mirror. The beast shrieked again. When the light faded and the picture returned, the monster thrashed blindly through the bloody water. Men with spears and axes attacked the red-scaled monster, but their weapons glanced off the scales.

With Incinerae’s pleading falling upon deaf ears, she turned to another God with a flowing white beard that swayed as if it had a life of its own. “Aq-Aq-Aquarius, please. Do something.”

Aquarius stroked his beard, shaking his head with slow deliberateness. “We’ve given the mortals magic the likes this world has never seen. Provided them with weapons capable of killing a God. ‘Do something?’ What more can we do?”

“Not for them!” Incinerae shouted through her tears. “He’s one of us.” She pounded her fists on Aquarius’s chest. “We can’t let them kill him.”

Aquarius’s calm composure vanished, his eyes wild with anger. With a backhanded shove across her raised fists, he sent Incinerae stumbling back into Moterra’s arms. “Arcamedes made his choice. How many mortals’ souls will join the chain? Do you not see the death and destruction his insolent pride has caused? We warned you he was dangerous, but you refused to listen. You defended him when he gave the creatures sentience. You sided with him when he melded them together into horrific monstrosities. Now he will fall with his petty rebellion.”

Incinerae sobbed into Moterra’s chest, but another God, lean and muscled with a warrior’s build, pushed his way through the crowd to the Whispering Wall.

“Show me Tharseo,” the God said.

“Vykannis, no!” Klayvorine, the blonde-haired Goddess, cried.

Iylea balked. Vykannis… one of the Judges of Stockhelm.

The image on the Whispering Wall burned away, only to be replaced by another scene moments later. A world away, creatures shrouded by cover of night and the fall of rain attacked the mortals. Blood and gore covered the ground, and bodies were strewn about. Wolves covered in fins and scales tore at the living and dead alike. Scorpions, half as tall as a person, chased after screaming mothers attempting to protect their children. Winged, serpent-like horrors set upon people wielding fire and lightning magic.

The scene was a nightmare, but on familiar ground. The Stormburn Geyser rose in the distance against the night sky.

The mages of Stockhelm fought with the elements, defending one man dressed apart from the rest. While the others wore flowing linens, this man, Tharseo, was dressed in white and silver, with a gleaming sword in his hands. Tharseo charged towards a massive beast covered in red scales. With the head and chest of a lion, a second head and the hind legs of a goat, and a viper for a tail, it roared at the Stockhelm people.

Iylea gasped at the sight of the chimera, but the Gods began arguing all around her.

“Go back to Palogia,” a young woman with silver hair cried.

Incinerae wailed, screaming Arcamedes’s name over and over.

The hooded God consoling Klayvorine earlier attempted to approach the Whispering Wall, but Phaebia held up her hand, crackling with electricity, to stop him in his tracks.

Overwhelmed by the scene, Iylea didn’t know where to direct her attention. The Gods, the Whispering Wall, or something else? At once, the image of the Whispering Wall burned out.

“Enough!” Hameryn shouted, the iridescent gemstone that powered the Whispering Wall in his hand. “Have you learned nothing from Arcamedes? Peace! The Creator wants peace.”

As the arguments between the Gods died, Iylea sensed a shift in the air. The glyph wall she used to enter and exit the Tower of Whispers was open. Iylea blinked, momentarily dumbstruck. Ignoring Hameryn’s lecture, Iylea counted the room’s occupants.

Fifteen. Klayvorine and one other are missing.

Iylea left the Whispering Wall and descended the stairs two at a time until she reached the bottom. Klayvorine craned over a shorter Goddess, whispering in her ear. Iylea crept as close as she dared. Before she could get close enough to hear, Klayvorine paused, glancing at Iylea. Iylea froze, but Klayvorine only stared through her.

The shorter Goddess jutted her chin forward. “Paxoran? An old God? It’s impossible.”

Klayvorine returned her gaze to the other Goddess, stroking the curve of her youthful cheek. “I wish it were so. But he is disguised as someone in that room.” She pointed back up the staircase.

The shorter Goddess shook her head. “Who?”

“I don’t know, Courianne,” Klayvorine said. “He has tampered with the sands of time.”

“But why?” Courianne asked, glancing up the stairs past Iylea conspiratorially.

Klayvorine followed Courianne’s gaze, but met Iylea’s eyes as if she could see her. “The only thing I can presume is to turn us against each other. This madness with Arcamedes is no coincidence. More conflicts will arise. We need answers. Contingency plans because we will not make it.”

Courianne blinked.

Klayvorine swallowed. “That girl in Palogia, fighting against Arcamedes… I’ve seen it in the sands. She might be our only hope… her name is Arkadia, and I need you to connect me with her. Before it’s too late.”

Incinerae wailed, her screams echoing down the spiral staircase. As they grew louder, the vision began to fall apart. Iylea opened her eyes and found herself in Incinerae’s chambers. Her breathing came short and shallow. She placed her hand to her forehead and attempted to slow her breath, but the air in Incinerae’s chambers was thick and hot. She turned for the exit, only to remember it sealed shut upon her entry.

Iylea’s heart fluttered within her chest. She scampered over to the wall she’d entered through. Her fingers scoured the stone surface, searching for a seam or any sign of a doorway. Her rib cage constricted, quickening her breath. No air reached her lungs. It moved from the space before her mouth to the bottom of her throat before being expelled again.

Stupid girl. Who do I think I am—spying on the Gods?

She didn’t want to think of what would happen when Incinerae found her here. She needed to get out, but the walls seemed to be closing in around her. There was no escape.

She put her back to the wall and slid down to the floor in a heap.

Just breathe. You’ll find a way out. Just breathe.

Sucking down air, she released a trembling exhale. The next one came easier. Then the next, even more so. The panic subsided, leaving only the erratic tension she held in her muscles. With her body calming, her mind began to process again. The histories she’d learned as a child held more fiction than the stories she’d believed about knights and princesses. Every war, every lie, every bad thing that happened in the mortal realm held the stamp of the Gods’ reckless pride.

And now I’m caught in the middle of it.

She struggled to piece together why she had such a vision, or who had given it to her. It was clearer than any she’d ever experienced, yet it revealed less than her most cryptic dreams. Sitting on the ground, she pulled her knees in towards her chest and held them tight. She rocked back and forth, searching the details for something she missed.

Incinerae can’t be the traitor. Arcamedes died years ago. Klayvorine and Courianne spoke of Arkadia coming…

She thought back to Arkadia’s dungeon cell. Bones, tusks, horns—animals.

Iylea bolted to her feet. She’s not in a dungeon. She’s in Arcamedes’s chambers.

She looked around, searching for a way out. Surveying the room, it became clear to her. Iylea marched over to the roaring fire. No heat. A smirk split her lips. She crossed the threshold of the hearth and entered the fire. As expected, the flames didn’t burn her. Standing in the inferno, she turned around to face the center of Incinerae’s chambers, but instead, four gold sconces burned before her.

Iylea peeked down the corridor in both directions, smoothing out her skirts.

No one.

With a new spring in her step, she strode down the hall.

I’m coming, Arkadia. We’ll find who Paxoran is. We’ll stop him.


Chapter 31

Kindling to the Pyre

Zephyrus V

Silver Summits

“Unbelievable,” Zephyrus’s dreamself said, setting a newly sharpened sword into the armory’s rack. “What do you mean I’m not ready? Shouldn’t the Seers of Celestia be the ones to tell me that? I could take back Stockhelm in a fortnight, but no, I’m here sharpening swords.”

He snatched the next dulled blade and slammed it down on the table between him and Patrus. With a grunt, he grabbed a fresh vial of oil and set to work.

Patrus set his whetstone down, examining Zephyrus over the single flickering candle between them. He raised an eyebrow. “A fortnight, eh?”

Zephyrus glared at Patrus. “A fortnight. I’d kill every lord in Perillian.”

Patrus frowned. Zephyrus’s conscious mind noticed it too: an anger in his dreamself that he couldn’t reconcile. The clench of his jaw, the force behind each swipe of the whetstone—it was uncharacteristic, bordering on unrecognizable.

His conscious mind considered the circumstances he’d endured since leaving the Arcane Templar. Being enslaved, beaten, and betrayed, he retained control over his anger. But this was more than anger. This was hatred.

“Your father was one of them once,” Patrus said, tilting his head to the side. “Would you slay him as well?”

Zephyrus scoffed, striking the stone against the blade. “You know what I mean.”

“Not sure I do,” Patrus said, ignoring the dull blade before him, choosing instead to strike at Zephyrus’s stubbornness. “If you wanna paint Perillian with Rheynian blood, you shoulda joined the Warlocks. That’s not what we do here. Not why we came here.”

Zephyrus slammed another sharpened sword into the rack before seizing the next, failing to acknowledge Patrus. The rack adjacent to Zephyrus was nearly full, while Patrus’s had more empty slots than not. As Zephyrus reached for another sword, Patrus stretched across the table and rested his hand on Zephyrus’s arm.

His dreamself was only a few years younger than he was now—by three, maybe four years—a man in body, but not quite in mind. His hair was shorter, beard patchier, but his defiance bolder.

Zephyrus narrowed his brow over the glowing embers of his eyes. “Let go.”

Patrus didn’t. “I understand your frustration, but it’ll be your time soon enough.”

He shook Patrus off. “The Fallen are waiting for me.”

“And you’ll rejoin ‘em when you’re ready,” Patrus said. “But trust me when I tell ya you’re not.”

Zephyrus exhaled through his nostrils, but Patrus stepped around the table, coming closer to Zephyrus before he could speak.

Glancing to the door of the armory, Patrus whispered, “While the Fallen and the Templar both wish to see our people free, how they wanna go about it is different. From Klaytos, it’s easy to hate the Rheynians, but we lived together once. Celestics and Valencians, Helms and Rheynians—in harmony. You’re not ready because killin’ ain’t the answer that balances the scales. It only breaks the scale. Can’t ya see that?”

Zephyrus’s dreamself snorted, but his conscious mind saw the value in the lesson. He hadn’t learned it from Patrus. He learned it from Vykinallia. It took being enslaved—countless beatings, witnessing and delivering cruel deaths—to learn a lesson he could have accepted in the Templar’s armory.

Guilt and shame infected his conscious mind.

I’m sorry, Patrus.

“The king is the one breaking the scale,” Zephyrus’s dreamself snapped. “If he hadn’t forsaken his duty to the Templar, maybe we wouldn’t be in this mess. Maybe Mother wouldn’t have had to leave.”

Patrus put his hand on Zephyrus’s shoulder. “I dunno. I worry ‘bout her too, but I promise ya she’ll be okay; she’s more capable than you think.”

“It’s been almost five years since we’ve heard anything from her,” Zephyrus said.

Patrus nodded, his lips pursed. “I can’t claim to understand everything your mother’s tryna do, but she sees more than we can, knows more than should be possible. Wherever she is, whatever she’s doin’, trust that her reasons are good.” He pulled Zephyrus into an embrace. “It’s gonna be okay, Vy.”

His dreamself didn’t hug Patrus back.

Watching the scene, reliving the memory, Zephyrus’s conscious mind writhed. If only I’d appreciated him while I had him…

The dream faded. Zephyrus awoke with Threyna beside him. Her cloak was draped over both of them, their bodies too close for comfort or propriety to allow. He scuttled away from her on the wet rocky ground, her cloak coming with him.

Threyna groaned, pushing herself to sit up beside the low simmer of Zephyrus’s fire. “It’s about time. I’ve been trying to wake you for ages.” She nodded to the east, where the orange tinge of dawn crested over the mountaintops.

Fatigue still gripped him. Whether from dreams, sleeping on the ground, the preceding days’ events, or sustaining the fire, his lethargy would make their journey difficult.

“We’d best be going,” Zephyrus said. “Lenox will not wait for daylight.” Undoing the clasp of Threyna’s cloak, he removed it from his shoulders, and a greater sense of fatigue took hold. With a labored exhale, he handed the cloak back to Threyna.

She accepted it, the ice of her blue eyes examining him. “Gratitude. I wasn’t sure a Templar would give it back so easily.”

Zephyrus grunted, letting his fire go out. “I’m as much a Templar as you are a Warlock. You gave it to me, and it saved my life, but it’s yours. If we are to travel together, we must help each other. Trust each other.”

Threyna dropped her gaze, clearing her throat. She nudged her foot in the direction of the fire. “You saved our lives. Without that fire, all Lenox would have found up here were corpses.” She shuffled her feet again, before nodding up the mountain. “Shall we go?”

Without waiting for a reply, Threyna walked past Zephyrus, up the slope.

Zephyrus followed in her footsteps, his feet already sore before a single stride. He lifted his sights to the rising sun as it fended off the diminishing night. It would be a long way to Stockhelm, longer yet to Tharseo’s Bastion.

“You know the way?” Zephyrus asked.

Threyna pointed east. “We’ll have to make it to Valtarcia first. If the Warlock scouts were any use, there should be a trail through the mountains cutting east. We take it until we reach the Vale. The river runs from the Summits all the way to the harbor. From there, I can conjure a small boat to carry us to Stockhelm.”

Zephyrus blew out his cheeks.

“Then we’ll have to cut across all of Stockhelm to get back to Tharseo’s Bastion.”

He didn’t begin to know how long such a trip would take. The only reference points he had in terms of the distance New Rheynia spanned was based on his travels from House Cassius to the different arenas. It took half a day by wagon and sea to reach the Chariot’s Arena in Valtarcia, and then he wasn’t a traitor to the country being chased by an army of Jackals.

“How long do you reckon?”

“Long,” Threyna said. “Longer yet if any of our enemies catch up to us.”

Zephyrus figured that was the best answer he would receive. He considered Lenox’s force attempting to follow them through the mountains. Any leader would know better than to give chase, but Lenox was not just any leader, and his motivation for hunting Zephyrus was more personal than duteous.

He’ll attempt to cut us off. If he sends a small party to force us onward but backtracks with the bulk of his force to take the main road, he’ll reach the base of the mountains long before we do.

The jaws of the trap were closing in around him, yet there was no other path but forward.

After cresting the ridge, they cut right, heading east into the rising sun. As they traveled in silence, his thoughts drifted to Laeden. If not for him, Zephyrus may not have even escaped Salmantica. He hoped the former prince’s gambit to see him to safety wasn’t his end. He’d endured much since he’d rejected Zephyrus’s petition to free the slaves—imprisonment, a rigged trial, and a trial by combat he was never meant to survive.

Laeden was many things, but he was a man of principle, doing what he thought best. Zephyrus was glad he finally learned Patrus’s lesson that killing would only break the scale because Laeden was nearly an undeserving casualty of his vengeance.

And now Laeden wishes to join the Uprising.

The thought made him chuckle. He hoped he made it—the Uprising would be stronger with his aid. If Zephyrus weren’t entangled in a war between Gods, he would have liked to join them. He would have done anything to reunite with Jecht and Cerik and find Vykinallia, but fate had handed him a different part to play.

The rising sun offset the altitude’s chill and broke Threyna from her despondence. She looked over her shoulder at him, a smirk tugging at the corner of her lip. “I hear you giggling back there. Is it about Vykinallia?”

Zephyrus balked. His footing slipped out from under him. He flung his arms outward to regain his balance as loose stones clattered down the side of the steep trail. “What?”

Threyna half turned around, sidestepping up the incline. “You kept saying her name in your sleep. ‘Vykinallia. Vykinallia.’ She sounds lovely because either I slept with a rock in my back or you—”

Zephyrus sputtered. Heat rose to his cheeks, and his retort came out in a nonsensical jumble. Eventually, he found his tongue. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then tell me,” Threyna said, waving him up the trail.

Zephyrus quickened his pace to catch up to her. “If we’re talking about anything, why don’t we start with how many enemies we have chasing each of us?”

Threyna groaned. “Come on. You’re no fun.”

“I’d rather be alive than fun,” Zephyrus said. “Go on.”

Exchanging stories of the rivalries they’d created to get to this point, they ascended the next ridge. As the sun climbed higher in the sky, so too did their opposition. Between Paxoran, the Warlocks he was using to claim the Treasures, and the Skeleton King, Threyna had her hands full. Add that to the army of Jackals at Lenox’s disposal, the Sentinels wanting to nail Zephyrus to a Six Arrowed Star, and the traitor God keeping his mother imprisoned, and together they might have been the most wanted pair in all the realms.

“It will be okay,” Zephyrus said, as much to Threyna as to himself.

The rocky mountain trail descended, narrowing into a more wooded path just wide enough for them to walk abreast. Sunlight filtered through the swaying branches of birch trees.

“We’ve survived this long on our own,” Zephyrus said. “Now we’re together again.”

Threyna snorted beside him, scrunching her face in his direction. “Watch out, world, Zephyrus and Threyna are here to save the da—”

A snapping twig in the distance silenced them both.

Threyna stopped, but Zephyrus put his hand on the small of her back, encouraging her forward. With a flare of his manipulation magic, he created a sound bubble around them, preventing sound from entering or escaping.

“Act natural,” Zephyrus said. “We’re being followed.”

“Ghosting obviously,” Threyna hissed. “Are you well enough to heal me if I need?”

Zephyrus nodded.

“I’m going to see how many there are and how far behind.”

Not understanding, Zephyrus let down his sound bubble. Threyna pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes in apparent consternation. No blood formed around her, but the effort of whatever she was doing caused a black vein to slither up the left side of her neck.

“About twenty behind us,” Threyna whispered.

Resisting the urge to look over his shoulder, he asked, “How can you tell?”

“Their heartbeats.”

Zephyrus surveyed the trail ahead. The brush and brambles offered too many places for an ambush to lie in wait. If they were surrounded, even with their magic, it left too much up to chance.

“Anyone ahead? It could be an ambush.”

The corruption in Threyna’s blood spread up her neck. Zephyrus grabbed Threyna’s hand, channeling his healing magic into her.

At his touch, Threyna whipped her head in his direction.

“Keep going,” Zephyrus said. With his other hand, he gripped her shoulder, white mist flowing into her. Zephyrus braced himself for the pain. Expecting an affliction similar to healing her through Paxoran’s torment, Zephyrus was pleased to only feel a slight heat and pressure spreading up and down his arm.

Threyna nodded, refocusing. “There are people up ahead. Dozens.”

A bead of sweat followed the contour of Zephyrus’s brow. The trap closes.

“How far ahead?”

Threyna blanched. “Ghosts, I don’t know, but the ones behind are gaining ground.”

Straining his ears, Zephyrus listened to the wind, but heard nothing discernable. As they approached a clearing before a steeper descent, Zephyrus scanned the horizon. A valley lay before them filled with jagged hills, tall trees, and the faint sounds of rushing water.

“We need to hurry,” Threyna said, but Zephyrus shushed her.

“The river is up ahead.”

As he pointed, a tree cracked and fell away from the other treetops on the horizon.

Threyna stammered. “Did you see—”

“Woodcutters,” Zephyrus said.

“They’re cutting the trees and shipping them down the river,” Threyna said.

A breath of hope filled Zephyrus’s lungs. If we can outrun the Jackals behind us and avoid the ones ahead, we can ride downriver. There was a chance Lenox and the remainder of his force would be waiting for them downriver, but that was a problem for later.

“We need to make a run for it,” Zephyrus said. “Get to the river.”

Threyna gestured ahead to a bend in the path as it snaked down into the valley. “When we get around that corner.”

Zephyrus nodded, releasing her hand. The black rot receded beneath her collar, and aside from the general fatigue of using his magic, he felt no worse for the effort. If he needed, he’d be able to balance the scales.

If Threyna was listening, Zephyrus’s heart hammered in his chest as adrenaline filled his veins. He patted the hilt of the bladeless sword he’d taken from House Auros at his side, hoping he wouldn’t need it, but ready to use it.

As he and Threyna rounded the descent, out of view of their pursuers, they ran. Bounding down the rugged terrain, Zephyrus kept his focus on his next footfall. One wrong step and the Jackals would be on them. Over rocks, downed branches, and around uneven ground, his soles slapped against the downward slope. Threyna kept pace at his side.

“They’re running!” a Jackal shouted.

Their pursuer’s voice was closer than Zephyrus hoped. Resisting the urge to look over his shoulder, he doubled his efforts, pumping his legs to take advantage of the downward momentum without letting it overcome him. Up ahead, a barricade of Jackals barred the swooping path that entered into the valley.

Dozens was an understatement. Forty to fifty men armed with spears formed a sea of yellow and black waiting to swallow them.

“There are too many!” Threyna said.

She was right. Zephyrus grabbed Threyna’s wrist and slowed to a halt, a score of Jackals rushing down the mountainside after them. “We stay and fight them, or we go this way…” He pointed to the steep cliff angling down the mountainside.

“There are too many of them.” Threyna looked out over the steep drop. “But this…”

“This way!” Decision made, Zephyrus leapt off the path and dug the outer portion of his left foot and the inner of his right into the steep slope. He skidded down the mountainside, Threyna just behind him, eroding loose stones with their force.

“Get ready to jump,” Zephyrus said as they approached a sheer two-story drop into the valley.

“Are you insane?” Threyna barked from just behind.

“Just do it!” Zephyrus leapt from the mountainside, ejecting himself into the empty air. His stomach lurched in the moment of free fall, but he channeled his force magic. As he neared the ground, he thrust downward, the energy slowing their fall. He tucked into a less-than-graceful roll but landed without harm. He sprung up, searching for Threyna.

She was nowhere to be found.

Rubble slid down the cliffside, but she didn’t land behind him. The army of Jackals waiting to ambush them charged in his direction.

Where did she—

A shadow blotted out the sun. Overhead, the silhouette of a woman with wings twice as wide as she was tall sailed across the sky.

“Burn me.”

Zephyrus sprinted on the valley’s flat ground. Threyna’s blood-conjured wings were deteriorating at the tips and slowly dissipating into ash as the momentum of her glide carried her forward. More falling than flying, she plummeted through the sparse trees left behind by the woodcutters toward the valley floor. Zephyrus willed himself forward, jumping over stumps and fallen branches to catch up to her, but she was falling too fast.

He shouted for her, but Threyna crashed to the ground in a tumble of ash and limb. Her momentum carried her until she rolled to a stop against an exposed root.

“Threyna!”

In another few strides, he reached her. She groaned, struggling to regain her feet. Zephyrus helped haul her up, but black veins stretched up her jaw and across half her face.

“I’ll be fine. We need to keep moving.” She nodded at the scores of Jackals in pursuit.

Zephyrus reached out to heal her, but she slapped his hands aside. In the process, however, she stumbled, reaching for her foot.

Attempting to catch his breath, Zephyrus knelt down to examine Threyna’s ankle. Even with the support of her boot, it hung limp at an odd angle. Knowing they wouldn’t get very far on three legs, he balanced the scales and prepared for the pain. A sharp pang shot up the outside of his left ankle as he absorbed her injury. Threyna’s ankle straightened as the shouting Jackals encroached.

“Can you run?” Zephyrus asked, grimacing through the pain of his own ankle.

“I’m going to have to,” Threyna said, limping away from the Jackals’ approach. “Any other tricks you have?” She limped her first few strides as if anticipating pain, but eventually broke out into an even trot.

Zephyrus fell in beside her, his own gait hobbled at first. “I can’t sprout wings if that’s what you mean. Why didn’t you trust me?”

Picking up their pace, Threyna shrugged. “Used to doing things on my own. Spare me the lecture.”

Zephyrus began lagging behind, the effects of his prolonged magic fatigue taking its toll. He willed himself onward through the wilderness. They charged toward the tree line and the river beyond, Jackals nipping at their heels.

“Can you sense the woodcutters?” Zephyrus asked between heaving breaths as they approached the tree line.

Threyna shook her head, panting. “If I tap into my Inner Throne, I’ll need your healing.”

The thought drained him to the point of exhaustion. As they entered the woods, Zephyrus considered hiding from the Jackals, but the trees were too sparse to assure success. We can’t hide. We need to reach the river. “I can’t. Not now.”

“Then I need to consume.”

“How?” Zephyrus asked.

“Kill the first person you find,” Threyna said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

The shouting Jackals grew nearer, but they could not drown out the thud of axes pounding into trunks.

“The slavers,” Zephyrus said. “We take out the slavers and set the woodcutters free. If they join us, we can overwhelm the Jackals.”

“We can escape,” Threyna said. “We can’t win this fight.”

Following the thwack of axes biting into wood, Zephyrus located the first woodcutter. Where there are slaves, there will be slavers. The man was razor-thin, weighing little more than the axe in his hands. At the sound of Zephyrus’s approach, the woodcutter lowered his axe and spun to face him.

The slaver revealed himself, whip in hand. Donning a blue surcoat, he reared back his whip. “Get back to work!”

Reangling himself to the slaver’s position, and with Threyna at his back, Zephyrus seized the bladeless hilt of the Auros-forged sword. The sword thrummed to life in his hand, pulsating in time with his beating heart. The white edge protracted, glimmering in the sunlight that filtered through the branches.

At full sprint, Zephyrus closed the distance quickly. Just as the slaver reared his whip, Zephyrus lashed out with a vertical strike from behind. The slaver’s hand, still gripping the whip, flew into the air, accompanied by a spray of blood. Before the hand could even fall to the ground, Zephyrus continued his momentum, spinning his sword in a horizontal slash that cleaved through the slaver’s neck.

As the slaver’s headless body dropped to its knees, a cloud of red mist funneled from the two wounds toward Threyna. As she inhaled, the black veins coiling around her neck receded before Zephyrus’s eyes.

“Wielder,” the thin woodcutter said in awe of Zephyrus, a Six Arrowed Star cruelly carved into his forehead. He was just a boy, with more scars on his body than years to his life.

Other surrounding woodcutters left their trees to gaze upon the fallen slaver. Drawing nearer to Zephyrus, axes lowered and jaws dropped, they each possessed the same scarred forehead.

The sight brought stinging tears to Zephyrus’s eyes. He slashed his sword at the loose manacles binding the boy’s arms and legs together. He cleaved the manacles of the next nearest Celestic boy, then the next.

“Zephyrus,” Threyna said, “there’s no time.”

He fixed her with a level glare. He understood why he couldn’t free every slave boy and girl under New Rheynia’s heel; he needed to stop Paxoran, or else all men—Celestic and Valencian alike—would perish. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t aid those he met along the way.

Patrus wouldn’t have left them.

“Then help.” He whipped his steel through the air, severing the chains of the next nearest boy.

The Jackals closed in, surging through the tree line with swords raised. Threyna stood before them, arms outstretched.

As Zephyrus chopped through the iron links of the next boy’s chain, blood streamed from the fallen slaver’s neck into Threyna’s hands. She conjured the available blood to form a giant spiderweb between the trees to slow the oncoming horde of yellow and black.

“Zephyrus, hurry!” Threyna conjured a bow and arrow and loosed at the Jackals fighting through her snare.

Zephyrus freed the next boy. “Make for the river!”

The freed boys didn’t run; they looked down at the axes in their hands, but none cast them to the earth. Even after he freed the last of their group, they remained put.

As other slavers noticed Zephyrus, Threyna and the incoming Jackals, they shouted orders, but they fell on deaf ears.

The first boy Zephyrus freed raised his axe high overhead. “For the Judges!”

The other boys surrounding him took up the call, and together, they charged the nearest slaver. The call caught like wildfire, echoing throughout the forest. Those unbound and those still in chains raised the tools of their servitude with defiant retribution.

“Out of time!” Threyna shouted as the Jackals carved their way through her blood web. She loosed another arrow, taking a Jackal in the chest, but more broke through.

Zephyrus balanced the scales, releasing all the heat from his body. Despite his exertion, a chill racked his bones. Holding out his hand, a torrent of water showered the incoming Jackals. Lacking the force to do any damage, the spray merely wet them, evoking jeers and taunts as the Jackals fanned out around them.

Threyna glanced at Zephyrus. “That’s it—are you kidding?”

Zephyrus smirked. Enduring the reflexive wave of heat from using his water magic, he allowed his body to go slack from sole to fingertip. His knees threatened to buckle, and it required rigorous determination to keep his arm outstretched, but he held. Electricity coursed through his body until he released it. An eruption of forking lightning struck the nearest Jackal, cutting short all jeers. Before any of the others could respond, the bolt crackled and jumped to the two most adjacent Jackals, then to the next, and the next, until all were seizing in fits.

Feeling returned to Zephyrus’s limbs as the scales swung back. “Come on!” Zephyrus jerked Threyna away from the Jackals and towards the river.

The forest rang with the cries of vengeance to the rhythm of falling axes. Green moss and brown dirt were painted with blood and blooming with blue surcoats hacked down by the woodcutters.

A horn trumpeted in the distance.

The alarm’s been raised. How long before these woods are teeming with slavers and Jackals? The electrocution was enough to slow them, but it wouldn’t keep them down for long.

“We need to get out of here,” Zephyrus said, but the magic fatigue slowed him. His vision blurred, and his knees wobbled. Threyna wasn’t faring much better; the spider’s web she summoned to slow the Jackals had saved their lives, but the cost of it marred her skin.

As the trumpets blared, the wiser woodcutters dropped their axes and ran to lose themselves in the crags of the Silver Summits. The bolder boys would fight to their last breaths, be they in chains or wreathed in the laurels of freedom.

As he and Threyna made their way to the river, they passed more laborers fighting their whipping masters with whatever tools were available to them. Whether they were chopping limbs, stripping bark, treating the wood into usable timber, or loading the boats to ferry the lumber downstream, the enslaved battled their overseers.

Zephyrus wanted to join them. Wanted to die with them if need be. But this was not his battle nor his purpose. It was never Zephyrus’s intent to use the enslaved as a distraction to service his escape.

“Get to the river,” he had said.

He couldn’t blame them for wanting to fight instead of run, but as he and Threyna used the distraction to board a small barge prepared to head downriver, he couldn’t stave off his guilt.

Once they cut the ties and reined in the anchor, Zephyrus expelled his heat and launched a torrent of water into the river behind the barge, jettisoning them downstream until the logging yard disappeared into the distance.

With the current taking them and Zephyrus’s magic fatigue demanding the scales be rebalanced, he collapsed onto the deck. Lying on his back, staring at the spinning sky, Zephyrus’s peripheral vision darkened.

“We did it,” Threyna said.

Zephyrus’s head lolled to the side to face her. “How many did we send to their deaths?”

Threyna shrugged, ducking down beside Zephyrus between the loaded timbers. “A few Jackals and that slaver. The woodcutters chopped down at least a couple dozen on their own.”

Zephyrus shook his head. “How many enslaved did we condemn to death so we could escape?”

Threyna didn’t answer. The Gods offered no insight. Zephyrus closed his eyes and reached for Vykinallia’s amethyst ring, hidden in the thread of his belt. Clutching it in his palm, he imagined he was resting in the warmth of her arms before a hearth. But even the warmth betrayed him because he knew he’d sent boys to their deaths. Kindling to the pyre.


Chapter 32

A Part to Play

Laeden VII

Valtarcia

Laeden’s boots scraped the dusty road north as he led the procession of freedpeople and Ridge Knights into his newest mad plan. They hadn’t been pleased to leave House Ruhlar mere hours after its conquest, but desperate times—desperate measures. And these were certainly desperate.

Laeden peered over his shoulder at the Ridge Knights behind him whispering beneath their newly acquired roughspun cloaks. As he looked in their direction, the hushed voices silenced. Not in the way a child ceases their insolence upon being reprimanded, but the way a child stops cursing their father when he enters the room.

With a grunt, Laeden quickened his pace. He didn’t make any friends with his decision to leave the ludus, nor did he improve his standing when he revealed the truth Varros risked all to deliver to him.

“Word of your assault on the ludi has reached Northridge,” Varros had said, ignoring all of Laeden’s prior questions about what had happened to his father. “They won’t come for you here. They will wait. When you strike the next ludus, they’ll be ready and waiting to trap you.”

Without Varros’s warning, Laeden would have been as good as dead in a night’s time, but that’s where his gratitude ended. It would have been easier to continue believing the lie of his father’s death. He never fully believed that the mages were responsible, but the truths his father told him were worse.

He couldn’t stop replaying their conversation in his head. Their whole trek, fleeing the pebbled shores of the Bay of Bastards for the southern hamlets on the outskirts of Valtarcia’s city walls, the thoughts plagued his mind.

“Flee for Klaytos,” his father said. “Already, plebs are revolting in the streets, championing your name. Continue and this will only escalate tensions and further the divide. Give me time to forge a path of peace.”

He argued with his father, attempting to explain that no peace could be brokered with the likes of Danella, Damascus, or the Salmantic patricians, but Varros would hear none of it. Even when Laeden shared the truth of Danella’s involvement in the Revivalists, Varros did not bat an eye. He knew of her treachery but did nothing about it.

He had never known a messenger to deliver good news. The truth only raised more questions, more doubt, more disbelief. His father was a mage long before he was king. Working to stem the tides of the Uprising’s vengeance and the Valencians’ fears of the Gods’ wrath, Varros lived a double life. Now he asked Laeden to turn tail and run until he could forge a peace between two peoples who had been at war or plotting one for longer than Laeden had lived.

As frustrating as that was, it was his father’s parting words before taking his leave of Ruhlar’s ludus that made Laeden continue to ball his fists to the cloudless night sky.

“You believe you must fight—” Varros said, his hands on Laeden’s shoulders inside Ruhlar’s tablinum, “—to avenge your grandfather, to punish Horus, to stop Danella and Damascus from eradicating the Celestics—but there are other ways. All I can say is if there comes a time when you can choose between forgiveness and punishment, I hope you choose to forgive and work toward peace.”

Then he left. The Ridge Knights escorted him beyond the ludus’s walls, and he disappeared into the night, hoping to go to Northridge and speak sense to Horus.

There were so many more things Laeden wished he had said—sentiments he might never receive another opportunity to share. He understood his father’s desire for peace, but peace took more than signing an agreement not to fight. If true peace were to be achieved, people would need to change. People would need to realize the brokenness of intolerance and the emptiness of vengeance. But people did not change easily. Laeden lost Iylea, was jailed by the Revivalists, and, if not for Zephyrus’s mercy, he might never have seen the light.

I must remember that, he thought, looking back at some of his more stubborn followers. Varros said no one was going to attack him at House Ruhlar, that they wanted to catch him attempting to seize another ludus, but Laeden didn’t want to wait for them to change their tactics. It hadn’t taken him long to decide their next course of action; there were only so many places in New Rheynia abundant in slaves but secluded from civilization.

“They’re waiting to ambush us at the next ludus,” Laeden had told the Ridge Knights and freedpeople. “So we’ll attack the shipyard instead.”

Few were keen on the idea. Markus attempted to talk him out of it. Ostrey begged him to reconsider. But it was Kherus’s sly grin at everyone’s outrage that gave Laeden the most pause. The recipe for mutiny required far less. The Ridge Knights and freedpeople didn’t walk together, let alone converse.

Laeden exhaled his frustrations, but decided if he wanted to create change, he needed to lead by example. The road ahead was long; it would be hours before they reached the shipyard.

A perfect opportunity to change people’s hearts.

Laeden halted, allowing Ostrey, Markus, and the Ridge Knights, as well as Aurellia and the rest of the freedpeople, to catch up. In the dark, they were difficult to discern beneath their mismatched cloaks. The Ridge Knights, having left their armaments behind to better obscure themselves, were less than pleased with the wardrobe change.

As they approached, Markus lowered his hood and put his hands on his hips. “Thought of a better plan?”

Laeden’s nostrils flared. What does it say of me when even my best friend doesn’t trust me? He cleared his throat and forced a smile. “Just searching for better company.” He turned to Aurellia and bowed his head. “Aurellia, will you walk with me?”

Aurellia blinked in a moment of hesitation, but scampered to Laeden’s side. Choosing to believe Markus didn’t bristle as Laeden walked ahead, Laeden thanked Aurellia for joining him.

Aurellia bowed. “Of course, Domin… apologies, such habits aren’t easily broken.”

“Neither is the spirit of your people,” Laeden said, glancing over his shoulder at the former gladiators and servants who followed. “They look to you for guidance.”

A curt, uneasy chortle escaped Aurellia’s lips. She pulled the cloak’s hood lower over her face. “They look to me because you keep my counsel.”

“And I keep your counsel because I want to understand what you and your people want,” Laeden said. “This only works if we come together. The kingdoms of Salmantica and Valtarcia will not be shaken by a fractured army.”

Aurellia nodded, looking at her feet, but offered nothing in return.

“What are they saying?” Laeden asked. “I need to know what they’re thinking, how they’re feeling.”

Aurellia inclined her head, her dark eyes reflecting the moon and stars. She averted her gaze, scratching behind her ear.

Laeden’s heart twisted. Iylea did the same when nervous. He needed to encourage her, to make her feel safe speaking with him. “Go on. Speak freely.”

Aurellia hugged herself. Her strides became shorter and faster, but she kept pace with Laeden. “They don’t understand—why you’re here, why you save us. But you do, and so they want to believe.”

She examined him, gauging his reaction. When he didn’t offer any, she continued. “But hope is dangerous. Kindness usually comes with a price. Dominus’s kindness always had a cost. We just don’t know yours yet. They hope they are wrong, but they are scared.”

Laeden could understand that. Maybe not to the scale of the freedpeople, but he could relate; after decades of being the jest of patrician’s games, he developed his own prejudices. His actions made little sense to the Ridge Knights, let alone the freedpeople, but how could he explain Zephyrus’s mission or Iylea’s request?

Father’s secrets started this mess; I can’t make the same mistake. He extended his hand toward hers. When Aurellia only stared at it, he clasped her hand in both of his.

“I understand the mistrust,” Laeden said. “I know it seems like my motivations must be self-serving.” He struggled to form the difficult truth into words without sounding like a madman hearing voices of dead lovers. He grunted. “Do you know of Zephyrus?”

Aurellia’s eyebrow wrinkled. “Yes?”

“He is a… a friend,” Laeden said. “He saved me in more ways than one, but I believe he is a Prophet of the Return.”

A pause, both in conversation and in step. Laeden gestured with his head for her to continue, to stay ahead of the procession. Aurellia regained her composure and resumed walking.

“The Wielder…” she said in a breathy voice.

“Yes.” Laeden released her hand and lifted his palm in front of him. “I believe he is the thread that binds our future together: Rheynian-born, Celestic-raised, a former slave, and a mage. He may look like me, but he thinks like you. Without him…”

Laeden shook his head and exhaled the rest of his breath. A traitor God will unleash devastation beyond comprehension… He couldn’t say that. He reached his fingers to his scalp without the hair to run them through. Out with it already.

“Zephyrus is in trouble,” Laeden said. “Once, he asked me to set the enslaved people free, and I refused him. Now he is out there—somewhere—trying to save us all with an army of Jackals hunting him, and we need to—”

Aurellia held her hand to her mouth, silencing Laeden. Her eyes grew wide, watering at the corners. “For so long, I believed the Prophets would come and save us. How foolish to think that they would not need us to do anything at all.”

A grin parted her heart-shaped face. “We all have a part to play, yes?”

Laeden allowed himself a grin. “I believe so.”

At the crunch of footsteps nearing behind him, Laeden turned to find Ser Ostrey. His brisk approach, the tension in his jaw, and the grim faraway look in his eyes foretold trouble.

“What is it?” Laeden asked.

[image: ]

Two men were brought to the front of the procession, veiled in black with their hands raised, each escorted by a pair of Ridge Knights.

“Caught them following us,” Gensus said, ripping back one of their hoods to reveal a narrow-faced man with auburn hair and freckles on his nose and cheeks.

“We weren’t hidi—ah!”

Gensus twisted Freckles’s arm, forcing him down to his knees. His face contorted as his shoulder wrenched forward in its socket. Malachi wrested the other black-clad prisoner down beside him.

Laeden examined the two. The man beside Freckles was broader of stature with a wide-set jaw and a cleft in his chin that a few days of stubble couldn’t conceal. They both wore cloaks, too new for the wear of travelers, and bore lean black leather armor, too fine a cut to be anything but castle-forged. Yet they were too young to earn a knighthood. Their skin—smooth, absent the weathering of age or battle—contrasted with the pile of confiscated blades dumped at Laeden’s feet.

Markus examined the blades, six in total. A pair of long swords, short swords, and daggers littered the ground. Markus plucked a dagger from the ground and held the hilt up for Laeden’s inspection. A roaring lion marked the rounded pommel.

“Look familiar?” Markus asked.

“The royal armory,” Laeden said, leveling his gaze on Freckles and Chin. “Who sent you?”

“No one sent us,” Chin said, too loudly for the time, location, or circumstance.

Malachi drew his dagger and placed it to Chin’s throat. “Keep quiet.”

Freckles held his hands up and spoke in a low voice. “You misunderstand. We came to follow—”

“You came to spy.” Markus stalked around the kneeling men. “I recognize them. Low-level recruits in the Lion’s Academy. Atonus must be desperate for men if these two were promoted to a mission of any import.”

“We weren’t promoted.” Chin’s voice trembled, his eyes never leaving Malachi’s dagger. “We deserted the Academy, stole the arms and armor. We’re not spies.”

“We want to join you,” Freckles said.

Laeden’s mouth puckered. In building an army, he hadn’t considered any amongst Salmantica’s soldiers. Danella is more than capable of sending spies, but would she send such unproven men? Or is that exactly what she’d want me to think?

Laeden resisted the urge to run his fingers through his too short hair. With the Revivalists, she was always a step ahead of him, every scheme layered with contingencies and backup plans. If he let them live and they were Danella’s spies, their rebellion was as good as over. But if Laeden killed them and they weren’t spies, what did that say of his leadership?

The Ridge Knights and freedpeople eyed Laeden, awaiting his decision, but it was too important to be made in haste. Considering their deaths, Laeden would not deliver such a sentence absent the knowledge of their names.

Laeden inclined his head at the two men. “What are your names?”

“Roderick Persius,” Chin said with all the pomposity Laeden had come to expect from a Salmantic patrician.

Freckles bowed his head. “Aponius.”

Gensus prodded Aponius for neglecting to give his surname, but Laeden knew what that meant. Better to be nameless than a bastard. Perhaps not a patrician after all.

Laeden nodded at Gensus before addressing Roderick and Aponius. “Attempt to run, you die. Cry out, you die. So much as even look at a blade—you die.”

Roderick and Aponius nodded.

“Markus, Ostrey, Aurellia, let us discuss the fate of Roderick and Aponius.” Laeden turned from the others and strode away.

Once assembled and far enough from the group, Laeden exhaled.

Markus spoke first, crossing his hands before separating them as if to wave the entire idea away. “It’s too risky. As unlikely as it might be for the queen to choose these two, we can’t ignore the possibility that she sent them here.”

Ostrey sputtered. “And what do you suggest we do based on possibility?” When neither Markus or Laeden answered, Ostrey shook his head. “Are you suggesting we kill these men? What honor is there in—”

“There’s no honor in being stabbed in the back either,” Markus said, teeth gritted. “I don’t want to kill them any more than you, but we’re at war. It could be them or one of your men.”

“Could be? Could be!” Veins bulged in Ostrey’s neck as he restrained his volume. “It is not impossible for good men—honorable men—to be rendered passive by corruption. We all bear the responsibility for allowing this to happen to our realm, but who are we if we turn away those who wish to fight on the side of restoration? Who are we if we kill those who want to believe in a better future? Cowards, I tell you.”

“Spare me the honor code,” Markus said. “Sometimes, in the real world, you need to get your hands dirty.”

Ostrey leaned in, closing the distance. “Dirty? Or bloody?”

Laeden put a hand to each of their shoulders. “This isn’t helping.”

Markus and Ostrey retreated—Markus crossing his arms, Ostrey shuffling his feet. Aurellia had yet to make a sound.

“How about you, Aurellia?” Laeden asked.

The whites of Aurellia’s eyes grew to the size of moons. “Please, do not ask me.”

“You have been lied to more than anyone,” Laeden said. The thought of all of his father’s lies over the years gnawed at the back of his mind. He shoved them aside. “Do you believe they’re telling the truth?”

Markus and Ostrey stiffened, but Laeden ignored them.

Aurellia put her hand to her lips, closed her eyes, and shook her head. “They lie.”

Laeden hmphed. “You’re sure?”

Ostrey’s lip twitched in a barely perceptible bristle, but he said nothing. Regardless of Ostrey’s reaction, Laeden was inclined to agree with Aurellia. He didn’t trust them. Couldn’t trust them. But that still left the question of what to do with them. Executing them in cold blood wasn’t an option, but leaving them posed its own risks.

“Hey!” a shout came from behind them.

Laeden wheeled toward the group. Obscured by distance and darkness, Laeden couldn’t make out the details, but a struggle ensued. Drawing his sword, Laeden charged toward them, Markus and Ostrey wielding their own steel behind him. As they approached, Gensus tore one black cloak away from the other, leveling his blade at Aponius’s freckled nose.

“Drop it!” Gensus hissed.

Aponius released the bloody dagger, letting it fall to the earth, bloody hands raised. Laeden’s eyes fell to Roderick gasping for breath on the ground. Life spouted from a puncture in the side of his neck in rhythmic pulses. Eyes wild, he grasped at the stab wounds, but he didn’t have enough fingers to stem the flow of life escaping between them.

“We were sent by the queen,” Aponius said. “She wanted us to kill you. I saw it as a way out, but he—” He pointed to Roderick, gurgling in the throes of death. “—he saw it as a way of gaining favor, elevating his house.”

Laeden examined Aponius. His life dangled in the space between Laeden’s word and Gensus’s blade. Gensus angled his edge against Aponius’s neck. A single drop of blood slid down the apple of his throat, but he did not cry out. He did not wince. He only stared at Laeden.

Laeden didn’t know how to feel. He didn’t know what to trust. Words like honor and justice used to mean the world to him, but now they felt like foreign concepts.

My mother abandoned me. My father lied to me. Aelon betrayed me. Danella framed me. And Iylea… Iylea hadn’t done anything to him. The only thing she was culpable for was trusting him. And he failed her. Now, standing before Aponius as judge and executioner, Laeden didn’t trust himself.

“I only wish to join you,” Aponius said. “I swear it.”

Laeden looked past Markus and Ostrey, fixating on Aurellia.

She nodded. “I believe him.”


Chapter 33

Death to the Slaver

Vykinallia V

Stockhelm

Night rolled in, but the fires Damascus set still glowed like a polluted sun. Though the southerly winds off the shore prevented the flames from consuming all of Stockhelm’s jungles, the damage was done. As Vykinallia trudged east toward House Arux under a veil of smoke, she considered how many generations would suffer because of Damascus’s recklessness.

She coughed into the crux of her arm, sending a lance of pain through the “V” burned into her breast. She and forty-eight Fallen fighters followed Iberion through the night’s gloom. Only a few hours of jungle-trekking separated the Sanctuary from House Arux, and soon her time would be upon her. Vykinallia wiped the moisture from her palms on the leather jerkin Lenara gave her. The short sword strapped to her belt jostled against her thigh with each step, its presence a reminder of what she would have to do with it when the time came.

“This will be your arena,” Lenara had said. “Win and you will be rewarded. Fall and…”

Vykinallia knew too well what fate awaited her should she fail. She’d sparred with Auron and dueled a dozen suitors wishing to win her hand in marriage, but never had she fought in a battle; never had she pointed a blade at someone else with the intent to kill.

She massaged her elbow where Zephyrus had once healed her, wishing he were here.

With Jechtaric and Cerik beside her, they weaved between tree trunks, ducked under hanging vines, and circumvented shrubs and brambles. She attempted to strike up the nerve to ask them how they felt the first time they took to the sands, the first time they had to kill or be killed. The silent journey didn’t provide a proper segue. There was no way to ask without jeopardizing what little respect she’d earned by marching with them. A knot formed in her throat, balled up with the words she couldn’t utter.

They weren’t given a choice, she reminded herself. I could have gone with Damascus if I wanted to keep my hands clean. I chose this.

She didn’t know who Jechtaric and Cerik were before arriving in the barracks. Cerik must have been a child when the Treaty of 940 enslaved him. Jechtaric was born a Finn, a Hecht bastard condemned to a life of bondage due to the sins of his father; he likely had a childhood spent hiding with his mother before rumors led to him being scooped up by the Jackals.

That’s how it happened with Rheynians who fought on the wrong side of the war. She winced at the thought. Not the wrong side—the losing side.

Jechtaric and Cerik never had a choice. Vykinallia grew up with infinite opportunities. Markus was on track to take over for Atonus Allos as the Royal Master at Arms at the Lion’s Academy. Vykinallia positioned herself to take over the family business and become the first woman lanista. She once thought she was so progressive, but despite all her opportunities and choices, she was only intent on continuing a tradition of blood for coin. No gladiator beneath her roof ever had choices. No options. Fight and win. Survive…or die.

The brand on her chest burned. V for Vykinallia.

Iberion’s words returned to her. “Be what the Judges intended you to be.”

She swallowed the knot. This is my arena, but my battle will have a cause. The death I deliver will bring good to the world and not just coin to another’s purse.

She set her jaw, determined to fight on the right side, even if it ended in defeat.

Ahead, Iberion raised the silent call to halt. As Jechtaric readied his spear and Cerik removed his mace from the iron ring at his hip, Vykinallia’s nerves crackled. She reached for the hilt of her sword, her mouth dry, palms clammy. With visibility limited by the descending smoke, she listened past the night’s call and the jungle’s hum.

Unwelcomed voices intruded on the stillness.

Breath ceased to exist. Her heart fluttered in weak, rapid beats. Slowly, taking care not to make noise, she drew her short sword from its scabbard. No one in the Fallen made a sound, but the rustling of feet drew closer, and the voices, quiet as they were, became discernable.

“They must be out here, somewhere,” a man’s voice said.

“They haven’t eluded capture by just sitting in the woods,” a second voice said. “They must have a place to hide.”

They drew closer, coming straight at Vykinallia. She gripped the worn leather hilt of her borrowed blade. Kill or be killed. This is my arena.

The footsteps stopped. The sound of a sword sliding out of its scabbard set Vykinallia’s skin on fire. Sweat percolated above her brow, but she remained still.

A melodic hum carried through the smoky air. Slow and melancholic, it rang low but clear only to cut off without resolution.

At once, Jechtaric, Cerik, and the rest of the Fallen answered the hum with a chorus of their own, startling Vykinallia. After a few notes, they resolved the first half of the dirge.

“Brothers,” the voice called with an exasperated sigh. “Praise the Judges.” The footsteps encroached, and a dozen figures emerged through the smoke. The man leading them, dark-skinned and wearing a green-and-gold surcoat, sheathed his sword, and his followers did the same. Some wore similar armor, while others were dressed in nothing but a sublingaria. Regardless of their garb, all were spattered with smeared blood, though none appeared injured.

As the Fallen stowed their weapons, Vykinallia exhaled, following suit. The newcomers were undoubtedly gladiators given the definition of their battle-trained forms. Vykinallia examined their skin, searching for a recognizable brand. Each of the men had a horseshoe stamped on the lateral aspect of their left shoulder.

The Horselords of Ulysius.

Iberion stepped forward to greet the men. “We feared you were Rheynian scouts.”

“As did we,” their leader in green and gold said. “We encountered one party, but they will never raise swords again.” He ran both hands over his shaved scalp, tears welling in his eyes. “By Orsius’s wisdom, I can’t believe we found you.”

Iberion clasped the former gladiator by the forearm. “You have made it, brother. You are safe. I am Iberion.”

“Joru,” the gladiator said.

Inspecting the mark of Ulysius, Iberion tilted his head. “How have you managed to escape Valtarcia?”

“You would not believe if Aeryss told you herself,” Joru said. “Ridge Knights took the ludus, chained the guards and put them in our cells, and then left us a ship and told us to seek you.”

Vykinallia blanched, not believing what she heard. She crept closer. “Did you say Ridge Knights set you free?”

Joru nodded. “Led by King Laeden.”

Vykinallia’s jaw dropped. “King Laeden?”

Iberion grunted. “There will be much to discuss, but we have a mission, and you must return to your ship. We have a cove of stolen vessels off the coast of the Isle of Fate. There you will meet Braska. Tell him ‘Iberion sees the way.’ Braska will take you to the Sanctuary where you may rest.”

Vykinallia attempted to process all she’d heard. Laeden named himself king. He’s leading the Ridge Knights. And he’s supporting the Uprising? For all of her disbelief, it made perfect sense. Lenara is his mother after all. But where does that leave Markus?

A thousand questions concerning Laeden, Lenara, and even King Varros clouded her mind. The mages who electrocuted me and abducted King Varros that day—were they with the Fallen too, and if so… where is Varros now?

The thoughts remained with her long after Joru and his gladiators departed back the way they had come, returning to their ship while the Fallen resumed their march on Arux’s ludus. Even as the outer walls of House Arux came into view, she hadn’t pieced together the puzzle of Laeden and his parents. But as Iberion began dividing their force into groups, the severity of the circumstance and her purpose within it overwhelmed all other thoughts.

Vykinallia had petitioned Lenara and Iberion to take a tactful approach, but she was denied. In place of careful planning, brute force and numbers would have to do. House Cassius was more of a fortress than a ludus. Etched into the Hylan Peaks, it made forced entry or escape difficult. House Arux, on the other hand, was more of a villa with attached barracks than a fortress. Too far from the town square and the port of Esonia, the wooden wall defending the sprawling lot would not hold.

Sett held a grappling hook before her, Jechtaric, Cerik, and the half dozen other people in their group. “We scale the far wall. Stick together and cut down anyone with a sword.” He met Vykinallia’s eyes. “Time to put steel behind your words.”

Vykinallia stammered, unsure if Sett was expecting a response. Unable to form a reply before he turned away, her gaze fell to her feet. She gripped the hem of her jerkin to keep her hands from trembling, but it didn’t help.

Jechtaric patted the mace at Cerik’s hip. “Time we put that to better use, eh?” The grin that broke across his face held an untamed madness she’d never noticed in him before.

Cerik nodded. “Time we put Arux’s gladiators to better use.”

The others shared her jitters, but theirs were born of excitement—an eagerness to fight, to kill. As they’ve been trained—their bloodlust, the product of years of brainwashing with illusions of glory. By people like me.

“For the Judges,” Sett said.

Vykinallia only swallowed as the others echoed in quiet unison. Iberion’s group, twice the size of the others, would climb the walls on either side of the south gate, Dankar’s group would take the east wall, Unari the west, and Sett the north. With a wave, Sett led the way as they fled the cover of the tree line and broke for the ludus’s west wall at a low trot.

Vykinallia’s heart hammered in her ribcage, each beat burning the “V” branded to her chest. Her breath came in ragged gasps as her legs carried her closer to Arux’s walls.

This is my arena.

She repeated the words, hoping it would give her strength or courage, but it only increased her panic. Her fingers squeezed the hilt of her sword within her scabbard, knowing soon she would have to draw it—to use it with deadly purpose.

They reached the southwest corner of the wall, Unari’s group just behind them. If there were watchers on the wall, they didn’t see the encroaching intruders through the haze. The torches lining the wall did little to burn through the smokescreen, but it guided their path. Hugging tight to the wall, their pace increasing, Sett and Jechtaric led the way.

“Stay close,” Cerik whispered beside her.

Vykinallia’s dry mouth made her tongue feel thick and clumsy. Unsure if she could find her voice, she only nodded. Unaccustomed to running as she was, the last week spent cramped in Falcos’s crate and chained to Lenara’s beam didn’t help. She struggled to keep up; her lungs burned with exertion and smoke inhalation.

They rounded the wall’s northwest corner. The other members of the group passed her. This was her moment, her chance to prove herself. But the pressure, the expectations, were too great. As Sett stopped at a portion of the north wall and heaved the grappling hook over, Vykinallia slowed.

I can’t do this.

Sett hauled himself up the wall and disappeared into the smoke.

I am too weak to lead. Too slow to make a difference.

Jechtaric scaled the wall next. One by one, the Fallen overcame the wall, prevailed through the smoke, and entered into their destinies. But Vykinallia couldn’t move.

As the stress of the moment mounted, her mind slowed, and she found herself in her rooms at the Winged Helm Inn the night before the New Rheynian Games. Zephyrus stood before her, his eyes burning like a summer sunset as he searched her soul.

She had just set him free, but in truth, it was that moment that she set herself free—free from her father’s rules, society’s expectations, and the lies she believed about herself.

She recalled his hands on her shoulders, his callused strength making her feel small but safe. She should have told him the truth then. She knew she wasn’t promised another opportunity, but she didn’t take it. Now she wished she had.

I love you, Zephyrus.

She returned to the north side of Arux’s wall. Only Cerik remained at the rope attached to the grappling hook. With one hand, he held the rope, and with the other, he reached out for her.

“You can do this, Vykinallia,” Cerik said. “For Zephyrus.”

Vykinallia blanched, but Cerik nodded and bounded up the wall in three long strides.

Alone outside the walls—grunts, shouts cut short, and the clang of steel awaited within. The rope quivered as she seized hold of it, but she did not let go.

Vykinallia blinked away tears yet unformed. For Zephyrus.

She planted her boot into the wall, and hand over hand, step by step, she scaled the wall. When she dropped onto the other side, she landed on a battlefield.

A guard lay on the ground, staring blankly to the smoke overhead. A red gash beneath his chin drained down the front of his orange-and-black surcoat. All around her, people fought and died, or ran and were cut down. Already, a dozen of Arux’s guards littered the courtyard, limbs splayed at odd angles.

The familiar scent of death tinged her nostrils, but this was different. She had witnessed more deaths from the safety of the pulvinus than she could count. She’d attended innumerable funeral pyres for fallen gladiators, but this was close, visceral—personal. Auron taught her stances, forms, and technique, but never death.

Nearby, Cerik caved in a guard’s skull with a viscous swing of his mace. A man ran screaming away from Unari, his cloak afire. Sett held a man’s arm in the air, the severed limb still holding a sword while the body it once belonged to fell to the ground.

Carnage.

Footsteps approached, charging fast along the stone entranceway. She turned just as the orange bull sigil bore down on her. Vykinallia stumbled back, drawing her sword just in time to deflect a two-handed vertical chop. Gaining her footing, Auron’s many lessons seized control. She made herself a smaller target by turning her side to the swordsman. His long sword had greater reach, his armor offered better protection, and his absence of fear gave him advantage.

It’s just a duel.

Men didn’t like fighting women. Overeager, they always tried to end the fight quickly. The Arux guard was no different, and it would be his undoing.

Vykinallia parried a diagonal slash, dodged a thrust, and rolled inside the swordsman’s reach where her short sword could seize advantage. She sliced low, carving a scarlet crescent across the guard’s thigh. He grunted, stumbling past her. He repositioned, swinging his long sword in a wild arc that sought to cleave her in half, but she retreated. The tip of the blade whisked through the air before her navel, but its momentum carried. Vykinallia followed the miss with a lunging stab, piercing the guard’s gut.

As the gladius’s point pierced the surcoat, the leather beneath, and the flesh within, Vykinallia froze. The squelch of organs being severed accompanied the slack-jawed expression on the guard’s face. Blood bubbled from his lips and dribbled into his beard.

He raised his sword, rearing back to take her down with him. Vykinallia gasped. She tried to wrench her blade free from his stomach, but too late.

She dodged, releasing her sword at the last moment to roll away, hoping to spare herself a mortal blow. Steel met flesh again, but as Vykinallia sprung to her feet, she was unscathed.

A spear tip burst through the Arux guard’s chest. He dropped to his knees, his long sword falling from his grasp.

Jechtaric yanked his spear free. “You tryna get yourself killed?”

The guard crumpled to the side, Vykinallia’s gladius still embedded in his stomach. She blinked as life fled the guard’s convulsing body.

“Get your sword!” Jechtaric snapped.

She didn’t move. Jechtaric scoffed, leaving her standing above the dying guard.

The battle was already won. Iberion emerged on the balcony, having fought through the south gate and into the villa. Dankar had chased the off-duty guards out of their quarters to die with their brethren in the training square or the courtyard.

As the last of the guards fell to the Fallen’s steel, Vykinallia noticed motion out of the corner of her eye. Two figures rummaged through the tablinum. She couldn’t discern their features, but no guards or Fallen would be searching through the lanista’s office.

Arux!

Vykinallia claimed her gladius from the fallen guard and sprinted across the courtyard to the tablinum. Leaping over bodies, dodging guards engaged with the Fallen, Vykinallia tore through a pair of manicured hedges and kicked through the double doors of the tablinum.

Vaulting over the desk, she burst through the office into the atrium. Just as she entered, two shadows disappeared around a corner, heading west into the guards’ quarters. She couldn’t let them get away. Their entire plan of hiding in the ludi was contingent on their discretion, and if Arux escaped, Damascus and his army would be here in a heartbeat.

She charged after the shadows, her borrowed soles slapping against the marble tile. Smeared blood decorated the walls and pooled beneath still bodies, most of which were Arux guards.

As she rounded the corner in Arux’s wake, torchlight illuminated him and his wife. Dressed in night silks, Arux held a sword in one hand and his wife’s hand in the other. Looking both directions down the halls of an intersection, he paused.

At Vykinallia’s approach, Arux’s wife turned and screamed. Arux yanked her down the hall and out of sight. Sword in hand, Vykinallia bounded after them. They turned right, down a hall with rooms on either side, their path interrupted by the strewn bodies of half-dressed guards.

Giving chase, Vykinallia closed the distance. Arux and his wife reached the end of the hall and barreled through a door exiting into the night, but Vykinallia was just behind them.

The thick, humid air filled her lungs as she left the ludus, and a noxious scent made her gag. A row of outhouses lined the narrow gap between the outer wall and the villa, but ahead were the stables. Vykinallia couldn’t let him make it to the horses.

Approaching the door to the stables, Arux shoved something at his wife. “Open the door!” He spun to face Vykinallia, sword in hand. His stance firm, glare hard, Arux—like most who found their calling as lanistas—was no stranger to combat. His wife, Lady Callia, if Vykinallia recalled, continued to the door, her flowing golden hair and billowing nightgown trailing behind her.

I might be able to beat Arux in single combat, but if Callia leaves…

Vykinallia ground her teeth. She charged at Arux, feinted going right, and then cut back left in an attempt to get around him. Arux remained like a stump, not falling for her juke. He reared back and slammed his sword like a battle-axe into hers. The force of the blow sent reverberations up her arm, nearly wrenching it from her grip, but she was past Arux. He slashed at her again, but with youth no longer on his side, he was too slow.

Callia fumbled with the keys to the stables. Arux shouted a warning, and Callia shrieked as Vykinallia closed in on her. Callia inserted the key and yanked the door open, but Vykinallia grabbed Callia’s golden curls and tore her away from the stables, tossing her to the ground.

“Leave her be!” Arux said. “Or I swear I’ll—”

The crow’s feet framing Arux’s dark eyes deepened before stretching wide. The leathery skin of his forehead wrinkled as his brows raised. “Nallia Cassius?” He blinked, shaking his crown of graying hair. “Let us go. Please.”

Vykinallia shook her head, blocking the door to the stables, her chest heaving. “I can’t do that. Submit. You and your wife won’t be harmed.”

“Kill her, Ilian,” Callia said, tears streaming from her eyes as she regained her feet. “Kill her so we can leave before other—”

“Don’t do this,” Vykinallia said. “Surrender and—”

Arux scoffed. “And what—free my slaves?”

“They are already freed,” Vykinallia said. “There’s no reason for you to join the dead.”

He leveled his sword point at her. “You think you’re better than me, joining this rabble? Hundreds died under your roof. Thousands died for you to afford that roof. You are a lanista!”

He made the word sound like a curse, but the truth remained. He was right; she had prospered at the suffering of others, but no more. No longer. She chose her side.

“I was a lanista,” Vykinallia said. “I won’t let you leav—”

Callia lunged at Vykinallia’s side. As Vykinallia turned, slashing with her short sword, Callia’s steel punched deep into the meat of Vykinallia’s right shoulder. So fixated on Arux’s blade, she never saw Callia’s knife. Vykinallia cried, yanking the knife from her shoulder. Blood spilled down Vykinallia’s arm, but Callia backed away, holding her stomach.

A red comet streaked across her midsection, staining her ivory night silk.

“No!” Arux shouted.

Callia staggered back, attempting to keep her organs from slipping through her fingers.

Before Vykinallia could blink, Arux was on her. Rage and loss accompanied every swing of his sword, swears and spittle flying as fast as his steel. Vykinallia blocked a vertical chop, countered a diagonal cut, but Arux dodged, punching with his free hand. His fist connected with Vykinallia’s cheek, spilling her to the side.

The world spun. Her ears rang.

Vykinallia pushed the ground away, seizing her unstable feet just in time to deflect a horizontal strike meant to cleave her head from her shoulders. The brand on her chest burned, and the stab wound on her shoulder screamed, but she would not allow Arux to leave these walls.

Gripping her short sword with both hands, Vykinallia swayed.

“Ilian…” Callia reached a weak and bloody hand for Arux.

Arux turned to his wife on the ground, her face a stark white against the pool of crimson that drowned her nightgown. Her outstretched arm fell to her side; her head hung limp.

Dead.

For a moment, Arux stared at his dead wife before setting his glossy eyes on Vykinallia.

The momentary distraction was enough. Vykinallia’s gaze steadied, her feet took purchase, and her grit returned. Arux let out a cry, and the two swords met with a clang.

Slash, stab, slice—Arux evaded. Thrust, punch, swing—Vykinallia dodged, ducked, and blocked. Arux’s wild attack careened off her sword, carrying him off-balance. Before he could resettle, Vykinallia thrust her point through Arux’s chest.

His eyes widened, looking down at the blade embedded beneath his collarbone.

Unwilling to make the same mistake twice, Vykinallia ripped the blade free and slapped Arux’s sword from his weakened fingers. With his steel no longer a threat, Vykinallia leveled her short sword at the apple of Arux’s throat, dropping him to his knees.

“You monster,” Arux said.

But when Vykinallia looked at him, all she saw was Nallia Cassius.

Fine amethysts adorned her neck and dangled from her ears. A gold-and-purple scorpion barrette pinned her hair to the side of her head, allowing her delicately braided hair to rest on her shoulder. Her emerald eyes, welling with tears, searched her.

“Why have you done this to us?” Nallia asked. “Why?”

Vykinallia swallowed. “Because we were wrong. What we were doing, how we were living—all of this…” She gestured to the ludus around her. “All of it is wrong.”

A group of Fallen stampeded out of the guards’ quarters into the area leading to the stables, Jechtaric, Iberion, and Unari leading the way. They jogged over to Vykinallia and the lanista kneeling before her.

Vykinallia returned her gaze to Nallia Cassius, blood leaking from her collarbone to stain her gold dress.

“I tried to save you,” Vykinallia said. “Why couldn’t you have just let them go?”

“They’re slaves,” Nallia growled. “You killed us… for slaves!”

A knot formed in Vykinallia’s throat. She looked up from Nallia to the gathered Fallen behind her. Bloodstained, scarred, branded—people. People worth killing for. Worth dying for.

If only you could see what I see.

Vykinallia closed her eyes and pressed the tip of her blade into Nallia Cassius’s throat. She kept her eyes closed as she retracted the blade and the body slumped to the ground. She kept her eyes closed as cheers erupted from the Fallen.

Finally, she opened them. She didn’t see Nallia Cassius bleeding in the dirt. She saw Arux and his wife. But deep down, she knew; Nallia Cassius was dead.


Chapter 34

Unwelcome Visitor

Threyna V

Valtarcia

Threyna sat cross-legged on the deck of the barge, hugging her knees. The black rot snaking through her veins hadn’t abated since conjuring the web to ensnare the Jackals. Her eyes fell to Zephyrus, lying on his back, hands clutched to his chest as it rose and fell in the tide of dreams.

If only sleep could cure my afflictions.

The magic Zephyrus wielded differed from what she’d witnessed from Erowen or any of the other Warlocks. He didn’t just possess one element, but several. He wasn’t limited to only elemental magic; he had healing, force, and manipulation magic as well.

Perhaps one will be effective on Tyrus.

Beyond his abilities, his selflessness struck her most. Tasked with saving the mortal realm from the Gods, he never lost sight of others in his path. He’d healed her to prevent Paxoran from consuming her, mended her ankle with an army of Jackals in pursuit, and freed the woodcutters—not to serve in his escape, but to liberate them.

The more impressed she became with him, the more her guilty conscience battered her. Since the Skeleton King’s return, she’d justified her deeds and misgivings as part of a greater good that no one else could understand.

But Zephyrus did.

And in the face of such odds, Zephyrus didn’t poison the people trying to help him, robbing them of their memories. He didn’t forge a letter to lead them away from his trail. Nor was he responsible for condemning others to slavery. He found a way when there was no way.

I did what was best for me. Easiest for me.

Zephyrus fidgeted in his sleep, again, muttering Vykinallia’s name.

Threyna wrinkled her nose. What’s so special about her?

The pang of jealousy added shame to her guilt. Threyna tossed her hands up and let them slap against her knees. She pushed herself to her feet under the darkening sky and nudged Zephyrus with her foot.

“Wake up, Zephyrus,” Threyna said, eyeing the riverbed for signs of Jackals.

Zephyrus groaned, stirring from sleep. He rubbed his eyes with his fists before sitting up and taking in their surroundings. “What is that smell?”

Threyna sniffed the air. The water was far from clear, so Threyna had dismissed the smell as the river. She shrugged. “We need to get off the river; don’t wanna meet Lenox again.”

“He’ll be scouring the countryside for us,” Zephyrus said. “All of Valtarcia will be teeming with Jackals.”

Threyna grunted. “There’s a village up ahead to the east. The river is too wide to ford, and we have yet to pass any bridges for them to cross. We can hide out, I can consume, and we can figure out next steps to avoid more encounters with the Jackals.”

Zephyrus stood, dusting himself off. “Should be safe for the night. I can heal you.”

“We don’t have time for you to take another half-day coma,” Threyna snapped. As soon as the words left her mouth, she regretted them. Zephyrus stammered, but offered no response, which only made Threyna feel worse.

“Come on,” Threyna said in a more affable tone. “Let’s see what we find in the village.”

Agreeing to let the barge continue to float downriver to not arouse suspicions of their whereabouts, they dove into the river and swam to the eastern shore. Their feet squelched through the mud of the riverbed, and they realized the source of the foul smell. Dead fish lined the shore, bloated and rancid.

“Gory ghosts.” Threyna wrapped the Orsion Cloak’s hood over her nose, but the river water wasn’t much of an improvement. “What could have caused this?”

Zephyrus gestured skyward at the encroaching night. “Aquarius is dead. It won’t rain, and the seas will continue to rage. Is it any surprise that the rivers have soured? Soon, fires will consume the earth, and blood will come for all, heralding in the Age of the End.”

“The traitor God’s doing…” Paxoran played me for a fool. Yet another area where Zephyrus succeeded and I failed.

Zephyrus tiptoed around the dead fish and onto the dying grass, heading south. Threyna wrinkled her nose as she wrung the water from her cloak, following in his footsteps. With their clothes wet, the setting sun brought an unwelcome chill, but the riverfront village in the distance would offer a more proper succor than they received in the Silver Summits.

They took the long way around the village, giving their clothes more time to dry and creating the illusion that they’d come from the city and not the river, should anyone bother to notice. The two walked in silence. The entire time, Threyna resisted the urge to ask Zephyrus about Vykinallia. It wasn’t until they approached the sign that read “Welcome to Valenforth” that Zephyrus spoke.

“If we come across Lenox again,” he said, “if the opportunity should present itself without putting us in any more danger than we already are, let me kill him.”

The sternness in Zephyrus’s tone and the hard line of his brow took her aback.

“What happened between you two?”

Zephyrus huffed. “He tried to kill me on… five separate occasions?” Opening his cloak, he lifted his tunic to show a canvas of old scars. He pointed to two different scars. “Here and here, when he sent me into the arena against six other gladiators with a broken sword.” He turned and raised his tunic higher to reveal a gash, more wound than scar, under his ribs. “And here, when he stabbed me during a melee.”

Threyna winced. Lenox might have inflicted the injury, but I am the one who put you in irons. “That one looks fresh. You can’t heal yourself?”

Zephyrus shook his head.

“We need to dress that,” Threyna said.

“Don’t wanna risk infection, eh?” Zephyrus said in a clear imitation of someone Threyna didn’t know. When she didn’t respond, Zephyrus cleared his throat. “Sorry, just… that reminded me of someone, that’s all.”

Threyna forced a smile and nodded. She didn’t need to ask who.

She cleared her throat. “So you and Lenox have quite the history.”

Zephyrus, remembering himself, turned back to her. “It’s not about me. I could forget what he did to me, but I’ll never forget nor forgive what he did to Patrus.”

Threyna balked. The only person Threyna wanted to discuss less than Vykinallia was Patrus. Throat tight, she forced the words out. “What happened to Patrus?”

Zephyrus took a deep breath. “He didn’t survive the slavers’ auction. Lenox would have killed me too if I didn’t have that letter promising me as an emissary of peace to King Varros.”

The rot in her veins seemed to stop her heart. I told the slavers we’d be at Tharseo’s Bastion. I sent Patrus to his death and Zephyrus down a tortuous path. She swallowed the knot growing in her throat as if guilt could be ingested.

With Threyna unable to talk about it anymore, and Zephyrus unwilling to, they continued in silence until they arrived in Valenforth.

Though Zephyrus was surprised there were no guards to get past, Threyna wasn’t. In her experience, those who lived this far from the protection of city walls tended to live equally as far outside the laws. Walking the few dirt tracks between shoddily built structures only proved her theory. The village—more of a rest stop on the way anywhere else—appeared to be more a home for gamblers who didn’t pay their debts, drunkards who’d been kicked out of all the taverns in the city, or thieves looking to take advantage of either.

“I don’t like this,” Zephyrus whispered, tugging his damp cloak tighter around himself.

“This is perfect,” Threyna said. The crowds of people benefited her; she could siphon off others’ vitality as they passed. It wouldn’t be enough to abate all of the rot, or even most of it, but every bit helped, and this way didn’t require consuming a soul.

She patted Zephyrus on the back, taking care not to draw from him. “We fit right in. Besides, no one here will want to talk to anyone who looks like they wield the king’s steel. Lenox probably wouldn’t want to be here anymore than you.”

Zephyrus grunted as a young man ran past with a freshly cut purse in his hands, a much larger man with fists balled following in his wake. He secured his belt. “Yeah, we’ll fit right in.”

“Relax,” Threyna said. “We have nothing worth stealing, and it’s not like we don’t know how to handle ourselves in a fight. Let’s see if we can get that wound cleaned up and find a quiet place to eat and lay our heads—preferably somewhere without fleas.”

“You’re forgetting one thing—we don’t have any coin.”

Threyna smiled, flashing the tip of a silver dagger hidden beneath her sleeve. She began to stumble, feigning drunkenness, and as they walked past a band of men wearing silver brooches marked with five vertical arrows, Threyna bumped into the last one in the group. She slashed the purse strings with a flick of her wrist, caught the heavy pouch with her other hand, and slipped it beneath her cloak.

“Apologies,” Threyna said, holding up her empty hand.

The grizzled man growled, his eyes searching her with an unfocused diligence, having been too deep in his cups. He shoved her away and moved off as Zephyrus and Threyna continued onward.

“What was that about?” Zephyrus asked.

With the pouch tucked into her belt beneath her cloak, she nudged Zephyrus’s arm. “We’re going to eat a proper meal.”

If a proper meal was possible in Valenforth, she would have kept her word, but the dining selection was similar to her time with the Underground back in Rheynia. The options were simple: eat what they had or don’t eat. With only one inn to choose from, they entered The Lion’s Bane.

Candles placed at the center of long tables did little to illuminate the crowded room, but sound filled the small tavern. Threyna opened up her Inner Throne, siphoning more vitality from the large gathering in the confined space.

A bard plucked strings on his lyre, singing about how death had come to visit the royals of New Rheynia. Each noble name he mentioned was greeted by a cheer. Threyna considered the bard’s song and the crowd’s response. If they’re cheering for death, they’ll be pleased when the Skeleton King arrives.

Zephyrus and Threyna cut between tables topped with food and drink, weaving their way to an open table by the hearth on the opposite side of the tavern from the bard. Surveying her surroundings, Threyna scanned the crowd for any threats. In the flickering torchlight that adorned the back wall, a barman served drinks to an impatient crowd, and a barmaid carried trays of stew to handsy men, but no one appeared to be an imminent threat.

She and Zephyrus took seats on rickety chairs before an unbalanced table by the fire.

“Should be fine here,” Threyna said.

Zephyrus grunted, but sitting up tall and staring at the crowd, his alertness was conspicuous in a place like this.

She put her hand on his arm. “Keep your head down, stay quiet, and let me do the talking.”

“Not the talking I’m worried about.” Zephyrus nodded at the bard and the bar. “The names?”

Between siphoning vitality from others and inspecting the crowd for threats, Threyna hadn’t noticed names on the wall. Behind the barman, between the shelves of spirits, names lined the wooden planks, each accompanied by a number. Some of the names were crossed out.

	King Varros Helixus 1000
	Laeden Helixus 800

	Queen Danella Drake 1000
	Markus Cassius 400

	King Damascus Helixus 1000
	Nallia Cassius 400

	Duke Lentulis Cassius 750
	Baron Ebron Brusos 250 
Duke Ebron Brusos 500
	Duke Hallon Helixus 600
	Count Elrod Horne 400

	Duke Horus Helixus 500
	Zephyrus 250 500 1000 1500


Threyna yanked Zephyrus down towards the table. “Gory ghosts, why is your name on a wall with nobles?”

“Why is Vykinallia’s?” Zephyrus hissed, ripping his arm free.

Threyna looked back at the board, having not noticed Vykinallia. Seeing Nallia’s name, Threyna exhaled through her teeth, understanding.

The barmaid leaned down, whispering to another man while jotting notes in a ledger. She held out her palm, and the man handed over a coin purse.

“It’s gambling,” Threyna said. “On who will die next.”

“So she’s still alive,” Zephyrus said. “And so is Laeden.”

“You won’t be for much longer if anyone recognizes you,” Threyna said. “Wait here. I’ll buy us a room. You can hide up there. Then I’ll bring your food up to you.”

Zephyrus grunted. “We eat, and we leave.”

“We’ll see. Just wait here,” Threyna said. “Don’t talk to anyone.”

She stood from her wobbly chair and approached the bar as the barmaid made her way behind the counter. The barmaid was too young for life to have gobbled her up and spat her out in a ghost-forsaken place like The Lion’s Bane, but here she was, collecting bets on which noble would die first in a blood sport that made gladiator fights seem mild.

The barkeep threw a grimy rag at the barmaid and slid a newly washed, albeit still dirty, goblet in her direction. As she began drying the goblet with the sullied rag, she met Threyna’s gaze. The barmaid had short black hair, a narrow chin, and a knife strapped to her hip, doing her best to make it look like she belonged here.

“Whatcha havin’?” the barmaid asked.

“How much for a room and two bowls of stew?”

The barmaid’s lips parted in a wicked grin. She placed the goblet down and leaned over the bar. “I don’t recognize that accent. Where ya from?”

Threyna swallowed the urge to reply with snark. Wine will suit me better than Valefyre. “Here, same as you. But my uncle’s Rheynian accent is still thick.”

She raised a black painted eyebrow. “Old Rheynia, eh?” She smiled at Threyna. “Very few women come here. Ya know that, right?”

Threyna glanced around, nodding.

“I’ll tell ya what,” the barmaid said leaning closer. “Keep your coin and you can share my room if you like.” She took the hood of the Orsion Cloak between her thumb and forefinger.

Threyna smiled curtly. “Afraid I’m traveling with my… husband.” As the barmaid turned toward Zephyrus, Threyna redirected her chin with the touch of her index finger. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t sneak out of my room, does it?”

The barmaid hummed. “A room and two stews?”

“Make it four stews,” Threyna said. “And some bread. Salt beef if you got it.”

When the barmaid raised her eyebrow, Threyna hefted her stolen purse onto the countertop. “He’ll fall asleep faster with a full belly.”

It wasn’t long before the barmaid escorted them upstairs into the inn and unlocked a door at the end of the hall. Using a candle that brightened their way, she lit two others, on either side of the sunken mattress. The room was small, dark, and dingier than the tavern downstairs, but it would beat freezing in the Silver Summits or sleeping on the riverbed of dead fish.

“I’ll bring your supper up soon,” the barmaid said, as she paused in the doorway. “Anything else?” She winked at Threyna.

“That’ll be fine,” Zephyrus said, closing the door on the barmaid. He waited for her footsteps to retreat down the hall before looking at Threyna. “What was that about?”

“Don’t ask. But a little flirting should get some extra food.”

Zephyrus stiffened. “I wasn’t flirting.”

“Gory ghosts, are you sure?” Threyna chortled. “I was talking about me.”

Zephyrus scratched the back of his neck and sighed. “You should get some rest before we leave. I’ll wake you when our food arrives.”

“We’ll be fine,” Threyna said. “There’s no reason why we can’t spend the night.” She held the candle to inspect the lumpy bed. “I don’t even see any fleas.”

She plopped down onto one side of the bed, placing her hands behind her head and crossing her feet. Her aching arches eased, pleased to be unburdened. Zephyrus’s pacing, however, didn’t allow for much relaxation. He stalked over to the window and wiped the pane to peer outside. After a moment, he pulled the curtains closed.

“Lie down,” Threyna said. “We won’t get many beds to sleep in after this.”

“Bed,” Zephyrus said. “Singular.”

Threyna snorted. “I might not be Vykinallia, but that didn’t stop you from snuggling up last night.”

Zephyrus’s glare fixed her before he finally deflated. Shoulders slumping, he crashed down to sit at the foot of the bed, burying his face in his hands. “Apologies. The more my memories come back, the more I wish I would have… I don’t know. Done things differently, you know? It’s almost as if I needed all this to happen—to humble me before…” He gestured with his hand. “I don’t know. Whatever lies ahead.”

Threyna turned onto her side, looking away from Zephyrus. The affable tenor of her teasing dissipated to ash. He thinks fate enslaved him… to humble him for a greater purpose. The notion that there was a purpose for his pain was almost comical, or at least it would have been if it didn’t make her stomach churn. Even after an entire day without food, her appetite shriveled.

“I don’t know about that,” Threyna said. “Sometimes, bad things just happen, I suppose.”

Zephyrus shrugged. “I don’t believe anything is random. There are no coincidences. Things happen for a reason, even if we don’t understand how or why. Maybe one day we will. Maybe we’ll never know.”

Threyna swallowed, hugging herself. You can never know.

Spared by a knock at the door and the arrival of their supper, Threyna and Zephyrus ate in silence. Zephyrus slurped down the last of his second stew before Threyna had managed half of her first. Though the salty stock filled with poultry and vegetables tasted fine, her stomach protested each bite. Realizing she wasn’t going to touch her second helping, she offered it to Zephyrus.

“This beats the gruel they served in the barracks,” Zephyrus said. “I haven’t had a—”

Another knock at the door.

Zephyrus locked eyes with Threyna.

She settled him with a wave of her hand. “Probably just the barmaid.” She got up from the bed to answer the door, but when she opened it, the barmaid wasn’t on the other side.

A glowing red eye pierced the dimly lit hall. “Did you think we wouldn’t find you?” Tyrus asked.

Threyna gasped, stepping backwards as Tyrus entered the room, Erowen at his side. Zephyrus bolted upright, spilling his stew to the floor as he drew his bladeless hilt, the sword forming at his touch. “Tyrus.”

Tyrus ignored Zephyrus. “Give me the Treasures, Threyna. No one needs to get hurt.”

Threyna reached for the Vykane Blade at her belt, but Tyrus shoved the hilt back into its scabbard. He opened his mouth to speak, but Zephyrus leapt around Threyna and stabbed at Tyrus’s chest.

Upon impact, a concussive blast sent all four of them flying in opposite directions. Threyna slammed into the adjacent wall. Zephyrus flew over the bed, across the room, and bounced off the far wall to catch himself in a low crouch. Tyrus and Erowen were ejected from the room, back into the corridor.

Not knowing what force had blown them all apart, Threyna searched for someone else. Another mage? No one was in the room. If anyone else was in the hall, Tyrus and Erowen gave no indication of noticing as they charged back inside.

Threyna stepped back, drawing her dagger, and slashed at Tyrus. He avoided the first, dodged the second, and, with a spinning backhanded strike, sent Threyna reeling into the wall.

Zephyrus vaulted over the bed to attack Tyrus, but Erowen shot a pillar of fire at him. Zephyrus raised his left arm, a shield of water appearing just in time to nullify the blaze.

His magic is working!

As Zephyrus positioned himself between Tyrus and Erowen, he stabbed at the back of Tyrus’s legs and threw Erowen back into the hall with a kick to the chest.

Threyna used the distraction to plant her dagger into Tyrus’s thigh.

Tyrus roared. Zephyrus slammed the door shut and locked it, sealing Erowen in the hall. Two on one, they pressed their advantage. Zephyrus conjured a fire dagger in his left hand and jabbed at Tyrus. Tyrus blocked, countered, and punched Zephyrus in the chest, but Zephyrus held his ground and planted the fire dagger into Tyrus’s neck.

Tyrus’s red eye glowed, but showed no other sign of pain from the lethal blow. The fire in Zephyrus’s hands extinguished without a tendril of smoke. Tyrus kicked Zephyrus’s hip, shoving him backward. When Zephyrus came away, there was no sign of the strike he’d landed on Tyrus.

“Impossible,” Zephyrus said.

The outline of the door glowed orange as heat emanated into the room.

Sweat beading, heart pumping, Threyna kicked at the side of Tyrus’s knee. He buckled, but as Zephyrus charged in, the door blew off the hinges and crashed into him, knocking Zephyrus off target. With flames ringing the doorframe, Erowen stepped inside and hurled a ball of fire at Zephyrus. He dodged and conjured a new water shield to douse the flames, but fire caught the linens of the bed and the window curtains.

Threyna swiped at Tyrus again, but he caught her wrist with one hand and seized her by the throat with the other. Her breath ceased. Pressure built behind her eyes. She attempted to wrench her wrist free, but Tyrus’s grip was too strong. With her free hand, she tore at Tyrus’s chokehold, but he was unrelenting.

He leaned close, his red eye glinting in the fire’s light.

“Kill them both!” Paxoran’s voice bled into her mind as if he were shouting from the other end of the hall.

“Didn’t have to be like this,” Tyrus said, squeezing. “I’ll do with the Treasures what you never could; I’ll reclaim Stockhelm. I’ll kill your Skeleton King. And with his cursed magic, I’ll rule Perillian. I won’t fail—like you did.”

As the pressure behind her eyes grew and her periphery narrowed, even the fires consuming the room fell from view. Unable to claw his hand free, she attempted to tap into her Inner Throne, but as always, Tyrus prevented her. With one last gambit, she reached for Tyrus’s face. Her nails dug into the flesh around his orbital bone.

He reared, grunting, but Threyna reached for his false red eye. Tyrus roared and threw her to the floor, but in the process, she ripped his false eye free from his socket. Tyrus screamed.

Air flooded Threyna’s lungs, her throat aching with each labored gasp. Smoke filled the room as tongues of fire licked at the ceiling. Wood cracked. Smoldering plaster fell, casting embers to the ground.

Zephyrus stabbed Erowen through the shoulder and kicked her into the burning wall. He wheeled, his eyes wild as they took in the sight of Threyna on the ground, Tyrus standing over her. He held his hand up, and a torrent of water crashed into Tyrus’s back.

Tyrus was jettisoned off his feet. The force of the blast hurled him through the inn’s thin walls into the neighboring room.

His magic… it worked?

With Tyrus’s red false eye in one hand, her dagger in the other, she wondered if he was now vulnerable to magic. Threyna attempted to center herself on her Inner Throne. She could finish Tyrus off once and for all, claim the Aeryean Armor, and have all three Treasures to defeat the Skeleton King.

She pushed herself to her feet, facing Tyrus through the hole in the wall. He panted, water dripping down the Aeryean Armor. Lines of blood framed his empty right eye socket.

Zephyrus shouted to her, but Threyna couldn’t hear. Ears ringing, the world burning around her, she blocked it all out, but still couldn’t seat herself on her Inner Throne.

Tyrus launched himself at her. She stabbed at his chest, but her dagger couldn’t penetrate the Aeryean Armor. He seized her wrist, the one holding his false eye. As he yanked it from her fingers, she slashed at his neck. He jerked at the last second, her dagger slicing his cheek. Tyrus stumbled back, falling through the hole in the wall into the adjacent room.

A bolt of lightning shot through the air, but fizzled out before it reached him.

It’s the eye…

“Threyna,” Zephyrus shouted. “We have to get out!”

Erowen’s fire had consumed the room. Cries from neighboring rooms suggested they’d spread. With Tyrus gaining his feet in the other room and Erowen clawing herself up the wall in the opposite corner, Zephyrus stumbled toward the window.

Whatever progress he’d made recovering from his magic fatigue was gone. Threyna didn’t want to leave. Not without the Aeryean Armor.

The beam supporting the ceiling cracked, showering a rain of embers around them. Conceding, Threyna followed Zephyrus to the window as he flung it open.

“You first,” Zephyrus said.

She opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off.

“I don’t trust you to leave on your own. Out!”

With a grunt, she swung her leg through the window, ducked her head underneath, and lowered herself down until her hands held the windowsill. She let go. Far enough away from Tyrus, she conjured small blood wings to slow her fall. She landed hard but unharmed, amongst a gathering of people in the street gawking at the fires swallowing the inn.

Zephyrus leapt through the window, headfirst, as an explosion of flames tore after him.

People cried out, pointing as he soared through the air.

Threyna’s stomach lurched as if she were the one falling.

Zephyrus tumbled through the air, crashing through a pavilion’s roof on the opposite side of the street. Threyna ran to him, her throat aching from being choked, her lungs heaving in the aftermath of smoke inhalation. Her heart hammered in her chest, but the corruption spreading through her body paled in comparison to the fear of Zephyrus’s well-being.

Shocked onlookers surrounded the pavilion Zephyrus crashed into. Threyna forced her way between them to find Zephyrus hauling himself to his feet.

Threyna sighed between her panting as she closed the distance between them. He staggered, blood dripping from his nose, eyes, and ears.

Gory ghosts.

Threyna wrapped her arm around his waist and slung his over her shoulder. “We need to get out of here before someone recognizes you.”

The roof of The Lion’s Bane Inn caved in, drawing gasps from the gathered onlookers. But as many flocked to witness the destruction, Threyna and Zephyrus limped out of Valenforth.

“That’s what Paxoran wanted to turn me into,” Zephyrus said once they’d gotten south of the village. “If not for the true Judge who saved me from him, I might’ve been worse than Tyrus.”

Threyna shook her head, still holding him close as they walked. “You could never be like him, Zephyrus.” It hurt to speak, but he needed to hear. “You’re nothing like him.”

Zephyrus grunted. “He needs to be stopped. The way he nullified my magic—I’ve never seen anything like it. We need the relic. It might have magic that can defeat him.”

“It’s his eye,” Threyna said, thinking of what had transpired. “His eye nullifies magic. When I held it, I couldn’t tap into my Inner Throne, but you were able to hit him with water.”

Zephyrus nodded, his eyes half-opened. “Then we must take his eye when we meet again.”

Threyna pursed her lips. Bleeding out of every orifice, he’s still willing to fight with me. When she held Tyrus’s eye and thought she could use her blood magic to kill him and seize the Aeryean Armor, her future passed before her eyes. She envisioned killing the Skeleton King, but she saw nothing of returning to Tharseo’s Bastion with Zephyrus. If I claimed all three Treasures, would I have abandoned him again? Would I let him claim the relic and face Paxoran alone after all he’s done for me?

She hated herself for it. Never again. I won’t leave him.

Yet even as she affirmed herself, a small, soft voice in the back of her head spoke. “But if he knew the truth, he wouldn’t take another step beside you.”

She held Zephyrus closer to her as they walked along the river. Then he must never know.


Chapter 35

A Light in the Dark

Vykinallia VI

Stockhelm

Vykinallia scratched at her bandaged right shoulder. The scabbing flesh stuck to the linens; it would need to be changed again, but Vykinallia didn’t mind. Cerik had dressed her wound the first time with a tenderness she still was not accustomed to seeing from him. Unari had the second time and even managed a compliment of sorts, commending Vykinallia for “...not dying…”

There was something about the smell of antiseptic and the texture of the bandages that reminded her of when she had first gotten to know Zephyrus in the medicus’s chambers.

She rubbed the elbow he had healed the night of the mages’ escape from Sentigard’s dungeons. The tension in her back subsided at the touch and the sentiment that accompanied the memory, but the developing conversation made her stomach twist in knots.

Lenara, Sinion, and a group of about fifty freedpeople and mages arrived at House Arux three days after their assault on the lesser lanista’s ludus. Since then, Iberion had led two more assaults on even smaller ludi in the surrounding countryside. The smaller ludi provided little resistance. Relegated to the fighting pits and unable to compete upon the sands, low lanistas didn’t have the coin for more than a handful of gladiators and a few guards. But with each victory, their numbers grew—as did their hideouts and their strongholds to launch future attacks from. With such footing, the Fallen were positioned to take action otherwise unimaginable, but with growth came growing pains.

“It’s too risky,” Sinion said, shaking his jowls as he sat atop a dais overlooking the showroom and the twenty or so Fallen included in the conversation. “The dead are still being buried in the training squares after these victories. It is too soon to attack a ludus as well fortified as Brusos’s.”

Vykinallia winced. It wasn’t Brusos’s ludus. It was her father’s. But he was dead. Sinion told her that her father was found dead in the aftermath of Laeden’s trial, Zephyrus’s defiance, and the outbreak that followed.

She thought she would have cried upon hearing such news. She felt guilty that it didn’t pain her as much as it ought to have, yet she couldn’t separate the father who’d raised her from the power-craving tyrant he’d become. Unable to reconcile the two, fact replaced emotion, and the fact was Brusos had taken over her family’s ludus, and her mother was still there—his prisoner, or worse.

Arux and Callia’s still and bloody bodies flashed before Vykinallia’s eyes. She squeezed them shut, nervously pinching her earlobe with her thumb and forefinger, but the image remained.

“Sinion is right,” Lenara said. “Caution is our greatest ally, and that fight is not one we can win alone.”

Joru, the freed former gladiator from Ulysius’s ludus, stepped forward, head bowed. “We have allies in the north. King Laeden liberated us. How many more has he freed? We might not be so alone.”

Vykinallia had spoken with Joru once they’d both arrived at House Arux. Asking about Laeden, she hoped to glean some insight as to what he was doing, what he was planning, and who else was with them. She’d held out a small hope that perhaps Zephyrus—the chosen champion to deliver the crown’s justice during Laeden’s rigged trial—was still with him. Though Joru had no knowledge of any mages in Laeden’s company, and he didn’t recognize Vykinallia’s description of Zephyrus, he did recognize that of her brother.

Markus was alive. A fugitive but, so far as she could tell, a living one. Did you cry when you learned of Father’s death? As much as she hoped the pressure their father had imposed on Markus was enough to stem his tears, just so she wouldn’t feel so alone in her guilt, she knew it wasn’t true. Despite the numerous disagreements that led her brother to abandon his birthright and pursue becoming the Royal Master at Arms, he was a good son. A good man. She knew he cried for their father, and even in a crowded room, that only made her feel more alone.

Lenara cleared her throat as she considered Joru. She adjusted in her seat at the mention of her son’s name, clearly uncomfortable.

So much for Laeden doing this on behalf of his mother.

“While we may have a common enemy,” Sinion said, “do not confuse King Laeden for an ally. He will do what serves him. He is a crownless usurper concerned only with the pursuit of his own legitimacy.”

Joru pursed his lips, slipping back into the crowd in the silence that followed.

“If I may…” Falcos stepped into view, his hands clutching the hem of his tunic. “How many of us are there? How many, like Joru, are freed and searching for us? I spent three days scouring the jungles before finding my home here. If we took the ludus in the Hylans, we could defend it. We could announce ourselves as a haven for refugees, instead of hiding and waiting for our potential allies to fall to our enemies.”

Sinion bristled. “There is no potential in an alliance. Unless you wish to bow to King Laeden in place of King Damascus? Return to chains under the thumb of a new master?”

“No,” Falcos said, bowing. “I am not suggesting an alliance, merely that we cannot afford to let the enemy of our enemy fall. But if we wish to hold ground like the Hylan ludus, we cannot take it alone. With this King Laeden, if he were to join us, even for a short time, we could take the Hylan and fight for freedom from under one roof; we could become an army capable of defeating an empire. But if we wait, King Laeden could fall into the snares of our more immediate enemies, and then they could consolidate their focus on exterminating us.”

Falcos’s words faded, but the hush it left over those gathered continued. Vykinallia had difficulty removing her personal feelings towards Laeden, and the possibility that Zephyrus might be with him, in order to consider Falcos’s request without bias. She couldn’t imagine how Lenara felt discussing her estranged son. She wanted to say something, but her feet remained anchored to the floor, her lips sealed.

“What are you proposing?” Lenara asked.

“Send a messenger to Valtarcia to treat with King Laeden,” Falcos said. “Invite him to join us so that, together, we can claim ground worth defending… instead of hiding.”

Sinion’s nostrils flared as he seethed, but mutters broke out amongst the others, considering Falcos’s proposal.

Joru raised his voice again. “I will go as messenger.” Once the room quieted, he bowed his head and spoke in a lower voice. “I would not be here without King Laeden.”

Sinion exhaled, but his demeanor remained placid. “It is too great a risk.” He glanced at Lenara. “Personal relationships aside, we cannot send even one ship to Valtarcia. There are too many variables we cannot account for.”

Iberion approached the dais. “Sinion is right. We don’t need everyone together to be unified. We have existed since 940 without being under one roof, and look at the progress we’ve made.” Iberion held his hands up to the domed ceiling of the showroom.

Vykinallia bit her lip. They were hiding underground three days ago. This progress wouldn’t have been made without being bold. Her weight shifted towards her toes, but Iberion spoke again before she could muster the courage.

“We can take Stockhelm back on our own,” Iberion said. “We can create a true sanctuary. But we have work to do here. If King Laeden comes to Stockhelm and wishes to join us, let him, but we should not risk our position for a dozen Ridge Knights and a self-styled king.”

Vykinallia’s chest reverberated with words left unsaid. Falcos was right. Before Falcos delivered her to them, the Fallen’s greatest contribution to the Stockhelm people was providing a hole in the ground in the middle of a jungle.

They’re not fighting to win. They’re fighting not to lose.

Vykinallia rubbed her elbow. Zephyrus wouldn’t wait for an army to come to him. He would build it—in spite of the risk. To wait is to die.

“Some believe the Judges permitted the enslavement of Stockhelm’s people,” Vykinallia said. Those around her turned in her direction, mutters rippling throughout the crowd. Her throat tightened, but she pushed through.

“How many here share that belief?” Vykinallia asked. When no one answered, she weaved through the crowd to join Iberion at the front of the dais. “You see, those who believe their enslavement to be the Judges’ punishment will not take action. Lured into passivity, they will live and die in slavery. Their children will live and die never knowing freedom.”

The mutterings grew again as if she hadn’t earned the right to speak. Iberion’s one-eyed glare held her, but he didn’t silence her. Sinion steepled his fingers over his belly. Lenara inclined her head as if curious to see where Vykinallia was going.

Vykinallia climbed onto the dais. “You all believe the Judges have been silenced, imprisoned, or slain by the Valencian Gods. And so you fight. You do not wait for the Judges to regain their voices, break free from their bindings, or be resurrected—you fight to speak. You fight to break chains. You are the revival they wait for.”

“She’s right,” Falcos said.

Joru raised his fist before him. “We balance the scales.”

As more chimed in, Vykinallia waved her arm at their surroundings. “Look where we are. You dwell, absent chains, in the house of a slaver. Did this happen through passivity—waiting?”

“No!” a chorus cried, echoing off the columns upholding the vaulted ceiling.

With the knot in her throat gone, Vykinallia pointed at Joru. “Did Laeden liberate House Ulysius without a fight—without risk?”

“No!” the former gladiators of Ulysius’s ludus shouted.

Vykinallia turned to Lenara and Sinion and stepped backwards off of the dais with a bow.

“Laeden is freeing the enslaved,” Vykinallia said. “You might see him as a future enemy, and… maybe that is true. But if we were to add him to our cause, we could take back Stockhelm. He is already fighting for us, but like Falcos said, we can bring him here to fight alongside us.”

Many cheered in support of Vykinallia, but Lenara gave no indication of conviction.

Lenara stood, quieting the showroom. She released a long exhale. “Some of you know, but most don’t. Some rumors have circulated, so allow me to put a stop to them. Laeden is my son. But I have not seen him since the Treaty was signed. I have not had contact with him in nearly twenty years. Whatever he is doing in Valtarcia is not on my orders but his own volition.

“I will not risk any of the ships we commandeered or send anyone on a reckless mission without careful planning. But, Vykinallia, if you and Joru wish to take Laeden’s ship, you can take six others for one night. If you cannot find him to deliver your invitation, or if he will not come with you, you return. Is that understood?”

Vykinallia had to purse her lips to keep herself from smiling. “Yes, Lenara.”

Lenara took her leave, and soon, those gathered in the showroom followed. Joru, three of his men, Falcos, Jechtaric, Cerik, Sett, Dankar, Unari, and Iberion remained.

“Do you believe Zephyrus is with him?” Cerik asked, pulling Vykinallia off to the side.

Her stomach fluttered at the mention of his name. “I don’t know. But whether he is or isn’t, Laeden and the Ridge Knights could help us.”

Cerik nodded.

Jechtaric draped an arm around Vykinallia’s and Cerik’s shoulders, tugging them into an awkward group hug. “We’re in.”

Cerik grunted. “Not eager to be on a ship again, but if he’s in—”

“That’s the spirit,” Jechtaric said.

Vykinallia grinned at the familiarity. Ever since the battle outside Arux’s stables, Jechtaric had treated her differently—one of the few positives to offset the image of Arux’s and Callia’s fallen forms.

“I will go,” Joru said.

Iberion grunted at Falcos. “Not you?”

Falcos smiled obsequiously. “Can’t one make a suggestion without carrying it out?”

Iberion crossed his arms. “Anyone else?”

Sett thumped his meaty fist against his chest. “I’m going.”

As Dankar was about to raise his hand, Unari shoved his arm down.

Iberion tilted his head. “You too?”

Unari grinned. “I’ll make sure they don’t waste one of our ships.”

With their party assembled, Iberion dismissed them to leave once they’d gathered supplies. As they left the showroom to move to purpose, Falcos tapped Vykinallia on the elbow.

“Might I have a quick word?”

Vykinallia nodded at the others, allowing them to go on ahead. Once only the two of them remained, Vykinallia said, “I actually wanted to speak with you too. I wouldn’t have had the courage to say something if you hadn’t first.”

Falcos smiled, his pale gray eyes narrowed to slits. “Though I’m pleased with the result, it shouldn’t be you going to Valtarcia.”

Vykinallia examined him. Not much taller or broader than her, he wasn’t intimidating, but something in his gaze sent her stammering. “What do you mean?”

“You’re too valuable,” Falcos said, crossing his arms over his chest. “They’re foolish for not seeing it, but they need you. Lenara, Sinion, Iberion—they’ve been fighting this war for so long they lost sight of what victory could look like. They only wish to hold what little power they have until the inevitable, but you—” He shook his head. “You believe we could win.”

“Of course I do,” Vykinallia said. “For whatever reasons, you brought me to them. Now, fate has intervened. There is a purpose for all of this, bigger than we can understand, but I believe we are fighting on the winning side. That’s why I must go to Valtarcia, and you should come with me.”

Falcos hummed, unfolding his arms to caress the side of her cheek. Vykinallia pursed her lips. The proximity of his hands to her face reminded her of the rag he covered her mouth with when he attacked her at the Chariot’s Arena. She held her breath as nausea rose to the back of her throat. She swallowed hard, shaking away the thought. She didn’t want to relive what he put her through or blame him for what he intended for her.

“I’m not much of a fighter,” Falcos said. “You’ll be better protected by the others, but please, be careful, Vykinallia. You are a beacon of light in a dark world, but eventually, all candles burn out.” He let his hand fall away from her cheek and strode from the showroom.

Vykinallia remained fixed long after he’d gone. She took a deep breath, attempting to stifle the trauma of her abduction at Falcos’s hands. Shaking her head, she turned her thoughts toward Zephyrus’s prophecy.

Under cloaks and shadows he hides to bring light to those hoping.

“Even a dim candle can light others,” Vykinallia said to herself. “Together, Zephyrus, we can fend off the darkness.”


Chapter 36

Crack the Sky

Zephyrus VI, Threyna VI, Laeden VIII, Vykinallia VII

Valtarcia

Zephyrus

Torches lined the river to cast dancing shadows along the rows of tents. Seeing them splayed out on either side of the river, the yellow-and-black sea of Jackals seemed insurmountable. Zephyrus punched the ground between the roots of the tree they crouched behind.

“We never should have taken a day of rest,” Zephyrus said.

Threyna squatted beside him, resting her back against the tree’s trunk. “Yeah, we shoulda marched out of Valenforth and challenged them before they set up camp. Oh, wait, you were bleeding out of your ghosting eyes, remember?”

Zephyrus growled. “We both will be if we can’t find a way around them.”

“There’s only one way,” Threyna said. “The same way.” She pointed past the tree, beyond the Jackals, to the shipyard. “Those ships didn’t build themselves, just like the trees upriver didn’t fall on their own. Past the bow of that ship, see that longhouse? I’d bet all the darklings in the soul jar that there are scores of people chained within.”

Zephyrus scrunched his brow. “The what in the what?”

“Never mind that,” Threyna said. “The only way past the Jackals is freeing the enslaved.”

“We’d still have to get past the Jackals,” Zephyrus said. “And besides, we’re not putting more people at risk to save ourselves.”

Threyna put her hand on Zephyrus’s shoulder. Her angled sapphire glare cut through him. “Then we’re not saving anyone else—not from the Skeleton King’s horde, Paxoran’s plots, or the Age of the End.”

“There’s got to be another way.” Zephyrus considered every memory he had of using his magic. He could bend sound and light to obscure their approach, but that was difficult with the noise of the camp and the flickering torches. Even in perfect conditions, it was a gambit that, should it fail, would leave them surrounded.

“We can go back,” Threyna said. “Cross the bridge we slept under, head back to the isthmus, scale down the cliffs to the water, and then pray you can heal me long enough to conjure a boat that can reach Stockhelm against the wind. But we’re likely to run into Tyrus and Erowen again.”

Zephyrus closed his eyes and rested his forehead on his palm. “As much as I enjoyed your friends, I’m not eager to see them again.”

“Me either,” Threyna said. “So our options are to create a diversion, unleash the enslaved, and steal a boat without anyone noticing, or try our luck entering Valtarcia’s walls.”

Zephyrus massaged his temples. He couldn’t afford to waste more time. His mother, imprisoned by the Gods, couldn’t afford more time. Threyna was right, but there had to be a better way than using the enslaved as fodder. A thought took shape into a plan—a mad plan—the type that only Jecht would be brash enough to consider.

He turned to Threyna from his crouched position. “I have an idea. You’re not going to like it. But I need to try something first.”

Laeden

“There are too many,” Markus said.

Laeden couldn’t believe it. He’d never seen so many Jackals in one place before, but there they were—camped on either side of the river on the opposite end of the shipyard. There was no way they could defeat the shipyard masters or liberate the enslaved without summoning the entire pack of Jackals.

“Zephyrus must be near,” Laeden said.

“Even more of a reason for us to turn back.” Markus grabbed Laeden’s shoulder, pulling him behind the hull of a half-constructed ship. “Do you have any idea what they’ll do to us when they catch us?”

Laeden turned away. “Such thoughts won’t help us, Markus. Besides, we can’t go back.”

According to his father, Horus wouldn’t be sending men to Ruhlar’s ludus, but was setting a trap at other ludi along their way. Regardless of the Valtarcian threat, Aponius and Roderick were sent by Danella.

“Danella knew where we were,” Laeden said. “Even if Aponius is telling the truth, that doesn’t mean he and Roderick were the only ones she sent.”

As Markus grumbled, Ostrey and Aurellia approached, their respective scouts trailing at their sides. The tight expression Ostrey wore gave Laeden the inclination that whatever Kherus saw surveying the river did not bode in their favor.

“How many?” Laeden asked Ostrey as they neared.

Kherus cleared his throat, stepping up beside Ostrey. “If I may, your grace, there are two…”

Laeden bristled. If only you had died instead of your brother. “What do you mean two?”

Kherus gestured to the small-oared boats just offshore at the river’s mouth.

Ostrey cast Kherus a reproachful glare, but it possessed half the malice of Laeden’s.

“There are over 300 Jackals encamped,” Ostrey said. “Not including the guards in the shipmaster’s barracks and the men guarding the ships. Attempting to liberate the enslaved will have dire consequences. What Kherus is trying to say is we may be better off stealing a ship. We can row east beyond Northridge, then north to the Silver Summits. The mines have just as many laborers to be set free.”

Laeden pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger before meeting Aurellia’s gaze. “What did you find?”

Aurellia motioned her scout forward—a girl, no older than twelve. Her hair clung to her scalp in tight braids, but the sharpness in her eyes was tighter yet.

“No sign that the Jackals have caught anyone,” the girl said. “But they don’t have anyone patrolling either.”

“Thank you,” Laeden said to the girl. Aurellia patted her on the back and dismissed her.

“Shall I prepare the men to take the boats?” Kherus asked.

Laeden curled his fingers. “I will give the orders, Kherus. Dismissed.” He turned his back on Kherus before he could add a parting quip. He peeked past the ships at the Jackal encampment.

I can’t run if Zephyrus is near. But just because the Jackals are here doesn’t mean Zephyrus is too.

“Stealing the ships is our best bet,” Markus said. “But sailing around Northridge against the wind will be dangerous. Stockhelm would be safer. My old ludus—”

Laeden huffed. “If Danella knows what we’re up to, so does Brusos.”

“We could go to the Uprising,” Aurellia said.

Laeden was tired of hearing every idea that involved running. “This could be the dagger to the heart they’ll never see coming. We could attack, liberate the laborers, and then escape to the sea. Why must we—”

A bolt of lightning forked across the sky. Even from a league away, the sound of 300 men gasping at the same time carried across the shipyard.

“Lenox!” a voice shouted into the night, evoking a shivering silence.

Shouting filled the night air, horns trumpeted, and the Jackal camp buzzed as men formed rank to march upriver. Laeden, Markus, Ostrey, and Aurellia peered around the ship’s hull, leaning out for a better glance at what riled them up.

Another bolt of lightning shot upward, as if it had come from the ground.

“Did you see that?” Aurellia asked.

“For the sake of the Six,” Markus said. “Of course we saw it. It’s streaking acros—”

“Not the lightning.” Aurellia hissed. “The person it came from!”

Laeden’s heartbeat thudded in his ears. Another burst of light illuminated the night, but the bolt did not come from the heavens.

“Lenox!” Zephyrus cried, lightning shooting forth into the sky.

“The Wielder,” Aurellia whispered.

Laeden denied his eyes the first two times, but there he was—standing by the river, his arm extended skyward with the power of the Gods at his disposal.

“Distract the Jackals,” Iylea had said.

“This is our chance,” Markus said, pointing to the Jackals as they charged on Zephyrus. “We can leave. They’ll never know we were here.”

Ostrey pointed to the laborers’ barracks. “They’re distracted. If you want to attack, the time is now.”

Aurellia’s pupils, still dilated from Zephyrus’s lightning bolt, examined Laeden. She bit her lower lip. “We all have a part to play, yes?”

Laeden nodded. “He needs our help.”

Threyna

Lightning coursed through the sky as Zephyrus shouted at Lenox. The Jackals assumed marching formation, just as Zephyrus said they would. Not liking his plan, Threyna stalked along the outskirts of the encampment, waiting for the Jackals to take Zephyrus’s bait.

Threyna wiped the sweat from her brow with the sleeve of her cloak. The things he could do with his magic amazed her, but if he made one wrong move, there was nothing she could do to help him. Though Zephyrus had healed her of her rot once, and he’d recovered from his own magic fatigue, she couldn’t take down 300 armed men on her own.

Not anymore.

The Jackals charged upriver, converging on Zephyrus’s location.

Threyna lurched into motion, staying down, hood drawn low. She approached the tents and the row of torches erected beside them. Grasping the torch, she yanked it free from the ground and tossed it into the nearest tent. She repeated the process again and again. The tents each took a moment to light, but once they caught, they blazed against the night.

Wishing she had fire magic of her own to expedite the process, Threyna seized two torches and snuck between two rows of tents, lighting both at the same time. She peeked upriver to find the Jackals’ torches separating.

It worked. Now he just needs to stay hidden long enough for me to prepare the boats and free the enslaved.

With dozens of tents billowing black smoke into the sky, Threyna turned to the harbor. Her eyes struggled to adjust to the darkness. Bright orbs obscured her focus, and the dancing light cast by the fire didn’t help. She blinked, attempting to reacclimate as she padded along the foul-smelling riverbed toward the boats that would ferry the laborers and themselves to safety.

Men in blue surcoats exited the shipyard barracks. Whether they heard the Jackals’ horns or saw the fire, they took torches and began patrolling in pairs.

While they were easy to spot, something else was out there. Shadows moved on the opposite side of the river, absent the erratic sway caused by firelight.

She paused, rubbing her eyes before scanning the shipyard again, this time tapping into her Inner Throne to sense for heartbeats.

This isn’t a trick of the eye. Those are people.

Veiled in the night’s embrace, the dark figures snuck around the patrols.

Gory ghosting dammit, who are they?

Not knowing whose side they were on or what their intentions were, Threyna didn’t know what to do. She spun, turning upriver, but the inferno consuming the encampment didn’t allow her to see beyond it.

Sinking deeper into her Inner Throne, the cacophony of too many heartbeats overwhelmed her, but she managed to locate Zephyrus’s resolved pulse amidst the Jackals’ bloodlust. She wanted to head back, to help him, knowing the Jackals scoured the riverbed, hoping to flay the flesh from his bones.

Stick to the plan. If I don’t secure an escape, we’re all doomed.

She climbed out of the riverbed and streaked through the shipyard. Listening for heartbeats, she ran when she could and crept when she had to; she passed half-built vessels, supply sheds, and piles of lumber until she neared the harbor.

Looking over her shoulder through the smoke canopying the river, she whispered to herself, “If there’s any God worth trusting, please keep Zephyrus safe.”

Zephyrus

Zephyrus’s limbs felt like lead following his electric display, but it didn’t matter. As the Jackals charged him, Zephyrus didn’t run. He didn’t even move. Balancing the scales, he prepared to manipulate light to shroud himself in darkness. He wouldn’t be able to see through his shroud, but he didn’t need to see the Jackals to hear their approach. They howled as they stormed up either side of the river, swords at the ready, torches lighting their way.

Their stampeding footfalls foretold their impending arrival, but Zephyrus remained still, storing up as much light manipulation as he could. Just as he had moments ago, disappearing before Threyna’s eyes, when the Jackals drew near, he would seemingly vanish. Manipulation magic was not as demanding as conjuration, so if he could remain hidden and let his sword do the work, he could cut down half their number before Threyna freed the enslaved. Training at the Arcane Templar, he’d fought Master Ronar absent sight in his final test. He only remembered it through dreams, but he’d done it. This would be no different. Or so he hoped.

Zephyrus’s fingers twitched. The leaden sensation in his joints melted away only to be replaced by the apprehension of battling blind.

“Burn me, this is a terrible plan.” Zephyrus reached for the amethyst ring pressed against his skin. His index finger traced the edge of the gemstone beneath the fabric of his britches, calming his quivering fingers.

“For luck,” he said, repeating Vykinallia’s words. “By the Judges, I’ll need it.”

As the ground trembled and the howls grew louder, heralding the Jackals’ arrival, Zephyrus released the ring and drew the hilt of the sword his father forged with his family’s blood. The sword came alive, pulsing with a resonant energy, a life force of its own, yet at the same time, it felt like an extension of his arm.

“There he is!” a Jackal shouted. “Get him!”

The Jackals fanned out, surrounding him, but still, Zephyrus waited. Then, once he could feel the heat of their torchlight, Zephyrus bent the flickering lights around him, cloaking himself in darkness.

“Where did he—”

Zephyrus slid in the direction of the sound and opened a sliver of his cocoon just enough to see the Jackal in front of him. The Jackal met his gaze, his eyes widening, but Zephyrus slashed horizontally across his neck, silencing the Jackal before he could speak. He closed the cocoon, yet the thud of the Jackal’s head hitting the ground confirmed what his eyes could not.

Panic ripped through the ranks, commencing the games of this new arena. Zephyrus danced between the Jackals, his blade singing the dirge of the dead. He swiped and sliced, jabbed and hacked, opening his cocoon just enough to find the gaps in the Jackals’ armor.

He moved through the crowd of flailing swords, never staying in one place too long. If anyone caught a glimpse of Zephyrus through the eye slit in his shroud, it was the last thing they saw before falling to the ground.

Zephyrus slipped behind one Jackal, driving his sword up into his armpit. The Jackal went slack but spun, slashing. Zephyrus turned with him, and the Jackal’s sword arced, slicing another Jackal across the chest.

Zephyrus released the body and slunk between the Jackals, weaving his way towards the river. Heads swiveling side to side in search of their invisible enemy, the Jackals backed away from their fallen brothers in arms as well as each other.

“Where is he?”

“How is he doing this?”

As the Jackals squared off with one another, waiting for the next to fall, Zephyrus peered through the gap in his shroud, turning his attention to the encampment. Plumes of smoke marred the clear night sky as fire consumed the camp on the east side of the river, courtesy of Threyna’s passage.

With a vicious grin, Zephyrus set his sights on the Jackals on the opposite side of the river. Standing at the center of the men, adorned in the black-and-gold pauldrons worn by the Captain of the Jackals, Lenox gnashed his teeth.

“Find him!” Lenox shouted. “Find him and—”

Zephyrus released the heat in his body, balancing the scales in preparation for what he was about to do. He leapt into the river, but before he broke the water’s surface, he shot a jetstream of water behind him, propelling him to the opposite riverbank.

The Jackals backed away, but not fast enough. Manipulating the river water while conjuring his own propulsion, Zephyrus redirected the current to create a wave that lifted him high enough to tower over the gawking Jackals. He released his light-bending. No longer obscured in darkness, he allowed himself to be seen.

“Lenox!” Zephyrus screamed. With one last burst of water propulsion, he launched from the wave and jumped over the Jackals lining the riverbank.

The wave crashed down, tossing the first row of Jackals onto their backs and disorienting all of them. As the water drenched the Jackals, Zephyrus landed behind them. He allowed all the tension in his arms and legs to dissipate until they felt gelatinous.

The river-soaked Jackals turned their blades in his direction, tendrils of sizzling smoke rising from their extinguished torches. Before they could close in on him, Zephyrus released a charge of crackling electricity. White forking lightning burst from his fingertips and surged through the army, conducting from one to the other.

With his arms and legs feeling like tree roots, he channeled his skin into stone and charged into the electric current. His sword cleaved through the two nearest yellow-and-black-clad slave-hunters, their bodies seizing. With a punch, he caved in another’s breastbone, then followed up with a downward chop, slicing from shoulder to navel.

Bodies fell around him on this side of the river as easily as they had on the other. A weapon of magic and malice, he tore through the Jackals, fighting his way to Lenox’s position.

The moment the electric current dissipated throughout the large group, Zephyrus released his elemental magic and returned to his cocoon. Absent the flickering torchlight, it was easier to bend light and conceal his movement. Like death’s shadow, Zephyrus lurked through the panicked army, cutting men down with each stride. The Jackals’ hunting howls became wails, but fatigue crept into Zephyrus’s muscles.

Between magic and swordplay, he was nearing his maximum. Drenched with sweat and the blood of the dying, he glanced downriver. He expected the west side of the camp to burn with the same ire as the east, Threyna’s signal for him to flee, but no smoke rose in the west.

She needs more time.

“Lenox!” Zephyrus shouted, as he stabbed and slashed his way through the unseeing soldiers. If Lenox heard over the cries of his dying men, he didn’t answer the taunt.

“You hide behind your men, you cowar—”

A sword swipe caught Zephyrus’s shoulder, evicting a yelp from his clenched teeth.

“I got him!” a Jackal shouted. He stabbed in Zephyrus’s direction. Zephyrus dodged, but others in the vicinity jabbed their steel at his last known location. The Jackals drew close, cutting off any escape route between them.

Another sliced Zephyrus’s thigh. His knee buckled; his light-bending illusion faltered. Time slowed, but Zephyrus’s labored breath and hammering heart did not. The river’s babble, the wind’s whistle—they ceased as the Jackals’ eyes widened to behold Zephyrus, bathed in moonlight on the riverbank.

“Six Hells, enough!”

A voice that haunted Zephyrus’s dreams. The words that answered Patrus’s surrender.

Lenox shouldered his way through the Jackals, sword drawn, smug satisfaction painted on his face.

Panting, surrounded, unable to move, Zephyrus had overextended himself. But at the sight of Lenox, heat fled his body. A chill washed over him beyond his control. The unbalanced scale unhinged, narrowing his peripheral vision to a tight tunnel that only revealed Lenox.

Lenox grit his teeth, rearing his sword to aim the killing blow.

Zephyrus closed his eyes. Ice flooded his veins. Beyond his eyelids, light exploded, and the screams began.

Laeden

Aurellia ran up the hill to where the others hid amongst the boulders of the countryside.

“Ostrey,” Laeden said, “gather the Ridge Knights. We’re taking the shipyard and the harbor by any means necessary. Is that clear?”

Ostrey saluted. “What of Aponius?”

“Release him and give him steel,” Laeden said, “but keep an eye on him.”

Ostrey saluted again and followed in Aurellia’s wake, leaving Laeden and Markus alone behind the ship’s hull.

Markus shook his outstretched fists at Laeden. “Laeden, what is going on—Zephyrus, Aponius? Take the shipyard?”

Laeden seized Markus’s wrists and leaned in until their foreheads practically touched. He wanted to tell Markus the truth, but he needed him to believe it. Only one of those was possible.

“I need you to trust me,” Laeden said. “This is bigger than any of us.”

Fire blossomed to life beyond the ship’s hull. Tents within the Jackal camp on the east side of the Vale burst into flames, spewing acrid fumes into the night.

Markus shook his head, yanking his hands from Laeden’s grasp. “How can I trust you when you share more with slaves than me?” His black brows angled over his dark green eyes to mirror his spear-pointed hairline, made more apparent by his shorn hair. “First Zephyrus, now Aurellia. Ever since Iylea, you’ve—”

The door to the shipmaster’s barracks swung open. Laeden yanked Markus behind the hull’s cover just as men filed out. Torches ignited, and a man barked orders at the soldiers.

“I don’t know what is going on over there,” the shipmaster said, “but it will not reach these ships. Pair off and set up patrols. You find anyone not wearing Helixus blue—anyone who doesn’t belong here—cut them down. Anything happens to this fleet, it’ll be our heads on pikes.”

Laeden peeked around the corner. Helixus blue? Sure enough, bathed in orange torchlight, the golden-winged horse sigil of his father’s house decorated their surcoats.

His mouth went dry.

Horus is rebuilding his fleet. With slaves.

Just as Aurellia and the freedpeople charged upriver, Ostrey and the Ridge Knights descended the hill into the shipyard. Laeden waved his arms, trying to gain their attention. Luckily, Ostrey saw Laeden before the Helixus guards noticed them. Ostrey redirected his men to the shadows.

“We can’t stay here,” Markus whispered.

The Helixus guards split into pairs and began their patrol. If Laeden and Markus remained by the ship’s hull, they’d be spotted in moments, but if they attempted to join the Ridge Knights, they’d be noticed immediately.

Laeden unsheathed his dagger.

“What are you doing?” Markus asked. “Those are Helixus guards.”

Laeden released a trembling exhale. If we’re caught here, we die. If Aurellia somehow manages to aid Zephyrus in escaping the Jackals, we can’t afford to be slowed down by the shipyard guards. He squeezed the hilt of his dagger, realizing what his father must have felt like as a mage-king tasked with both the destruction and protection of his kingdom. His father’s inaction and inability to make difficult choices led to his fall.

“It’s them or us,” Laeden whispered. “We can’t spare everybody. Now draw your dagger and steel your resolve.”

Markus ground his teeth but did as instructed. The two pressed their backs into the ship’s unfinished hull as torchlight illuminated the ground beyond the shadow of their hiding place. Footsteps grew louder, accompanied by soft words spoken with tension.

“It’s him, isn’t it?” one patrolman said.

“Doesn’t matter,” the other responded, drawing nearer to Laeden and Markus’s location. “He might be a mage and a champion gladiator, but he’s still just a man. No man is taking down an entire army. Foolish to try.”

A chill crept along Laeden’s skin, but this was a fight diplomacy couldn’t win. There were too many over too large an area to shackle and detain. He swallowed his ideals and held his breath. The guards passed the ship, only a few paces away.

“What if he’s not alon—”

The patrolman froze as he rounded the ship’s hull, his eyes fixating on Laeden. Laeden lunged for the nearest guard. He plunged his dagger into the man’s throat and covered his mouth with his other hand to silence his guttural groans. The Helixus guard dropped to the ground.

“Wha—”

Markus, only half a breath slower, seized the other guard, and wrapped his hand over his mouth, jabbing his dagger into the man’s heart.

Both were dead before they could draw their swords. Their torches fell to the ground. Warm blood dripped down Laeden’s right hand as it dribbled from the guard’s mouth. He wanted to imagine they were bad men. Men without families or loved ones. But such was never the case in war. A different emblem on a cloak, a different color skin, a different God—it didn’t matter what the lines were. They always divided. And that division justified murder, vilified the opposition, and allowed those of the same ilk to celebrate it as glorious victory. His was far from the first life Laeden had taken, but the first as a king, and the first since Iylea’s warning.

Laeden forced himself to stare at the man’s face as it drained of color. His blue eyes bulged, staring blankly at the sky as if discerning the Gods’ secrets.

“We have to go,” Markus said, sheathing his dagger and smothering the downed torches.

Laeden holstered his own dagger before seizing the wrist of each of the Helixus guards and dragging them into the hull’s shadow. They deserved better, but the world had failed them long before Laeden and Markus cut their lives short.

Checking both directions, Laeden waved Markus to follow. At a low jog, they stalked towards the barracks, taking advantage of the shipyard’s natural cover. With the dark as their ally and the torchlight offering up the guards’ positioning, Laeden and Markus dispatched another patrolling pair to the afterlife.

After they doused the torches and stowed the bodies, Laeden and Markus joined Ostrey outside the laborers’ barracks, Gensus, Malachi, and Aponius in his company.

“One entrance on the east side of the longhouse,” Ostrey said. “Two guards stationed at the door.”

“Where is everyone else?” Laeden asked.

Ostrey jabbed his thumb over his shoulder. “Securing the harbor to make our escape once we free the slaves.”

Laeden shook his head. “We need to clear the camp so Aurellia and—” Figures approached from the south. Laeden drew his sword.

“It’s Kherus,” Ostrey said, though that didn’t encourage Laeden to sheathe his blade.

As Kherus and the others drew near, Kherus held his palms skyward. “They were all dead before we got there. A dozen of them. No alarm raised, no sign of struggle.”

Ostrey’s mustache quivered. “What? Who?”

Before he could consider who, what, or how, a crimson blade appeared out of thin air before Ostrey’s throat. An identical one formed against Malachi’s, then Aponius’s, and then his own, until they were all held at knife point by invisible assailants.

“Whose side are you on?” A woman’s voice cut through the night.

Following in Kherus’s wake, a shadow, steeped in moonlight, emerged. She pulled back a white hood etched in silver to reveal a braid of glistening silver-blonde hair that draped over her shoulder. Black markings streaked up her neck like grasping tendrils or some kind of intricate war paint. Harsh and piercing, her blue eyes, sharper than the blades at their throats, only added to her harrowing appearance.

“One more time—what are you doing here?” the woman asked.

Laeden swallowed. His apple bobbed against the blade at his throat. “Freeing the enslaved and clearing an escape path.”

She snorted. “Well, do help, then.” She ran east, the blades at their throats falling to ash.

“What in Six Hells was that?” Markus asked.

“You heard her,” Laeden said, following her around the backside of the laborers’ barracks before she disappeared around the corner. As he neared the east entrance with the Ridge Knights at his back, Laeden paused.

A guard in Helixus blue stumbled and fell in their direction, his hand grasping at the gash under his chin.

Turning the corner, Laeden saw no sign of the painted woman with hair the color of moonlight. Instead, he found the other guard on his knees, one hand at his throat, the other grasping a rope. Laeden’s realization came too late. The guard yanked, tolling a high-pitched bell that rang throughout the shipyard.

Laeden shoved the dying man away from the bell, but the damage was done. In the distance, the sentries guarding the shipmaster’s barracks rang their own bell in response.

“We’re under attack!” a guard shouted. “To arms!”

Threyna

With the same fury as the rot climbing through her veins, Threyna stormed through the shipyard. She’d already wasted too much time with the harbor guards and the men sneaking through the shadows. Though the harbor was secure, the shipyard was not. The enslaved were still in chains, but she’d have to trust that the sneaking men would do as they said because if she didn’t signal for Zephyrus to leave, he’d fight to the death on that riverbank.

Alarms rang throughout the shipyard, alerting the sleepers to arms. She couldn’t discern how many would come forth from the barracks with drawn steel, but she couldn’t afford to use her blood magic to find out. The ones she’d consumed did little to offset her corruption.

What a stupid plan. Why did I let him suggest separating?

Even if she made it out of this alive, if Zephyrus didn’t, what would become of the mortal realm? If she no longer had access to his healing, what chance did she have of stopping Tyrus, let alone the Skeleton King or Paxoran?

Drawing the Vykane Blade, Threyna rushed through the shipyard, prepared to cut down any who crossed her path back to the Jackals’ camp. She pumped her arms and legs, wishing the legendary blade was lighter than a typical sword. Regulating her breath as she ran, she found an even tempo.

As a dozen patrolling guards rallied to answer the tolling bell, Threyna took shelter behind a pile of wood planks next to the frame of a small vessel. She stilled her breath, waiting for them to pass. Once they did, she rounded the corner, heading north to the Jackal encampment.

Not a moment after regaining speed, a group of four straggling guards blocked her path. She skidded to a stop before the four blue-clad soldiers, armed with swords and torches.

“We got one! Over here!” a soldier shouted.

Threyna charged them, hoping to cleave through them before support could arrive. Gripping the Vykane Blade’s hilt with both hands, she swung in a wide-arcing diagonal slash at the second guard from the right. As he raised his sword to block, Threyna conjured a dagger that stabbed into his gut. As he doubled over, surprised by the blow, Threyna drew upon the exposed blood, transmuting it into a crescent-shaped sword. Releasing the Vykane Blade with her left hand, she seized her newly forged bloodspawn, and with a slash, she severed the lower leg of the rightmost guard.

Drawing in breath and consuming their blood, the corruption’s chokehold on her lessened. With one guard stumbling, a dagger embedded in his stomach, and another falling to the ground grasping at his stump, the other two flanked Threyna. She blocked one thrust with the Vykane Blade and another with her blood sword. She drew upon the dark blood staining the blue surcoat of the guard she stabbed in the stomach, but it barely offset the corruption.

The dagger ripped itself free of the guard’s stomach after carving up into his ribs. He stumbled back, falling over the one-legged guard. Threyna turned her to focus on the two left standing.

I don’t have time for this.

Fearing the clash of steel would draw other guards, Threyna drew upon the souls of those bleeding out but clinging to life. The effort grated on her, the expenditure spawning new black veins along her neck as she fought with blood and steel against the two still standing. Grunting through the exertion, Threyna tore the soul free from the stabbed man. Vitality surged within her.

She blocked a diagonal hack that intended to part her head from her shoulders and infused her blood sword with greater power. The curved blade twisted, wrapping around the guard’s edge, wrenching it from his grasp, and casting it to the ground. Defenseless, the guard watched in disbelieving horror, but before Threyna could finish him with a thrust, his ally deflected.

“Mage! We need hel—”

Threyna turned both blades on the armed man, cutting short his cry for aid. After a flurry of hacks and slashes, the Vykane Blade struck just above the guard’s collarbone. Flesh tore, bone crunched, and the guard fell to the ground.

The disarmed man staggered in the direction of his fallen weapon, but Threyna closed the distance between them. Letting her curved blade dissipate to ash, she plunged the Vykane Blade deep into the guard’s chest. Before she yanked the sword free, she drew upon the souls of the four fallen guards. Consuming their vitality, the unquenchable thirst remained.

At the clash of steel behind her, Threyna spun. The shipyard’s laborers emerged from their cells, unchained, to join with the men who freed them against the men who kept them there.

Hoping they would clear the way, Threyna resumed her charge upriver toward the Jackal encampment to signal Zephyrus’s retreat. Adrenaline fueled her beyond the shipyard as she fended off exhaustion. The fire she set on the eastern side of the river raged.

Hold on, Zephyrus. Just a little longer.

Nearing the southern end of the west camp, Threyna scanned the river ahead. Tiny dancing glints of reflected moonlight charged upriver in a horizontal line. While the torches along the east side were scattered, the west side was dark. Too dark, as if shrouded in smoke.

Threyna slowed, straining her eyes, but her heaving breath caught in her chest.

A bright star birthed amidst the darkness, illuminating long shadows in nearly every direction. Even from this distance, Threyna had to squint against its blinding radiance.

Suddenly, the star exploded.

Blood and bone, what was that?

Giant torches blossomed to life all around the dying star, flitting about in chaotic circles. It wasn’t until a choir of screams filled the night that Threyna realized that the torches were people, and Zephyrus was the star.

Laeden

Laeden searched the fallen Helixus guards for a keyring, instructing Markus to do the same. Their precious little time evaporated as more guards filed out of the shipmaster’s barracks, the bell still tolling throughout the shipyard. Scanning left and right, Laeden lost sight of the woman with the silver-blonde braid.

Though Laeden didn’t claim to possess much knowledge on mages, the magic she wielded was unlike anything he had ever heard of. Powerful and dreadful, her magic could have slaughtered the whole brigade, but with her nowhere to be seen, they would have to defend themselves.

Laeden found the keyring and wrenched it from the guard’s belt loop. “Hold them off until I release the enslaved,” Laeden said to Ostrey as he went to the locked door, trying to find the appropriate key.

Markus yanked the other guard’s keys free. “Got them.”

“We won’t be able to hold them long,” Ostrey said.

Laeden inserted a key, but it didn’t fit. “As long as you can.” He tried another, and it clicked into place. “Aponius, Markus—with me.”

Swinging the door open, he rushed into the laborers’ barracks, Aponius and Markus at his back. The noxious smell hit like a gut punch—excrement, sweat, and sick poisoned the air.

Half-expecting it to resemble the barracks of a ludus, Laeden could not have been more wrong. Cells a fraction of the size were stuffed with three to four people, each chained together at the wrists. At their entrance, many grabbed the bars to peer out. Most were thin, exhausted—their faces long, eyes sunken.

They won’t stand a chance in a fight. We need to get them out of here.

Swallowing his disgust, Laeden said, “We’re here to free you from this place.”

The laborers didn’t cheer, didn’t cry. They only stared in disbelief.

“Aponius, you want to join us?” Laeden asked. “Take Markus’s keys and start on the other end.”

Markus tossed Aponius the keys. “What about me?”

Laeden approached the first cell, key in hand. He nodded at Aponius running to the other end of the barracks to free the suffering people. “We can’t trust him yet,” he whispered. “I need you to take these people to the harbor.”

Markus grunted. “But you’ll be alone here… with him. What’s to stop him from stabbing you in the back the first chance he gets?”

“That’s a chance I’ll have to take.” Laeden unlocked the door and waved the cell’s inhabitants out. “When we get out of this, I’ll explain everything.”

“Thank you,” said a bent-backed man who appeared much older than he likely was. Three other scrawny men dragged their bare feet along the hay-covered earthen floor.

“Markus will escort you to the harbor,” Laeden said. “You’re free.”

The clash of steel outside the barracks doors didn’t portend well for that to remain the case, but Laeden pressed on to the adjacent cell and the next. Between Laeden and Aponius’s efforts, a score of laborers were ready to depart to the harbor.

Markus waved at the freedpeople. “Follow me!”

With two times as many laborers still in their cells, Laeden and Aponius continued to unlock the doors, but the clang of steel outside the barracks intensified. Laeden’s fingers trembled attempting to unlock the cell as doubt invaded his thoughts.

How are we going to get out of here?

Zephyrus was surrounded. Aurellia’s passion wouldn’t overcome her lack of men or their inexperience in battle outside of the arena. The Ridge Knights were too few to hold back the shipyard guards, and the freed laborers would be no use in turning the tides.

As he and Aponius released more laborers, Laeden instructed the newly liberated to wait for Markus’s return. With the fighting growing louder outside, however, the released laborers took matters into their own hands, fleeing for the harbor.

“Laeden!” Ostrey shouted. “We can’t hold them any longer.”

With five more cells left to be unlocked, they needed more time.

I can’t just leave them.

Penned like livestock but used like tools, they would not survive much longer if Laeden left them. But if the Ridge Knights fell, they would all die. With a grunt, Laeden unlocked the next cell but shoved the keys into a young man’s scarred hands. His dark eyes met Laeden’s. A defiance dwelled within, a tiny ember in need of stoking.

“Free the others,” Laeden said, closing his hands around the young man’s. “Lead them to the harbor… and if you have to, don’t wait for us.”

The young man blinked but nodded.

Laeden patted him on the shoulder. “Aponius, leave your keys. Time to prove yourself with a sword.”

Laeden drew his blade and charged out of the barracks. The Ridge Knights fought in a semicircular formation, standing shoulder to shoulder to defend the entrance to the barracks from guards wearing Helixus blue. Heat rose to Laeden’s temples. His father’s family had never used slaves. Had never been cruel. And now they were both.

After witnessing the state of the enslaved, and knowing it was the men bearing the winged horse of House Helixus that did this to them, tears bled from the corners of his eyes.

Laeden shouldered his way into the Ridge Knights’ formation. “Honor and justice!” He slashed at the nearest Helixus guard. “Does that mean anything to you?” He battered the guard away, then hacked at the one who filled the void. “How have you strayed so far?”

Treating his sword like a battle-axe, Laeden beat back the nearest guard. Ostrey stabbed one through the shoulder, and Kherus followed through with a killing thrust to the chest, but as one fell, another took his place.

“We need to fight our way free!” Ostrey said. “Or the harbor will be lost to us.”

No sign of Aurellia. No sign of Zephyrus. Laeden stalled for time. “We must wait for the freedpeople,” Laeden shouted. “Hold!”

Gensus blocked a jab aimed at Ostrey. Kherus struck, felling the guard who failed to reach Ostrey. Before Gensus could reposition, another guard attacked, stabbing Gensus through the gut.

“Gensus!” Ostrey shouted.

Gensus stumbled back. Ostrey broke formation, swinging in wide arcs to defend his fallen brother in arms. The guards attempted to press their advantage, but Aponius filled the gap. With a stab, Aponius pierced an overeager guard’s neck, then slashed at his neighbor, cutting him down as well. As the guards fell, it created an opening.

Kherus abandoned his position. He hoisted Gensus under his arm and charged through the gap in the guards, heading for the harbor.

“No!” Laeden cried, but it was too late.

Their formation withered; the battlefield became a melee. Flanked on all sides, Laeden dodged a thrust, deflected a jab, and blocked a chop. He kicked one guard away but stumbled into Malachi. Malachi wheeled on Laeden and just barely stopped himself from ramming Laeden through the belly. Returning to their marks, they fought. Outnumbered. Overmatched.

Laeden sliced at one guard’s knee, hacked at another’s sword to bat it away, and then drove his point into the guard’s heart. Though the blood of four slain guards soaked the ground at Ostrey’s feet, other Ridge Knights fell, dying to those who swore oaths to the same banner. The guards were too many to take on their own without Aurellia and the freedpeople.

In the chaos, the freed laborers attempted to escape the barracks. Four bands of three laborers still chained together entered the skirmish, seeking passage to the harbor’s sanctuary.

As the guards turned their attention to the escapees, Laeden slashed one across the face and skewered another through the back, but one laborer was cut down. Still chained to two others, the laborer’s limp body proved too heavy for them to overcome. The guards fell on them like jackals to a fresh kill, hacking the defenseless men to pieces before they could reach freedom.

The world seemed to close in around Laeden. He let out a battle cry fueled by the pain of loss and failure. Thrusting himself into the thickest of the fight beside Ostrey, Laeden knew he was going to die in this shipyard.

Malachi lay dead on his side, gazing north to the Jackals’ encampment, now consumed by flame. If Zephyrus was still alive and Aurellia managed to spirit him free of the Jackals, they could still win this. But the horizon held no promise of Zephyrus or the freedpeople.

Laeden ducked a horizontal swing and sidestepped a thrust before countering with an upward slash. He caught one guard in the chin, sending him reeling, but the soft gasp of steel puncturing a lung escaped someone behind him. Laeden spun to find a guard. His sword was raised to strike Laeden, but he didn’t move. Blood oozed between his teeth before Markus ripped the sword from his back.

Laeden panted. “You should have left!”

“Then you’d be dead.” Markus caught another guard’s strike by the hilt and kicked him backwards. Laeden sheathed his blade in the guard’s belly. “We need to retreat.”

Ostrey gave no sign of retreat. He staggered with fatigue, but bodies continued to pile around him. As Laeden turned to face Markus, he spotted a guard attacking Markus’s blind side. Laeden’s eyes widened, his mouth opened, sword sweeping to intercept the incoming blow, but he was just out of reach.

At the last moment, the guard’s trajectory was thrown off. Spun around by Aponius grabbing the guard’s free arm, the guard whipped into the ground. Aponius mounted the downed guard. His dagger pumped into the guard’s chest, once, twice, thrice before the guard’s resistance faltered. Before he could acknowledge Aponius for saving Markus’s life, Ostrey wailed.

Laeden spun as the legendary Captain of the Ridge Knights, the former Knight of the King’s Guard, fell to his knees. A bloody sword point protruded from his back. Ostrey raised his sword, unwilling to depart for Valencia without dispatching another with him, but another sword hacked into his ribs.

The blow sent Ostrey to the dirt, his sword flying from his grasp.

The fight was over. Lost. Despite the noise of clashing steel and shouting men, Laeden couldn’t hear anything but blood pumping in his ears.

My fault.

Ostrey lay dying. Malachi was already dead. Three other Ridge Knights rested prone in the dirt, never to rise again. Laeden, Aponius, Markus, and the four Ridge Knights who didn’t retreat to the harbor backed towards one another.

No sign of Zephyrus, Aurellia, the ex-gladiators, or any of the freedpeople. It was just the seven of them, the score of shipyard guards that surrounded them, and the dead.

So many dead.

He needed to say something—to rally his men, to strike fear into their opposition. No words came to mind, only images, and every one was of Iylea. The soft curve of her cheek, the dimples framing her mouth when she smiled.

Her severed head in his hands.

“The flood of blood is coming,” she had said, and chimera’s breath, was she right. From the rotunda to the Aquarian, the Bay of Bastards to the Vale, Laeden brought the flood of blood with him wherever he went.

The Helixus guards closed in around them.

This is the end.

The sky exploded in the distance. A bright white that made the moon seem pale in comparison drew the attention of everyone bearing steel in the shipyard. Then fire. Screams rose in the distance.

In the momentary pause, a ball of orange flame flew over Laeden’s head and hit a Helixus guard in the chest. Then, all around them, more immediate screams joined the chorus.

Vykinallia

Vykinallia drew her sword as she charged up the riverbank with Jechtaric and Cerik at her side. The apprehension of impending battle sat heavy in the back of her throat. Her nerves sparked with the same panic that accompanied her over Arux’s wall, but she could not freeze this time. She would never do so again.

If the Ridge Knight told it true, Laeden was dead already, but she refused to believe it. With nearly fifty freed men on boats bound for Stockhelm, he couldn’t be among the dead. She needed him alive—the Fallen, the freedpeople, and those still in chains needed him to be alive.

Following the growing clang of dancing swords, they found bodies strewn on the ground. Some wore Helixus blue surcoats, others simple roughspun cloaks, but the runaway slaves were the easiest to identify. Bloodier than the fall of House Arux, the Battle of the Vale had nearly reached its conclusion. Up ahead, a circle of blue-clad guards surrounded a much smaller force.

Fires burned in the distance, and smoke rose high into the horizon, but something even further upriver brightened the sky like a second sun.

Magic.

Odds were it wasn’t Zephyrus, but it didn’t stop her from pumping her arms and legs faster. Vykinallia ran, but not as fast as Joru. The former Ulysius gladiator galloped through the shipyard like a stallion in a joust, bearing down on his foes’ flank, but Unari struck first.

A ball of fire formed in her hands and launched through the air, pelting a shipyard guard in the chest. A moment later, Jechtaric flung his spear through the back of another. Then Joru reached the back of the circling guards. With two swords, he slashed and tore at their backs, dropping two to the ground in the blink of an eye.

At the fall of the guards, the surrounded men surged, fighting back with reckless abandon. Vykinallia closed in on a guard engaged with a man in a blood-soaked roughspun cloak.

With a low slash, she severed the tendon along the guard’s heel, allowing who she assumed was one of Laeden’s Ridge Knights to finish him off. She carried her momentum forward, stabbing another distracted guard through the ribs. A man in black leather armor drove his point home, forcing the guard to the ground.

Sett’s battle-axe cleaved through a spine. Cerik’s mace caved in a skull. Jechtaric reclaimed his spear to disarm one guard and sweep the leg out from another. With the battle rebalanced, and half the guards pinned between the Ridge Knights and the Fallen, Vykinallia took a step back.

Scanning the melee for Zephyrus, Laeden, and her brother Markus, she spotted Laeden. Hair shorn short, beard grizzled, and thinner than she remembered him being, he was still alive and fighting like a madman. Markus, absent his fine clothes or long, straight hair, was barely recognizable, but Vykinallia knew it was him by how he moved with his sword against two attackers.

Vykinallia leapt over a dying guard to attack one of the men engaged with Markus. Markus turned aside the first and dodged the second. He parried a strike aimed at his midsection and countered to deliver a killing blow. As he ripped his sword free to contend with the other, Vykinallia buried her sword up to the hilt in the guard’s back. As the guard fell to the ground, Markus saw her for the first time.

“Nallia?” Markus asked.

“Stop!” Laeden shouted.

There were only a few guards left standing. Between Laeden’s men and Vykinallia’s crew, they were thirteen against the shipyard’s six. All combatants held their ground, but more figures were approaching in the distance.

Despite the tension and the fight not over yet, Markus stared at her, a thousand questions wrinkling his brow.

“Surrender,” Laeden said to the guards. “There has been enough blood. Don’t add your deaths to the toll. Lay down your arms and let us pass.”

One guard raised his sword. “Honor and justi—”

“Don’t you dare,” Laeden hissed. “There is no honor in what you’re doing here.” He jabbed his blade at a shoddily built longhouse that most likely housed the shipyard’s laborers. “My Great-Uncle Horus has sullied your honor. When did any under the Helixus banner own slaves? Never before Horus became duke. Mark my words. He will be held accountable, but you do not have to fight on this side of the war. Lay down your arms, join us, and together, we will restore honor to this land.”

With reinforcements approaching from the north, Vykinallia didn’t have time for diplomacy. She needed to get them out to sea now. Her nerves still sizzling, she stepped forward.

“Listen to King Laeden,” Vykinallia said. “Drop your swords by the count of three. Or we will drop you and pry them from your corpses.”

Markus and Laeden each fixed her with a perplexed stare, but she began counting.

“One.”

The guards looked between each other.

“Two.”

The Fallen positioned themselves to take aim at the few remaining guards. She didn’t want to kill anyone else. She still saw Arux’s and Callia’s faces whenever she closed her eyes too long, and part of her was glad for it. It meant taking their lives wasn’t easy. It meant that life mattered. But somehow, she feared with each life she took, the easier it would get—the less life would matter, and the more she would be willing to follow through on what she promised would happen if she reached the count of three.

“Thre—”

The first sword fell to the ground, followed by the second and third, until all six guards relinquished their steel.

Vykinallia released a quavering breath.

Laeden hissed at the guards. “Flee from sight and know it is our combined mercy that spared your lives. King Laeden and…” Laeden looked to Vykinallia.

“The Fallen,” Vykinallia said.

“Spared by King Laeden and the Fallen,” Laeden said. “Tell all who will listen that true honor and justice is coming.” He pointed to the walls of Valtarcia in the distance.

Vykinallia and Markus stepped aside to allow the guards a path. Without a second’s hesitation, the guards sprinted for the safety of Valtarcia.

Laeden watched them go, but Vykinallia had come here for a reason. If they’d been a moment later, Laeden likely wouldn’t be leaving this shipyard alive. But in the distance more reinforcements were coming.

Vykinallia placed her hand on Laeden’s arm. “We can give you shelter, but we need to leave now. More men are coming.”

Laeden turned toward the incoming reinforcements. “They’re with me.”

As the approaching force neared, moonlight illuminated them. Two dozen sword-bearing freedpeople slowed as they approached, led by a young dark-skinned woman with short hair.

Vykinallia took Cerik by the arm. “Get the injured to the boats. I’ll make sure they come with us.” Cerik nodded, grabbing Sett and Jechtaric to aid him in escorting the remaining Ridge Knights to their ship.

Once the Fallen were set to purpose, Vykinallia turned back to Laeden and Markus, but they were speaking with the freedpeople.

“Where is he?” Laeden asked. “I saw him. He has to be here somewhere.”

“I don’t know,” the woman said between panting breaths, her eyes bleary with tears yet to fall. “The Jackals retreated at our arrival. The others on the east side of the Vale traveled north, I suspect in order to cross the bridge. We searched for him. The river, the tree line. When we couldn’t find him, we came back before the Jackals could regroup.”

Vykinallia’s throat tightened. Her lips narrowed together, leaving a small opening. Her mouth formed the word who, but she couldn’t give it voice.

“Did they take him, Aurellia?” Laeden asked, placing his hands on her shoulders. “The Jackals—is it possible they took him?”

The desperation in Laeden’s tone answered Vykinallia’s unspoken question. The tenor surrounding Laeden’s line of questioning, paired with Aurellia’s emotional display, only made the knot in Vykinallia’s throat plummet to her stomach.

“Zephyrus…” Vykinallia said. “The Jackals have Zephyrus?”


Part VI


Chapter 37

Death and Loss

Laeden IX

Victory was a precarious thing. While they had rescued so many laborers from a terrible fate, the presence of those not aboard the ships bound for Stockhelm left a sullen silence over the group.

Ostrey was dead. Malachi—dead. Gensus—dying.

Laeden’s knuckles whitened as he strangled the bow of the ship. It was on this very ship that Ostrey and the Ridge Knights declared him king after finding him in Marstead. The same ship that allowed Joru to find the Uprising and lead them back to Valtarcia to save him, Markus, and the others.

It should have felt like a victory, narrow as it was, but Ostrey’s death weighed on him.

If Kherus had not defied me… if he had held his ground…

With each rise and fall of the waves, Laeden’s stomach lurched, but he kept his eyes on the oared boat in the distance—the boat Kherus was on. Despite their head start, the corsair ship would catch up. Eventually, they would reach land, and Laeden would lay Ostrey’s death at Kherus’s feet. Nostrils flaring, he imagined how the conversation would go, attempting to predict Kherus’s responses and rehearsing his own.

I should have punished Kherus’s insolence earlier.

He had been afraid of losing the Ridge Knights if he dealt with Kherus too harshly, but with the loss of Ostrey, he might as well have already lost them. And without them, what did he have left?

A group of laborers, their chains newly broken, approached Laeden with gratitude, but despite their liberation, Laeden feared the cost. After curt nods and shorter smiles, Laeden stole away from the bow towards the stern. With Nallia and Markus conversing on the starboard side, Laeden kept to the port. By the time he reached the stern, Valtarcia’s harbor disappeared in the distance, but the smoke upriver from the Jackals’ camp stained the black sky with smog. Zephyrus had to be out there—somewhere.

Laeden knew full well the effects Zephyrus’s magic had on him. Too much at once, or sustained over too long a period, it would falter, and when it did, he became weak—too weak to fight. Too feeble to run or even stand.

Zephyrus’s power had pierced the sky with oppressive light. Nothing, and no one, spare the Gods themselves, were capable of such a display. He’d hoped Aurellia would find Zephyrus, even in a weakened state. But she found no sign of him or the woman who aided their escape.

Maybe she found him and took him to safety?

Laeden, on a ship bound for Stockhelm, could only hope. He hung his head. Iylea… please tell me he is safe. Aside from waves crashing and sails whipping in the wind, no answer came from the heavens. He thudded his fist against the wooden railing.

“We need to talk,” Markus said from behind.

Laeden glanced over his shoulder. Markus and Nallia mirrored each other’s crossed-armed posture, but the sizable distance between them made Laeden suspect there might be more separation than just physical.

“Yes. Of course.” Laeden pursed his lips, but he didn’t address Markus, bowing instead at Nallia. “Gratitude, Lady Nallia. Without you or your warriors, your brother and I would be lying in the dirt.”

“I’m no longer a lady, but you may call me Vykinallia.”

Having only ever seen Nallia adorned with jewels and dressed in flowing silks, the blood-soaked leather jerkin belted across her bodice presented a stark contrast. Sweat, dirt, and grime painted her skin in favor of makeup, and though she was perhaps a touch thinner, she otherwise appeared no worse for the wear in the Uprising’s care.

“Very well. Gratitude, Vykinallia.”

“Don’t thank her,” Markus said. “And don’t call her that. She brings only more trouble and treachery.”

Vykinallia cast him a glare that, if this were court, would have been judged improper, but Nallia Cassius had never been known for following the rules. It seemed Vykinallia held propriety with even less regard.

“She saved our lives,” Laeden said. “Is life anything but trouble and treachery?”

Markus bristled before turning to his sister again. “How could you join them? They killed our father.”

Vykinallia inhaled sharply. “So quick to blame the refugee escaped slaves and mages seeking asylum in underground dirt hovels, yet you never once thought that perhaps Brusos, who always had a rivalry with Father—who is now living in the villa we grew up in, sleeping in Father’s bed, and doing Gods-only-know what with our mother—might be the one responsible for his death. Chimera’s breath—with what Joru told us, I thought we were fighting for the same things.”

“You’re murdering lanistas,” Markus said. “The same crime you refuse to believe your precious allies could have committed against our father.”

“Enough,” Laeden said. “Family matters aside, I believe we do want the same things. It seems our mutual friend, Zephyrus, has had quite the impact on us both.”

Vykinallia blanched at the mention of his name. She stepped closer to Laeden, her hands reaching for the hem of his bloodstained cloak. “Did you see him?”

Laeden exhaled, putting his hands on his hips. “Only from a distance. To be honest, there was no way to tell for certain if it was him. But between his magic and the army of Jackals—”

“So close…” Vykinallia said.

Markus cleared his throat as if to remind them that he was still there. Stepping around Vykinallia, he leaned close. “Tell me, Laeden. I’ve waited long enough. The truth. What are we doing here? What are you planning?”

Laeden glanced from Markus to Vykinallia. As mad as it sounded, he wouldn’t lie. All his father did was lie, and it reaped nothing but destruction. Nothing good would come from hiding it any longer. He massaged the words floating in his head into an order that he hoped wouldn’t make him seem quite as crazy as he felt at times.

Before he could speak, Markus continued. “You said we’d take back Valtarcia from your uncle. You said we’d liberate the gladiators to forge an army.” He pointed over his shoulder. “Those men will never make an army. They’re two steps from the pyre, and you know it. None of your tactics have made sense since we left the rotunda, and now half the Ridge Knights are dead, Ostrey butchered, and, for all we know, Kherus is up ahead planning to stab you in the back before Aponius gets the chance. So, what was it all for?”

Markus was right. Laeden sniffed, wrinkling his nose. “It was all for Zephyrus.”

As their corsair ship sailed past the first of the oared boats, Laeden shared his experience with Iylea and explained the state of the divine realm and what would happen to the mortal realm should Vykanicus Auros not reach Tharseo’s Bastion.

After Laeden had finished, Vykinallia and Markus fixed him with two different expressions. Vykinallia stared blankly, mulling over Laeden’s words with slack-jawed consternation, her hands cupping her cheeks. Markus folded his arms over his chest, his eyes narrowing to slits as he shook his head.

“That’s why we needed to attack, Markus,” Laeden said. “Distract the Jackals.”

“I believe you,” Markus huffed. “At least, I believe you believe that.” His standoffish posture softened as he seized Laeden by the arms. “Do you hear yourself? Iylea spoke to you?” He shook his head. “Iylea is dead, Laeden. It was terrible, but she’s gone—never coming back. You’re gambling with the lives of good men… based on… your imagination.”

“I know how it sounds,” Laeden said. “That’s why I didn’t tell you. But it’s not my imagination. You have to—”

“Trust you?” Markus snapped. “Do you think the Ridge Knights will believe you when you tell them that their commander, Ser Ostrey Wingfoot, died as a distraction, so that a gladiator slave could save the realms from a traitor God?”

Laeden’s stomach twisted. “Ostrey’s loss will be felt throughout the realm, but he did not die in vain.”

Markus released Laeden and snorted. “Kherus won’t believe that. And I don’t blame him.” He glowered at Laeden before casting an equally disgusted look at his sister. “I wanted the truth. But I fear this only makes things worse.” He spun on his heel and walked away.

“Markus, please.” Laeden called after him.

“Let him go.” Vykinallia took both of Laeden’s hands as her brother stormed off. “I believe you. The Fallen will believe you, and together we can free the people, stop Damascus, and make this world a better place.”

“You believe that?” Laeden asked, thinking of his father’s failed ideologies.

Vykinallia squeezed Laeden’s hands. “I believed it before, but after what you just shared—everything with Zeph—” Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “I knew he was special the moment you brought him to the villa—I just didn’t realize the extent. Blinded beyond my uses for him as a lanista…”

This time when she trailed off, Laeden spoke. “I used him too.”

Vykinallia nodded, eyes downcast. “If everything you say is true, stopping the traitor God will make this world a better place. That is why we must join together. If we take the old Cassius ludus from Brusos, we can claim Stockhelm and clear a path for Zephyrus, but we can’t do that alone.”

Chewing his lower lip, Laeden exhaled through his nostrils. Their corsair ship passed the second ship as Stockhelm’s northeastern coast came into view.

“It might already be too late for Zephyrus,” Laeden said. “If the Jackals have him, he’s as good as—”

Vykinallia put a finger to Laeden’s lips. “Death could have claimed him countless times before. Nothing is impossible, King Laeden.”

Laeden released himself from Vykinallia’s hands to scratch the back of his neck. Again thinking of his father, still alive after being reported dead, Laeden nodded. “I suppose—who are we to distinguish between possible and impossible? If a pseudo-prince can be a king and a lady lanista can be in the Uprising, I suppose a gladiator mage touched by the Gods can survive the Jackals. But you’re right. We must do our part. Together, we may be able to take back your ludus and, with it, all of Stockhelm.”

Vykinallia smiled. “Speaking of impossibilities, there’s something else I have to tell you.”

Laeden inclined his head.

Vykinallia’s disposition shifted. She shuffled her feet and rubbed her elbow with her opposite hand. She opened her mouth, but closed it, absent words.

“What is it?” Laeden asked.

Vykinallia swallowed. “There’s no easy way to say this… It’s about your mother.”


Chapter 38

Traitor

Iylea VII

Valencia

The Celestial Halls of Valencia were far broader than Iylea thought. Though its size made it difficult to search whenever she managed to sneak out of the anchor room, it also facilitated her ability to hide from Ferrocles. In the time since investigating Incinerae’s chambers and discovering the whereabouts of Arkadia’s dungeon, she’d searched for Arcamedes’s hidden compartments within the castle. After scouring the entirety of the bottom floor, she came away with no hints as to the location of Arcamedes’s chambers. Though she found the entrance to Aquarius’s rooms, it had not proven as fruitful as Incinerae’s.

She had hoped to find more clues left behind by Klayvorine or Courianne in the Tower of Whispers, but after sifting through the tome-stacked shelves and inspecting the various artifacts of both the mortal and divine realms, nothing out of the ordinary presented itself.

Sneaking through the halls on her way to the second floor, she watched the windows into the mortal realm, hoping for any sign of Laeden. This time was no different than any other. Though the mortal realm appeared brighter through the window than she remembered, it was probably due to something burning. Often it was bonfires that scorched Celestic idols to cinders, or wildfires that incinerated the jungles of Stockhelm. But this time, it was a Valtarcian inn collapsing to the ground, the barman trapped beneath a beam within.

Another soul to the chain.

Iylea averted her eyes. She had enough problems up here to contend with, but the situation in New Rheynia had grown dire. Throughout the cities, water shortages and dying crops plagued the slums with disease and famine. Skirmishes broke out between those who had and those who did not. Soldiers accosted protesting Celestic sympathizers and nailed them to the Six Arrowed Star when they failed to disperse. Even in Valtarcia, a pleb rebellion had risen from the slums to storm the upper city.

As much horror as she’d seen, she never once glimpsed Laeden, and she wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Padding along the plush velvet runner toward the tower opposite the Whispering Wall, Iylea considered what she would do if she managed to free Arkadia from her tomb. They still needed to confirm who Paxoran was masquerading as and find the gemstone that powered the Whispering Wall to relay the information to Zephyrus. Then came the matter of leaving Valencia.

She shook her head, not allowing herself to get distracted by a future that might never come to pass. Reaching the corner and the entryway to the tower, Iylea peeked down the hall in both directions. Shadows entered, accompanied by voices. Iylea scampered to the tower door and turned the knob. Slipping inside, she pulled the door closed, but left it open a crack.

Don’t let them come up this way…

She waited, crouching down and peering through the slit in the open door. The voices grew nearer, one identifiable.

Phaebia’s singsong soprano voice resonated through the corridor despite her best efforts to remain discreet. “It’s time. This farce has gone on long enough. Tell me what you know.”

Iylea perked up, pressing her ear towards the door.

The other voice spoke in a lower tone, and despite moving in Iylea’s direction, it was still too soft to hear.

“...and that’s it. The Corners always kept to themselves, Klayvorine most of all.” The voice swayed like branches in a breeze—soft but powerful. Moterra.

Phaebia’s rhythmic voice sharpened to emphasize the consonants. “She confided in you. There must be more. I need to know!”

Iylea raised her eyebrow at Phaebia’s urgency. The footsteps grew louder as the two goddesses neared the corner.

“The sands of time have been altered,” Moterra said. “That is all Klayvorine told me.”

“But why tell you?”

The footsteps softened, then stopped altogether.

Iylea resisted the urge to stick her head out the door, but the ensuing silence tested her. Three breaths passed before Moterra spoke again.

“Perhaps because she knew I wouldn’t do anything rash.” Her voice no longer sounded like swaying branches and more like a trunk dividing a gale. “She told me because she knew—because she saw—that all of this would come to pass. Whoever tampered is attempting to rewrite the past, to change the future. Continue on this path, Phaebia, and you will play right into their devious hands. Or if this is your game, and you are attempting to throw the others off your trail by using me, I will not be moved. I will weather your storm, and we will see who possesses the greater fortitude.”

“Moterra, I—”

“Take your hands off of me.”

The footsteps stomped down the hall, and Moterra entered Iylea’s field of view. Phaebia exhaled, but didn’t move, so neither did Iylea. Holding her breath, Iylea waited. It wasn’t until Moterra disappeared that Phaebia followed her, humming a tune as pretty as a birdsong.

Once both goddesses were far enough away, Iylea closed the door and leaned against the rounded wall of the spiral staircase up to the tower. She replayed the conversation in her head, taking note of their disposition towards one another.

Was Phaebia’s line of questioning to unveil the villain or hide her own deceit?

Iylea ground her teeth. She needed more information, and the only way she was going to find it was by searching. Pressing herself to her feet, she tiptoed up the winding stairs. She’d never seen anyone enter this tower. Not knowing what lay ahead, she approached with the caution every experienced handmaiden did when entering a door. At the peak of the staircase, a stone wall, marked with what appeared to be a feather, blocked her path.

Considering the glyph Hameryn taught her to enter the Tower of Whispers, Iylea attempted the same pattern. Nothing happened. Iylea grunted, rubbing her forehead. She recalled the tile on the floor in the anchor room, picturing the different symbols.

If a glyph from that symbol opened Courianne’s room, perhaps another will open this one.

With her eyes closed, she placed her hand against the feather. The symbols represented the Gods, which allowed for some process of elimination. The symbol had two groups of four—the Elementals and the Corners. One group of three—the Judges. Two groups of two for the Giver and Taker of Palogia, and Ferrocles and Hameryn of war and harmony. The other three symbols were off on their own—Courianne, Neutreen, and Arcamedes.

One for each tower.

Iylea’s breath quickened, and she opened her eyes.

A feather. This must belong to the God of Beasts.

She didn’t know which of the other two symbols belonged to Arcamedes, but one was a two-sided arrow, and the other was a spiral. Iylea scratched her head.

Neither really screams God of Beasts.

Not sure which would work, Iylea drew the spiral first. She stepped back, waiting for the stone door to retract and allow her entry, but nothing happened.

Contorting her brow, she replaced her hand on the feather, this time drawing the double-sided arrow. The stone wall growled with friction as the way parted before her.

Iylea gasped, turning sideways to slip through the opening the moment she could fit. Expecting to find the animal skeletons she’d seen through the Whispering Wall upon first meeting Arkadia, Iylea was surprised to find she wasn’t in Arcamedes’s chambers at all.

These are Neutreen’s.

The Goddess of Justice’s chambers were much smaller than the other Gods’. Lacking the decor of Incinerae’s, the size of Aquarius’s, or the eclecticness of Courianne’s, Neutreen’s rooms were a cold, utilitarian pragmatism. The narrow walls, lined with bookshelves on both sides, hugged the corners of a large, plain wooden desk that sat against the back wall. Upon it, an ornately crafted gold scale sat below a rectangular window that stared out into the endless sky. A single feather rested on the right side of the scale, tipping it slightly.

Iylea approached the scale.

Just like the Celestic symbols in Stockhelm.

The scale’s base was marked with three vertical lines, the same symbol in the Gods’ glyph on the floor of the anchor room. Reaching out to touch the scale, the window came to life, startling her. Similar to the ones displayed around the halls of Valencia, the window revealed the happenings of the mortal realm.

Through the window, a man—dark-skinned with close-cropped gray hair and a matching beard—sank to his knees. Shoulders heaving, blood leaking from a hundred different lacerations, something fell from his grasp to tumble to the sandstone floor. A cube with a rippling metallic sheen toppled end over end before coming to a stop against a pile of rubbish.

Out of the heap, a five-fingered claw hung limp.

Iylea choked on her breath. That’s not rubbish. Those are bodies. Iylea backed away from the window, holding herself.

More like husks, or the chaff that remained after the grain had been reaped, dozens of shrunken, desiccated human remains stopped the cube’s momentum.

Iylea wanted to look away. She wanted to help—but she could do neither.

The dark-skinned man peered up, defiance and white-hot anger burning in his pale eyes. “You will never succeed. We will have our vengeance! The Judges will—”

The man’s voice cut off as the blood, dripping from his face, was pulled by some invisible force to congeal into a bloody crescent-shaped blade before him. Before he could speak, the crescent sliced across his throat. The man fell to his side, clutching the gash in his neck.

Iylea shuddered, hugging herself. As many deaths as she’d witnessed through breaking the links of the chain, never before had she seen one like this.

A maniacal laugh echoed off the columns of the sandstone temple. Footsteps approached until a figure in a black cloak came into view next to the pile of desiccated remains and the glimmering cube.

“That’s the last of you,” the cloaked figure said to the dying man. “At least your lot had the pride to put up a fight. We had to chase most of the Warlocks down.”

With his last guttural gasps, the man stretched out his arm for the cube. His weak bloodstained fingers closed around it. The cloaked figure bent down and swatted the dying man’s hand away to claim the cube for himself.

“Your people, your magic, your false Gods—” He brought the cube close to his hidden face to inspect it. “—they will all join the One True God.”

Blood rose from the dying man to congeal into a gauntlet around the cloaked figure’s hand. With his blood-gauntlet-reinforced hand, he squeezed, and the cube crumbled to dust.

Iylea’s hands cupped her cheeks as she shook her head at the bloodsucking monster. Wishing she had walked in a few moments later to have spared herself this visage, she closed her eyes and hung her head.

The sound of steaming liquid pouring into a cold vial drew her attention back to the window. The vision melted into a glimmering cerulean-and-viridian mixture that spouted from the window into the left side of the scale.

The same colors as the links of the chain.

Iylea drew near, crouching level with the scale. As the window emptied, the scale filled, raising the feather a sliver beyond balanced. The liquid rose, took shape, and formed into another link in the chain.

Iylea gasped. The link dematerialized before her, but Iylea knew where it went.

Unfit for the Falls. Condemned to the chain.

Finally seeing glimpses of how the divine realm was designed to work, the way the Gods were supposed to rely on one another, it made sense that the remaining deities were in disarray. Remembering how she had received a vision in Incinerae’s rooms, she reached for the base of the scale, hoping to be gifted with another.

The moment she touched the gilded scale, the familiar pressure behind her eyes returned. Her vision narrowed.

As she caved to the pressure, the room darkened around her until she saw nothing. Typically, once she allowed herself to join the vision, her sight returned, but this time the world remained dark. Absent sight, her other senses took over.

Seated, her elbows rested on a hard, flat surface with her palms turned skyward. The sound of decanting liquid and the warmth of steam anchored her. A gentle pressure imposed itself on her eyelids, above her ears, and at the back of her skull.

Considering that Rheynian histories often depicted Neutreen as a blindfolded woman, Iylea realized who and where she was.

Attempting to determine how much control Iylea had over the vision, she tried to remove the blindfold. Neutreen did not abide. She couldn’t will her finger to twitch. Rendered a passive observer, Iylea’s conscious mind began to wander.

Why did Aquarius kill Neutreen?

The rivalry between the Valencian Gods and the Judges made sense to her. After witnessing the relationship between Arcamedes and Incinerae, there was no telling what could have transpired between Neutreen and the Judges.

They must have worked closely together for her to use their scale. Was Aquarius jealous?

Her pontifications crumbled as the sound of grinding stone signified the entrance of someone else.

“Whatever it is, it can wait,” Neutreen said. “You should know better than to enter while I sit in judgment.” As the liquid finished pouring, the weight of the scale fell into her left hand—heavier than the feather.

“Too many links on the chain,” a voice said from behind. “But it must be done.”

Neutreen tsked. “That is why I am the Goddess of Justice, and you are not.”

“The scale is unbalanced; regardless of how slight, they are incomplete.”

Neutreen hummed but continued her mulling. Iylea wished she were privy to Neutreen’s thoughts, but as the intruder’s footsteps drew closer, a muscle in Neutreen’s neck twinged; Iylea didn’t need to read Neutreen’s thoughts to intuit her growing apprehension.

“That is the beauty of the Creator’s justice,” Neutreen said, her tone not conveying the perspiration soaked up by the blindfold. “We get glimpses through the windows, but only they see and know all. But as each soul passes from their realm to ours, I get to see the mortals’ whole picture.”

The footsteps drew closer.

A lump formed in Neutreen’s throat, but she spoke through it. “This soul is weighed down, but by love. Compassion. And an unmet desire to see the world grow. She is not incomplete—the world we govern for her is. It is only our failure that we see in them.”

Neutreen pressed her finger down atop the feather until the left side of the scale lifted from her palm.

“To the Falls,” Neutreen said.

“Our failure?” the voice said, his presence looming over Neutreen’s shoulder. “Not the Creator’s?”

Neutreen untied her blindfold to reveal the glowing liquid as it became a bright orb of radiant light. It fluttered about, like a butterfly over a flower bed, before entering into the window and disappearing.

“No,” Neutreen said, setting the blindfold down on the table. Her hands trembled. “But I wonder—what will your soul present, when you fall from grace?”

Neutreen turned in her chair to face Hameryn.

Iylea balked, taken aback by his line of questioning. Staring through Neutreen’s eyes, feeling Neutreen’s fear, Iylea searched Hameryn’s ashen face.

No… it can’t be.

“So it’s you,” Neutreen said. “You tampered with the sands of time. You drove the Corners into abdication.”

“I do what I must,” Hameryn said. “Out of love. Compassion. And an unmet desire to see the world grow.” He smiled, not with cruel disdain, but sad honesty.

“You will never succeed,” Neutreen said. “There will be justice! The Judges will—”

Hameryn slipped something sharp into Neutreen’s chest.

Fire exploded in Iylea’s soul, burning her from the inside out. She screamed, as she and Neutreen died together. They fell from the chair, sprawling to the ground. Looking up at Hameryn with a jagged red-and-black blade clutched in his hand, Iylea wished for the vision to end. But it didn’t, not until Hameryn knelt down and placed his hand on their forehead.

“I will consume you,” Hameryn said. “And there’s nothing you, the Judges, or anyone else can do to stop me.”

The vision ended.

Iylea had fallen to the floor, in the exact spot Neutreen had died. She scuttled away from the location until her back hit the bookshelf. Despite the futility, she continued trying to distance herself from where Hameryn stood even though he wasn’t in the room with her. Tears streamed down her face. She hugged her knees, burying her face in the perfectly embroidered fabric of her divine dress.

Not Ferrocles. Not Phaebia. Hameryn is Paxoran.


Chapter 39

Deals with a Darkling

Threyna VII

Valtarcia

Surrounded by shades and hollowed in Rheynia while fighting the Skeleton King’s horde, Threyna had battled against all odds, but this was an entirely new brand of helplessness.

She had been delayed in delivering the signal for Zephyrus to leave. A few moments. But she might as well have been a lifetime too late. They should have been fleeing Valtarcia and heading to Tharseo’s Bastion, but instead she traveled north, searching for Zephyrus.

She had scoured the riverbanks and sifted through the bodies Zephyrus left behind. Some were charred with electricity’s shock. Others burned with the ire of magical flames. Most were ripped open by steel. Blood pooled in the mud along the river or the dying grass in its vicinity. Yet aside from the feast left behind for the crows, there was no sign of Zephyrus.

The Jackals retreated north, and a gaggle of what appeared to be escaped slaves to the south, but neither party had Zephyrus. No howls echoed through the river valley. If Zephyrus had been killed or apprehended, the Jackals, in spite of suffering so many losses, would have been alive with celebration. The southbound party hadn’t been able to find him, based on their defeated conversations as they raced back to the shipyard.

After they had passed, Threyna consumed the souls of the freshly fallen. She needed what was left of their vanishing vitality if she was going to find Zephyrus. Flush with power, Threyna dove deeper into her Inner Throne than she’d ever dared before, searching for any sign of Zephyrus.

Her senses came alive. Her eyes focused through the gloom, ears sharpened—listening for any signs of life—yet Threyna found nothing but death and decay on the barren riverfront. Her sixth sense, however, felt three heartbeats heading west out of the river valley—one thudding as if spurred by fear, another by vengeance, but the last was quiet.

Weak. Dying. Zephyrus.

Threyna took off in their direction. She climbed the hill out of the river valley with reckless abandon, her mind racing faster than her legs.

The one is too powerful to be human—a whipped horse, perhaps, but not human. The vengeful rider… Tyrus. Could he have followed us from Valenforth? If Erowen never made it out of The Lion’s Bane Inn, Tyrus would blame Zephyrus as much as me. But if he wanted Zephyrus dead, why go through the effort of dragging him away?

Threyna charged onward into the tree-lined cliffside. With the moonlight failing to filter through the branches, Threyna relied on her amplified senses to traverse the difficult terrain. Still, Zephyrus’s fading heartbeats were too far away.

Then the realization hit her square in the chest.

Tyrus took Zephyrus to lure me.

Distracted, Threyna stumbled leaping over a downed branch. Her foot landed awkwardly. Her ankle rolled and nearly buckled underneath her before she caught herself. Pulling up lame, Threyna cursed. She exhaled through her nostrils with a growl, but her frustration didn’t prevent her ankle from throbbing with a beat of its own.

Zephyrus had already healed this same leg through worse, but if she were going to get to him before Tyrus did something to him, she would have to heal herself. With no one else to source her healing, she would have to deplete the vitality she’d consumed from the graveyard surrounding the Vale if she wanted any hope of finding Zephyrus.

“Gory ghosting dammit.”

Threyna stayed on her Inner Throne, but rather than healing herself, she conjured wings twice as wide as her own wingspan. Hopping on her good foot, she raced toward a clearing in the brush. With three flaps of her blood-spawned wings, Threyna took flight. Three more and her feet were in line with the treetops. Ankle still throbbing, she continued to flap until she soared over the jagged landscape. She endured the discomfort through gritted teeth and recalibrated herself to sense Zephyrus’s heartbeat.

Locating them, Threyna turned south to follow the contour of the cliffs descending into the bay. The black rot slithered up her arm as if the wings were infecting her.

A blur charged from the tree line, galloping into the lowlands of the bay. While a few isolated villas sat nestled on the peninsula, Tyrus wasn’t heading toward them. He raced his horse down the coastline.

Not knowing where Tyrus planned on taking Zephyrus, her own heart surged in her chest. She needed to stop them.

If they take to the sea, I’ll never be able to keep up.

As the black snakes strangling her bloodstream stretched into her upper arm and traveled down towards her wrist, she set her jaw, ignoring the corruption and the swelling of her foot. She’d never been able to beat Tyrus before. She and Zephyrus barely made it out of their last encounter.

I can do this. Remove his eye. Finish him.

With no idea how she’d manage to get close enough to extract Tyrus’s false eye without him pummeling her, Threyna dove. Tucking her wings in tight, she cut through the air, hoping to intercept Tyrus and Zephyrus before they could reach the small boat bobbing in the bay.

As she plummeted, wind rushed past her face, and tears streamed from her eyes. She remained in her dive until the black horse came into view. Her ears popped as she dove, but, nearing the ground in front of the charging horse, she opened her wings to their full length. Slowed by the wind resistance, she was still flying too fast. She adjusted her angle to control her landing, but that carried her closer to the horse’s galloping hooves.

Threyna’s feet hovered above the ground. She kept her throbbing ankle elevated and touched down with her good foot. As she hopped to a stop, she let her wings dissolve to ash. The corruption in her veins pulsed up her arm and into her neck, but Tyrus’s steed didn’t seem intent on stopping as it bore down on her.

Another few heartbeats and the beast would trample her. Stopping it without jeopardizing Zephyrus wouldn’t be easy. She channeled power from her Inner Throne. The veins in her neck thrummed. Under the strain, she dropped to a knee, but through a shout of effort, she conjured a curved wall in front of the mount.

The horse screamed behind the wall of blood as it skidded to a stop. Loose stones scattered to escape the sliding hooves.

“Burn me!”

Threyna let the wall dissolve to ash, black veins now stretching across her cheek. As the wall disintegrated, the man attempting to calm the horse was not Tyrus. Midnight shoulder-length curls framed a bearded face. Moonlight glinted off his deeply set dark green eyes.

Ceres…

Zephyrus had mentioned his run-in with the Templar. His expert use of force and manipulation magic made him a dangerous foe, but Threyna didn’t want a fight. Yet he knew what she’d done to the Guardians of the Arcane Templar. There was no way this didn’t end with one of them dead, but injured as she was, she held her hands up.

“Ceres… I can’t let you take him.”

“You’re worse than the Skeleton King,” Ceres said, staring her down while patting the horse’s neck. “You came to us, askin’ for help. You came to us, warnin’ of the Skeleton King’s cursed blood magic. But look at ya. Yer everything he is.”

The black rot pulsed with a life of its own within her veins. Her ankle, swollen and stiff, refused to bear weight. But Ceres’s words wounded her most.

He shook his head. “All this nonsense, claimin’ you believed you were the Wielder, all to gain access to the Treasures’ locations. You used us. Used Zephyrus. Poisoned him against us.”

Threyna swallowed the knot in her throat. She looked away from Ceres’s glare to Zephyrus strapped to the horse’s haunches, seemingly unconscious.

“Let him go,” Threyna said.

Ceres scoffed. “No, Threyna. You let us go. You’ve done enough.”

“I know what I’ve done,” Threyna said. “But I need to take Zephyrus to Tharseo’s Bastion. You don’t understand—”

“Oh, I understand,” Ceres snarled. “You thought you were the Wielder, but when the Seers passed over you, you poisoned Zephyrus. Got Patrus killed and Zeph enslaved. Then you stole the Treasures for yourself and killed everyone in your way.”

She recalled Sybex’s blood—the tendrils of red polluting the clear water within the cenote. A chill crept up her spine. Will I ever crawl out from the depth of my sins?

“That’s not the whole truth,” Threyna said, but correcting him wouldn’t have made it better. She had forsaken the Arcane Templar not out of jealousy, but out of prophecy. The Skeleton King, the supposed Harbinger, needed to die a true death. The artifact that birthed new blood mages needed to be destroyed. To her, the Treasures were tools she hoped could accomplish those things, but for the Templar to let her have the Treasures, they needed to believe she was the Wielder, and according to prophecy, the Wielder could not kill the Harbinger.

“There is no ‘whole truth’ with you.” Ceres secured the reins of the blustering horse. “If you want to help Zephyrus, give him the Orsion Cloak and the Vykane Blade, then leave.”

Threyna hobbled towards Ceres’s horse, still hoofing the ground and tossing its head.

“Ask him then,” Threyna said, nodding towards Zephyrus. “If you don’t trust me, listen to him. He’ll tell you the same thing I will. He must go to Tharseo’s Bastion. There is a God, Paxoran, who has been manipulating us both. He’s killing the other Gods, and the mortal realm will suffer because of it. Your war with the Valencians, even my battle with the Skeleton King—neither of them will matter if Zephyrus doesn’t stop Paxoran.”

Ceres inspected her. The throbbing in her veins was exacerbated under his narrowing gaze.

“You don’t have the Aeryean Armor.”

Threyna resituated her good foot, keeping her swollen and throbbing ankle elevated behind her.

“No.”

“Well, it’s no longer in the cliffs.” Ceres walked his braying horse forward. “The Guardians are dead. If not you…”

Threyna stepped backward, putting weight on her twisted ankle. She winced and shifted all her weight to the other side. There was no easy way to deliver the truth—a truth that would only give Ceres more cause for anger.

She swallowed. “A Warlock has it. He’s been hunting me. I thought he was the one who took Zephyrus, to lure me so he could claim all three Treasures.”

Ceres’s dark green eyes flared. “Why couldn’t you just murder him, like everyone else who got in your way?”

“Don’t you think I’ve tried? I’ve never been able to defeat him.” Lowering her gaze, Threyna hoped the truth would convince Ceres of their path. “Listen, Zephyrus must go to Tharseo’s Bastion to claim a relic of long-dead Gods in order to stop Paxoran an—”

“Wait.” Ceres leaned down in his saddle to examine her. “Which Gods?”

“I don’t know.”

“What does the relic do?”

“I don’t know!” Threyna said. “All I know is Zephyrus needs my help, and I need his.”

Saying it out loud rattled her. Despite the rot coursing through her body and the aching of her ankle, she felt a weight lifted from her shoulders she hadn’t realized she was carrying.

Ceres grunted, blustering like his horse. The lines framing his pursed lips deepened as he exhaled out his nostrils.

“Together, we will find this relic,” Threyna said. “Together, we will defeat the Warlock. With the Treasures and the relic, we might be able to stop Paxoran and the Skeleton King. Ceres, I’m not asking you to forgive me, but please realize, in this, we want the same thing—we’re on the same side.”

“No,” Ceres said. “We’ll never be on the same side.” He shook his head, looking down at his lap. “I can’t believe I’m sayin’ this.” He met her gaze. “I will take you to Tharseo’s Bastion. But when we come across your Warlock, and we claim the Aeryean Armor from his corpse, you will give me the Treasures. No lies. No deceit. You help the Templar. You give us the Treasures, and you repay your sins in service to the Judges.”

A pull from within squeezed her ribs as if she were being fitted for a corset.

All I’ve done. All I’ve sacrificed for. Can I give the Treasures away once I have what I need to defeat the Skeleton King?

She was in no position to bargain, but she had to ask. “What about the Skeleton King?”

“If he’s the Harbinger, he will make straight the way for the Wielder,” Ceres said. “As terrible as he may be, as much as he may deserve to suffer, the Skeleton King’s actions will allow Zephyrus to balance the scales and set all right.”

Threyna grit her teeth. “And if he’s not the Harbinger?”

“Then by joinin’ us, your vengeance will be ours,” Ceres said. “And together, we will defeat the Skeleton King. Do we have a deal?”

Threyna grunted. Never trust a deal with darklings… From her Inner Throne, she listened to Ceres’s heartbeat. Slow, steady, truthful.

If I hadn’t been so rash, so willful… if I would have been honest, would they have helped from the beginning? The thought chilled her. Had I not listened to Paxoran, how much heartache could I have avoided?

She looked at Zephyrus, lying unconscious on the back of Ceres’s horse. With blood and ash staining his face and loose strands that escaped his messy bun blowing in the wind, he was more marvelous than the Orsion Cloak, the Vykane Blade, and the Aeryean Armor combined. She’d forsaken him in search of the Treasures, but now, she’d give the Treasures away to have him back.

The Seers of Celestia’s prophecy returned to her. “You shall find that which you seek, but you possess all you need.”

Were they right all along?

Threyna released her hold on her Inner Throne and met Ceres’s eyes.

“Deal,” Threyna said.


Chapter 40

Wrath

Danella VI

Salmantica

Damascus paced back and forth in Danella’s study, his fist pressed to his lips. The veins in his neck throbbed as his breath hissed between his clenched teeth.

Brusos fumbled with his fingers, glancing between Danella and the king. “Apologies, your grace. I never intend to be the bearer of bad news. I understand your anger, but—”

“I’m not angry,” Damascus snarled, turning on Brusos with his draconic gaze.

Danella fidgeted in her seat adjacent to the head of the long table. Damascus’s words aside, he was likely to breathe fire if prompted any further. She gestured her head at Ser Daenus.

The Captain of the King’s Guard nodded, his face concealed in his full helm with the visor lowered. Since the burns he’d suffered at Zephyrus’s hands, she’d barely seen Ser Daenus’s face. Part of her appreciated that, but it was just one more thing the mage had taken from her.

Ser Daenus strode from his place beside Danella towards the adjacent chair at the head of the table. He pulled back the chair, sliding its mahogany feet along the red-and-black carpet. “Would you care to sit, your grace?”

Damascus growled. He cast one more predatory glare at Brusos before throwing himself into the seat, next to Danella. “Horus is incompetent. Lenox—incompetent. First Zephyrus’s defiance. Now Laeden is liberating slaves, and Nallia…” Damascus pounded his fist into the table. “How could she do this… to me!”

He inhaled sharply through his nostrils, preparing for another outburst.

Danella placed her hand over Damascus’s. “They will all meet their end. We have traded pawns, my son. They are well at hand.”

“I want them dead!” Spittle flew from Damascus’s mouth. He tore his hand free from Danella’s touch, startling her. “By the Six, every day they live makes me appear weak. Me! Not you—” Damascus jabbed his finger at Brusos. “Me!” He stabbed at Danella. “Not you!” He smacked his palm against the breast of his velvet doublet. “Me! If their heads are not decorating pikes along the rotunda by tomor—”

“Patience, Damascus,” Danella said. “Examples will be made of them and—”

Damascus’s glowing, golden eyes threatened as if he were about to pounce, stopping her midsentence. “Interrupt me again, Mother. I am King of New Rheynia. I am Duke of Salmantica. No one speaks over me.”

Danella pressed herself away from the table, away from Damascus. She blinked, so taken aback that her mask melted and her emotions swirled. She opened her mouth, unsure if she wanted to scold him or apologize.

Gods, what has gotten into him?

Reclaiming her straight-backed posture, Danella folded her hands over her lap, but beneath the table, she bounced her knee. His glare bored into her like a knife. She wanted to turn away, wanted to ask him to stop. Never before had she seen him like this.

Forcing a curt smile, she said, “Apologies, Damas—”

“My king.” Damascus’s black brows angled, as pointed as his chin beard. “Apologies, my king.”

Danella bowed her head. It felt like a betrayal to herself to submit, but his anger unnerved her. All she wanted was his eyes off of her, his anger aimed elsewhere. “Apologies, my king,” Danella said, her voice small. “I intended no offense.”

Steam might as well have come from Damascus’s nostrils as he exhaled. He grumbled something under his breath, but whatever sentiment it carried, Danella didn’t care to hear it. Her bouncing knee slowed to a stop as Damascus turned his gaze on Brusos.

“What good will patience do me?” Damascus asked. “You speak as if you know something I don’t.”

Brusos remained a dozen paces away at the opposite end of the long table. Shuffling his feet, he seemed keen on remaining there.

“I didn’t want to bother you with the trivial details of espionage,” Brusos said. “But we have an agent inside the Uprising, and two more dispatched to infiltrate Laeden and the deserter Ridge Knights, yet…” Brusos tapped his fingertips together.

“Yet what?” Damascus snapped.

“We’ve yet to hear correspondence from those in Laeden’s camp.” Brusos’s eye twitched before lowering his gaze.

“What of your plant inside the Uprising?” Damascus asked, pressing himself to his feet.

Brusos glanced to Danella.

“Don’t look at her,” Damascus roared. “Look at me.”

Danella gave Brusos one slow nod. She glanced at Ser Daenus, but his steel-plated face hid whatever Damascus’s wrath birthed in him. Danella almost wished she had a suit of armor to crawl in and hide behind.

Brusos cleared his throat. “Yes, my king. One of my own is with the Uprising now. He has afforded himself well and gained their favor. Nallia’s assault on the Valtarcian shipyard was prompted by him.”

Damascus stammered. “Why? Now they’re fighting together.”

“Yes, exactly,” Brusos said. “But we know where both of them will be.”

Damascus jutted his chin forward, waving his hand in a rolling motion.

Brusos’s thin-lipped smile returned. Danella only hoped it would be enough to dampen Damascus’s fire.

Brusos rubbed his hands together. “The Uprising overtook House Arux and a number of low ludi throughout southeastern Stockhelm. My agent has suggested uniting the leaders of their rebellion together to decide if they should attack my ludus in the Hylan Peaks. So by afternoon tomorrow, Laeden, Nallia, and every leader of the Uprising will be at House Arux.”

Damascus’s tight lips parted in a smile. Danella’s posture slackened. She hadn’t seen his teeth without snarling ever since Nallia was abducted after the New Rheynian Games.

“I want every knight, guard, and stable boy able to hold a sword on a ship bound for Stockhelm at midday tomorrow,” Damascus said. “Send a messenger to Horus as well. Give him one last opportunity not to fail me.”

Danella pursed her lips. She didn’t want to risk raising Damascus’s wrath, but she was more afraid of botching this opportunity to exterminate their enemies than her son’s ire.

“If I may, my king,” Danella said. “Wars are not won with swords alone. Wit and tact may be stronger allies. Might I suggest—”

As fast as swirling winds changed direction, Damascus’s smile morphed into a scowl. He turned on her. Standing abruptly with enough force to cast his chair clattering to the floor, he closed the distance between them.

Stricken by panic, Danella shrank into her chair. He raised his hand, and Danella lifted her arms to shield her face.

Damascus slammed his palm on the table in front of her.

Danella released a trembling breath. For a moment, she thought he was going to strike her, but his aggression might as well have had the same effect. A stone formed in her throat, denying breath.

“This war will destroy him,” Varros had said. “Danella, my love… please. You must make him stop.”

As her son’s stare bore into her with an unrecognizable rage, Danella swallowed the stone and stared at Damascus’s flattened hand on the tabletop.

“Are you suggesting that I lack the wit and tact to win this war?” Damascus asked, craning his neck to force her to look at him.

She didn’t want to. The sight would only confirm Varros’s fears. This war, the loss of his father, the abduction of his betrothed, the betrayal of his half-brother—everything she had set in motion had made Damascus what he was.

We just need to end it. End it quickly. Then he will return. My sweet, loving boy.

She met his gaze, but looked through him, remembering the way he once was. She recalled teaching him the popular dances of court, the laughter they shared having picnics in the Heart of Sentigard, the way he’d grin whenever he wore Varros’s crown.

I just want my boy back.

Danella took a deep breath. “No, King Damascus. No one would question your abilities as a general. I only meant to say that the element of surprise is our greatest weapon against the combined force of Laeden, Nallia, and the Uprising.”

“Oh, I will take them by surprise,” Damascus said, his predatory grin returning. “I will surround them on all sides. I want to witness their dread when they realize that it’s over—that I’ve won and they’ve lost. I will watch the hope flee from their eyes as I stand on their throats and bring their futile resistance to an end. I will lead the troops myself and put an end to this. And when I return, everything will be how it was.”

Damascus swept his hand along the tabletop and spun towards the door. As he stormed through the study, forcing Brusos to step aside, Danella’s tension did not ease. Nor did it once the door closed behind him.

“Everything will be how it was.”

She repeated the words in her mind, over and over again, willing them to be true. But how could they be?

Damascus will never have his father again. Nallia will never be his wife. And Laeden’s name will become as synonymous with traitors as the Hechts’. Who is Damascus without his father, his love, and his brother?

“Are you well, my queen?” Ser Daenus asked from behind his mask.

Danella straightened her skirts. “I will be, once Damascus returns victorious.” And he returns to himself.

Pushing her seat away from the table, she stalked over to the window. Salmantica lay beneath her, a sleeping giant on the verge of waking. The Aquarian ran low and murky, the streets surrounding it—dusty and unkempt. In recent days, crime had increased despite Heclan Allos’s efforts with the Vigiles. But as crops withered and the slums went thirsty, it was only a matter of time before troubles abroad struck closer to home.

With the absence of rain and not enough ships to ferry water and soldiers, something would have to give. The sooner the Uprising was stamped out, the sooner more ships could be dedicated to delivering food and water. Anything to keep the sleeping giant at rest.

Danella closed her eyes, praying that Damascus was right—that things could return to how they were. She hoped such a thing was still possible—that Varros was wrong, and she hadn’t traded her son’s soul for her father’s kingdom. But doubt sat beside her, whispering of Varros’s parting words and her every shortcoming.


Chapter 41

Choose

Laeden X

Stockhelm

The only thing Laeden trusted was betrayal. Regardless of relationship—storied pasts, oaths, honor-bound duty—they all ended the same way, yet he always seemed to be on the receiving end of the treachery. His childhood friend, Aelon, framed him to become a King’s Guard Knight. Laeden’s sworn brothers in the Sentinels, Pirus and Dedrik, drew swords on him in the Temple of Hameryn and then condemned him in his trial. His father never trusted him with the truth but allowed him to insert himself into the middle of the decades-old conflict between the Uprising and the devout Valencian patricians. It was just a matter of time before Kherus, Aponius, or even Markus stabbed him in the back next. But those he was prepared for. It was the betrayal he never saw coming that hurt the most.

Laeden stood before his mother as she sat in what was once Arux’s seat. They had arrived at the ludus between midnight and dawn. Though torches and candles were lit in the showroom, they were not enough to beat back the darkness.

Sitting in the shadows, with her legs crossed, arms on the rests, drumming her fingers on the wooden chair, she examined Laeden. Her gaze felt colder than the empty showroom. Twenty years had passed without a visit, a note, or a care in the world. Now he stood before her, covered in the stains of death, and it seemed twenty more years would pass without a word.

She didn’t appear how Laeden remembered, and she hadn’t aged as well as his father. Her once-brown hair was now completely gray; wrinkles framed her eyes and decorated her scowl. He knew his mother’s life had not been an easy one. Though accepted by Hallon, she was otherwise not welcomed by the Valtarcian patricians. Matters only worsened when her husband left for war and didn’t come home, only to reach new depths when he finally did and their marriage was annulled by King Damascus Drake as part of the Treaty of 940.

Laeden often wondered what became of her after he had been stripped from her care. While he had suffered the indignities of being a pseudo-prince, and though he would have preferred to return to Valtarcia to be amongst the plebeians who raised him, he still received the comforts of castle life. Lenara Faire, the mother he’d given up hope on, had not. Yet somehow, she joined the Uprising and became a leader of the rebellion against the kingdom her former husband ruled.

Though Laeden had a thousand questions, his frazzled emotions inhibited him from speaking. Part of him wanted her to descend the dais and embrace him. Another part of him wanted to hate her for abandoning him and moving on without making any effort to contact him. A different, darker part of him didn’t think she deserved the polarity of either emotion. And so he mirrored her stoicism. He crossed his hands behind his back, unwilling to play her games. He would wait.

Lenara’s stern mask parted in a curt smile. “My, you’ve grown.”

Laeden grunted. “Twenty years will do that.”

“Twenty years,” Lenara said, elongating the words as if the sounds were from a foreign tongue. “So much has changed, hasn’t it?”

“And nothing at all,” Laeden said. “Still fighting the same war.”

“War is constant,” Lenara agreed.

Laeden hmphed. “War… and betrayal.”

Lenara fixed him with an icy glare that she must have learned from his father, but she seemed to have perfected it. A silence stretched between them longer than the years that divided them. Laeden ground his teeth, feeling more like an insolent child than a king meeting with a potential ally.

He released his held breath. “You’re leading the Uprising—”

“The Fallen.”

Laeden cleared his throat. “The difference?”

“The Uprising is a patrician label given to people fighting to make a difference,” Lenara said. “You know very little about the Arcane Templar, the Warlocks of Sage, or the Fallen, but you label us all the same. The Fallen are the false slaves of Invinius Auros, and you would do well to know the difference.”

Laeden inclined his head, his lower jaw releasing its clench.

Auros… Zephyrus’s father.

“False slaves?” Laeden asked.

“He branded them with an ‘A,’ but they were never his property,” Lenara said. “They were his army. They escaped to Klaytos, joined with other Helms—of the Arcane Templar—who fled south prior to the Great Migration.”

Laeden nodded. “And now you lead?”

“Some say that,” Lenara said, pushing herself to her feet to stand on the dais. “But we have no kings or queens here. At least, we didn’t.” She pulled down her collar to reveal the falcon of House Faire branded to her chest.

Laeden grunted. He winced, pulling up his sleeve to reveal a similar tattoo darkening the underbelly of his forearm. “I wasn’t always a king, if you recall.”

Lenara allowed herself a small smile, but it faded as quickly as it came. “Vykinallia’s was the loudest voice among those wishing to bring you here, and it sounds like you were fortunate she arrived when she did. You have been freeing slaves—fighters as well as laborers. If you were trying to get our attention, you’ve succeeded. So what do you want?”

Laeden bit his lip. Simple question, but it required a complicated answer, made even more difficult by the lack of familiarity Lenara would have with the involved parties. Markus knew Iylea and Zephyrus personally, and even he didn’t believe Laeden.

“Now’s not the time to play a war of secrets,” Lenara said. “You may have to tell your followers different things to get them to buy in, but here, I need truth.”

Ironic. Never a two-way street.

Laeden crossed his arms. “Tell me first—what do you know of Vykanicus Auros?”

Lenara raised an eyebrow, a sliver of a smile touching her lips. “Perhaps you are more informed than I credited you for.”

She stepped off of the dais to be on flat ground with Laeden. She wasn’t as tall as Laeden remembered, but he was much smaller last he laid eyes on her.

“Vykanicus Auros, Zephyrus, the Wielder—he goes by many names,” Lenara said in a low voice. “All of which are true. The son of Invinius Auros, raised by the Fallen from a young age. After displaying a unique ability to balance the scales with healing magic, he was brought to the Arcane Templar, the defenders of the Treasures. There, he demonstrated a rare ability to do so across multiple disciplines. He trained with them for over a decade, learning how best to channel his gifts, until the time was right. While we waited, we helped people escape their chains.”

Laeden couldn’t believe it. For twenty years, they’ve been freeing slaves? “How come your existence is only now coming to light?”

“We kept our operation small so as not to rouse suspicion; a few missing slaves here and there, from low ludi and lesser lanistas too shamed to admit they’d lost their investments, don’t exactly become court gossip. All the while, we prepared until Vykanicus was ready to become the Wielder and take Stockhelm back from the Drakes.”

Laeden framed his chin with his thumb and forefinger, trying to fill the gaps in Zephyrus’s story. “All of that changed when he lost his memory.”

Lenara nodded, peering over Laeden’s shoulder. Laeden followed her gaze, but no shadow darkened the torchlit entryway into Arux’s showroom.

Lenara, regaining focus, continued. “Without his memories, and enslaved… by you.” The ice returned to her eyes.

“So you began freeing more slaves,” Laeden said.

“And the ‘Uprising’ was born.” Lenara smiled. “But the Fallen have been rising since before the Treaty was signed. Now, I’ve shared some truth. Your turn. Why are you freeing enslaved people, Laeden the Crownless?”

Laeden sniffed, rubbing his palms on the hem of his sleeves. The connection Zephyrus had to the Fallen was deeper than he could have realized. His mother’s knowledge of Zephyrus was greater than his own, but he still had questions.

“Because they shouldn’t be enslaved,” Laeden said. “How long have you been working with the Fallen?”

Lenara’s expression softened. She drew nearer and reached her hand for Laeden’s cheek. “Is that my son asking or the king?”

Laeden turned away from her touch, but knew she was right. As king, he didn’t need to know when, how, or why she started working with them, but as a son, he did. If she’d been with them since the beginning, it would explain where she’d been, why no messenger he’d sent ever found her. She wasn’t dead, but she had become a ghost.

“The day you were taken from me,” Lenara said. Her voice barely carried the short distance between them.

A knot formed in Laeden’s throat.

“Ser Ellus Pythe of the King’s Guard came to me and said if I ever tried to contact you, you’d be killed. The queen would make it look like an accident.” She shook her head, mouth open, but no words came forth.

“What was I to do?” she asked once she settled herself. “Husband stolen from me, son snatched from my grasp—I couldn’t bear it. To have a son, but not be able to have him…”

Twenty years of abandonment and neglect. Twenty years of questions and ceaseless wondering. He swallowed the knot in his throat, blinking.

She sighed. “Just as I finished stringing a noose, Lord Sinion came to me.”

Laeden retracted his head. “Sinion?”

Laeden knew the lesser lanista of Stockhelm spent more of his coin on luxuries than gladiators, that he’d fought in the arena before becoming a lanista, and that he’d served aboard his father’s ship in the war. But in the Fallen?

“He offered me a new chance, Laeden. And I took it. I dedicated my life to stopping Queen Danella from taking that which wasn’t hers, and every slave plucked from her grasp is a victory as sweet as this one.”

She wrapped her arms around Laeden’s waist, pressing her cheek to his bloodstained chest. The knot he’d swallowed choked the breath from his lungs. A thousand more questions bloomed and wilted in his mind, never quite reaching his tongue, but for the first time in his life, the answers didn’t matter.

She didn’t betray me. She protected me.

He allowed himself to hug her back.

“We’ve been through Six Hells,” his mother said, after a time. She pressed herself away from him to meet his gaze. “But we no longer have to go through it alone.”

As the sky lightened through the sky window in Arux’s showroom, Laeden shared his story. Leaving his father out of the conversation, he told her everything about Zephyrus and Iylea. From Iylea’s death and speaking to him from beyond the grave, to Zephyrus sparing him at his trial and declaring himself Vykanicus Auros, Laeden told all.

“That’s why,” Laeden said. “Iylea is trying to help Zephyrus. I hoped by liberating ludi, it would distract the Jackals. But seeing Zephyrus upon the Vale, I knew if I did nothing, he would die. I had to attack… but I’m not sure it made a difference. The Jackals likely have him.”

The recount left him more drained than when he shared it with Vykinallia and Markus.

Lenara raised her eyebrow, her gaze as sharp as the falcon of House Faire. “If the Wielder is dead, we will know. But I believe you—about what happened.”

Doubt saturated her tone, causing Laeden to stiffen.

“But, if you wanted to distract the Jackals, you would have made a spectacle of taking the ludi and drew attention to yourself. You didn’t. You were thorough, systematic, and merciful, but by keeping your attacks contained, you didn’t distract the Jackals. So why attack the ludi?”

Heat rose to Laeden’s cheeks. Laeden folded his arms across his chest and shuffled his feet. Realizing what he was doing, he stopped himself.

What does she want me to say—that I don’t know what I’m doing?

“You’re more like your father than you know,” his mother said. “But you can’t please everyone, as your father eventually learned. Ridge Knights and freedpeople, Celestics and Valencians, every decision you make will appease one and disappoint the other.”

He felt like a boy again. A boy named king, with no idea how to bridge the gap between divided people.

“I’ve only told Markus,” Laeden said. “The other Ridge Knights don’t know. They wouldn’t believe me if I told them.”

His mother nodded. “They wouldn’t. But building an army to take Valtarcia back from Horus—they’ll believe that. So why did you let Joru and the others go?”

“It was their choice to make,” Laeden said. “To force them to join me against their will would only enslave them to a new master.”

“And the Ridge Knights,” his mother said, “how did they feel about letting them go?”

Laeden pursed his lips. “As you’d expect.”

“And your change of tactics? From planned assaults on ludi in search of fighters for your army to reckless attacks on shipyards, how well do you expect they understood that?”

The heat in his cheeks spread, a vein beginning to throb in his neck.

This is worse than a conversation with Father. Just a different brand of lecture.

The worst part, he knew she was right. “I need to speak with them. And I will.” Laeden wanted to check in on Gensus to see how he was recovering from his injury. The men’s morale would be dismal in the wake of Ser Ostrey’s death and the fall of their other brothers.

If Kherus hadn’t disobeyed orders…

His mother’s stiff nod didn’t portend well. She crossed her arms and shifted into her hip to mirror Laeden’s posture.

“I suggest you get your house in order,” Lenara said, her motherly tone from moments ago gone. “Tomorrow, every Fallen leader will be here to discuss if we will take the former Cassius ludus. Not when, but if. You, and the Ridge Knights who follow you, may be the difference between a unified attack or a divided retreat.”

Laeden nodded. “I know.”

“This war has only ever been about reclaiming Stockhelm,” Lenara said. “Freedom. Not kings, castles, and crowns. And while you may not be against us, our objectives do not align. Whether Vykanicus Auros is alive or dead, whether Iylea ever speaks from the heavens again, you must decide what is more important to you: your crown or our mission.”

She placed her hand on his shoulder. “You can’t play both sides, King Laeden. You must choose. You have until nightfall to decide if you and your men are staying or going.”

She tugged his shoulder downward, pulling his cheek to her lips before walking away.

As her echoing footsteps retreated into the dark recesses of the showroom, Laeden remained at its center. From taking Ruhlar’s ludus, speaking with his father, their night march to the shipyard, and the ensuing battle, the night’s events left Laeden exhausted, but tomorrow would prove more difficult. Even without a crown, the weight on Laeden’s head slumped his shoulders.

Looking out the sky window of the showroom, Laeden’s thoughts drifted to Iylea and what she was doing in the divine realm. He had promised Zephyrus he would join the Uprising and free the slaves, but that was before the Ridge Knights offered him a way to take back Valtarcia.

If Zephyrus is gone, and I can no longer help Iylea, all I have left are the Ridge Knights and the Fallen.

For so long, all he had were duties. Choices were a luxury. But now, absent obligation or his own pride and independent of duty, he questioned himself for the first time.

What do I want?

He could reaffirm his commitment to the Ridge Knights and return to Valtarcia. Once he forced Horus to surrender, he could undo the Salmantic decrees oppressing the Celestics east of the isthmus. He’d take the fighting slaves to join his army in opposition against Salmantica while improving the conditions of the other Valtarcian slaves. After he defeated Damascus and Danella, he could work towards restoring the country to how things were prior to the New Rheynian War. He’d free all who fought for him and implement a steep graduated tax on those who still owned slaves all over New Rheynia. In a few short years, he’d appease the patricians by giving them time to change their business practices, use the tax revenue to create services for the plebs, and pave the way toward a slave-free country.

Laeden huffed, staring at the stars. It wouldn't be easy, not one part of it. But what were his alternatives?

He could join the Fallen in earnest. He was a better soldier than a leader, and without patricians to appease, he could deliver the enslaved the freedom they deserved with greater immediacy. Perhaps he could even reunite his mother and father.

If Father announced he was alive and told the truth of Danella’s betrayal, how many would join our cause?

Somehow, that prospect seemed more difficult than taking Valtarcia, winning a war, and governing all of New Rheynia.

“We all have a part to play, yes?” Aurellia had said.

Whatever part Laeden played, it would need to be decided soon.

Laeden’s chin fell to his chest as doubt wrapped cold arms around him. The dancing torchlight did little to fend off the chill. He stared at the floor, but something moved within the shadows cast by the flickering light.

Laeden looked over his shoulder toward the entryway.

Searching the darkness with the skin-crawling sensation that he was being watched, Laeden found nothing.

He walked to the servants quarters where the other Ridge Knights were offered rest. Laeden rubbed his eyes and stifled a yawn, knowing the burden of choice would still be waiting for him come morning.


Chapter 42

Champion of Blood and Sand

Fenyx V

Stockhelm

The chains that bound Fenyx’s hands to one another clinked as he picked up the stone block and set it atop the others along the existing wall. Irons secured his ankles as well, with barely enough links between them to work, let alone run away. Yet the bonds around his hips that connected him to Vossler, and Vossler to Daegan, and Daegan to Shagren and so on, carried whispers of Auron’s rebellion.

Every water break—as few and far between as they might have been with the lack of water due to the drought—was filled with sideways glances, hushed whispers, and coded speech. Fenyx was tired of the nonsense, but this afternoon, he’d put an end to it. Odetta had delivered him the tools he needed to stamp out Auron’s foolishness before it got underway without condemning any within the brotherhood.

Fenyx bent down to lift another block, moving it from the pile beside him to the wall before him. The whip cracked, snapping at the heels of Auron at the other end of the line.

“Hurry it up!” said the guard.

Fenyx grit his teeth and continued transferring the blocks from his pile to the wall. It was the only way to keep the guards’ attention off him. If everyone just did their work, no one would be disciplined. One block at a time was all it took to purchase safety from the guards, but some were either too foolhardy or too proud to accept that simple truth.

If they weren’t chained together, the work would go much faster, but this was less about getting the job done and more about keeping the gladiators busy, tired, and broken of spirit. Such tactics might work against most men, but not someone like Auron. And as long as he spoke of a life of purpose beyond these walls, there would be others who would listen.

Just a few more hours.

The sun was already rising over the eastern wall of the training square in its journey across the sky. Soon he would be removed from the chain line and returned to the villa, and shortly after that, the Sentinels would arrive to do with Odetta whatever Sentinels did to Celestic mages who didn’t know how to keep their heads down and mouths shut.

The Judge’s magic lived in his veins, but no one knew it but him. And it would stay that way. He wished Odetta had the sense to conceal her secrets better, but soon enough, another would take her place, and she would serve just fine as the Champion’s wife.

As Fenyx was midway through picking up another block, a clamor escaped the villa’s balcony, redirecting the attention of every guard and gladiator. The new dominus, Duke Chancellor Ebron Brusos, emerged from beyond the curtain, and all went quiet.

Since Cassius’s fall and Brusos’s rise, the dominus had yet to grace the ludus with his presence until now. Brusos’s short black hair contrasted with the wispy white of his predecessor. His stern glare took measure of the gladiators-turned-stone-haulers.

Cerberynn followed her husband onto the balcony. She whispered inaudibly, her hands gesturing emphatically to the sands below. Behind her stood Odetta, but Odetta’s gaze fixed on Fenyx. A slight smile touched the corner of her lips.

Before Fenyx could question the expression, the door to the barracks flung open, and a dozen Sentinels, led by the man-boy who carved the tear down Fenyx’s right cheek, stormed onto the sands of the training square.

“Halt,” the Sentinel leader said, striding over to the chain line, something clutched within each hand.

The sight of the man made Fenyx’s scar scream and his burns prickle. When the Sentinel’s gaze fixed on him, the block in his hands slipped from his grasp and sank into the sand with a thud. Fenyx’s eyes darted from the Sentinel’s face to what was clutched in his hands.

In one fist was the sharp curved edge of the paring knife Odetta had delivered in a loaf of bread. In the other, the medallion inscribed with the balanced scale of Celestia hung from its leather strap.

Fenyx swallowed, looking up to the balcony, where Odetta’s grin had spread to either ear. His chest seized, sending a spasm through his mid-back.

She set me up.

The Sentinels fanned out, creating a semicircle around Fenyx with their swords drawn, as if he weren’t already bound with his back to the wall and tethered to a man on either side of him.

“We meet again,” the Sentinel said. “I don’t think you’ll get off with a whipping this time.”

“It’s not mine,” Fenyx said, pointing to the balcony. “I can expla—”

“Release him,” the Sentinel said to the Brusos guard.

“That’s not his,” Auron said. “It’s mine. It’s mine!”

The guards and Sentinels ignored Auron, but Fenyx met his friend’s concerned gaze. If this was part of Odetta and Auron’s sick plan to force Fenyx to join them, he was selling it well, but why he would attempt to redirect the attention to himself didn’t make sense.

The Brusos guard seized the chain around Fenyx’s waist and unlocked the tether to Vossler on one side and Wardon on the other.

Fenyx raised his hands, still bound as the Sentinels seized him. “I can explain.”

Four Sentinels shoved Fenyx towards the palus on the west side of the training square. Fenyx looked over his shoulder to the balcony. Cerberynn continued speaking to her husband, but to no avail.

“It was given to me,” Fenyx said as they pressed his back against the splintered wooden training dummy. “I swear it by the Six—those aren’t mine. They belong to the house slave, Odetta. Odetta!”

They didn’t listen, wrapping a chain around his ankles, his knees, and his hips, binding him to the palus.

“You have the wrong man,” Auron said. “I’m the one you want.”

All eyes were on Fenyx, though, as the Sentinels continued to wrap the chain around him. The metal snaked up his arms, pinning them to his sides and ascending to his shoulders and neck.

Fear bit into him, tighter than the chains constricting his flesh. “Dominus, mercy! I am your Champion. You must believe me.”

Tears stung his eyes, the salt of which drained into his scabbing flesh. Helplessness ate away at him worse than the boiling oil that burned through the deer-hide tent and scorched the entirety of his left side as a child. The dominus gave no sign of intervention. The guards watched, not lifting a finger to uphold justice. The gladiators, his brothers, remained fixed—unable or unwilling to interfere on his behalf.

With everyone’s attention on Fenyx, no one saw Auron pick up a stone block. No one stopped him as he lifted it high overhead. And no one cried out to warn the guard before Auron slammed the heavy stone atop the guard’s half helm.

The guard crumbled to the sand, but Auron wasted no time in raising the block again to smash it into the side of the fallen guard’s face. The guards reacted, but too slow. Shagren seized the guard’s short sword and tossed it to Daegan. Daegan caught the blade and, in one swift cut, slashed at the nearest guard’s neck. Blood gushed. Screams erupted.

“Stop them!” Brusos shouted from the balcony.

Fenyx struggled within his bindings, but the Sentinels locked him into place before running across the training square to assist the Brusos guards. The tension of the chain provided no room to draw deep breaths, let alone the slack to wriggle free. He watched in horror as his brothers lifted their stones and hurled them at the incoming guards. Vossler seized another sword, and Shagren claimed the fallen guard’s keys.

“No!” Fenyx shouted. He wanted someone to stop the Sentinels from punishing him unfairly, but this was not the solution. Everyone would die, and for what? It would change nothing, but his cries fell on deaf ears.

Auron called out commands, and the tethers that served to limit them became their greatest weapon. They circled one guard, tripping him. Once they downed the guard, Daegan’s sword point drove home, piercing the fallen guard through the chest. Meanwhile, the other half of the chained gladiators attacked the Sentinels. Unarmed, without armor, and chained together, they fought with stone, sword, and chain against the guards and Sentinels.

Auron lifted his manacled wrists to block a vertical slash. With the guard’s ribs exposed, Shagren thrust his sword into the guard’s side. With the guard’s grip weakened, Auron wrested the blade away from the guard and turned it on another.

Fenyx slammed against the chains, straining the foundation of the palus within the sand, but to no avail. Veins bulged in his neck, and a visceral roar bellowed from his mouth. He didn’t know what he would do if he managed to escape his bondage—aid his brothers or attempt to stop the fighting and spare them from inevitable death—but his indecision didn’t hinder his fruitless efforts.

Wardon raised another stone to duel a Sentinel, but his weapon—too heavy, too slow, to contend with the Sentinel’s sword—fell from his grasp as steel stabbed into his belly. Blood belched from the wound. The weight of Wardon’s stone weapon hurled him off-balance. As he fell to the ground, so too did the rest of the gladiators chained to him. Sentinels climbed atop them, sword points leveled at their downed foes, demanding they yield.

Fenyx screamed for mercy. Cried for an end to the pointless death of his brothers. But no one—man or God—called for an end to the butchery.

Across the square, Vossler and Daegan overwhelmed a Brusos guard. Blood spat from the guard’s chest, staining the white of his surcoat scarlet. Auron fumbled with the guard’s key on his tethering manacles and worked himself free. Hands and feet still bound, Auron seized the sword of Daegan’s latest victim and advanced on the Sentinels.

“Auron, end this!” But Fenyx’s pleas did nothing to stop Auron’s advance or prevent more Brusos guards from charging into the training square.

While Auron raged like a storm, hacking and slashing any in his way with the skill of a former Champion of New Rheynia and the fury of the scorned, the others still chained together faltered without his instruction. Vossler went for one guard at the same moment Daegan squared off with another. Their disunity sent them both off-balance.

The guard nearest Vossler sliced upwards, severing the tongueless gladiator’s hand from his wrist. A wordless scream filled the training square as the sword, still clutched in the amputated hand, fell to the sand.

Auron continued his reckless charge, leaving bodies in his wake as he fought his way towards Fenyx, chained on the palus. But behind him, Daegan’s foe kicked Shagren backwards, wrenching Daegan even further off-balance. Before Daegan could recover, the guard beat the sword from his grasp, allowing the reinforcements from the barracks to surround the unarmed group of Shagren, Daegan, and Vossler, forcing them to yield.

“Auron!” Tears streamed down Fenyx’s cheeks. “Yield!”

Auron heaved labored breaths. Blood drained from the corpses encircling him, staining the sands crimson, but now, over a dozen guards surrounded him. His eyes darted between targets, but there was no hope in winning.

“It won’t get better,” Auron shouted.

“This is not the way,” Fenyx said.

“I want him alive,” Brusos shouted from the balcony.

Auron attacked the nearest guard. He slashed at one’s midsection, wheeled around to block a feint at his backside, then spun again to thrust at a third guard, but there were too many. One blade sliced along his shoulder. Another swiped across his arm. As he felled one guard, three more attacked. One got in close, stepped on the chain between Auron’s ankles. With a shove, Auron was sent to the ground, and like the Six Spears of the Salmantic arena, a wheel of blades aimed at the man on the sands.

“No!” Auron shouted, but the blade was ripped free from his grasp.

His rebellion was over. Regardless of how many Brusos guards littered the ground, the battle ended. Senseless, foolish—lost.

“Alive!” Brusos said again. “Tie him to the palus. He will serve as an example for all who wish to defy the Duke of Stockhelm.”

The guards did as ordered, yanking Auron from the sands and dragging him, despite his resistance, to the palus adjacent to Fenyx. Auron cried for them to fight him, but they would not grant him the glory of dying in battle. The other cowed gladiators watched with broken spirits and long faces as the guards shoved Auron against the palus. They hoisted the chain binding Auron’s wrists over the projections of the wooden dummy so that he dangled, face-first against the rough wood, his toes barely hovering over the ground.

“Secure him,” Brusos said over Auron’s protests. “Bring the rest to their cells. No rations for a week and no water for two days.”

The guards and Sentinels did as ordered. The gladiators’ gaze remained downward as they were escorted to the barracks in chains, none bothering to spare a glance at Auron or Fenyx one last time.

“What of him, Duke Chancellor?” the man-boy Sentinel asked, pointing at Auron.

Brusos tapped his thin lips with his index finger as Cerberynn whispered in his ear. Brusos nodded and inclined his head. “Strip the rebel nude and whip him. 100 lashes.”

Fenyx balked. Such was a death sentence. No man would survive that.

“Plus,” Brusos continued, “six additional lashes for each man injured by his hand.”

Fenyx turned from Brusos to the dead men littering the sands. He didn’t bother to count. Auron would be dead before they reached anywhere close to his sentence.

“And what of this one?” the Sentinel asked, speaking of Fenyx.

Brusos rubbed his smooth chin as if he were deciding which color drapes he preferred for his chambers. In his silence, the wind picked up, carrying an ominous chill.

Odetta’s warning last night in his Champion’s cell resonated in his mind, sending gooseflesh down his unburnt side.

“If you fail to leave,” Odetta had said, “everything you are afraid to lose will be taken.” Then her voice changed, deeper and darker. “You will be unmade and reforged—a Champion of far more than blood and sand, regardless of your stubbornness.”

Fenyx had never been one to mire through the complexities of discerning the will of any deity, but never before had they impacted him so personally. He looked to the sky as if someone, somewhere, was looking down on him—laughing at the fact that Fenyx, for however close he might have come, would never receive what he was owed.

“What do you want from me?” he whispered to the wind.

He didn’t know which God haunted Odetta or what they wanted with him in the first place, but he would be Champion of nothing should he share Auron’s fate.

Brusos cleared his throat. “Let him see the treatment of rebels. He may be a slow learner, but perhaps after this, he will accept that the Judges of Celestia are no more. The Gods of Valencia have given him one last chance.”

Brusos rolled his hand, giving the Sentinels the order to proceed.

Fenyx didn’t understand. I’m not being punished? He should have been relieved, but his mind felt numb and sluggish.

Auron eyed him as the guards stripped him nude. He pursed his lips and scrunched his face, but, as if it wounded him to look upon Fenyx, he turned his head to face the opposite direction.

The gesture hurt worse than any word Auron could have spoken. Fenyx called out to Auron—his mentor, his friend, his brother—but the only response was the crack of the whip and the grunts that followed.

With each lash and every wince, Fenyx questioned what would have happened had he joined Auron. Would he have shared the same fate, or could he have been the difference between freedom and death? But as the whip was passed from one Sentinel to the next, and as Auron’s grunts became cries, his cries screams, and his screams silence, Fenyx lost count of how many lashes Auron had received.

As the sun rose and fell behind them, stretching the shadows of the paluses long, Fenyx understood the severity of his punishment.

By the time the Sentinel whipped his last lash at Auron’s corpse, Fenyx was hanging slack within his chains. The fight within him died with Auron as the Burning had consumed all and left him with nothing but ash. What remained of Auron drooped from his manacles.

The guards and Sentinels finished disposing of the bodies within the training square and retreated inside, leaving Fenyx with Auron as dusk set in. The sky, purple and gray, shed no light on Fenyx’s shame, but he felt it all the same.

“I’m sorry, Auron,” Fenyx said. “I’m so sorry.”

He couldn’t look at him any longer. He was hardly recognizable. Auron died a slave’s death, absent the honor of the arena, void of his triumphs, and denied the many laurels he’d achieved as a gladiator and doctore. Now he was just a corpse. Carrion for the crows. The waste of an empire that lost its use for him.

As dusk darkened to evening and evening lightened to dawn, Fenyx wondered where Zephyrus was—if he realized the unrest he’d wrought. When the sun rose again in the east to blind his sleep-deprived eyes, and the vultures circled over Auron’s lifeless body, Fenyx began to believe that perhaps Zephyrus was right. Whatever glory he could have won honored the men who owned him more than himself.

If I am going to bleed, let it be for me.

He’d been unmade, as Odetta had predicted. But if or when the time came for him to be reforged as a champion beyond blood and sand, Fenyx would not miss his calling. To the chain with anyone who dared stand in his way.


Chapter 43

Treason

Laeden XI

Stockhelm

Laeden woke with a gasp, seizing the dagger he kept beneath his pillow.

Eyes wild, he scanned the servants’ quarters for any sign of movement. Nothing but three empty bedrolls and Gensus propped up in the lone bed in the room.

Laeden sighed, lowering his knife, and sinking back onto the stone floor. He stared at the ceiling. Light filtered in through the window. By the look of it, he must have slept until noon. Steadying his breath, he pushed himself to a seated position.

His bones ached. His head throbbed with the dull buzz of sleep deprivation, but he had already wasted too much of the day to linger any longer.

Despite his fatigue, sleep had not greeted Laeden until well past dawn. Perhaps his nightly endeavors had disrupted his sleep schedule, or maybe the impending conversations he’d have to have with the Ridge Knights proved too difficult to put from his mind, but as many excuses as Laeden made for himself, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched.

“Didn’t think I’d live to see another sunrise,” Gensus said.

“Thank the Six,” Laeden said, but the phrase felt wrong knowing that a traitor God was murdering the others.

“I half hoped it was a nightmare.” Gensus grunted, attempting to sit up to face Laeden. “But it’s true, eh—about Ostrey and Malachi?”

Laeden bit his lip and nodded, unable to release his grip on his dagger. “Afraid so.”

“And Kydan, Merlo, Pennant too?”

Laeden’s head hung heavier. He’d never taken the time to get to know them, and now he never would.

Gensus sighed. “Valencia awaits. Six, guide them on horses’ wings.”

Laeden pushed himself to his feet despite his stiff back’s protests. Strapping on his sword belt and sheathing his dagger, he made his way to Gensus’s bedside to place his hand on the Ridge Knight’s arm. “We lost a lot of good men, but I’m glad you were not among them.”

Gensus clapped Laeden’s hand with his own. “We took more than we lost and liberated many more in the process. By the looks of it, our army has grown tenfold.”

“Not sure it’s ours,” Laeden admitted.

He pulled away from Gensus to find a pair of folded tunics on the floor by the door. Plucking it from the ground, he examined it. The lion sigil of Atonus Allos’s militant academy marked the breast. They continue to prove resourceful.

Not knowing how they’d managed to acquire such things, Laeden slipped his arms through one at a time, before pulling the tunic overhead.

“They have fresh arms and armor too,” Gensus said. “The Uprising’s kept busy.”

“Then I hope to see you on your feet and donning new armor soon,” Laeden said as he turned to leave.

“King Laeden?”

Laeden stopped before the door’s knob. Retracting his hand, he faced the bedridden soldier, allowing Gensus to speak.

“Kherus… He was just trying to save me,” Gensus said.

Laeden’s eye twitched at the mention of his name. “Would you have disobeyed an order—even to save a brother?”

Gensus didn’t answer.

“He saved you,” Laeden said. “And for that I’m grateful. But Ser Ostrey, Malachi, the others—they might not have fallen if Kherus obeyed.” Or if we weren’t there in the first place.

Markus, Ostrey, and Kherus all warned him, but Laeden didn’t listen. He couldn’t distract the Jackals, protect the Ridge Knights, and spare the lives of those who saw them as traitors.

“You must choose,” his mother had said.

Just like his father, Laeden hadn’t.

“Do you understand why we needed to attack?” Laeden asked.

Gensus shrugged. “I don’t need to. I swore an oath. My honor is yours to command.”

Laeden frowned, unsure which part of Gensus’s response bothered him more: the fact that he’d blindly followed an order based on an oath, or the fact that Laeden found himself agreeing with the one who did not—Kherus.

“Did Kherus not swear the same oath?”

“He did, your grace. He should have left me.”

Gensus’s blunt honesty took Laeden aback. He repositioned his feet, resting his thumbs in his sword belt.

Gensus let out a deep breath, then winced, grabbing his stomach wound. After a grunt, he met Laeden’s eyes. “If you can find it in your heart to pardon him, he did so, not out of defiance, but compassion. He didn’t want to lose another brother. He hasn’t been the same since Dheran. I know I shouldn’t be asking, but he saved my life.”

Laeden nodded, considering Gensus. On one side of the blade, Laeden’s friction with Kherus was born of his own inability to speak the truth. Had he been forthright with his intentions, the Ridge Knights may not have crowned him king. If his concerns over his own honor hadn’t gotten in the way, he could have slain Ulysius and spared Dheran in the first place. He couldn’t want people to speak their minds and follow blindly.

He needed to choose.

Wondering how much of his current situation was his fault, Laeden bowed to Gensus. “Gratitude, Gensus. I will speak with Kherus.”

Laeden exited the servants’ quarters and searched for Kherus with new perspective. Prior to speaking with Gensus, Laeden would have laid into Kherus with ire, but now, he strode through the corridors of Arux’s villa with hope for unification. He’d gotten entangled between the power of being king and the responsibility bestowed by Iylea. He couldn’t expect, nor did he want, people to follow without question, but conversely, he couldn’t be upset when his orders were challenged, especially when he was withholding information.

Still not knowing whether he wanted to pursue the seat of Northridge or join the Fallen’s order, Laeden fell into the familiar pattern of wondering why he had to choose. Confident that if he came to Kherus with humility, he could bridge the gap between the Ridge Knights and freedpeople, Laeden considered what a true merger might look like.

Perhaps the Fallen are only interested in reclaiming Stockhelm, but what about its people? With so many still enslaved in Valtarcia, I might be able to convince the Fallen to aid us in taking Northridge from Horus. Then together, with a true army, we could take back Stockhelm and challenge Salmantica once and for all.

The burden of his mother’s imposed choice felt less daunting as he reasoned ways of positioning the argument, but first, he had to speak with Kherus and the Ridge Knights. Shoulders no longer confined by the weight of choice, and with new hope in his step, Laeden searched but did not find Kherus in the villa.

The more he thought about it, Laeden barely saw anyone since he left Gensus. Standing in the entryway to the barracks, Laeden called Kherus’s name, but there came no answer.

Listening to the din beyond the silence, shouts from the training square carried through the barracks. Not shouts of warning or calls to arms—the shouts of fighting.

Laeden’s stomach knotted.

He descended the stairs into the barracks, two at a time. He bounded past the empty cells, drawing his sword, unsure what chaos awaited him on the other side. He flung open the barracks door to the training square.

Light blinded him as he charged into the unrelenting day. Blinking away the sunspots, Laeden took in his surroundings. Men and women formed a circle, jostling one another to get closer to whatever was at its center. The jeering and swearing crescendoed as if Laeden walked into the Primus of the New Rheynian Games.

Surveying the scene, Laeden realized this was no battle. He sheathed his sword and broke through the bustling circle to find the cause of the ruckus at the center. Shoving his way through, Laeden’s shoulder was yanked from behind. He shrugged off the pull and forged onward, afraid of what he might find.

A rogue elbow connected with Laeden’s nose.

His head jerked back, and stars filled his vision. He blinked away tears and roared.

“Enough!” Laeden broke through the last few onlookers between him and the fighting at the center of the training square.

The cheers died. Joru and Kherus, each bruised and bloodied, paused their fistfight to stare at Laeden. Joru balked, lowering his clenched hands.

Kherus spat a red glob of phlegm on the freshly tilled sand. “I’m not finished!”

Laeden filled the space between the two men, blood gushing from his nose to stain his new tunic. He held out his hands to either side, preventing the Ridge Knight and the freed gladiator from engaging any further.

“You’re finished,” Laeden said. “All of you—disperse.”

No one moved.

“We don’t take orders from you,” called a voice from the crowd. “Laeden the Crownless.”

Laeden grunted, whipping his head in the direction of the voice, but he couldn’t discern who it belonged to as others took up the call.

Lenara, Vykinallia, and a dark-skinned man with a scar through his blind eye emerged on the balcony overlooking the training square.

“What is going on here?” the half-blind man asked.

Laeden glowered at Kherus.

Just when I was about to fall on my sword and blame myself…

First, he made a blubbering fool of himself before his mother last night, and now, Kherus’s bare-knuckle-brawl proved his merry band of Ridge Knights were more problems than they were worth.

So much for getting my house in order.

Laeden wiped the blood from his nose. “Whatever it was, it’s over now.”

He needed to defuse this situation before it got any worse. Kherus was surrounded. Laeden had no doubt that if the gathered onlookers decided to join the fight, he and Kherus would be ground to pulp long before his mother or anyone else with authority could save them. If they even bothered to do so.

Teeth bared, Laeden marched towards Kherus.

Kherus turned his palms skyward. “It wasn’t my faul—”

Laeden seized Kherus by the collar with his left hand and slammed his fist into his cheek, drawing cheers from the crowd as if they were in an arena. Kherus stumbled back, reaching for his already bruising face. Before he could respond, Laeden locked his arm around Kherus’s neck and dragged him to the edge of the circle.

Kherus struggled, but against Laeden’s fury, the Ridge Knight stood little chance. The gathered crowd parted, making way for the entangled Laeden and Kherus to pass. Fending off Kherus’s resistance, Laeden dragged him to the barracks door and threw him against the wall.

Laeden snarled through his teeth. “Inside.”

Kherus’s nostrils flared. A primal anger filled his eyes, and for a moment, Laeden suspected Kherus was going to attack him.

“I didn’t start it,” Kherus said. He reached for the door handle and threw it open.

Kherus disappeared inside, and Laeden followed him, slamming the door behind him. The solid wood bellowed as it thudded against the jamb and rattled the cell bars.

Laeden paced back and forth in the narrow space between the cells lining either side of the corridor. Waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dim light, he wiped the blood from his nose, his knuckles still throbbing. Whatever hope he’d had prior to finding Kherus was gone now.

Seems I won’t have a choice to make after all. The Fallen will toss us to the Jackals before they join us against Valtarcia.

He stared at the Ridge Knight, fists balled. He didn’t know where to begin.

“You insolent bastard,” Laeden said through his teeth. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Do you think before you act, or do you let your emotions run wild like some unbridled animal?”

Kherus’s face reddened. His jaw clenched and quivered, holding back whatever retort he wanted to say. His fingers curled into a fist, but his feet remained stone beneath him. Moments passed as the two remained deadlocked in a wordless glare.

The door opened behind Laeden, and Aponius slipped through, closing the door behind him.

Laeden barely spared him a glance before returning his gaze to Kherus. Without looking in his direction, Laeden spoke to Aponius. “Did you see what happened?”

“You ask him?” Kherus’s speech was more guttural than words. “A turncloak sent by the queen—you trust him, over me?”

“Enough,” Laeden hissed. “You have disobeyed me at every turn, challenged my every order, and you have the gall—after picking a fight with the freedpeople—to question why I would trust anyone over you?”

Kherus bristled, but Laeden turned to the Lion’s Academy deserter.

“Aponius, speak.”

“Ser Kherus confronted the sl—former slave.” Aponius cleared his throat. “He called Joru a wasted sword—a craven for not taking vengeance on Ulysius.”

Laeden closed his eyes, not believing his ears. “What in Six Hells would possess you?”

“That slave with the pale eyes said he called us a waste of food and water,” Kherus said.

“That man,” Laeden corrected, but then he paused, tilting his head. “Wait, what man with the pale eyes?”

Kherus shrugged. “He said the gladiator that we saved first doesn’t welcome us.”

“Measure the man’s actions,” Laeden said. “Not the words you think he might have said. Joru led the Fallen back to us. He saved our lives.”

Kherus shook his head, staring at Laeden. “Not the ones that mattered.”

Laeden bit his lip. The coppery taste of blood draining from his nose filled his mouth. He spat on the barracks floor before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and leveling his index finger at Kherus.

“I was searching for you,” Laeden said. “I wanted to tell you why we needed to attack, why I didn’t have a choice—why I was wrong not to confide in you all sooner. But you’ve proven yourself unworthy of my confidence. And now, you may have proven us all unworthy.”

Laeden needed to do something. He couldn’t continue to let Kherus jeopardize his tenuous relationship with the Fallen. He needed them if he were going to take back Valtarcia, but that was seeming more and more like an impossibility.

“Exile or execution,” Laeden said. “Those are the punishments for treason, and your actions have been nothing short of treasonous.”

“Treason?” Kherus scoffed.

“I suggest you leave this place before Joru and the others get their hands on you,” Laeden said. “Or I do the prudent thing and part your head from your shoulders.”

“You can’t be serious,” Kherus said. “I’m a Ridge Knight.”

“Not anymore, you’re not.” Laeden pushed past him.

Kherus spun to follow Laeden. “Where am I supposed to go?”

“Klaytos,” Laeden said as he continued toward the stairs ascending to the villa. “Danella and Horus will have the sense to take your head if you go anywhere else. Now, flee from sight before I come to reason and do the same.”

Laeden quickened his stride, pulling away from Kherus as he bounded up the stairs, leaving Kherus at the base. At the top, he turned. “Aponius, escort Kherus beyond the south gate. If you’ll excuse me, I have amends to make with the Fallen.”

Hoping that letting Kherus live wouldn’t be another mistake he’d learn to regret, Laeden shoved through the door to the villa. Though the fear of being watched left him, a new one filled its place; if he continued not to make the difficult decisions, sooner or later, the choice would be made for him. He only prayed he wasn’t too late.


Chapter 44

Poison

Vykinallia VIII

Stockhelm

Vykinallia hadn’t been in a room with this much tension since Taric attempted to murder Stegavax. Then, it had seemed like her world was falling apart. What she wouldn’t give to contend with those troubles now.

In a room filled with the leaders of the Fallen, all here at Vykinallia’s request, this was her opportunity to rally them to take back Stockhelm. But that was before a Ridge Knight and a former gladiator turned the training square into their own private arena.

Unari crossed her arms, pacing Arux’s tablinum. Iberion stood like a statue, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword, his eye never leaving Lenara, across from him. She sat with her fingers steepled, elbows elevated on Arux’s desk. Sett rested his knuckles on the tabletop across from her, shaking his loose braids. But the people Vykinallia most needed to impress were the new arrivals—Sinion and Teluvar.

Sinion, the Baron and lesser lanista of Stockhelm’s southern ludus, was one of the earliest Brothers of the Arcane Templar. Dressed in flowing silks with wide sleeves, the heavyset man had hidden his operation well for years. While he sent condemned criminals or the terminally ill willing to die for the cause to the sands of the arena, he used his ludus as a front for smuggling true fighters to the Templar and the Fallen.

Teluvar, similarly, hid in plain sight. The owner of the largest fighting pit in Stockhelm did his best to remain nondescript. Thin but not frail, homely but not so much so as to arouse attention, Teluvar was ignored by everyone in Stockhelm politics, but perfectly positioned to aid the Fallen. Though the pits offered little coin or glory, they offered plenty of disposable slaves. After years of coating the weapons in paralytic poisons, he faked the deaths of hundreds of would-be-dead slaves and instead ferried them to the Fallen’s ranks.

“We have precious little time,” Sinion said, sitting in a chair across from Lenara. “None for matters such as these.”

Teluvar leaned against the wall opposite Vykinallia, picking at his teeth with his dagger. “Not safe for all of us to be here, so let’s make this quick.”

“Apologies,” Joru said, head bowed at the center of the tablinum. The sand on his sandals from his tussle with the Ridge Knight dirtied the mosaic tile floor that depicted the orange bull of House Arux.

“It’s them who should be begging forgiveness,” Sett said.

“They believe themselves above us,” Unari said. “The whole lot of them. We never should have brought them here.”

Vykinallia leaned against the back wall, wishing she could melt into it, but knowing she couldn’t. She was the one who fought to bring Laeden here to unify the factions of the Fallen and take back her family’s old ludus. How quickly that plan had fallen to ash. Despite a common enemy, the Fallen and the Ridge Knights had different goals and different ways of going about them.

Even the sweetness of her reunion with Markus had quickly soured. She thought he was going to strike her when she revealed the brand she willingly accepted.

“They’re slaves and mages,” Markus had said. “Even if they didn’t kill Father, they’ll never accept us. We must carve our own place in this world.”

But that’s what Markus didn’t understand; she already had.

“I warned you of this recklessness,” Sinion said. “There is but one path forward now.”

Not willing to admit Sinion was right about the Ridge Knights, Vykinallia swallowed her doubt. “Laeden, the Ridge Knights, and the freedpeople loyal to him liberated almost fifty laborers, three dozen gladiators, and another half as many house servants in the span of three days. Their recklessness has garnered results. And that was with inferior numbers and little to no supplies, all while being hunted by Salmantica and Valtarcia.”

Sett scoffed. “More mouths to feed and backs to clothe—those are the results.”

Vykinallia pushed herself from the wall to confront Sett. “How can you look at it like that? Nearly 100 souls are free from bondage.”

“This isn’t the arena,” Sett said. “This is war. A war we can’t win without provisions.”

“So we secure them,” Vykinallia said, looking for support from Lenara. Lenara remained unmoved, betraying no indication of which side of the argument she supported.

Sett removed his massive fists from the tabletop to stand to his full height. He towered over Vykinallia and Joru.

Vykinallia set her jaw, refusing to back down. “If we take the old Cassius ludus—”

“Brusos’s ludus,” Sinion said.

Inhaling through her teeth, Vykinallia continued. “If we take Brusos’s ludus and the chancellor’s tower, we’ll control Stockhelm from the Hylan Peaks to the Sun Sea and the Crystal River from the town square all the way down to the Sanctuary. To take Stockhelm, we must control the river and the roadways, but to keep Stockhelm, we need its most valuable resources—people, and the ability to provide for them. We’re not in a position to be casting away trained knights.”

Sett growled but backed off.

Lenara exhaled. “To take and hold Stockhelm, we will need fighters, but more so, we need people we can trust. Joru, what happened in the training square?”

Joru lifted his eyes. “The knight called me craven for not taking my dominus’s life. That I was a wasted sword.”

“Did you provoke him?” Lenara asked.

Joru shook his head. “No. Of course not. I would be in chains if not for those men.”

Iberion moved from his statue’s position to approach Lenara behind her desk. “They are few. We don’t need them. If we marched with our combined force, we would have enough to take the Hylans without them.”

“More trouble than they’re worth,” Unari said.

“Agreed,” Teluvar said.

Sinion stroked his chubby chin. “Taking them on is less of a gamble than attacking the Hylan ludus. It wouldn’t be prudent to attack with or without the Ridge Knights—even if they weren’t causing trouble.”

Iberion turned to face Sinion. “We can’t hope to hide forever.”

Iberion’s physique, solid and sculpted as if from stone, stood in stark contrast to Sinion’s curves, but Sinion did not cower. “We have hidden for twenty years through tact and careful planning—never biting off more than we could chew and never threatening them with anything they couldn’t afford to lose. Haste will only lead them to our doorstep. A few overzealous newcomers who think they know the way of things will only bring us to an early departure from this world.”

Vykinallia frowned. It was bad enough that the leaders were so quick to throw the Ridge Knights to the Jackals, but if they didn’t strike now—if they allowed Salmantica to get a foothold in Stockhelm—they would lose everything.

“We can’t hide any longer,” Vykinallia said. “Without the jungle’s cover, the Sanctuary is exposed. There are only so many places to hide, and eventually, Damascus will come searching. As long as Brusos holds the west, Damascus will have a stronghold and can force us to fight a war of attrition. We don’t need to forsake tact and careful planning, but we can’t hope to hide. We must attack, with all of our strength—Ridge Knights included.”

Lenara’s scrupulous eyes darted between Vykinallia and Sinion. “We must trust and respect everyone who fights with us. Whether we fight or hide, we cannot hope to survive our enemy looking over our shoulders.” She waved her hand at the door. “Bring him in.”

Vykinallia clenched her jaw. That’s it? She’s just going to throw the Ridge Knights—her own son—to the winds? More concerning was how much pull Sinion possessed. If he convinced the others to hide, they would remain divided, hiding in different ludi to be picked off one by one. Not only would their rebellion fail, but if Damascus reclaimed all of Stockhelm, Zephyrus would never reach Tharseo’s Bastion, and the traitor God would usher in the Age of the End.

As Iberion strode to open the door to the tablinum, Vykinallia approached Lenara’s desk. She was out of time. She needed to act quickly.

She leaned down so she was close enough to whisper, “Laeden and the Ridge Knights are with us. We can trust them. One scuffle doesn’t change that.”

Iberion opened the door.

Lenara met Vykinallia’s gaze. “One spark is all it takes to ignite a fire. It was a sound plan, Vykinallia, but it’s too late for that now. If you wish to attack Brusos and claim Stockhelm, focus your efforts on convincing the others of tactics. The fate of the Ridge Knights has already been decided.”

Vykinallia’s stomach twisted, but as Laeden entered the room, she lost Lenara’s attention. She backed away from the desk Lenara sat behind and turned to Laeden. His eyes tinged black and blue, his nose swollen, Laeden appeared more beast than man. With his shoulders hunched like a mountain lion ready to pounce, he prowled into the room. He surveyed the others the way a caged beast might its captors.

“Apologies for my appearance,” Laeden said.

“This isn’t court, King,” Sett said. “We don’t care what ya look like.”

“It’s your actions,” Sinion said, “that we’re interested in.”

Aside from a stiff nod, Laeden paid neither Sett or Sinion a glance. “Kherus, the man who instigated the fight with Joru, has been dismissed from my service and banished. Any who speak ill or do harm to the freedpeople of the Fallen will not be permitted in my ranks.”

“You let him go?” Teluvar asked, his wide eyes erupting from his narrow face. “What’s to stop him from going straight to Salmantica or Valtarcia and leading them to us?”

“Either would hang him for treason,” Laeden said. “His only hope is to reach Klaytos.”

Sinion blustered, his wide-sleeved robes swishing with the rise and fall of his arms. “This is exactly the type of nonsensical foolishness we can’t afford.”

Laeden continued to ignore the others, eyes trained on his mother. “I’ve made a decision. I’ve chosen a side.”

Lenara shook her head. “It’s too late. The decision has been made for you.”

Laeden’s eyes smoldered like coals. His jaw clenched, his brow angled atop his blackened eyes, but Lenara’s stoic expression remained.

“I advise you to head for Klaytos as well,” Lenara said to her son.

Vykinallia wanted to scream. Despite Lenara’s warning of choosing her battles, she knew deep down that if she allowed Laeden to leave this room, the others would never rally to fight. His action, his desperation—regardless of intent—yielded the impact the Fallen needed, but if she came to Laeden’s side, she might be bound for Klaytos as well.

She turned away from Lenara, biting her tongue. Facing the doorway, she spotted someone outside, peering through the crack in the door. The figure retracted behind the door’s shelter, but she was sure someone was there. She marched over to the door and swung it into the eavesdropper.

Prepared to take her anger out on the person, Vykinallia stammered when she saw who cowered behind the door with their hands up.

“Falcos… what are you doing here?”

Falcos lowered his hands but retained his subservient posture. “I should go. Apologies.”

His light gray eyes flicked upwards to meet hers, but they immediately returned to the ground. Gone was the power he had inside the crypts of the Chariot’s Arena. The man who smothered her with the wet rag that made consciousness flee was not the same man before her now. Somewhere along the line, from the time he threw Ser Daenus into a wall with his Celestic magic to now, as he cowered behind the door, he had changed, and Vykinallia was unsure which was the real Falcos.

“Apologies,” he said again.

But as he was about to run off, Vykinallia’s fingers closed around his tunic. Something he had said to her when they had last spoken in the showroom of House Arux returned to her.

“I must go to Valtarcia,” Vykinallia had said, “and you should come with me.”

His response should have struck her then, but it only hit her now.

“I’m not much of a fighter.”

The mysterious fire that burned down House Brusos, the fact that no bodies were found, the systematic way she had been abducted by Brusos’s bodyslave after the harbor was supposedly attacked by the mages. Not a fighter… what Celestic mage with the ability to throw people into walls with their mind isn’t a fighter? Unless he’s no mage at all…

Her mind clicked the puzzle pieces into place. Falcos knew she was going to be in the crypts. He came for her specifically. He went out of his way to bring Laeden here. He wanted the leaders gathered in one place. The puzzle pieces began to connect, but she couldn’t see the completed picture.

She dragged Falcos into the room by the tunic. “Why did Kherus attack Joru?”

“What are you doing?” Sinion asked. “Leave him be.”

“He was eavesdropping,” Vykinallia said. “Answer the question,” she demanded of the room’s occupants. “Why did Kherus attack Joru?”

“He said—” Laeden began but froze when he met Falcos’s eyes. Laeden stepped closer and grabbed Falcos by the cheeks with one hand. “Kherus said a freedman with pale eyes told him that Joru called him, ‘A waste of food and water.’ That we weren’t welcome.”

Joru whirled, mouth agape. “I said nothing.”

The rest of the puzzle snapped into place, but Vykinallia’s throat had gone dry. Everything about her abduction had been planned. Arranged. When Sett attacked her in the Sanctuary, he had said, “He was right. We weren’t ransomed—neither should you.”

She never knew who he was. But with Falcos, Brusos’s bodyslave before her, she understood. He wanted us all under one roof. He wanted us to be fighting amongst ourselves. This is a distraction. This is all part of his plan.

Vykinallia threw Falcos to the tiled floor of the tablinum. “You wanted us all here. You wanted us distracted, fighting amongst ourselves. Why?”

Before he could answer, a commotion in the corridor drew their attention. Heavy footfalls, panting, and indiscernible shouting echoed off the marble. Markus, Kherus, and another of Laeden’s men with red hair and freckles ran towards the tablinum entrance.

“What is going on?” Lenara asked.

Vykinallia glared at Falcos, sprawled on the floor. The obsequiousness eroded from his face, replaced by smug satisfaction. He grinned, a devilish look in his pale gray eyes.

“What have you done?” Vykinallia asked.

Markus breached the doorway first, followed by Kherus. Kherus’s chest heaved with labored breaths, unable to speak.

“There’s an army marching over the Crystal River,” Markus said. “Hundreds. Thousands. Flying every banner in Salmantica.”

The air in the room evaporated.

“We hold,” Iberion said. “Prepare the defenses.”

“There are too many,” Kherus said, shoulders still rising and falling with the tides of panting. “We’ll be overrun.”

Silence swept over the Fallen’s leaders until Falcos’s maniacal laughter cut it short.

Vykinallia grabbed him by the collar with both hands and shook him. “How many?”

“Six.” Falcos’s grin spread from ear to ear. “Six Gods of Valencia.” He laughed again, a shrill cackling that wriggled through her ears, poisoning her mind.

Vykinallia drew her dagger and held it to his face.

“Cut me. Kill me. It won’t change the truth. By now, Duke Brusos will have cut you off to the south, and Duke Horus the coastline. You’re as dead as I am, but Valencia will reward me. The Facets of Perfection protect me, for I was their instrument of the Celestic downfall.”

Vykinallia strangled the hilt of her dagger. Everything she had done, everything she’d overcome to get to this point—it all felt like part of some master plan.

But whose? Why?

Falcos sighed, closing his eyes, and placed his hand to his chest. “Like guiding moths in the dark… I never could have done it without your light.”

Laeden muttered, as if to himself, but the words carried to her ears. “The queen, Brusos, and Ser Daenus…”

The last pieces of the puzzle snapped together.

Her last conversation with Queen Danella returned to her.

“Stand by your husband,” Danella had said, “support him in his causes, and guide him back to scripture if he strays from the path of the Gods… That’s what it means to rule.”

I asked Damascus to end the Celestic incursion. So she got rid of me.

The air escaped from her lungs as she recalled Queen Danella staggering back into the crypt’s wall as Falcos stormed past, coming for her. Falcos was no mage. Only the crown’s pawn. And he had used her—played her. Falcos had rounded them up, poisoned them against each other, and delivered them to their enemies.

“You are a beacon of light in a dark world,” Falcos had said. “But eventually, all candles burn out.”

Vykinallia snarled. “Give my regards to Queen Danella. She’ll be joining you soon.”

She stabbed her dagger into Falcos’s chest.

Though it silenced his laughter, and the glimmer in his eyes faded, it did nothing to stop the crown’s armies closing in. The room went quiet as he gasped his last breaths, his blood spreading through the grout of the mosaic tile underfoot like tiny rivulets. The Arux bull drowned in blood, and soon, so too would they in Salmantica’s fury.

“We’re ruined,” Sinion said.


Chapter 45

A Rebellion Divided

Laeden XII

Stockhelm

The flood of blood keeps running.

Laeden had thought his and Zephyrus’s escape from the rotunda had satisfied Iylea’s prophecy, but it was only the beginning of it. Everywhere Laeden had gone, death followed. House Arux would be no different. Outnumbered, ill-equipped, and surrounded, they couldn’t hope to hold the ludus. Once the walls fell, the red river would drown them all.

Judging by the long faces in the tablinum, he was not alone in his dark ruminations. His mother paced, chewing her fingernails. Sinion complained of their recklessness. Iberion spoke of preparing defenses, but they all knew the inevitable.

Danella was always a step ahead of him, and this time was no different. An entire continent away, she managed to physically position all of her enemies under one roof while keeping them ideologically divided. Laeden blamed himself. He had mismanaged the Ridge Knights by withholding his true intentions and sown discord with the Fallen and freedpeople by planning to use them to supplant Horus.

I deserve what is coming.

“What do we do?” Markus asked Laeden.

“We can’t hope to defend this place,” Kherus said.

Laeden couldn’t listen. As Markus, Kherus, and Aponius argued with the leaders of the Fallen about what to do, Laeden’s thoughts drifted to his father.

He warned me not to be a part of the problem. Flee to Klaytos. Wait out the storm. How many could I have spared from the misfortune of crossing my cursed path?

Even now, Laeden didn’t see any path to peace that wasn’t paved with blood. But at the end of the battle, it wouldn’t be the peace he wanted, but the peace Danella and Damascus imposed on the world—a world without any culture, belief, or thought that opposed the Facets of Perfection.

His father’s voice rang in his head. “If there comes a time when you can choose between forgiveness and punishment, I hope you choose to forgive and work toward peace.”

He couldn’t forgive Danella for what she’d done. He couldn’t forgive his father or Damascus either. His father did nothing to smother the glowing embers, but Damascus had fanned the flames to an inferno.

And I am the wind that spreads it.

Laeden closed his eyes and imagined Iylea were with him, her hand on his cheek. She always helped him make sense of the world, and without her, he felt like a ship without a sail, drifting with the tide.

What would she say in a moment like this? “You would never let anyone treat me the way you treat yourself.” That sounds like something she would have said.

Then it hit him.

He might not have been able to forgive Danella or Damascus, but he could forgive himself.

Is that what Father meant?

Vykinallia put her hand on Laeden’s forearm as she addressed the room, jarring him from his thoughts.

“I don’t know battle of this magnitude,” Vykinallia said. “But I know that a gladiator is most vulnerable the moment he believes his victory secure. And most dangerous once he’s staring death in the face. Can we bait them into overextending themselves and seize advantage?”

“Yes,” Laeden said, realizing what they must do. “Maybe not to win, but perhaps we can do enough to allow others to escape.”

“You expect people to stay here,” Sinion asked. “To die?”

Laeden met his mother’s eyes. “If the Fallen survive, if the rebellion continues—yes. But we all have to work together.” Laeden held his hands out to address everyone in the tablinum. “If Brusos’s forces are denying us the south and Horus’s the coast, that means—”

“They’re both undefended,” Vykinallia said.

“Exactly,” Laeden said. “If the queen wants us under one roof and against each other, then let us divide but with a common cause. Kherus, take the ships and lead the Ridge Knights and any willing fighters to Northridge’s harbor. If you can slip past Horus’s ships, Valtarcia could be ripe for the taking.”

Kherus stammered, but Laeden moved on. “We’ll need a small force to charge Brusos in the south. Once they converge, the bulk of the Fallen should be able to slip between Damascus’s army and the fray to the south to reach Brusos’s ludus. If you manage to take the undefended fortress, you can mount a true defense.”

“And what will you be doing?” Sinion asked. “While you send our people as bait for Brusos’s trap and the rest of us to be caught between the Hylans and an army, where will you be, King Laeden?”

Laeden glanced between Kherus and Sinion. His mother had condemned his father for not being able to make a decision, but Laeden didn’t believe that was entirely true. His father didn’t like either option and tried to forge a new one. It didn’t work, but that didn’t mean he didn’t choose.

Finally, the many directions he’d felt he was being tugged in reached the end of their respective ropes. And with their tension, the knots unraveled to stretch out and become the web connecting everyone and everything together.

“I will hold House Arux until you can escape,” Laeden said.

Markus and Vykinallia began to object, but Laeden cut them off with a raised hand. “There’s no time.” He looked at Kherus. “Someone must take back Valtarcia.”

Kherus blinked through his swollen eye from when Laeden had hit him. “Yes, King Laeden.”

“Someone must lead the vanguard south,” Laeden said.

Iberion stepped forward. “I will do it.”

Laeden nodded, meeting his mother’s eyes. “And someone must stay behind while the rest of you head for Brusos’s ludus.”

Pursing her lips, his mother’s crow’s feet tightened. She bowed her head in one stiff nod, but when she lifted her gaze, she was no longer his mother, but Lenara—leader of the Fallen.

“What do we need to do?” she asked.


Chapter 46

Together

Iylea VIII

Valencia

Hameryn. The one who had shown her countless visions and dreams. The one who had spared her from death’s sting. The God who had groomed her to be the breaker. She hadn’t thought he was capable of being Paxoran, the traitor God Arkadia sought, but her visions since arriving in Valencia were too powerful, too real, and too convincing to believe anything else. He altered the sands of time. He killed Neutreen.

But why?

Iylea paused at the bottom of the stairs after descending Neutreen’s tower to listen for any passerby in the halls. With the corridor silent, Iylea opened the door just wide enough for her to slip through. Pulling the door closed behind her with the cautious quiet of a thief, Iylea stole away towards the anchor room. Though she finally knew where to find Arkadia in Arcamedes’s tower, she couldn’t afford to wait any longer.

Zephyrus, Vykanicus Auros—whatever his name is—he needs to know.

The only way to communicate with humanity’s last hope for stopping Hameryn was through the Whispering Wall, but Ferrocles held the stone that powered the crystalline mirror. She would have to tell him the truth and hope he listened.

That... or steal from the God of War.

Iylea crept down the hall, but the sound of her name stopped her in her tracks.

“Iylea?”

Iylea’s feet became stone. She would have believed she’d been turned into a statue if not for her racing heart.

Hameryn.

Willing her feet into motion, she retraced her steps, rounding the corner opposite the entrance to Neutreen’s tower. Iylea got around the corner just as Hameryn called her name again. She didn’t dare breathe. She pressed her back against the stone wall.

“Enough fooling around.” Ferrocles’s voice boomed into the hall.

Iylea’s fingernails pressed into her moist palms. Ferrocles is with him. Pursing her lips, she allowed the back of her head to rest against the stone.

“You’re not where you’re supposed to be,” Ferrocles said. “You have a responsibility.”

“You’re not in trouble, Iylea,” Hameryn said. “But time is of the essence.”

By comparison, Hameryn’s tone was soft and understanding, encouraging and welcoming, while Ferrocles’s grinding stone voice was punishment in itself. They drew nearer.

How can Hameryn be the traitor I’ve been searching for?

Without the time to ponder, Iylea slunk down the hall, away from Hameryn and Ferrocles. She needed to tell Ferrocles the truth, but first, she’d have to separate them. Ignoring the windows into the mortal realm, Iylea charged forward, as fast as she dared, toward the tower at the end of the long corridor. Ferrocles’s and Hameryn’s voices resounded throughout the stone fortress as she increased the distance between them.

She glanced over her shoulder as she approached the rounded tower entrance similar to Courianne’s and Neutreen’s. With the corridor empty, Iylea gripped the knob. Smooth, white, and rounded, the handle felt unfamiliar in her hand. Still clutching it, she examined the asymmetrical shape and texture.

She gasped, releasing the knob at the realization of what it was: bone. A chill coursed from her fingertips to her shoulder, making the hairs along her arm stand.

“Iylea, please,” Hameryn said, his voice growing nearer again. “We need you.”

Iylea didn’t know how breaking the chains helped him in his betrayal of the other Gods, but she would no longer be his pawn. Setting her jaw, she seized the bone knob and twisted. The mechanism ground open. Praying it wasn’t as loud as it seemed to her, Iylea snuck inside and closed the door behind her.

Guided by Incinerae’s torches, Iylea bounded the spiral stairs up the tower. Nerves prickling as she ascended, her breath heavy and legs on fire, she reached the block wall that barred her entry. A scaly, finned, amphibious-looking beast was etched into the wall. Having deduced Arcamedes’s glyph, Iylea drew the spiral ward over the embossed stone.

The wall eroded into itself, opening a black abyss before her. Iylea plucked a torch from the sconce and entered the rooms of Arcamedes’s tower.

Despite the torch’s glow, it did little to stay the cavernous dark. Barely seeing two steps beyond her, Iylea crept into the silent stillness. Whether due to the absence of sight, or the ever-building sense of smallness, Iylea felt like the God of Beasts’s rooms were unending.

Wondering if she’d made a mistake as to Arkadia’s whereabouts, she whispered to the surrounding night.

“Hello? Arkadia, are you here?”

A rustling off to her left startled her. She jumped back, holding the torch before her.

“Iylea, is that you?”

Arkadia crawled out of the darkness. Her auburn hair, tangled and disheveled, clung to her tear-streaked cheeks. Her blue eyes, puffy and bloodshot, examined her as if they didn’t believe she were real.

The sight of the former breaker brought Iylea to her knees until she was level with Arkadia. Iylea held out her free hand. “Yes, it’s me.”

“You found me.” Arkadia took Iylea’s hand in her own. “Corners keep you, this is real.”

Arkadia’s lower lip trembled as she met Iylea’s gaze. Torchlight flickered across her face, making her freckles dance upon her cheeks. Though time was difficult to discern in the divine realm, something terrible had befallen her in the time since Iylea had last seen her.

Iylea looked past Arkadia to the surrounding darkness. “Where is your husband?”

She raised her torch, its light cleaving through the darkness, but Arkadia grabbed Iylea’s wrist, preventing her from exploring Arcamedes’s chambers any further.

Arkadia hung her head. “He’s gone. Too long from the mortal realm. Denied the Valencian Falls, denied even the chain. Just… gone.”

Arkadia’s ragged appearance was not just from her captivity, but her loss. Iylea didn’t know what was worse—to be trapped for eternity as a link in the chain, or to cease to exist, as if never having lived at all?

“I’m sorry,” Iylea said. She wanted to say more, but what was there to say?

Arkadia nodded, still staring at the floor. “May the Creator have mercy and give him rest.” She lifted her gaze to meet Iylea’s. “But you found me. How?”

“I located Incinerae’s rooms,” Iylea explained. “I received a vision—”

“From Paxoran?” Arkadia asked.

Iylea shook her head, coming closer to Arkadia, who still clutched her hand as if fearing Iylea might disappear if she let go.

“I don’t think so. These visions are different. They’ve led me to discovering who the traitor God is.”

Arkadia’s eyes widened. “Clayvorine is gone. Courianne is gone. Who could have shown you these visions?” She shook her mind. “Never mind—who?”

Iylea bit her lip, not wanting to believe the truth Neutreen’s memory had revealed. No amount of wishing or wanting would change the facts. “Hameryn is the traitor. I saw him murder Neutreen. He is Paxoran.”

Arkadia’s eyes watered, spouting fresh tears. “You’ve done it. Thank the Creator for you.” She pressed her dry lips against the back of Iylea’s hand. “Have you told my son? Has he retrieved the Relics from Tharseo’s Bastion?”

Iylea swallowed. “I haven’t been able to reach him. Ferrocles took the stone powering the Whispering Wall. Now he and Hameryn are searching for me.”

Arkadia nodded, her eyes glazing over as she stared at the ground. “Can you get me out of here?”

“Yes,” Iylea said. “But without a way of telling Vykanicus—”

“There’s another way,” Arkadia said. She lifted her chin. The tremble in her lip vanished; the weeping of her eyes ceased. Hard lines formed at her jaw as her brow angled. Gone was the prisoner. In her place was the heroine who slew the red-scaled beast Arcamedes inhabited to terrorize the mortal realm.

“How?” Iylea asked. “What can I do?”

“Get me out of here,” Arkadia said, her hands sliding up Iylea’s arms to her shoulders. “Then hide. Hide until Vykanicus comes. Hide until Hameryn is dead and all is set right.”

The intense but faraway look in Arkadia’s eyes made Iylea’s throat tighten.

“What are you going to do?” Iylea asked, afraid of the answer.

“I’m going to finish what I came here for,” Arkadia said. “I’ll sneak to the anchor room and follow the chain back to the mortal realm.”

Hameryn’s warning returned to Iylea. She shook her head. “But you’ll be trapped—a disembodied soul barred from Valencia. The chain… it’s too long to have any hope—”

Arkadia placed her hand on Iylea’s cheek, her touch warm despite the tower’s emptiness.

“I have all the hope I need,” Arkadia said. “You’ve given me that, Iylea. I’ll see my son again. He will stop Paxoran from destroying what the Creator built.”

“You’ll wander the mortal realm for the rest of time,” Iylea said, lip quivering.

“If that’s what it takes.”

Arkadia was willing to sacrifice everything to give the world a glimpse of hope, but Iylea found herself wondering what would become of her once Arkadia left. She glanced towards the darkness, not wanting to end up like Arkadia’s husband, Invinius.

What if Zephyrus doesn’t come, can’t come? What if he comes but fails? What will become of me?

Arkadia cupped Iylea’s chin. “Stay hidden. Stay strong. When my son defeats Paxoran, he will redeem us all.”

So much was left up to chance, yet it was all they had left.

“Tell me how to get back to the anchor room from here,” Arkadia said. “But you can’t stay after I’m gone. If they catch me, they will bring me back and find you.”

Iylea bit her lip. Her thoughts drifted to Laeden. She watched again in her mind’s eye as Ulysius shoved the enslaved woman at Laeden. As Laeden went to catch her, Ulysius’s sword swished through the air, aimed at Laeden’s neck.

Iylea closed her eyes. She didn’t want to be afraid anymore. She didn’t want to hide. She wanted to help, even if it meant her end.

“I’ll bring you to the anchor room,” Iylea said.

Arkadia opened her mouth to object, but Iylea cut her off.

“We finish this. Together.”


Chapter 47

Regret

Zephyrus VII & Threyna VIII

Unknown

Zephyrus’s veins ran cold as he knelt beside the small fire he’d birthed. Its tongues licked around the base of the cauldron Patrus placed at its center. Heat radiated against the cold desert night, and its light contrasted the barren darkness of the Klaytonian wild. Warmth returned to him as a steady stream of water passed from his fingertips to fill the bowl.

“Only a few peppers left,” Patrus said, pulling them from his pack to sit next to Zephyrus.

“They’ll have to do,” Zephyrus said, unsheathing a dagger.

Patrus handed him a pepper, and together, the two sliced them, tossing each sliver into the already steaming water. From behind them, footsteps approached, but neither he nor Patrus turned around.

Threyna stepped into view, a pair of rabbits dangling by the ears from her hand.

Patrus and Zephyrus exchanged a glance.

“How’d ya find two rabbits out here?” Patrus asked.

“In the dark,” Zephyrus added.

“They just came running up to me,” Threyna said, sarcasm dripping from her every word. “It’s quite the sight, really. Just a dozen little bunnies hopping around my feet.”

She shook her head, pointing to the sky. The stars overhead, bright and innumerable, prevented it from being pitch black, but they were not a good explanation as to how she’d been able to find them, let alone catch them.

While his dreamself and Patrus continued marveling, asking questions as to how she’d actually done it, Zephyrus’s conscious mind pieced together her ability to hear heartbeats and conjure a blood bow and arrow.

Threyna prepared the rabbits, while Patrus and Zephyrus continued cutting peppers by the fire. It wasn’t long before they were ladling the stew into bowls and eating beneath the stars.

“We’ll arrive at Tharseo’s Bastion tomorrow,” Patrus said.

Zephyrus’s conscious mind perked up. This must be one of the last memories I had before losing them. He tried to recall what the healer Vykinallia had procured him had said, but he couldn’t focus while paying attention to the dreamscape.

“Then how long before we claim the Treasures?” Threyna asked.

Zephyrus’s dreamself snorted. “Still sure you’re the Wielder? You realize why I’m going, don’t you?”

His conscious mind noted his dreamself’s confidence, bordering on arrogance. It made him cringe, but this wasn’t the first dream he’d witnessed of that side of him he wasn’t particularly proud of.

Threyna’s sharp eyes glared at Zephyrus over her bowl the way an owl would stare down a mouse. “You might be able to make a fire and fill a bowl with magic, but that doesn’t make you some kind of hero.”

“The Relics will, though,” Zephyrus’s dreamself said. “And I’ll become Champion of the Nine.”

Zephyrus’s conscious mind searched his memories. He’d heard that title before. Patrus had mentioned it, but he still didn’t know what it meant, what it pertained to, or how it worked with the prophecies of the Return.

Threyna rolled her eyes. “You believe you’re some chosen one, but I bet you’ve never even fought outside the comforts of the Arcane Templar’s walls, have you?”

Zephyrus bared his teeth, but Patrus put his arm out to prevent him from getting up.

“He’s been training, true,” Patrus said. “But you don’t know his journey.”

Threyna mumbled into her stew. “Yeah, well, you don’t know mine either.”

“Why don’t you share then?” Patrus asked. “We’ve been on the road for near half a moon, and you’ve barely said three earnest words.”

Threyna grunted. “Forgive me for not entrusting my fate to a few men in robes and their prophecies. I told you about the Skeleton King. I told you what he’s capable of. What he did to the Warlocks. Yet here we are. Instead of finding the weapons, we’re going to a temple to prove I’m worthy of having them.”

Zephyrus’s dreamself shook his head. “They’re not just weapons. They’re sacred. The Templar’s been protecting them since long before you showed up to prevent them from falling into the hands of someone who didn’t respect them, Warlock.”

Threyna exhaled through her nostrils as she chewed on her lower lip. “Apologies.” She looked between Zephyrus and Patrus. “I don’t mean to offend. I just want him stopped. Warlock, Templar—I don’t care about your rivalry. I just want the Skeleton King dead and gone. And if I need to be the Wielder to do that, I will honor your customs.”

Zephyrus’s dreamself and Patrus exchanged a look. Their lingering narrow-eyed expression made Zephyrus’s conscious mind feel as if he’d missed something important.

“What?” Threyna asked.

Patrus sucked on his upper lip. “You said you thought the Skeleton King was the Harbinger…”

Threyna shook her head. “I never said that. Your Elders did, but I doubt the Skeleton King checked in with Tharseo’s Bastion to confirm.”

Zephyrus’s dreamself snorted. “You do know that the Wielder needs the Harbinger, right? The Harbinger sets the Age of the End into motion, and the Wielder balances the scales. They don’t fight each other. They each have a part to play.”

Threyna pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. “So you’re telling me, even if I am the Wielder, no one will help me defeat the Skeleton King?”

“Not if Aikous, Vellarix, and Ronar believe he is the Harbinger,” Patrus said.

Threyna raised an eyebrow but nodded. An uncomfortable silence fell over the group.

While Zephyrus’s dreamself spoke with Patrus about claiming the Relics and turning the tides of the war to aid the Fallen, his conscious mind kept his focus on Threyna. She finished her stew in silence. The faraway gaze in her eyes hinted at a darkness beyond.

Was this when Paxoran infected her mind? Is that what she’s focusing on?

After they had finished eating, they cleaned and stowed their supplies. While Patrus and Zephyrus unfurled their bedrolls, Threyna pulled a stack of three small clay cups from hers and lined them up in her palm.

“Before we call it a night…” She held up a flask. “A toast to our fortunes.”

Patrus set down his bedroll. “She’s been holdin’ out on us, Zeph.”

“Typical Warlock,” Zephyrus said, approaching Threyna with a grin.

Threyna bit down on the flask’s stopper and yanked it free to fill the three clay cups. But while Zephyrus’s dreamself joked with Patrus, his conscious mind kept his focus on Threyna.

Did she poison me? He didn’t believe it was possible. He refused to believe it.

Ceres’s voice entered into his dreamscape. “She betrayed us, Zeph. She wants the Treasures for herself.”

She put down the flask but immediately picked up another vial. It happened so quickly that it was no wonder he and Patrus missed it. With the speed of a scorpion’s striking tail, Threyna poured the vial’s contents into two of the cups.

No… It can’t be.

She passed the contaminated cups to Zephyrus and Patrus.

“May the light of our futures brighten the dark of our pasts,” Threyna said.

“To the Judges,” Patrus said, clinking his clay cup against Zephyrus’s and Threyna’s. His conscious mind watched in horror as Patrus downed the contents in the time Zephyrus took a sip. “I’m off to sleep. Big day tomorrow.”

His conscious mind winced as his dreamself raised his cup to drink, but Threyna stopped him with a light touch on his wrist.

“Would you mind staying up a bit longer?” she asked. “Just to keep the fire going?”

His dreamself shrugged, and together, they sat beside the fire.

Don’t do it. Please.

He knew what came next. The only thing that made sense. Threyna would betray him. She’d rob him and Patrus of their memories and set them down a path of blood and death.

Just as he raised his cup again to drink, Threyna stopped him once more.

“Don’t you think the Fallen would want you to fight, regardless of your fate?” Threyna asked. “What if you’re not the Wielder—would it change anything?”

Zephyrus’s dreamself considered. His conscious mind had wrestled with his fate, his prophecy. He’d forsaken it, ignoring the Treasures to find the Relics left behind by his mother. Freeing Perillian from its plight, the war for Stockhelm had fallen from priority in lieu of stopping Paxoran.

No. He willed his dreamself to say it too—to hold to his convictions regardless of any prophecy—but his dreamself would not abide.

“But I am the Wielder. That’s what they’ve been training me for. Why else am I the only one who can do this?” Zephyrus’s dreamself doused the fire with a splash of water, set a zap of electricity through it, then smothered it with stone before restoring it with greater fervor. “I can also use force, manipulation, and healing magic. If I’m not the Wielder, who other than Tharseo reborn is worthy of the Treasures?”

His conscious mind lamented at living within his dreamself’s memory. So arrogant. So foolish. If only I had seen the error of my ways sooner. Why did it take losing myself to learn what was important?

Threyna shook her head before raising her clay cup to her lips. Zephyrus drank.

The second sip of poison.

“What if you’re not, though?” Threyna asked. “What if I am?”

His dreamself scoffed, drinking again, poisoning himself one sip at a time.

“I must kill the Skeleton King,” Threyna said. “Regardless of prophecy, I need those Treasures. Help me defeat the Skeleton King, and then together we can take back Stockhelm, free the Celestics, destroy the Warlocks—whatever you want to do, but the Skeleton King must fall first or else—”

“You think you’re the only one with musts?” Zephyrus’s dreamself asked. “The Fallen have been waiting for me to be ready for nearly fifteen years. The Templar have trained me to claim the Treasures or, at the very least, defend them from people like you who don’t believe they’ve been hidden for a reason. Your Skeleton King is no more of a tyrant than the Drakes. And tomorrow, when I am named the Wielder, we will send word to King Varros Helixus that it’s time to join the war he’s been too craven to involve himself in. I will claim the Treasures, win back Stockhelm, and wait until my mother sends for me.”

Zephyrus’s conscious mind connected the last of the missing pieces.

The letter to King Varros… she must have written it.

Threyna looked at him with a desperation for him to see the world as she saw it—to lay down his pride and help her. But Zephyrus’s dreamself didn’t see it. He shook his head and drank again as if he had the entire world figured out.

“You don’t owe the Arcane Templar anything,” Threyna said.

He’d seen this moment before. He’d dreamt it in the medicus’s chambers at Cassius’s ludus.

She placed Zephyrus’s hand over her heart. “You might not believe in him, but this is real, and he is coming. I have to stop him… no one else will. Not the Warlocks, not the Templar. Me. And I don’t know if I can do it on my own. So please, Zephyrus—will you join me?”

This was the moment which would condemn him to slavery, the one that would deliver Patrus to his death at the hands of Lenox.

“I can’t,” Zephyrus’s dreamself said. He downed the last of the cup’s contents.

As the memory faded, the words from Vykinallia’s healer returned to him. “Someone either tried to kill you and failed or made precisely sure you wouldn’t remember anything.”

Now he was here, lost in dreams.

The last thing he remembered before passing out was Lenox’s flesh melting from his bones, his own screams filling the night air with cries of vengeance achieved. He thought he’d finally avenged Patrus.

Though Lenox served Patrus the killing blow, it was Threyna who poisoned him. Threyna who delivered him into the slavers’ hands. Threyna who was responsible for everything.

Threyna

Threyna and Ceres rowed in silence, fighting against the waves. Aside from the occasional grunted curse from the effort of pulling the oar through the tenacious tides of the raging sea, no words passed between them. Her ankle throbbed, but she persevered. Her eyes remained fixed on Zephyrus lying between the thwarts of Ceres’s canoe. Though he slept fitfully, he was alive, and for now, that was all that mattered.

We’re together. We’re going to Tharseo’s Bastion. All will be set right.

The wind wrestled his strands of fire free from their tie to swirl around his ear. His jaw was clenched, his body cramped and folded in on itself. The cost of balancing the scales.

When he burst to light along the riverbed, his internal temperature must have plummeted.

“Hold on a moment,” Threyna said to Ceres.

“What are you doing?” Ceres groaned as a wave tossed the canoe, splashing all three of them.

Threyna unclasped the Orsion Cloak and draped it over Zephyrus. She winced as she transferred her weight to her unstable ankle. It nearly rolled again on the uneven canoe floor, but she reclasped the cloak, securing it around Zephyrus’s neck.

“You’re gonna sink us all!”

“It won’t matter if he dies before we reach Tharseo’s Bastion.” Threyna plopped back onto the stern’s seat.

Ceres muttered something, but it was swallowed by the crashing waves and whipping winds. He shook his head. “It won’t make up for what you’ve done. You know that, right?”

Zephyrus stirred in his sleep, shaking his head and whimpering as if enduring a nightmare.

Threyna swallowed, tasting the salty spray upon her lips. “I did what I thought I had to. That doesn’t mean I don’t have regrets.” She had a great many of them, dating back long before she betrayed Zephyrus and Patrus and killed the Guardians defending the Treasures. “I was wrong. You’re right. Nothing I do will change that.”

But I’ll be damned and cursed back to Rheynia before I look back. Only forward.

The sea carried them west from the Valtarcian Bay. After traversing between Stockhelm and Salmantica, Ceres guided them through a narrow passage in the Hylan Mountains that Threyna didn’t know existed. Once they passed through the narrow canal, only accessible at low tide, they followed the western coast of Stockhelm, out of sight and beyond the reach of their pursuers.

Beyond the Hylans, the sea’s wrath calmed. Though it was far from placid, the waves no longer threatened to throw them into the jagged rocks along the coast. The sky brightened beyond the Hylans, but it was hours before they saw the sun, and hours more before Zephyrus’s ashen complexion returned to normal. Still, he slept.

Threyna’s stomach growled, and her eyelids felt heavy, but she continued onward while the sun crested the mountain’s peak and began its descent into the west. With the sea’s relative calm, Ceres and Threyna took shifts rowing, allowing for much-needed rest. Despite half-expecting Ceres to throw her overboard the moment she closed her eyes, she fell asleep anyway.

Lulled to dreams by the sway of the canoe, Threyna’s subconscious displayed a world she’d never known existed—a place of hope. Prior to escaping the cursed island of Rheynia, she hadn’t known peace could exist. She’d never afforded herself affections other than duty. But here, in this peaceful realm, she imagined a life with Zephyrus. A small villa along the cliffs that overlooked the sea, a home filled with laughter, children, happiness. They were all foreign concepts. The kinds of things she’d heard people talk about, but never understood. They were luxuries that a life in the Underground never afforded her. Gifts that were meant for people deserving of them.

But not her. Never her.

The image of Zephyrus filled her mind’s eye. They sat atop a cliff at the edge of the world, their legs dangling over the crashing waves in the pre-dawn light. Her hand, absent any stain of rot, caressed the stubble along his jawline. He nestled into her touch, his cheek warm against her skin. His fiery eyes met hers, reflecting the glow of the rising sun, and her heart, once corrupted by rot, melted.

“We made it,” he said, a smile touching the corner of his lips. “I didn’t think it possible, but here we are—together, even after fate, war, and the Gods tried to rip us apart.”

She reached out her other hand to cup both of his cheeks. A gold-and-purple ring decorated her left ring finger. Threyna examined it, blinking, until Zephyrus’s lips pressed against hers. She closed her eyes, sinking into the moment, reveling in it.

The rising sun bathed her in warmth as the chirping gulls celebrated the coming dawn. The continual rise and fall of the waves below ensured that this moment would not be a singular event, but a daily one, worthy of celebration.

“Can this be our everyday?” she asked, opening her eyes to drink in Zephyrus’s.

The way he looked at her was unlike anything she’d received from anyone else. Her heart fluttered, free of rot’s embrace and swathed in a love she never should have deserved.

“As long as each day brings a new dawn,” Zephyrus said. He kissed her again, and she melted into him. Their lips parted, and he rested his forehead against hers. He took a lock of hair between his fingers.

Chestnut…

“I will always love you, Vykinallia.”

Silence swallowed Threyna’s senses. What did he say? Before she knew it, she was falling. Plummeting to the jagged rocks and crashing waves. He’s not talking to me. He’s not with me. He’s with Vykinallia.

Threyna startled awake, salty water dripping down her face.

“Burn me,” Ceres said, “I thought you’d never wake up. C’mon, my turn to sleep.”

Threyna’s surroundings returned to her. Ceres sat on the bow’s bench, Zephyrus slept between the thwarts, and Threyna lay half-sprawled between sitting and lying down. She rubbed her sore neck from the awkward position, but it didn’t hurt anywhere as badly as her dream.

“Why couldn’t you have woken me a moment sooner?” Threyna asked, tossing her wet braid over her shoulder. She repositioned her oars as Ceres took his in.

“We’ll be there soon,” Ceres said. “We’re already east of the Hylans. Just keep us straight on this course. First flat land you see is the Isle of Fate. Can’t miss it.”

Threyna nodded, still shaking the dream from her mind.

With his oars inside the canoe, Ceres wagged his finger at Threyna. “Nothing stupid, eh?”

“Yeah, yeah, go to sleep.” Threyna pulled the oars with her raw and blistered hands. She just wanted to be alone, yet she had no choice but to stare at the man who, a moment ago, made her feel like she had everything. Then he snatched it away and gave it to someone else.

What is so special about Vykinallia?

The moment she posed the question, the answer she didn’t want bubbled to the surface of her mind. She probably didn’t poison you, summon the slavers to chain you, or lie to you at every turn. She probably didn’t have a corrupting black rot slithering through her veins. And she certainly wasn’t the reason Patrus died.

Threyna released a heavy breath, deflating her shoulders. Her ankle throbbed, and her hands hurt, but her heart felt broken. Happiness and love were real; they just weren’t for her. She didn’t deserve them.

It wasn’t long until Ceres fell asleep, and Threyna had exactly what she wanted; she was alone. But being alone with her thoughts was even worse than the distraction of bad company. Fortunately, her self-imposed torment didn’t last too long. As the sun disappeared behind the Hylan Mountains to cast long shadows before her, the jagged mountains began to flatten, and the Isle of Fate came into view.

The last time she’d set foot in this temple, she had already planned to betray Zephyrus and Patrus. This time, she would make things right.

As she neared the island, Tharseo’s Bastion came into view. The dilapidated structure seemed more weathered than she remembered. The red sandstone fortress bore the scars of attempted destruction—smoke-stained scorch marks climbed the base, chunks of the walls were broken free to fall to rubble along the foundation, and the doors, if they could be called doors anymore, were more like splinters on hinges. But even against the test of time and Valencian intolerance, the foundation remained intact.

Zephyrus stirred. Soon, his fate would be upon him, and everything her actions had prevented him from would be realized. The cruel irony was that Zephyrus never would have met this Vykinallia woman if Threyna hadn’t set him on this path.

Threyna huffed, averting her gaze from Zephyrus. She rowed around the stony shore until the sands came into view, but with them was another ship. Threyna reflexively tapped into her Inner Throne, listening for heartbeats. The rot crept up her arm, but she sensed no one aboard. There were about a dozen heartbeats inside the temple.

Threyna flicked the oar into the water to splash Ceres. He jolted, nearly launching himself overboard. The canoe rocked, threatening to capsize, but regained its balance.

“Burning Warlocks,” Ceres said.

Threyna nodded in the direction of the ship. “We have company. Could it be the Seers and their acolytes?”

Ceres frowned, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He craned his neck to examine the boat.

It’s too small for the dozen or so people inside.

“The Seers wouldn’t come or flee by sea,” Ceres said. “Could it be your friends?”

Threyna gulped. Tyrus and Erowen. Paxoran knew where they were going. She had expected they’d be chasing her, but she didn’t expect them to beat her here. “Could be.”

Ceres grunted, nudging Zephyrus with his foot. “Wake up.”

Zephyrus bolted upright. Eyes wild, a sheen of sweat covering his brow, his dreams appeared to have been worse than hers.

“You’re okay,” Threyna said. She paused rowing, releasing one hand to reach for him, but he jerked away.

Threyna shuddered, hating how he recoiled from her. “Ceres found you after you fought the Jackals along the river.”

Zephyrus’s brow angled. His nostrils flared as he looked over his shoulder at Ceres.

“We made a deal,” Threyna said.

Zephyrus’s eyes burned a hole through her. “You made a deal.” The tone of Zephyrus’s voice made Threyna’s skin crawl.

Ghosts, what happened to him?

Ceres nodded. “Yeah, I bring you here, and together we fight the Warlock, but once he’s dealt with, I take the Treasures. All three.”

Zephyrus scoured the coastline before returning his stare to her, his jaw clenched. “You’d give them up?”

“For you,” Threyna said. For us, she didn’t.

She hoped it would bring a smile to his lips—that it would soften his brow or reduce the tension that kept his fists clenched between the thwarts. It didn’t.

Zephyrus’s eyes narrowed. “Once, the Treasures were the only things that mattered to you. Why now? Why not then?”

Threyna balked. Her throat went dry, and her stomach fell through the bottom of the canoe to sink like steel to the bottom of the sea. She stammered, attempting to form words, but none succeeded.

Did he remember the truth? Does he know what I did?

They didn’t move. Aside from the swaying canoe and the tides drifting them closer to the Isle of Fate’s shore, nothing stirred as they remained in a deadlocked stare.

“What do you mean?” Threyna asked, hoping against hope that her worst fears were all in her head, that he didn’t know—would never know.

“I didn’t remember,” Zephyrus said. “Maybe I didn’t want to. You poisoned us. You stole our memories. You planted the note to the king to send Patrus and me on a fool’s errand.”

It was worse than she thought. Threyna shook her head. “Zephyrus, let me expla—”

“Patrus is dead!” Zephyrus’s voice boomed across the ocean, echoing off the mountains.

Ceres tried to quiet him, but Zephyrus shrugged him off, his sights locked on Threyna.

A knot formed in Threyna’s throat, more suffocating than the rot in her veins. “I know, Zephyrus. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I was wrong. But Paxoran, he—”

Zephyrus stabbed his finger at her. “We both know Paxoran only shows you the way to the things you want. You. You’re the one who made the choice.”

If the truth were a blade, Zephyrus punched it into Threyna’s heart. The dream she’d had, even the lie of it, vanished. Only death, pain, and guilt remained.

She hung her head. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice barely a squeak. But no words could turn back time. No apology would undo all the wrongs she’d done.

Ceres cleared his throat. “Hate to break this up, but we’ve got company.”

Two unmistakable figures strode from the temple to the shoreline: Tyrus and Erowen.


Part VII


Chapter 48

A Torch Against the Night

Laeden XIII

Stockhelm

Plans were in place, but Laeden took little solace in that. After all, plans were made to be broken, and it wouldn’t take much to make this one go awry. Sweat coated his brow and dampened his back as he and Markus dragged a heavy wooden pillar before the northern gate to bar the encroaching Salmantics.

“This has got to be your worst plan ever,” Markus said as he heaved the pillar into place.

They didn’t have the numbers to hold House Arux. Only a couple dozen brave, foolish, or infirm souls remained. Much of their number accompanied Vykinallia, Lenara, Iberion, and the other leaders of the Fallen, divided into small groups. Laeden hoped while Iberion led the vanguard to distract Brusos’s force to the south, the other smaller parties would be able to slip through the cracks between Salmantica’s approaching army and Brusos’s standing trap.

Laeden wiped the sweat dripping from his nose. “If they storm the walls, we’ve done our job. We just need the walls to hold to buy the others time.”

They made their way back inside the barracks to join the others in the courtyard where they were outfitting their defenses.

Pushing through the door to the barracks, Markus bit his lip. “Do you think Kherus and the others will be able to take Northridge? That the Uprising can overtake House Brusos?”

Laeden thumbed his nose. “They’ll have a better chance than staying and dying.”

Markus cleared his throat, giving Laeden a side-eyed glance as they ascended the stairs to return to the villa. “I was hoping you had a plan to get us out of here before that happened.”

Quickening his stride, Laeden’s feet scuffed the marble floor. Still stained with blood from when the Fallen had taken House Arux by force, this villa would see more death before the day was done.

“I do,” Laeden said, “I’m just not sure it’s going to work.” He hadn’t intended for Markus to stay. He didn’t presume to survive the night. His plan wasn’t to save everyone; it was to preserve the Fallen, to retake Northridge, and keep the rebellion against Salmantica alive. Everything else was a gamble.

My life is not worth more than anyone else’s. But can I condemn Markus to die as well?

He couldn’t order anyone to stay and die. Aside from Markus, Aponius, and himself, only the injured who knew they would hinder the escape of others remained. He wished Markus hadn’t stayed behind, that he joined Kherus, the Ridge Knights, Aurellia, Joru, and the other freedpeople who volunteered to return to Valtarcia. But Markus, ever the fool, even when he disagreed with Laeden, remained by his side.

He patted Markus on the shoulder. “We just have to survive long enough for them to realize they’ve been tricked.”

Markus nodded. “You think we can do it?”

Laeden had his doubts. The Fallen took House Arux with fifty fighters, barely armed. Damascus marched with an army of steel-clad knights and Atonus Allos’s Lions. Thinking would do Laeden no good. If they were going to survive, they would need more than clever tactics, but sometimes leadership meant lying.

Oh, Iylea. If you can hear me, I need your help.

Laeden stopped before the door that exited out into the courtyard where the rest of their meager defenders prepared. He met Markus’s eyes. “I believe we can do this.”

Markus bit his lip and nodded.

With a shove, Laeden opened the door. The orange light of the setting sun spilled into the villa, casting long shadows that stretched behind Laeden and Markus. The others awaiting them in the courtyard limped and hobbled to form a semicircle at the foot of the stairs.

Gensus stood front and center, a feverish sweat beading on his forehead. “We’re ready.”

Beside him, Aponius wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve. “Everything’s in place on the south, east, and west walls.”

“Very good,” Laeden said. “Any more oil?”

Gensus winced as he repositioned himself to address the others in the courtyard. “Oil?”

All scarred and bandaged, nursing one wound or another, their small group looked between each other. Some had been with the Fallen for a short while, but most were the laborers Laeden had liberated from the shipyard. They weren’t soldiers. They didn’t know the first thing about how to wield a sword, let alone the nuance of formations or battle strategies.

When shrugs and shaken heads were the only responses to Gensus’s question, Laeden took matters into his own hands. “Search the villa, the barracks—everywhere. Bring anything flammable to the north wall, and hurry. We haven’t much time.”

The sky was more purple than orange by the time they returned to the courtyard. After draping the north wall with linens from the villa and lining the base with hay from the stables, Laeden addressed his ragtag group of dead men yet to fall. They held torches against the approaching night, awaiting his orders.

“No one will sing songs about us,” Laeden said. “No one will remember our deaths, and no one will care for how we lived before this night. Everything we believe in, every principle we uphold, every cause we support—they will not survive the night.”

Markus glanced sidelong at Laeden, nudging him with his elbow, but it was the truth. And this truth they needed to hear. Laeden lifted his finger to the sky, but stared into the long faces bathed in torchlight.

“We are surrounded,” Laeden said. “The Salmantic army marches from the west, Brusos from the south, and Horus from the east, all to ensure that you and your beliefs die tonight. Our worst fears will come to pass… If…”

He let the word hang between them like smoke on a windless night. “If we fail to hold this ground. If we fail to outlast the night. We will let the kingdom that’s already taken everything from us write an end to our story. But this is not where it ends! Is it?”

“No!” Gensus, Markus, and Aponius shouted, though they were the only ones.

Laeden paced the ground between the injured defenders of the former Arux ludus. “Here, where countless of your brothers and sisters were condemned to lives of enslavement and deaths of the cruelest variety, here where men lauded over your people and spilled their blood, here we will defend as if it is sacred ground. Because if we don’t keep their eyes on us, the Fallen will not reach the Hylan. Their mission, their dream to reclaim Stockhelm and free the Celestic people, will fall if we cannot hold. If we cannot hold, the Ridge Knights will not make it back to Valtarcia. They will never usurp Duke Horus and install a government for the people founded on honor and justice.”

The freedpeople’s heads began to nod. No longer did their chins droop. Hard lines formed around their jaws. Their brows narrowed in defiance of their impending deaths.

Laeden drew his sword. “If we hold these four walls—if we keep the enemy at bay long enough for our allies to survive—then our beliefs, traditions, and principles will live on. We hold the villa, and they will remember us. They will tell the tales of our lives. They will sing songs of our valor, and our deaths will have meant something. Will you fight for them?”

The gathered assortment of people—from Ridge Knights to freedpeople, and Salmantic deserters to traitors of the crown—erupted with cheers that rose to the purple twilight sky. Steel, gripped in fists, punched the air.

There was no king without a kingdom, and there’s no kingdom without its people. Though their coalition was fractured, their cause had never been more united.

“They can have the walls,” Laeden said, “but we will keep the ludus!”

With their meager defenses in place, Laeden waved the poor excuse for an army inside the villa, leaving Laeden, Markus, Gensus, and Aponius in the courtyard. The moment the majority of their force took shelter inside, the horns and drums of the encroaching Salmantics sounded.

The thrum echoed off the villa’s walls, its depth booming through Laeden’s chest, rattling his ribs. The pit in his stomach sank to the ground and spread like a fissure, ready to swallow him whole.

Markus ran to the wooden pillars of their first line of defense and peered through the cracks in the wall. When he turned back toward them, his face was pale. “They’re here.”

Laeden clamped his teeth shut to prevent them from chattering. He steadied his breath, looking at the falcon of House Faire tattooed into the belly of his forearm. It didn’t give him the strength it once did. Instead, he inclined his gaze to the sky.

Iylea… If you can hear me, watch over me. If you can’t, watch over Zephyrus. Watch over Vykinallia. I love you.

“Let them come,” Laeden said, plucking a torch from a sconce on the column outside the villa’s entryway. He nodded for Gensus and Aponius to do the same. “Once they unsheathe their steel, set fire to the walls.”


Chapter 49

The Hill

Vykinallia IX

Stockhelm

Vykinallia backpedaled as House Arux shrank in the distance. As the setting sun cast a long shadow in her wake, she only hoped that shadow didn’t descend on Laeden, his plan, or their collective fate. She was leaving Laeden, her brother, and the infirm who remained behind as a distraction, a ploy… a sacrifice.

I brought them here, and now they’ll die here.

Falcos had played her. Used her. And now the means of the Fallen’s destruction encroached on their last known location. Laeden would hold House Arux for as long as he could, but what hope did he stand? Iberion’s odds fared little better. Charging Brusos’s force with a few dozen men was a different kind of death sentence.

All so we can have a chance at reaching House Brusos.

“Best not to delay,” Cerik said, gripping her forearm with a gentle firmness.

Vykinallia exhaled her held breath. “I thought Falcos believed in this. In us.”

Jechtaric snorted. “You should know better than to trust anything out of House Brusos.”

Vykinallia met the scarred former gladiator’s sharp-toothed grin. “I suppose you’re right.” She took one last look at House Arux, hoping this wouldn’t be the last time she’d see those inside its paltry walls.

She, Jechtaric, and Cerik followed Lenara’s force west to ford the Crystal River downstream from where the Salmantic army crossed the bridge. If they were lucky, they’d be able to sneak between the trap set for them to the south and the encroaching army from the west. Chasing the setting sun, the rolling hills of the Stockhelm countryside were both a gift and a curse; while it concealed their travel, it also didn’t allow them to see their enemies.

By the time they reached the Crystal River, the sky was a burning purple, and though their journey by night would keep them hidden, they couldn’t afford to slow their pace. They followed the river until it was narrow and slow enough to wade through.

Though she had been intent to bring up the rear to watch for signs of scouts at their backs, the nearer Vykinallia came to her old home, the more her anxiety crept up the back of her neck to settle on her shoulders. As the front of their procession began to cross the river, Vykinallia, with Jechtaric and Cerik following close behind, couldn’t contain the length of her strides. Making her way to the riverbed where Lenara and Sinion were waving people through, Vykinallia cleaved through the masses. She forged through the river, bounded up the riverbed, and surged toward House Brusos.

The silhouette of the ludus, carved into the Hylan Mountains, stood stark against the night sky. Bathed in moonlight, the home she was raised in called to her like a beacon. It wasn’t long ago that she thought House Cassius was blessed, but with her father dead, her mother trapped under Brusos’s thumb, and her brother prepared to die to allow her to reclaim their former home, she knew the truth of the matter. They were all cursed. Every house in New Rheynia was set to fall. Built on a foundation of slavery, what society could hope to stand?

Weighed down by her wet clothes from the river, with her feet squelching through her boots, her anxiety morphed to anger. Not just anger with society, Brusos’s treachery, or Damascus’s cruelty, but the fact that she was party to all of it. She had thought herself a good person, but she’d seen the light. Her anger was with Nallia Cassius.

I killed Nallia at House Arux. She felt the scarred flesh of her brand. V for Vykinallia.

Allowing the memory of Zephyrus’s voice to whisper her name, her true name, she closed her eyes. She marched to House Brusos not just as a member of the Fallen, hoping to keep their cause alive. Not just as a woman cowed beneath the rule of men, fighting for survival, but as a slave, bound in the shackles she placed upon herself.

Break the chains.

By the time the torches of House Brusos came into view, the night had swallowed the last remnants of dusk. They needed to take the mountain villa quickly in case Laeden’s plans faltered or Damascus’s forces realized the Fallen had slipped through.

With their plans in place, their force divided, and an army on their heels, there was no time for speeches. The bulk of the Fallen, mostly those without skill wielding a sword, marched on the front entrance, while the mages and skilled fighters divided. Some took the lowland path up to the training square, while the others flanked to enter through the stables.

Brusos’s guards sounded the alarm and prepared their defenses, causing the nausea to rise in Vykinallia’s throat. It came the same as it had before attacking Arux’s ludus or the Valtarcian shipyard, but she swallowed it down.

“Good luck,” Lenara said. “We’re counting on you.”

Vykinallia nodded. She would drive the dagger through the heart of Brusos’s defense and take down Damascus’s hold over Stockhelm. As the Fallen moved to their own purposes, Vykinallia waved Jechtaric, Cerik, Sett, Dankar, and Unari around the outskirts of the villa’s grounds toward the Hill.

The hike up the Hylans was a favored form of punishment for unruly gladiators. Forced to scale the steep, crumbling sandstone in direct sunlight, the ascent required the gladiators to seize handfuls of the Lovers’ Dream flowers that sprouted along the mountain range, despite the toxin in its thorns. But the apex of the Hill provided their entry to the tallest of the towers etched into the Hylans.

“Just like old times, eh?” Jechtaric said once they arrived at the base. “Back at House Cassius, climbing the Hill. If Lenox shows up, it’ll really be a real party.”

“If Zephyrus would show up, we wouldn’t have needed to leave the others,” Cerik said.

Vykinallia stiffened at the mention of his name. How she wished he would come. His abilities as a fighter, a leader, and a symbol would inspire hope amongst the fearful, but she knew such a thing was impossible.

“Zephyrus isn’t coming,” Vykinallia said, addressing her gathered few. She tore a strip of fabric from her tunic beneath her leather jerkin and began wrapping her hands, nodding for the others to do the same. “No one is coming. We are the Fallen’s only chance. If we do not claim this ludus before the army returns over that bridge, we’re done. Dead or worse.”

A razor-thin smile accompanied Unari’s sharp glare as she wrapped her palms. “Then let us take from them what they took from us.”

“For Invinius Auros,” Sett said, securing his hand dressings.

“For Patrus,” Dankar added, pressing his covered knuckles together.

“For Auron, Fenyx, and all enslaved within,” Cerik said.

“Burn me,” Jechtaric said. “For my own ass.”

Vykinallia’s group of gentle killers laughed, but time was of the essence, and no moment could be wasted.

For Zephyrus. “Let’s go.”

Vykinallia climbed the Hill as quickly as she could, but Jechtaric and Cerik soon overtook her. No stranger to the punishing ascent, they led the way up on all fours, guided by moonlight. Shouts echoed off of the Hylans as the freedpeople stormed the villa from all angles. She doubted any would get through; even a few guards could secure the choke points.

But they’ll never see us coming.

As they ascended, the path grew steeper, and they became more reliant on the barbed stems of the poisonous flowers. If not for her wraps, Vykinallia had no doubt she’d be dizzy from the thorns’ toxins.

“A kindness,” her father had said when Zephyrus was sent to the Hill after Lenox attacked him. The memory made her sick, but the fatigue in her thighs, the “V” on her chest, and the sword at her belt brought her closer to Zephyrus than she’d ever been, even when she held him in her arms.

The cries echoing off the sandstone grew louder as the desperation to get inside mounted. They were running out of time. Pushing through the burning of her calves, she crested the Hill.

The adjacent tower had a west-facing window, and as Vykinallia expected, it was unguarded. Only a leap away… Though the divide was larger than Vykinallia had remembered.

Storm inside. Open the exit to the stables. Take control of the atrium and let the others in.

“Not all at once,” Jechtaric said as the others looked at the jagged drop in the space between the structure and the mountain it was carved from. Jechtaric removed the linen wrappings around his palms and took a few steps back, shaking his hands out. He took a deep breath, and with a running start, he charged the precipice. Flying from the hilltop, Jechtaric extended his arms, reaching for the base of the tower’s conical roof. He fell through the air.

Vykinallia’s stomach lurched. He’s not going to make it.

His fingers grasped the stone lip of the windowsill. He caught himself, his feet against the wall like a cat climbing a tree. He hauled himself up and swung his leg through the window. Once both feet were firmly on solid ground, he dusted himself off and beckoned for the next.

Vykinallia remained fixed to the top of the Hill.

Sett exchanged a glance with Dankar. “We shoulda just broke the front door down.”

Unari shoved them apart. “You know the way down.”

Following Jechtaric’s trajectory, Unari launched herself through the air. With a grace as if this wasn’t the first tower she’d scaled, she caught the window’s lip. Jechtaric hoisted her by the wrists to bring her inside.

“I won’t make that,” Dankar said. “No chance.”

Vykinallia understood the fears of the two burly former blacksmiths. At half their size, she wasn’t confident that she wouldn’t end up in the black abyss below.

“You?” Sett asked Cerik.

Cerik, at least a decade younger than Sett and Dankar, was of a similar size. With a deep exhale, he tore the linens from his palms. Without a word, Cerik scuffed the ground and charged toward the tower. At the last possible moment, he leapt, soaring through the air.

One hand latched onto the windowsill, but the rest of him crashed into the tower wall.

Vykinallia shuddered.

His legs swayed over the drop, but he held fast. Jechtaric wrapped both hands around his wrist and heaved until Cerik’s other hand found purchase on the window’s ledge. Together, with Unari’s help, the bruiser climbed in through the window. Only then did Vykinallia allow herself to breathe.

With Sett and Dankar electing not to jump, it was up to Vykinallia. Her mouth was bone dry, but her palms were slick with perspiration. Excuses and reasons why the others didn’t need her flooded her mind, but she could justify none of them. She couldn’t let them go on without her. She needed to be there. She needed to open the front doors and let her people—the people she chose to be her people—inside.

This was my home. A place of slavery and cruelty. But it will be a bastion of freedom. Just beyond this leap…

Vykinallia grit her teeth. She tossed her linens to the ground, but a gentle breeze carried them into the canyon between the top of the Hill and the Westernmost wall of the ludus.

The winds are with me. The Judges are with me…

She pawed the ground and rubbed at her elbow where Zephyrus had healed her. She let out her held breath and ran for the ledge. Keeping her eyes on the window where Jechtaric and Cerik beckoned her, she leapt.

The moment she was airborne, the emptiness beneath her yawned open like a maw wishing to engulf her. She extended her arms for the windowsill, but her momentum was dying. Her eyes widened. She reached as far as she could, but her arms ran out of length. Panic seized her as the window fell away and gravity opened its waiting arms to drag her back down to earth.

Her shoulder jerked as pressure closed around her wrist. Her momentum yanked her downward, but she was no longer falling. She looked up to see Jechtaric’s scarred face above her, half his body suspended from the window with both hands grasped around her arm.

“You’re as crazy as I am,” Jechtaric said with a grin that only an insane person could bear while hanging from a window.

Cerik and Unari hauled Jechtaric up through the window, Vykinallia still in his grasp. Vykinallia didn’t breathe until she planted her feet on the solid stone of the tower floor, but she didn’t let go of Jechtaric.

Instead, she hugged him. “Chimera’s breath, thank you, Jechtaric.”

He hugged her back. “Jecht,” he whispered. “Friends call me Jecht.”

Vykinallia gave him a squeeze. “Jecht… Gratitude.” Stifling the emotion of just how much that meant, she released him and turned back to Sett and Dankar. “Join the others at the door to the barracks. We’ll open that door first.”

The blacksmith brothers nodded, disappearing from view, leaving Vykinallia, Jecht, Cerik, and Unari to their purpose. Her thoughts drifted to Laeden defending a ludus they didn’t need from Damascus’s wrath and Iberion fighting a battle he could never win against Brusos.

It was up to her to make sure their distractions, their sacrifices, were worth it. The burden didn’t fall on those pounding on the door to the atrium, those attempting to force their way through the entrance by the stables, or those attacking the barracks—it fell on the four of them. If they didn’t open the doors, even if Laeden and Iberion bought them all the time in the world, Damascus’s army would realize that Vykinallia and the bulk of the Fallen had slipped past and would come for them. If they were caught between Damascus’s army and the walls of her former ludus, they’d be crushed like a bent blade between a hammer and an anvil.

There can’t be many inside, but still—four against how many?

The odds didn’t matter. They couldn’t afford such luxuries. Win or die, this was their only option.

Looking around the tower, it had seemed years since she’d last been here in her own home. Mere weeks in actuality, but a lifetime had come and gone in that span. House Cassius was gone. Nallia Cassius was gone.

“Be what the Judges intended you to be.”

She unsheathed her sword. Cerik drew his mace from where it was strapped to his hip, and Jecht his short spear.

“Everyone is relying on us,” Vykinallia said. “The survival of the Fallen is dependent on—”

The tower door swung open. A guard in the black-and-white surcoat of House Brusos had his hand on the knob.

“Remain in here until—” The guard’s voice cut short as he met Vykinallia’s gaze. Stupefied, the two of them only stared. Time stood still, but in that precious moment, Vykinallia’s eyes betrayed her because what they saw didn’t make sense.

No, he can’t be here. He and his men are holding the south.

Behind the guard, the unmistakable thin lips, pale blue eyes, and close-cropped black hair belonged to only one man, the snake that likely killed her father to take the Chancellorship and Dukedom of Stockhelm for himself—Ebron Brusos.

Vykinallia’s blood boiled, but a cold sweat dampened her brow.

If he’s here, how many more are too?

In spite of the odds stacking higher against them, Vykinallia reared back her sword, and, with a shout that shook the tower walls, she thrust her gladius at the white-and-black serpent coiled around the guard’s breast.


Chapter 50

The Harbinger

Fenyx VI

Stockhelm

With the brothers condemned to the cells, Auron silenced by death’s disgrace, and the guards content to let him wallow upon the palus, hunger and dehydration were Fenyx’s only company. He had run out of sweat to drip down his scalp, and his stomach growled like a ferocious beast on the prowl, but he ignored the presence of looming defeat.

This torture was temporary. His time would come. Odetta prophesied it. Brusos declared it; Fenyx, regardless of his stubbornness, would be Champion. Perhaps not the Champion he thought, but one all the same.

Despite the limited view of the half-finished stone wall lining the wooden barricades of the training square, Fenyx’s view of the Sentinels and guards was unobstructed. Whatever was happening beyond the smoky haze of the horizon, the men loyal to House Brusos were preparing. Guards in black and white joined Sentinels in gray and blue and black-clad soldiers decorated with golden lions as they marched east, the sun at their backs.

Fenyx attempted to massage moisture into his tongue, but to no avail. The Burning within him was gone, replaced by the sun’s eternal oppression. His skin was scorched, his eyes dry, and his mouth tasted of the medicus’s swabs, but something different, something new, had awoken in him—a patience, a calm, a peacefulness he’d never known. But the thirst for blood, vengeance, and the desire to prove himself worthy of whatever Champion the Gods ordained him to be was alive and well.

It gave him the stomach to endure the crows and vultures pecking strips of Auron’s ruined flesh from his bones. The defiance not to call for the guards with his weak and hoarse voice.

I will endure. I will be reforged.

He repeated the mantra until the Gods were ready to raise him from the ashes.

The sun had begun to set beyond the Hylan Peaks before the door to the barracks creeped open. Nortus’s hairy mug poked out beyond the entryway before Odetta slipped past, a carafe clutched within her grasp. Nortus disappeared and closed the door behind her. Odetta eyed the balcony and the half-walled-off gate that exited the training square to the east. With no one in sight, Odetta approached Fenyx with hurried steps.

As she neared, her lips pursed, and her face soured as her eyes drifted to what was left of Auron. Swallowing with difficulty, she lifted the carafe to Fenyx’s lips.

The wine stung his cracked lips and felt more like poison than sustenance as it trickled down his throat. Once, Fenyx would have refused wine in lieu of water, but thirsty as he was, he was in no position to make requests. Without the nightly rains, he imagined wine was easier to come by than water.

Once he had drunk his fill, she dabbed his lower lip with her thumb and cupped his burnt cheek in her hand.

“It’s nearly time,” Odetta said.

“Time for what?” Fenyx’s words grated against his raw throat, and he barely recognized the sound of his own voice.

“Your ascent,” Odetta said. Her mint eyes searched him beneath the surface and seemingly beyond this present moment.

Fenyx shook his head. He wanted to ask her a dozen different questions but didn’t believe his eviscerated vocal cords would tolerate the effort.

“How?”

Odetta shrugged, tilting her head to the side. “I don’t know, but you are where you need to be, exactly when you must.”

She lifted the carafe to Fenyx’s lips again, and he drank. The acidic liquid sloshed around his empty stomach. A slight vertigo tinged his focus as the effects of the wine went straight to his head. She inclined her eyes to the sun sinking in the western sky behind him, her smooth skin reflecting its orange light.

“Apologies,” she said, casting a glance at Auron and wrinkling her nose. “I couldn’t let you deliver me to the domina.”

Fenyx nearly choked on the half-swallowed wine, his cough chafing his sore throat.

Seer.

That was the only way she could have known his intentions.

“I warned you,” Odetta said. “But all will be as it should. You will ascend. You will be Champion of the One True God, and you will usher in the age of a new world.”

Fenyx’s heart hammered through his ribs and against the palus at his back. “When?”

She looked to the door of the barracks. “Soon.” She returned her gaze to him, again stroking his cheek. “I would have, you know?”

“Would have what?” Fenyx asked.

“Been your wife. Even if just for a short while.” She smiled, though the sentiment never reached her eyes. Her hand fell away, and the door to the barracks burst open, slamming against the wall.

Fenyx snapped his head in the direction of the two Brusos guards, but Odetta didn’t bother to even glance.

“Time to come dow—” The bearded guard froze upon seeing Odetta.

“You shouldn’t be out here,” the other guard said, his face lined with the scars of old age.

The guards exchanged a glance before the bearded man spoke. “We don’t have time for this. The Uprising—”

“Get her inside,” the older guard said as the two strode over to Fenyx’s palus. “Then get back out here and help me.”

The bearded guard took Odetta by the arm. She didn’t flinch at his touch. She didn’t move. Nor did she when he tugged on her arm. His brown mustache bristled, and he yanked harder, but Odetta might as well have been stone.

Her eyes bored into Fenyx.

“Quit your dawdling,” the older guard said as he took a key from his ring and inserted it into the lock that bound Fenyx to the palus.

“I’m not,” the bearded guard said. “She’s not moving.”

“So move her!”

As the chain slackened around Fenyx’s chest, Odetta’s mint-green eyes hardened before rolling to the back of her skull. She convulsed. The carafe in her hands fell from her grasp and sank into the sands, spilling blood-colored wine down her white linen shift.

With the same raspy depth she had spoken with the night before, Odetta’s voice echoed off the stone walls Fenyx and his brothers had built. “From the depths of hell to glory on high, the chain that connects will no longer bind.”

The guard holding her recoiled. “Mage!”

He drew his sword, but Odetta, ignorant or unconcerned by his actions, continued, staring at him through the whites of her eyes.

“When rain does not fall and crops do not rise, the Harbinger has come. The Age of the End is nigh.”

“Stop her!”

Before Fenyx could cry out, the guard drove his blade through Odetta’s side. It erupted out the other, spattering Fenyx.

“No!” Fenyx shouted.

Only then did Odetta’s mint-green eyes return to Fenyx’s. The guard tore his sword free. Odetta staggered, hands reaching to keep her eviscerated guts from spilling out. Gore soaked either side of the wine stain.

The chain that draped around Fenyx unraveled around him, falling in a ring to the sands. Fenyx dropped to all fours.

The guard who had released him wheeled on Odetta, drawing his sword and thrusting it through her chest in one swift motion.

Odetta’s eyes went wide before the lids drew heavy, and she fell backwards, leaving the guard’s blade slick with dark blood.

“No!” Fenyx exploded with fury.

Something beyond the Burning—more ravenous, more carnal—awoke within him. But unlike the Burning’s blind bloodlust, this was personal. Not just against this man for stabbing Odetta, not just against the Sentinels, the guards, the Rheynians, the Valencians, the Uprising, but everyone. For too long he had denied the Burning, but now, he would unleash this new beast.

The Hate within him throbbed, wishing death, personal death, on everyone. No one was immune. No one was protected. Everyone had wronged him. And everyone would repay the debt he was owed, starting with Brusos’s guards.

He seized the older guard from behind, his wrists and ankles still bound by chains. Wrapping the links around the guard’s throat, Fenyx yanked backwards and wrapped the chain around a second time. The guard gagged, releasing his sword to pry at the chain biting into his neck. The bearded guard, standing over Odetta as she writhed in the bloodstained sand, advanced on Fenyx.

Beard attempted to flank Fenyx, but Fenyx moved with him, keeping the strangled guard between them.

“Guards!” shouted Beard. “Help!”

The gagging guard within his clutches struggled to breathe. His hands and feet thrashed and flailed like a fish on dry land, but Fenyx held.

“Call your friends.” Fenyx’s voice was raw and ruined, unrecognizable to his own ears. “You two will not suffice.”

Fenyx strained against the chains, pulling tighter and tighter. The links tore into the guard’s flesh, drawing blood from his neck and purpling his cheeks. The bearded guard seemed content to watch his fellow die while he waited for reinforcements.

Coward. I hate cowards.

Fenyx wrenched, breaking the guard’s windpipe. He unraveled the chain around his throat and shoved the limp body at Beard. He caught his fellow, but that was his mistake. Fenyx advanced with short steps, ankles bound. As the strangled guard fell to the sands, his brother in arms struck at Fenyx.

Fenyx caught the blade in his manacles and wrapped the chain around it. With both hands, he torqued the sword free from the guard’s grasp and sent him tumbling to the ground. His half helm spilled to the sands, and Fenyx climbed on top of the downed guard. He raised both fists high and slammed them into the guard’s bearded face.

Bones broke, cartilage crunched, and the Hate fueled Fenyx. His fists rose and fell again and again until blood and gore replaced the features of a face.

The door to the barracks swung open, and four more guards poured out, swords and torches before them.

Sitting atop two dead guards, Fenyx’s scowl split into a sinister grin.

The guards surrounded him, swords drawn, but Fenyx was already on his feet, a discarded sword in hand.

“Come then,” Fenyx yelled.

The guards advanced as one, using their torches as a weapon just as much as their swords. Such a tactic would have sent Fenyx reeling once, but the Hate cared not for fear. He stepped into the nearest guard’s outstretched torch and hacked down on the guard’s wrist. The hand and the torch fell to the sands as the guard’s scream rose to the heavens.

Fenyx shouldered the handless guard out of the way and with a spinning slash clanged into another guard’s half helm, knocking him off his feet.

Fenyx lurched aside from a swipe, blocked a slash from the opposite direction, and stabbed the downed guard through the breast. The handless guard rejoined the fray, but with too much zeal and not enough skill. As he charged in, Fenyx tore his blade free from the downed guard and thrust it up into the handless guard’s belly. The guard’s eyes widened. Fenyx twisted the blade and ripped upwards through the breastbone. As he went limp, Fenyx shoved him into the next.

“You need more men!” Fenyx shouted despite the soreness in his throat.

The two remaining guards stepped around their fallen comrades, glancing at one another. They were no match for Fenyx. He knew it. They knew it. Even on their best days and Fenyx’s worst, the Hate within would not let him fall.

“Call for reinforcements,” Fenyx said, the links of the chain connecting his ankles clinking as he advanced. “Bring me a challenge.”

One guard glanced at the door to the barracks. Whether he wished for his salvation to come from beyond it or he desired to be behind the protection of it, he was a coward. In his momentary distraction, Fenyx jumped forward with both feet, closing the distance too quickly for the guard to bring his sword up in time. Fenyx’s edge bit into the side of the coward’s neck, spilling him to the ground.

The other guard backed away.

Fenyx could taste his fear. The flickering torch illuminated the craven’s quivering brow. The sand behind his heels ebbed from his weight transfer. He was already dead.

The door to the barracks swung open again. The clamor of the shouting gladiators erupted from the barracks as two more guards emerged in the doorway. They hesitated.

Cries filled the night air as shadows climbed up the half-reinforced walls of the training square.

The Uprising.

“Get in! Get in!” shouted a guard in the doorway.

The man before Fenyx spun in the sands, turning his back to Fenyx.

“Cowards!” Fenyx shouted.

He hurled the sword end over end. It sank between the shoulder blades of the runaway guard, sending him sputtering to the ground.

As shadows poured over the walls, flooding into the training square, the two remaining guards in the doorway yanked the door shut. Fenyx charged for the door as fast as his chained legs would allow, but the Uprising’s fodder threw themselves against the door before he could get there.

Fenyx’s breath came dry and arrhythmic, not from fatigue, but fury. More and more of the Uprising’s fighters surged past him, paying him no mind. They ignored the bodies on the ground: six guards and one slave girl. They didn’t notice Auron suspended from the palus, or, if they did, they didn’t care.

After a fight, the Burning would typically leave him, sated for a time. But now, the Hate only grew. He turned to the mismatched, leather-clad backs of the Uprising’s fighters, throwing themselves against the walls of the ludus as if they could tear the mountain fortress down with desire.

Stupid. Foolish. Pointless.

Fenyx hated them as much as the guards on the other side of the wall.

“Peace,” a voice echoed in Fenyx’s mind. “Your war against slavers and slaves matters not. Such pursuits will not bring you what you want. What you deserve.”

Fenyx bit his dry lip. “You are the one Odetta spoke of?”

“Yes. I am Paxoran.” The voice in his mind echoed as if reverberating off the walls within his skull.

“You told her I would be reforged,” Fenyx said.

“A Champion of the Gods, yes.”

“Why should I be your Champion?” Fenyx snarled, searching the sky as if a face would appear from it. “The Gods have done nothing but piss on me.”

More and more fighters of the Uprising flowed over the wall, filling the training square, but despite their battle cries, they did nothing to drown out the God’s voice in his mind.

“There is a corruption amongst the Gods,” Paxoran said. “Wicked Gods who rob those deserving of glory to ingratiate themselves. I will put an end to them, but I need you to succeed where all before you have failed.”

Glory.

Fenyx had already promised himself he would not remain unmade; when he was offered another chance—his reforging—he would take it. This was that chance.

“What do you ask of me?” Fenyx asked.

“To do what you do best,” Paxoran said. “Kill. Kill the Gods.”

“I do this, and you will reforge me?” Fenyx asked.

“Follow my instructions and you will be a God among men. A legend for the ages. I will make you into an idol that will never fade from this world, to be glorified for all time.”

Glory beyond blood and sand. Beyond the test of time. Fenyx nodded. “Tell me.”


Chapter 51

Sacrifice

Threyna IX

Stockhelm

Threyna focused on Tyrus’s red-scale eye and the scratch marks she’d made around it. The scale held the key to his defeat, but she could feel Zephyrus staring daggers into her back after rediscovering the truth of her treachery.

With the tides drawing them closer to the shore where Tyrus and Erowen approached, there was no time for Threyna to explain, to make amends. As if reading her mind, Ceres spoke, though she didn’t dare look away from Tyrus and Erowen.

“You got stuff to sort out,” Ceres said, low enough that only she and Zephyrus could hear, “I get it. But the three of us, together—that was the deal. You wanna tear each other apart afterwards, fine by me. But we fight them together.”

Zephyrus grunted, but it wasn’t clear if that was a confirmation to Ceres’s words, or a threat aimed at Threyna.

“Ghosts, I’m sorry, Zephyrus. Just let me make it up to—”

Not knowing or caring for his inopportune timing, Tyrus spoke, the dagger wound to his cheek slurring his speech. “It seems you’re sharing with everyone but me.” Tyrus eyed Zephyrus and the Orsion Cloak about his neck. “Three of us, but there can only be one Wielder.”

A dread climbed Threyna’s neck, filling her ears with a voice she’d hoped never to hear again. As if listening through a wall, Threyna overheard Paxoran’s voice in Tyrus’s head.

“Kill them. Kill them all. Then with all three Treasures, we will destroy what is here and rebuild from the ashes a new world.”

Threyna shook her head. Fear constricted the back of her throat. The powerlessness he exerted over her returned. Though the rot didn’t spread as it had when he demanded she consume Zephyrus, it might as well have. She found herself rooted to the canoe’s seat, frozen with her hands on the oars, as helpless as she’d ever felt under the Skeleton King’s gaze.

“He’s using you,” Threyna said to Tyrus.

His red-scale eye glimmered in the light of the dying sun. If he heard her, he didn’t care.

“Give me the Treasures,” Tyrus said. “Or I will pry them from your corpses.”

Even without Paxoran’s influence, convincing Tyrus of a nonviolent solution would be a near impossibility. With Paxoran speaking in Tyrus’s ear, Threyna would be more likely to team up with the Skeleton King than find a peaceful resolution.

As the canoe rode the waves into shore, Tyrus took off his black cloak, revealing the Aeryean Armor beneath. As if molded to his sculpted physique, it appeared to be forged specifically for him. A ball of orange flame formed in each of Erowen’s hands.

Ceres slipped his arms free of his cloak, and Zephyrus positioned himself in a crouch, ready to spring into action. Threyna searched for the words that could stop this fight before it began, but they were nowhere to be found, if they existed at all. Whether to smooth things over with Zephyrus or Tyrus, it was too little, too late.

Before she could speak, Erowen hurled the balls of fire at the canoe. Zephyrus and Ceres leapt from the boat, each using force magic to propel them onto solid ground in the shallows of the shoreline. Threyna was too slow.

Jarred by Zephyrus and Ceres’s force magic, the canoe rocked. Unable to stabilize herself on her weak ankle, she couldn’t jump free of the canoe. She fell over the side, and the shallow water swallowed her just as Erowen’s fiery blasts exploded above the surface.

Threyna pushed off the loose stone of the silty shore with her good ankle to resurface. Zephyrus fought Tyrus in single combat, his white-and-silver cloak whipping in the wind. Ceres fruitlessly attempted to use his magic against the Warlock.

I told him it wouldn’t work.

Before she could remind him, another blast of fire streaked her way. Threyna threw herself headlong into the water. The flaming bolt struck the surface, heating the swirling tides around her. Reemerging from the rolling waves, Threyna blinked the salt water from her eyes and located Erowen, just in time to duck underneath another swiping blade of magic fire.

Threyna remained underwater, crouching down. She blocked out the shouts above the surface, seeking the solace of her Inner Throne, hoping Tyrus would be too preoccupied to bar her access. Though she could sense it, she couldn’t quite reach it.

Out of time.

Another wave sent her off-balance, the riptide towing her back. Even buoyed by the water, her ankle screamed to protest the unsteady surface and erratic movements. The wave broke upon her, thrashing her under its unyielding strength. Eyes closed, she rolled. Her hands clawed at the ground to discern which way was up.

With a grunt she burst forth from the water. She was further from the shore than before, feet barely touching the ground. The remnants of what was once a canoe fractured; some planks rode the waves to shore, while others were sucked further out to sea.

Zephyrus and Ceres fought against Tyrus, a dance of swords and fists along the sloping sands of the Isle of Fate. Erowen stood knee-deep in the tides, readying another bolt of fire.

“There’s nowhere to go, Threyna,” Erowen said. Her taunting voice cut against the sea’s breeze and the breaking of the waves. Though her left shoulder sagged, injured during their last encounter at The Lion’s Bane Inn, Threyna wasn’t in any condition to contend with her.

If Threyna went to shore, she wouldn’t last a minute. Absent her mobility, and with no place to hide, she would be a liability on land. Out here, at least, Erowen’s fire magic would be negated. But if she remained in the water, and Erowen joined the fight against Zephyrus and Ceres, she would be no help.

They need all three. As long as I have the Vykane Blade, they will come to me.

She didn’t expect Zephyrus to trust her, but she’d be no use to him as a scorched pile of cinders on the beach.

“You can’t be the Wielder without all three,” Threyna shouted. She took a deep breath and sank below the surface, not waiting to see if Erowen took her bait. She swam away from the shore, her ankle throbbing with each kick. After a few strokes, she rose for air and looked back over her shoulder.

Erowen chased her into the water. Threyna continued swimming, deeper out to sea, but intentionally slowed, allowing Erowen to close the distance.

She didn’t want to imagine what Zephyrus was thinking, seeing her leave him again. But she wasn’t leaving. She’d never leave again.

She turned back to the shore. Erowen tore through the water after her, but Threyna focused on the figures fighting on the shoreline. Zephyrus stabbed with his sword, but Tyrus deflected. Ceres slashed, but Tyrus ducked underneath it and countered at Zephyrus with a flurry of blows. While Tyrus and Zephyrus seemed equally matched, Ceres, absent his force magic, didn’t measure up.

Finish Erowen. Finish her quickly. Then take Tyrus’s eye and—

Tyrus blocked Zephyrus’s strike, then sidestepped around him, putting himself between Ceres and Zephyrus. The two advanced on Tyrus at once; Zephyrus stabbed, and Ceres hacked, but at the last moment, Tyrus ducked under Ceres’s blow and deflected Zephyrus’s. Tyrus spun, dropping to a knee, and thrust his sword point through Ceres’s chest.

Threyna gasped.

Ceres put his hand to his breast, but blood gushed from between his fingers. He dropped to his knees and fell face-first into the sand.

Zephyrus shouted, charging to Ceres’s aid, but Erowen’s splashing strokes drew near, reclaiming Threyna’s attention. Threyna grit her teeth and drew the Vykane Blade from its sheath. The sky purpled overhead as the fading light reflected off the water’s surface.

“You’ll never get away from us,” Erowen said, struggling to tread water with one arm before Threyna. Paxoran’s voice echoed her own as she continued. “Too long you believed yourself more than a pawn.” With each word, Paxoran’s voice grew louder, drowning out Erowen’s. “But you are nothing. Despite every divine gift, you’re a disappointment. A failure.”

She ignored Paxoran, speaking instead to the woman before her. “He’s only using you too. It doesn’t have to be this way.”

“Yes it does,” Erowen said, Paxoran’s voice echoing in the background. “It always has been. Since the dawn of time, the strong have commanded the weak. But once we have the Treasures, the Warlocks will become the strong. We will have the power, the control to set the world the way we want it. And who will stand against us?”

“The Skeleton King,” Threyna said. “The Arcane Templar, the New Rheynian lords—everyone will rise against you. Don’t you get it?”

The Vykane Blade felt heavy in her hand as she tread water. Erowen was a few strokes beyond striking distance.

“It can’t be about that,” Threyna said. “Strength and power are relative, but control is an illusion.”

Her powers had only ever brought her trouble. She thought she wanted control over it, but the more she harnessed its strength, the more desperate it made her, and the more it enslaved her. In the end, she’d chosen the illusion of control over trusting others.

Erowen swam closer, teeth bared. Her hand rose from the water, fingertips glowing a bright orange that stood stark against the night as dusk swallowed the purple twilight.

“Erowen, please,” Threyna said. “Paxoran, the God you’re listening to, murdered the Judges. I don’t know why, but if I had to guess, it’s because he’s afraid of the same things we are: someone else being in charge. Someone else dictating the way of the world, stealing all we hold dear and forcing us to live in fear.”

Erowen’s magic fire blossomed in her palm.

It wasn’t getting through to her.

“Even if you succeed, how long before the ‘weak’ rise against you? How long before you become the very thing you’ve dedicated your life to tearing down?”

Erowen snarled. “Like you’re any different?” She pumped her upper body out of the water and hurled the handheld blaze at Threyna.

She took in a short breath and dove. Blackness surrounded her. Erowen’s fire magic plunged into the sea, hissing, steaming, and heating the water around her. Threyna kicked, reaching for Erowen with her free hand, the Vykane Blade poised to strike in the other.

Her fist closed around Erowen’s cloak and wrenched. She yanked Erowen below the water’s surface and towards her blade as she stabbed the magic sword at Erowen’s midsection. Erowen turned. Threyna thrust past her. Erowen seized Threyna’s hand about the hilt, grappling her for control over the Treasure.

Bubbles blew out their pursed lips as they wrestled for the blade. Erowen twisted Threyna’s wrist, but she maintained control over the sword. The edge sliced Erowen’s forearm, drawing tendrils of blood to darken the swirling water.

Threyna squeezed the knot she’d made at Erowen’s collar, digging her knuckles into her windpipe. The bubbles escaped Erowen’s lips at a faster rate than Threyna’s, but Erowen’s hand, weakened as she was from Zephyrus’s stab to her shoulder, began to steam upon the hilt of her sword. Heat screamed through Threyna’s fingers. Her knuckles burned, and she cried out. The crossguard of the blade illuminated orange from Erowen’s heat, but still, Threyna held. Her flesh bubbled and sizzled in Erowen’s scalding grip as they struggled to gain control over the blade.

Her lungs burned. Her vision narrowed, but she couldn’t let go first. Erowen would need to balance the scales, just like Zephyrus. Threyna just needed to hang on. To endure longer than Erowen.

The salt water surged into Threyna’s burning and peeling flesh. Erowen’s grip only tightened, and the heat she emitted seemed to intensify. Threyna tried tapping into her Inner Throne, and though she could claim it for a second, she couldn’t take her place upon it.

Ankle throbbing, lungs burning, and hand boiling beneath Erowen’s touch, Threyna met Erowen’s gaze and realized the answer to all of her problems.

Her hope was fighting for his life on the beach, not clutched in her hand.

Threyna released her grip about the sword’s hilt and let it fall from her grasp.

The Vykane Blade hung, suspended in the water by the currents for a moment, before plummeting to the darkness below.


Chapter 52

Sympathizer
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“Idon’t care if it’s on fire,” Damascus said, his temples throbbing beneath his crown. “They could be buying time to source their evil magic. Knock the walls down and stop them!”

“At once, your grace,” Aemos said with a salute before shouting instructions to a garrison of troops.

Damascus clenched his jaw until his teeth hurt. Between his shoulder blade and his spine, a twisting pinch dug at him. It started as a dull nagging ache after Laeden was arrested, but it had only grown worse. Following Nallia’s abduction, Laeden’s trial, and the slave’s disobedience, it felt like a scorpion’s stinger was embedded in his back. But when Nallia betrayed him after he had ransomed so much to get her back, the stinger had become a dagger. And after the latest news of Laeden and Vykinallia working together to depose him, the dagger had become a long sword, buried to the hilt.

Sitting atop his white stallion, Damascus attempted to put his composure on display for his men, but the licking tongues of fire had him more spooked than his mount. His hands gripped the reins as if he were saddled to the kingdom, and it was trying to flee from his grasp to escape the burning walls of House Arux.

Atonus Allos led the charge on the walls. The Lions’ axes rose and fell in an asynchronous rhythm, but each thunk grated on Damascus’s fraying nerves.

Once the traitors are dead, I will sleep.

Each axe fall promised to deliver such a moment. Vykinallia, Laeden, and the Uprising were within. The slave was lost, but Damascus had no doubt the cursed prophet of Celestia would return. Aside from him, however, most of the Uprising was within Arux’s walls.

Duke Brusos’s man reported that Baron Sinion had long been using his position as a lanista to serve the Uprising. There were others of his ilk who would not be apprehended tonight, but eventually, they would suffer the same fate.

The Arux ludus was surrounded. Men in the black leather armor of the Lion’s Academy, Drake guards in black plate mail, Sentinels in their blue-and-gray surcoats, and each of the King’s Guard Knights stood awaiting his orders. No one within those walls would escape this time. No one would survive. He was done with taking prisoners, putting traitors on trial, ransoming hostages, or trying to take someone alive to have a public execution. He was done with the antics. He would stamp out this rebellion, avenge his father’s murder, and rebuild peace.

The charring wall splintered before him, but not fast enough. The soldiers did as ordered with dutiful efficiency, but if the mages within gained the time they needed to do whatever Six-cursed blasphemy they hoped to achieve, it would all be for nothing.

“Faster!” Damascus screamed at the row of soldiers with the axes. He kicked his stallion into motion, running alongside the chopping troops to spur them on.

He didn’t care to savor this. At best, this would be no victory, just the latest installment of the greatest militaristic failure of the New Rheynian throne since the Hechts assassinated his uncle, Damascus II.

Damascus didn’t care for glory, chivalry, or honor. Just an abrupt end. And sleep.

The first posts began to splinter under the force of the axe and the torture of the flames.

“Knock it down!” Damascus shouted, his horse rearing and snorting.

The axes increased their pace, and the structure of the walls began to deteriorate, but smoke rose—not just from the wall itself, but beyond. He kicked his horse away from the walls to gain a better vantage. A greater fire beyond roared to life at the center of the burning walls.

The villa…

“Get us through!” Spittle flew from Damascus’s mouth as he drew his sword.

The first pillar fell, and his army cheered. The next fell a moment later. Then the next and the next until a gap formed in the western wall. Men surged inside, charging the villa, but Damascus didn’t trust Laeden’s devious mind.

What am I missing? Why is the villa on fire?

While his men’s war cries filled the night air, Damascus found his voice shrinking within his throat. He was never good at the game of Reign, and not for a lack of luck. Despite how many times his father tried to teach him the ways of strategy, it seemed either Laeden had received all the wit Varros Helixus had to give, or he had gotten it from his plebeian mother. As the rest of the wall fell and the bulk of his force surged past one wall of fire to stop before another, Damascus couldn’t help but feel he’d been outwitted again.

Smoke billowed from the open windows of the Arux ludus and seeped through the cracks of the closed doors.

Did their magic backfire on them?

Such a thing was possible. Multiple accounts said the slave had been unable to sustain his magic, first with Ser Daenus, then again upon the Vale, but such fortune did not belong to Damascus.

Was it a trick—did they escape and leave me here standing around an empty pyre?

He strangled his sword hilt. “Search the grounds! Find a way in and—”

A swell of fire burst forth as a section of the roof fell, wafting acrid smoke through the night air. He held up his hand to shield his eyes. His horse staggered backwards, snorting and scuffing the ground. Damascus coughed into his armpit as smoke filled his lungs. He tried to speak again to finish his orders, but, racked by a coughing fit, the words would not come.

A figure emerged from the smoke and flame, crawling out an open window. The man heaved labored breaths, crawling on all fours away from the burning building. He held what was once perhaps a white cloth, but soot-stained and dragging through the dirt, it did nothing to slow the array of swords directed at him.

“Halt!” Aelon shouted, aiming his sword at the man.

Damascus searched the burning building for others attempting to escape the conflagration, but none presented themselves. More clay shingles fell from the fractured roof, clattering to the ground. Beams cracked and splintered, and the villa threatened to collapse.

Atonus seized the man by the collar but kept his sword point aimed at the apple of his throat. The man wiped the soot from his face to reveal pale skin, peppered with freckles.

A Rheynian?

Upon closer examination, he wore the same black leather armor as the graduates of Atonus Allos’s Lion’s Academy.

What in Six Hells?

Another beam fell from the roof of House Arux, and the structure whined as fire consumed the former ludus. Aemos ordered men to back away from the inferno, but Damascus questioned what he should do next. His doubts swirled around him, licking with the greedy, molten tongues of the fire before him. He questioned his doubts, but then even doubted his questions.

“Who are you?” Atonus demanded. “What happened here?”

The man squinted through bleary, bloodshot eyes as he saluted. “I am Aponius, Lord, of the 51st cohort.” His breath wheezed, but he spoke through his obvious discomfort. “I was sent by Queen Danella alongside Roderick Persius to infiltrate the traitor Laeden Helixus’s Celestic sympathizers.”

Atonus lowered his sword, momentarily dumbstruck. “Aye, I recognize you.”

Damascus’s eye twitched. He didn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe it. He knew there was an agent within Laeden’s ranks, but he’d fallen for too many lies. Fury clenched between his teeth, he jumped down from his horse and forced his way through the men. Sword in hand, he seized Aponius from Atonus’s grasp and placed his blade against his face.

Through gritted teeth, Damascus hissed. “Where is he then? Where is Vykinallia? The Uprising?” He jostled Aponius, his blade pricking his soot-stained cheek.

Another beam fell, belching forth a wave of heat and smoke from the collapsing villa.

Aponius handed something to Atonus that made the battle-hardened veteran blanch beneath his black beard.

Atonus blinked before swallowing and clearing his throat. “Your grace, you’re going to want to see this.” He held out the stained cloth Aponius had dragged out of the ludus. Damascus released Aponius and snatched the cloth, keeping his blade against the Lion’s cheek.

The cloth was heavy, smooth, and sticky, unlike any fabric he’d held before. He held it up before Atonus, shaking his head. “What is this supposed to be?”

Atonus swallowed, color draining from his face.

Damascus took a closer look, using the fire’s rage to illuminate his view. He flipped it over. Bristles stuck free of the fabric, and a smudged shape marred the canvas. Holding it before him, the blue outline of a falcon became clear. He wasn’t holding fabric. This wasn’t a canvas.

It was skin. Bloody skin.

Laeden’s tattoo…

Bile climbed Damascus’s throat.

“The pseudo-prince traitor is dead,” Aponius said. “As are most of the Ridge Knights. Some headed east to attempt to return to Valtarcia, but the Uprising escaped north via underground tunnels. They’re heading for the Stormburn Geyser.”

Damascus’s fist curled around what remained of his half-brother. His mind turned Aponius’s words over and over. Is it true? He didn’t dare to believe it, even as he held a fistful of Laeden’s skin in his hand.

Another beam crashed down, and a crater formed in Arux’s roof.

“We can’t let them get away,” Aemos said.

“What are your orders?” Aelon asked.

Damascus bit his lip and swallowed the sour spit. He shoved his balled fist, still clutching Laeden’s flayed flesh, into Aponius’s chest. “What about Vykinallia?”

“The tunnels north, your grace,” Aponius said, head bowed.

“Where do their tunnels go? How many are there? How do you know they’re going north?”

Aponius shook his head. “I don’t know, your grace. They just said north. The geyser. Maybe a couple hundred.”

Damascus shook his head. I knew it. Always a trick. A ploy. A Six-cursed game. But this time, whether because of the dice or the tiles, Laeden didn’t win. Oh, brother, how could you have ever fallen so low? Damascus let Laeden’s tattooed flesh fall to the ground, a swell of mixed emotions bubbling within.

“We march north,” Damascus said, swallowing his emotions. “The Uprising does not escape. We put an end to this. All of it. Now!” He released Aponius and resheathed his blade.

Atonus, Aemos, and Aelon repeated Damascus’s orders, and the soldiers filed out of the scorched remains of the Arux compound to return to marching formation.

Damascus remounted his stallion and cantered away from the smoke and flames, eager to be gone from this place. Laeden’s death brought him no joy, no closure. As he trotted ahead of the marching soldiers, he wondered if Vykinallia’s would either.

Family, faith, future. The Drake words repeated in his mind, only to be confronted by the Helixus mantra, Honor and Justice.

Is it honorable to kill your family if there’s justice in doing so? But what future is there, absent family? Most of his family was gone. Uncle, dead. Father, dead. Grandfather, dead. Brother, dead. Betrothed…

He shook himself from the thoughts and emotions warring within him. He shoved them down beneath his armor—unreachable, protected.

It wasn’t long before they were heading north at a grueling pace, but mere minutes after they’d set off, a call to halt was shouted from the rear. Damascus circled his mount to gallop to the back of the procession.

A guard wearing the black-and-white snake of House Brusos panted, hands on his knees.

“What news?” Damascus asked.

The guard couldn’t breathe, but he’d already told Atonus Allos.

The scars beneath the Master at Arms’s beard twisted with the burden of bad news left unspoken. “It’s the Uprising. They didn’t go north. They went for House Brusos.”

Damascus’s jaw clamped shut. The long sword between his spine and his shoulder blade screamed. He squeezed his fingers into a fist to keep them from trembling, but his fist only shook more violently.

If they take House Brusos, they could survive a siege for months.

The greatest failure in the history of New Rheynia’s military would become a ballad sung for generations. Sleep would never come to him again. And Vykinallia would taunt him from her perch in the Hylans.

Heat rose from his neck to his cheeks and through his scalp. He wheeled his horse around. “Aponius! Where is Aponius?”


Chapter 53
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Blood drained down the front of the black-and-white snake stitched on the guard’s surcoat. His eyes went wide beneath bushy brown brows, but as Vykinallia ripped the blade free, he fell to the floor.

“Intruders!” Brusos shouted, retreating into the stairwell behind his guards. “Seal the door. Don’t let them in.”

Vykinallia thrust at the lanista’s back, but another guard stepped over his downed brother in arms to deflect her strike. He swiped at Vykinallia, while another guard reached for the doorknob. It would be difficult enough to fight through countless men in the narrow confines of the tower, but if another locked door barred their way, they were in no better position than the rest of the Fallen.

Vykinallia blocked the guard’s horizontal slice but jammed her foot into the base of the door to prevent the other guard from pulling it closed. A breeze at Vykinallia’s back accompanied a splintering thwack as Cerik’s mace crashed into the half-open door. The guard attempting to seal the door shut lost his grip on the handle. The door swung open, slamming into the wall. Jecht jumped over her, thrusting with his spear. The tip slashed a crimson line through the side of the guard’s neck. Without the door’s handle to steady himself, he fell into the guards behind him.

“Kill them!” Brusos shouted.

With the Fallen’s fiercest at her back, Vykinallia surged forward. Even as two men staggered, there were still half a dozen others blocking their path. Drawing a dagger from her belt, Vykinallia stabbed with her short sword, then slashed with the dagger. In the tight space, the guard’s long swords clanged against the sandstone walls. Her dagger tore through the black-and-white surcoat but couldn’t take purchase through the ring mail beneath.

A hand grabbed her by the elbow and tore her away from the fight. As Cerik yanked her aside, Unari stepped into the space left behind. Hands raised out in front of her, Unari sent a burst of flame vortexing down the winding staircase. Guards screamed, shielding their faces. They fell over one another in an attempt to escape the flames.

Cerik barreled into the stairwell, mace leading the way. Using the weapon like a battering ram, he caved in the first guard’s breastbone. Jecht followed behind, using the height of the stairs and the length of his spear to stab at the retreating guards.

“Fall back,” Brusos shouted. “Seal the tower.”

Vykinallia charged after Jecht, but Unari grabbed Vykinallia’s elbow.

“Brusos wasn’t supposed to be here,” Unari said. “If he’s here, so is the bulk of his force.”

Vykinallia knew the warrior mage was right, but they didn’t have a choice. The only retreat they had was south down the mountain range, but they would be hunted.

“We make our stand here,” Vykinallia said. “We need to open the doors, or it’s all over.”

She made to leave, but Unari held her. “You misunderstand. If we take Brusos captive, we might be able to force their submission.”

The only thing on her mind was driving her sword through Brusos’s spine, but Unari made a fair point.

She nodded, and together, they charged into the winding staircase, following Cerik’s bullish rush and Jecht’s scorpion-like strikes. Bodies fell, but three more guards stood between Cerik and Brusos.

“We can’t let them seal the door,” Vykinallia said. “Push forward.”

“Take Brusos alive!” Unari said.

Brusos stumbled down the last few stairs, crashing to the floor a few feet before the door. He scrambled to his feet and yanked the door open. He slipped out of sight, pulling the door closed behind him. The lock clicked into place.

“No!” One of the guards hammered his fist on the door. “Let us out.”

Cerik smashed his mace into the temple of the leading guard’s half helm. He crumpled into the wall and slid down, half his face dented in. Jecht speared the other guard through the belly and drove him down the last remaining stairs to crash to the ground.

Vykinallia slipped between the two former gladiators. The guard pounding on the door, begging for Brusos to let him in, turned, raising his sword, but Vykinallia rammed her blade through his belly. Steel scraped through the chainmail rings, then punctured flesh. The guard gasped as blood drained from his pudgy face. The light faded from his eyes, but he was one of many who would fall tonight.

For Laeden. For Iberion. For Zephyrus.

She ripped the blade free and let the guard fall to the floor, grasping at his gut. She left him to die in a pool of his own blood and filth.

“Knock that door down,” Vykinallia said.

Cerik’s mace wasted no time. The steel club bit into the wooden door, peeling away splinters with each heavy strike, but shouts rose on the other side of the door as guards mobilized. She could picture them beyond the door, swords and shields at the ready, gathered in a semicircle. They’d give them a wide berth, welcoming them to step beyond the cover of the doorway and into their trap. There was no choice. They needed to attack.

As Cerik’s mace hammered into the door, Vykinallia addressed Jecht and Unari. “Here’s what they’re going to do, and here’s why it’s not going to work.”


Chapter 54

Cradle of the Currents

Threyna X

Stockhelm

Erowen’s eyes widened. She reached for the Vykane Blade as it floated for a moment, aligning itself until the tip pointed straight to the surface. Threyna’s unburnt hand swatted at Erowen’s outstretched arm, and the Treasure of Stockhelm plummeted, hilt first, into the swirling darkness.

Erowen pumped her arms and kicked her legs to chase the sword. She probably would have swum to the ocean floor. Threyna knew she would have.

But not anymore.

As Erowen dove, swimming with her injured arm, Threyna cupped her burned fingers and flapped for the surface. She broke through the water’s unbreathable veil and gulped down the air beyond. She inhaled deeply, swallowing down each breath. She tread water, her arms and legs heavy. Her chest burned nearly as bad as her scalded hand. Spinning, she searched for signs of movement beneath her. There was no telling how deep the sea floor was this far out, but Zephyrus and Tyrus were barely visible shadows beyond the breaking waves.

She won’t find it. No one will.

Rising and falling with the bobbing waves, she turned to the shore. On the coastline, two shapes danced with moonlit steel and radiant light. Two on one, Threyna and Zephyrus could defeat Tyrus. She could explain everything and set the past right. But she couldn’t allow Erowen to return to shore—with or without the Vykane Blade.

Hold on a little bit longer, Zephyrus.

A wave rolled over her, submerging her in darkness. She opened her stinging eyes in search of Erowen. Blackness. As silent and dark as the night sky absent the stars, the sea permitted no hint as to Erowen’s whereabouts. Knowing her sense could best her sight, she searched for her Inner Throne. She just needed it for a moment. One heartbeat and she’d make sure Erowen never drew breath again.

But her Inner Throne eluded her. Like attempting to insert a key into a locked door absent sight, she felt for it, searching blindly through the interference of Tyrus’s red scale, but she couldn’t find it.

Abandoning her Inner Throne, she reached into her pouch of Viridite glowstones and pulled out a handful. Threyna dropped one. Its light fell away, but illuminated the darkness below.

A shape flickered momentarily through the glowstone’s light.

Erowen’s been underwater for too long. She’s coming up for air.

Threyna came up for air, took a deep breath, and descended beneath the surface, determined to make certain Erowen never did so again. Scattering glowstones by the handful, she searched for Erowen.

Cast in the soft greenish hue of the glowstones, Erowen appeared a ghoulish sea monster as she swam to the surface, arms flailing.

No blade.

Glowstones in hand, Threyna swam into the depths to meet Erowen. Erowen tried to swim away, but Threyna released the stones and clawed her way to wrap her forearm around Erowen’s neck. Erowen flailed, but Threyna coiled about her like a snake around a branch. Legs crossed around Erowen’s torso, she secured her in a chokehold.

Erowen thrashed, fighting for the surface. Threyna’s weakened ankle couldn’t endure the stress of binding Erowen any longer. Erowen broke free from Threyna’s grasping legs and attempted to wriggle free, but she couldn’t escape Threyna’s chokehold.

The Warlock’s skin, cold and clammy against her own, grew colder. She tore at Threyna’s grip about her throat, but Threyna didn’t release. Erowen’s fingers dug into Threyna’s forearms.

Spikes of heat clawed into her flesh, but still, she didn’t let go. Erowen’s mouth opened, but no bubbles rose. Ignoring the heat lancing through her flesh, Threyna endured, squeezing tight until Erowen’s resistance waned. Her erratic kicking slowed. The heat radiating from her fingers dissipated.

Still, Threyna held on.

She held Erowen until her own lungs began to burn, and only then did Threyna search for her Inner Throne again. Claiming it, she listened for a heartbeat, but nothing emanated from Erowen’s body.

Dead.

With a deep draw, Threyna consumed Erowen’s life force. The pain in her ankle subsided, the burns on her hand and forearm where Erowen scalded her faded, and the Warlock withered within her grasp.

Only then did Threyna let go.

The sea spun her lifeless corpse about until her empty eyes stared back at Threyna.

She never hated Erowen, though they’d never gotten along even at the best of times. Then, seeing her suspended in the cradle of the currents, Threyna realized why. Fear. Anger. Desperation. They were more alike than she cared to admit. That could have been me, but not anymore.

As Erowen sank to the depths of the sea to join the Vykane Blade in the abyss, Threyna returned to the surface. With renewed vigor, she swam for the coastline. One stroke at a time, one wave after the other, she propelled herself onward.

Attempting to remain seated on her Inner Throne, Threyna eluded Tyrus’s efforts to swat her away. She reached the shallows, and, upon her restored ankle, she charged towards Zephyrus and Tyrus, dagger in hand. At her emergence, they both turned towards her.

Dripping wet, chest heaving in labored breaths, she came alongside Zephyrus and squared off at Tyrus.

Tyrus’s eye darted from her, to the empty scabbard at her belt, to the sea. “Where is the Vykane Blade?”

Threyna grunted. “Wrong question. Better to ask, ‘Where is Erowen?’ But I suppose they’re both in the same place.”

Tyrus’s red scale glistened in the moonlight, but his eye cast her a glare as ghoulish as the Skeleton King’s. “This changes nothing.” Paxoran’s voice echoed from Tyrus’s mouth. “I have waited nearly a thousand years for this. Do you think the ocean will stop me? Do you truly believe you can stop me?”

Threyna’s gaze drifted to Zephyrus. She shook her head. “No. I don’t. But he can.”

Zephyrus met her eyes. “But what about—”

“I’ll take care of Tyrus,” Threyna said. “Go. Do what you came here to do, Zephyrus.”

Tyrus snarled through his injured cheek. “No one but me is leaving here with that cloak.”

She advanced on Tyrus, stepping between him and Zephyrus. “Leave me the cloak, Zephyrus. Then go. The realm depends on it.”

Zephyrus hesitated but unfastened the cloak from his neck. Coming up behind her, he draped the cloak over her shoulders. Her heart quickened at his proximity. She had thought if he ever got this close to her again, he’d be just as likely to strangle her, but with gentle care, he clasped the Orsion Cloak around her neck.

“I didn’t think you’d come back,” he whispered.

Threyna bit her lower lip. “I never should have left.” She wasn’t talking about this time, but every time she’d left him in pursuit of her own needs. “I never will again.”

Tyrus leveled his blade at them but spoke with Paxoran’s voice. “The Age of the End is upon us. I will not let you delay it any longer.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Zephyrus said.

Threyna didn’t avert her eyes from Tyrus’s. “For once, I think I do. Now go.”

As soon as Zephyrus backed toward Tharseo’s Bastion, Tyrus advanced, a predatory smile across his mug. Slow, cautious, and patient as death, Threyna sidestepped to circle Tyrus.

I don’t need to win. I just need to last long enough for Zephyrus to reclaim the relic and get back here.

Tyrus attacked.


Chapter 55

Return to the Bastion

Zephyrus VIII

Stockhelm

Ahollowness ached within Zephyrus’s stomach; a sheen of sweat coated his flesh. Zephyrus hadn’t felt matched in single combat since Vellarix, but even against him, he could still use his magic. Fighting Tyrus, he’d been unable to land a blow, unable to even sense the scales while that horrid red eye focused on him. Even with Ceres’s aid, he wasn’t able to seize advantage. Now Ceres was dead, and Threyna, the one who left him and Patrus for dead, volunteered to fight Tyrus alone.

Zephyrus squeezed the hilt in his hand. The blood-bound blade obeyed, retracting to the hilt. He secured it to his belt and backed away from Tyrus and Threyna, but a pang of dread snuck beneath his tunic to wrap its arms around him.

Now I’m leaving her…

“Go,” Threyna said, never taking her eyes off Tyrus as they circled each other.

“I’ll be back,” Zephyrus said.

He turned his back on her, and the clang of steel rang shrill against the rhythmic rise and fall of the waves. The sand squished beneath his feet as he ran towards the dark structure where everything had gone wrong. Guided by moonlight, Zephyrus approached the splintered wooden doors hanging off their hinges. Beside the entryway, an array of balanced scales were oriented in neat rows where the ashes of the dead were likely laid to rest.

Zephyrus recalled the slavers’ battering ram; its repeated thud thundered in his mind. Returning here, he could almost taste the fear of the temple’s patrons. Their trembling knees, their long faces of impending doom. Their meager attempt to defend themselves after the acolytes forbade them from taking shelter with the Seers.

He slowed as he stepped through the splintered doors, haunted by the memories. Though the atrium was cleaned and cleared, blood did not wash away easily. Those who came searching for hope left in irons or never left at all. The ashes of the dead were buried in the sand beside the temple.

If I had claimed the Relics, as I was supposed to then, how much of that could have been avoided? If I remembered my magic, would the slavers have taken anyone?

As he stalked through the seemingly empty halls of Tharseo’s Bastion, he found himself torn between blaming Threyna for everything and wanting to return to her aid.

“Go. Do what you came here to do,” Threyna had said.

Why now, after everything she’s done to claim the Treasures, would she put my mission above her own?

Zephyrus grunted, forging forward. He quickened his pace, barreling through the narrow halls off the main concourse of the temple. Nothing moved; nothing stirred. Zephyrus’s anxiety prickled at the back of his neck. If the Seers and the acolytes weren’t here, he didn’t know the first place to look for these Relics. He didn’t know what they were, what they looked like, or what they were capable of, just that they were left for him and he needed them to defeat Paxoran.

“Hello!” Zephyrus shouted. “I’m here for the Relics.”

His echoing voice was his only answer. He retraced his footsteps from the last time he entered Tharseo’s Bastion. He passed the holding cell where he and the rest of the patrons waited to complete the blood ritual and followed the corridor into the narrow room where the Seers proclaimed his prophecy.

Nothing. No one.

Zephyrus stormed onward, pushing through the door that spilled out into the back atrium where the statues of the Judges presided over the temple. Aside from the stony faces of Vykannis, Orsius, and Aeryss, the room was barren. Slivers of moonlight filtered through the windows and cracks in the roof, but not enough to illuminate the outskirts of the chamber.

He sniffed the air. The hint of smoke tinged his inhalation.

Torches.

He inspected the shadows lining the walls where tendrils of smoke rose in hesitant spirals from the sconces. Nothing moved, and nothing disturbed the wind, but someone watched him.

Zephyrus’s fingers buzzed as he used his manipulation magic to bend the moonlight to the corners of the cavernous chamber. Shadows fled his search; darkness crawled the walls to escape the light he cast. A quiet stillness remained, but Zephyrus’s time spent sparring with Aikous reminded him that eyes could deceive. He wasn’t the only one who could bend light.

“I know you’re here,” Zephyrus said. “I’ve come for the Relics. Come out.”

Silence. Unnatural silence.

Zephyrus continued to cast the bent moonlight around the room, but contorted it, bending it again and again until his hand felt numb. Defying all laws of nature, the light swirled, twisting in on itself.

An acolyte in white robes flickered into existence as Zephyrus’s light found its way through the acolyte’s defenses. Illusion broken, the acolyte attempted to conceal himself, but Zephyrus directed all his light at the acolyte, bending it to point from infinite angles.

The acolyte bowed his head.

“The son of the Fallen,” the acolyte said. He stalked toward Zephyrus, head bowed, hands steepled within his wide sleeves.

“Why are you hiding?” Zephyrus asked, releasing his control of the moonlight.

The acolyte in white emerged from the shadows. Three vertical stripes lined the front of his cloak, one for each of the Judges of Celestia.

“You have returned, but your fate has not yet been fulfilled.” The dim light and the acolyte’s low hood concealed his face, covering all but his shaven chin and thin lips.

Zephyrus glanced to either side. There were others in the room. One attempted to move, but miscalculated the trajectory of the sound. Zephyrus spun in their direction and shot a sparking ember at a nearby sconce. The torch caught, and the rippling light broke through a second acolyte’s illusion.

Zephyrus backed away to keep them both in his line of sight. Now the second assumed a similar posture and advanced on him.

“You shouldn’t be here,” the second acolyte said, peering at Zephyrus underneath the hood of his ivory cloak.

A chill ran down Zephyrus’s spine. I’ve heard those words before.

He held out his palms to show he was no threat. “I come in peace. I was sent to reclaim the Relics. There is a traitor God, Paxoran. He slew the Judges. Now he’s murdering the other Gods.”

A third acolyte emerged from the shadows, then a fourth, from opposite corners of the chamber. Zephyrus could no longer keep them all in front of him.

“You intend to deceive,” said the fourth acolyte to appear.

An eerie hiss accompanied his voice, nearly inaudible. If Zephyrus hadn’t been straining to sense any sight, sign, or sound, he might have missed it.

Paxoran…

If he were whispering to the acolytes, telling them lies about him, they would not let him leave with the Relics even if he knew where to find them. His muscles tensed; the hairs along the back of his neck prickled.

“I don’t want any trouble,” Zephyrus said, hands out.

More white cloaks crept from the darkness, their fingertips pressed together. They formed a circle around him, and though they gave him a wide berth, it narrowed. He tried to count, but lost track at ten.

“I know the voice you hear,” Zephyrus said. “It is not who you think it is.” Though he hoped diplomacy would work, he lowered his hands, closer to the hilt at his belt. The acolytes enclosed, twelve in all, but they left a gap to his left and right.

Where are the Seers?

He scanned the darkness beyond the acolytes. In the gap to his left, a glowing pair of white orbs stared back at him.

“The son of the Fallen will rise,” a voice bellowed from the shadows on the opposite side of the atrium.

Zephyrus startled, his head whipping to locate another pair of misty white eyes.

“To prey upon the unworthy,” the other Seer said in an equally thunderous tone.

Head on a swivel, a trickle of cold sweat beaded down the center of Zephyrus’s back.

The Seers closed in on either side. Impossibly tall and clad in black robes, their skeletal hands extended out beyond their sleeves.

They spoke in perfect unison at a volume loud enough to quake the temple’s stone walls. “Under cloaks and shadows he hides to bring light to those hoping. When the rivers and streams run dry, he will summon the unworldly to sever the chains that bind the realm to the holy.”

Their prophecy made more sense than the first time they’d spoken it to him, but the accompanying dread was worse. The Seers completed the circle around him.

“Listen to me,” Zephyrus said. “I must stop Paxor—”

The acolytes splayed their steepled fingers, and an unseen force unlike anything Zephyrus had ever experienced seized him by the wrists. Stronger than Ceres’s force magic, the combined power of the acolytes yanked him in opposite directions. His muscles, tendons, and ligaments strained against the invisible force threatening to tear him apart. Zephyrus fought against the unseen manacles, but they rendered him powerless.

All at once, the Seers and the twelve acolytes spoke with one voice—Paxoran’s voice.

“You will not. I will not let you.”


Chapter 56

The Red Eye

Threyna XI

Stockhelm

Threyna focused on Tyrus’s red scale as they circled one another. His sword glinted in the moonlight. He lurched forward again, feinted left, and lashed out right. Threyna jumped backwards, her dagger raised in defense. The tip of Tyrus’s sword kissed the edge of Threyna’s dagger.

She tightened her grip and reset her feet. Keeping her distance from him would be challenging in the soft sand, but with his sword possessing the longer reach, she couldn’t afford to let him draw near.

“You’ll run to the end of the earth,” Tyrus said, closing the distance again. He slashed diagonally from her upper left to lower right. Threyna sidestepped towards the water. The sand gave way beneath her foot. Sinking ankle-deep, the tide’s pull smothered her lower leg. Tyrus jumped and stabbed downward. She lifted her dagger in time, but she gave beneath his force.

She crumpled to the ground, wrenching her foot free of the sand’s grasp. He sliced at her with low, upward-cleaving hacks, but she scrambled on all fours beyond his reach before regaining her feet.

“You should have let him help you,” Tyrus said through his ruined cheek. “You should have let me help you.”

Paxoran echoed the second half of Tyrus’s taunt, his voice bleeding through Tyrus’s skull and invading hers.

Threyna bared her teeth, snarling like an undead hellhound back on the cursed island of Rheynia. “You never wanted to help me. You only wanted to use me.”

She wasn’t sure if she were talking to Tyrus or Paxoran. It didn’t matter.

Tyrus closed the distance again. Jab. Slice. Thrust.

Threyna reeled, her right foot sloping down to the rising tide. He advanced again, too quickly for her to retreat. His horizontal strike careened off her dagger but glanced off of her hip.

She stumbled back, but the pain didn’t hit her yet. Like sparks catching on drapes, it took a moment for the flames to consume the fabric. Within moments, pain lanced through the left side of her body. She limped away from Tyrus’s approach.

“Give it up, Threyna.”

Tyrus slashed again. She dodged, but his fist connected with her cheek.

The world spun. The ground fled from her feet and jumped up to slam into her chin, knocking the wind from her lungs.

She gasped, pushing herself to all fours.

Tyrus circled her. “Give me the cloak. Help me retrieve the sword. And I may even let you live.”

Her vision swayed. Fire burned through her hip. But she had taken tougher beatings. She spat a red gob to the sand and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She pressed herself to her unsteady feet and stared down Tyrus’s red-scaled eye. Her wet clothes weighed heavily upon her; the water in her boots squished between her toes.

I just need to knock it loose.

Reassuming a fighting stance, she said, “What makes you think I’m done?”

“More courage than sense,” Tyrus said.

He reengaged with new ferocity. His cuts came fast with more force behind each swing. Instead of stabs, thrusts, and quick turns of his blade, he swung in wide sweeping arcs that carried momentum from one strike into the next.

Threyna dodged, afraid that if she blocked one of Tyrus’s slashes, it could wrest her dagger from her grasp. She ducked left, sidestepped right, and reared back just out of Tyrus’s reach, close enough to feel the wind of the slice.

“He’s not coming back for you, Threyna.” Paxoran’s voice bled into her mind. “He’ll never leave that temple. Just as you’ll never leave this beach.”

Threyna high-stepped over a low slice, but Tyrus stepped in. With his free hand, he shoved his open palm into her chest. She stumbled backwards, losing her footing. She rolled onto her back and sprung up to her feet, but Tyrus’s onslaught didn’t slow.

She sidestepped a vertical chop, but Tyrus swept her leg. Again, she hit the sand. He stabbed down at her as she rolled to the side. He whipped his sword, chasing her roll, and struck across her ribs.

Lightning lanced through her torso. She reclaimed her feet and lifted her dagger just in time to turn aside a thrust. The deflection wasn’t enough. She guided the blade away from her stomach, but it pierced her tunic just below her collarbone. Pain raced up her neck and down her arm. The wet, dirty cloth drank the blood with ravenous thirst. She stared at Tyrus’s sword, her blood draining down the bevel of the blade.

He twisted. Steel raked against her ribs, and pain blinded her. She reached for her Inner Throne, but it might as well have been sealed shut with only cracks in its defenses. Adrenaline and the will to survive drove her to reach her dagger for Tyrus’s red-scale eye, but Tyrus ripped his sword free and slashed at her again. She lifted the dagger to prevent him from cleaving her head from her shoulders, but the momentum tore the hilt from her grasp.

The dagger flung through the air, toppling end over end, to land harmlessly on the sands out of reach of the rising tide.

Threyna’s knees felt weak, but she held her ground. She pressed her hand to the bloody wound beneath her collarbone. It didn’t stem the crimson river that flowed from her breast.

So much red.

Considering the black rot that corrupted her veins, she was surprised to find her death would be as red and bloody as anyone else’s. The scent of blood joined the salty sea air.

Tyrus grinned, blade poised at the bridge of her nose.

“You’re wrong,” Threyna said. Her voice sounded weak, even to her. “I may never leave this beach, but you will not stop Zephyrus.”

Tyrus snarled. His fingers wrapped around her neck. Threyna was too weak to stop him. His cruel touch dragged down her throat until his fist curled around the Orsion Cloak’s clasp.

“It’s too late for him,” Paxoran said. “It’s too late for you.”

Tyrus unclasped the Orsion Cloak and yanked it from her shoulders.

She dropped to her knees, suddenly weaker absent the cloak’s embrace.

“I’ll find the Vykane Blade,” Tyrus said. “I’ll become the Wielder. I’ll finish this war.”

He didn’t see, not with his red scale or his good eye. He might use the Treasures to end the war between the Celestics and Valencians, but it would reawaken the war that broke the world.

“Paxoran,” Threyna said. “He’s using us. He’s using you.”

Tyrus scoffed, stepping back and sheathing his blade to don the Orsion Cloak. He clasped it around his neck to drape over the Aeryean Armor.

He shrugged. “We’ve lost use for you.”

He redrew his sword and twirled it.

Eyelids heavy, head woozy, Threyna eyed the blade. Blood drained down her arm to her fingertips. So much blood. If I could just reach my Inner Throne…

Threyna searched for the cracks in the wall barring her from her Inner Throne as Tyrus reared back to deliver the killing blow. Her father, her mother—everyone she’d left behind waited for her, but she wasn’t ready to join them.

She could sense her throne, feel the safety, security, and power it offered. She stretched, but she couldn’t secure it. The moonlight kissed Tyrus’s scarlet-tipped blade as it thrust for her heart.


Chapter 57

Seers of Celestia

Zephyrus IX

Stockhelm

Zephyrus’s arms overextended in opposite directions. The veins in his forearms bulged. A scream tore loose from his chest, but the effort stole all the breath from his lungs. Their combined strength was enough to rip him in two. The Seers strode into the circle on either side of him, each holding a curved white dagger.

With his joints popping and muscles on the verge of tearing, he didn’t have time to balance the scales. Mustering all the force he could channel, he tugged against the acolytes’ bindings, drawing his hands in towards his chest.

The acolytes repositioned their feet all around him to gain greater leverage, but Zephyrus didn’t relent. He couldn’t give in.

If I fail, everyone suffers. Everyone dies.

The muscles in his neck cramped as his hands neared his chest in spite of the acolytes’ efforts. They leaned backwards with wide stances, attempting to keep him in place. The Seers raised their curved white daggers in unison, prepared to plunge their blades into Zephyrus’s chest.

Zephyrus released his force, his arms shooting out to either side again.

At once, the straining acolytes lost their footing, and the tension that threatened to separate Zephyrus’s arms from their sockets surrendered. At their slack, Zephyrus slammed his hands together. With the acolytes still tethered to him, his force magic tossed them in towards the center of the circle. They crashed into the Seers, half of them sprawling to the floor.

Zephyrus stored the heat within him. His veins dilated, and a fire rose within his chest. He jumped backwards and released a jet of flames upon the acolytes. The cloaks of the nearest white-clad temple servants burst into glowing torches.

Screams erupted in the atrium, but Zephyrus didn’t stop his spray of fire. He scorched the men in front of him, but one seemed impervious to the fire. His skin took on the ashen shade of limestone.

Stoneskin.

He hadn’t considered that they might also have mastery over more than one discipline. He continued projecting his wave of fire, directing it at the others. One acolyte raised a water shield, and another created a wall of stone from the floor to protect the Seers.

Zephyrus didn’t stop his fiery assault, allowing the scale to teeter, then plummet in the opposite direction. All the heat fled from his body. Gooseflesh raced from his fingertips to the back of his neck, and blood drained from his face. He sidestepped around the flailing arms of the burnt men and unleashed a torrent of water straight into the three vertical black stripes of the acolyte with stoneskin, jettisoning him into the raised wall the other acolyte had formed.

Before the acolyte with the water shield could drop his guard, Zephyrus allowed his legs to go weak and unsteady. The scales tipped back as he shot a bolt of lightning at the watery shield. The acolyte couldn’t drop the shield in time. The bolt electrified the water and conducted throughout his entire body.

With two burned, and one electrocuted, Zephyrus advanced. Taking advantage of the heaviness in his limbs from his lightning magic, Zephyrus turned his right fist to stone. He reared back and punched the stoneskin acolyte in the face. The acolyte’s head snapped backwards, connecting with the stone wall behind him. With the acolyte momentarily stunned, Zephyrus seized his arm, wrenching it behind his back. He bent his knees and jerked upwards until the acolyte’s stoneskin-shoulder popped, dislocating from its socket. With a pivot, Zephyrus wheeled around. Lifting the dislocated arm by the wrist and using his other hand for leverage, he drove his stone-reinforced knee into the extended elbow, snapping it backwards.

Bone, stone, and will cracked under the force.

The acolyte who raised the wall to defend the Seers let it fall. With four felled, it was still ten against one. Unable to afford another bout of magic fatigue, Zephyrus allowed his scales to balance on their own. Facing the two Brothers and eight more acolytes, he tore his bladeless hilt from his belt, and the Auros-forged sword extended before him.

“I don’t want to fight you,” Zephyrus shouted. “I’m here to hel—”

The Seers conjured blades of fire into their hands. Both dual-wielding, they circled Zephyrus.

“He does not escape our walls,” the Seers said simultaneously. Their voices echoed off the sandstone pillars of the atrium, but the reverberations could not hide Paxoran’s haunting voice.

“You’re being deceived!” Zephyrus shouted.

Zephyrus’s cries fell on deaf ears as the acolytes circled him. The Seers—two bodies and four swords—moved with one mind. They attacked and defended at the same time. While one struck, the other blocked Zephyrus’s riposte. While one darted in, the other created separation. All the while, the acolytes pushed and pulled with force magic, redirected light or sound with manipulation magic, and kept Zephyrus off-balance.

Like standing in an ever-changing current, Zephyrus was buffeted in every direction. He turned aside one flaming sword, dodged another, but before he could strike, he was forced to retreat back only to have his foot snagged in the invisible clutches of the acolyte’s bindings.

Tip the scales. I can’t keep going like this.

Part of him hoped Threyna would come storming in, clutching Tyrus’s red scale as a trophy. Zephyrus hadn’t managed to scratch Tyrus’s armor with a sword and Ceres’s aid, let alone level a killing blow. As if the odds weren’t against Threyna enough, she only had a dagger.

Zephyrus was on his own.

A fire blade whisked past his face, radiating heat. Beads of sweat dripped from Zephyrus’s brow. He spun away, using his own force magic to keep his footing. He blocked one Seer’s horizontal slash and met a two-handed vertical chop from the other. Deadlocked against the Brother’s strike, Zephyrus was exposed.

He released the heat from his body. The sweat beading on his brow and clinging to his back chilled him to the bones until a torrent of water burst from his hand, dousing the fire-conjured blades into hissing steam.

He wheeled, raising his sword just in time to meet the other Seer’s onslaught. He blocked two swinging slashes, but he couldn’t keep up. Scales already tipped, Zephyrus shot a stream of water at the Brothers’ blades, extinguishing them. Zephyrus’s blood began to boil. His mouth went dry, and his vision narrowed as he overheated. He swiveled, retreating away from the Seers. Swinging his arm like a scythe, he released his stored heat. A gale of fire forced the acolytes in the ever-closing ring around him to retreat or defend. In either case, it gave Zephyrus a temporary respite from having to resist all of their manipulations to light and force.

With his temperature stabilizing, Zephyrus attacked the bladeless Brothers, but a pillar of fire rose before him. Zephyrus lurched backward, nearly charging right into the inferno. The column of flame released a moment later. Their misting white eyes glowed with cruel intentions. He prepared to cast more water to dispel their flames, but building heat to balance the scales became more difficult with each attempt.

He lunged at the nearest Seer, but another pillar of fire rose before him. This time, Zephyrus was prepared. He dove through with a watery shield held before him. As he jumped through the fires, unburnt, he landed and slashed, but his blade betrayed him.

The steel came to a stop before the Seer’s neck, resisted by an invisible force. Zephyrus strained against the acolytes’ force magic, but too slowly. The Brother’s hand glowed with smoldering embers. Zephyrus raised his watery shield to defuse the blast, but out of the corner of his eye, electricity sparked in the other Seer’s hand.

Before he could do anything, lightning coursed through his veins. His body refused him. Limbs jolted in erratic futility. Every fiber of his being was set on fire, unable to release. Pain surged through him in rapid, recurring waves. He attempted to turn to stone, but he couldn’t control the scales.

The source of the electricity ceased, but the current continued to flow through him. The Auros-forged sword fell from his grasp. The blade retracted, and only the hilt struck the sandstone floor. His body crumbled next. On all fours, he willed himself to get up. To fight. But there were too many of them, with too many magical abilities to contend with.

He glanced up at the Brother before him. There was nothing he could do to stop the double-fisted stoneskin hammer strike that thudded into the crown of his head.

He fell face-first to the floor.


Chapter 58

Cannon Fire

Varros

The Eastern Shore of Stockhelm

Varros clutched his thighs to his chest. Wedged between two barrels strapped to the side of the ship’s hull, Varros’s knees ached, his back whined, and his neck cricked. Men of his years weren’t meant to hide below deck of war galleys, but in such desperate times, comfort needed to be sacrificed.

He’d tried everything. He’d petitioned the Fallen’s leaders, only to be ignored and disregarded. Lenara refused to speak with him. Even his old friend Sinion took no heed of his warnings. He’d visited Danella, hoping to sway her from the path she and Damascus had set upon by appealing to her love for her son, but his pleas once again fell on deaf ears. His visit with Laeden fared little better. All of his lies and withheld truths did little to inspire trust. He wanted Laeden to lay low in Klaytos so Varros could assuage the people that they were all on the same side. He wanted to believe peace could be struck without war, but he was wrong. Horus, his own blood, denied him.

There is nothing left but war.

The waves crashed against the walls of the ship, tossing Varros’s stomach with each rise and fall. The stubble on his cheeks rubbed against the inseam of his britches as he buried his head between his knees. Bile climbed his throat, but he swallowed his nausea.

His memories from the last time he’d been on a war galley thundered within his mind. Cannon fire. The Winged Wind blown to splinters. His crew shipwrecked, left for the sharks. The war had never truly ended. Not with the Treaty of 940. Not with his marriage annulled and his matrimony to Danella. That was all just a show. An intermission. But the final act would soon be upon them, and no longer could Varros sit idly by.

At this very moment, his son, Damascus, marched on House Arux with the combined strength of Salmantica to ensure his firstborn, Laeden, and his first wife, Lenara, didn’t live to see sunrise. His uncle, Horus, gathered what few ships he had to prevent their escape.

Peace did not exist. Hameryn, God of Harmony, was a lie, if he even existed at all. No one wanted peace, in the mortal or divine realms. And so the God of War, Ferrocles, remained unchecked. His demands of war called all of New Rheynia to arms, and no one had the sense to see beyond the battle. To see what was left standing in the aftermath.

Nothing.

No one.

Lenara had always told him to choose a side. He thought he had. But peace didn’t have the dice or tiles to play the game of Reign. Ferrocles offered peace no seat at the table. So Varros hadn’t played. But after speaking to Horus, he realized his folly: the game would go on without him—whether he was dead or alive, obstinate or participating. He could no more stop this war than he could tell the rains to fall again from the sky. The only thing he could do was deliver what available water he could to the areas he believed needed it, deserved it—even if that meant choosing one son over another.

A horn sounded. The trumpet was accompanied by shouts and footsteps above deck. He didn’t need to hear the orders to know what they meant. He’d heard the plans. The Valtarcian fleet would lay in wait, assuming the Uprising and the deserter Ridge Knights would attempt to flee from Damascus’s land assault. The horns meant his son was falling into the trap set for him.

The captain shouted commands overhead, directing the sails and spiriting the vessel to intercept whatever ship Laeden or Lenara managed to secure. The ship redirected its course, causing the choppy waves to turn his stomach. Varros’s insides lurched, and his mouth began to water. He heard cannon fire, unsure if it were in his memories or in the present.

It will be The Winged Wind all over again.

“I won’t let that happen to you, son,” Varros whispered into his thighs.

He bit back his bile and pried himself from the space between the two barrels that helped conceal his travel. For too long, the gifts he’d received from the Arcane Templar had rested dormant. Aside from cheating at dice, he never used his manipulation magic. Besides reviving a hearth or setting Count Elrod Horne ablaze, he hadn’t used his elemental magic since he’d left the Templar. But all of that was about to change.

Gaining his feet, his aching knees wobbled on the swaying ship. He steadied himself on the walls and spat sour spit onto the wooden planks of the cargo hold. One step at a time, he strode towards the staircase that would return him to the ship’s deck. The planks creaked beneath his feet and whined against the sea’s wrath, but they had yet to experience his wrath.

The salty spray of wind and water greeted him as he reached the deck. The blue sails of the Ridge Knights’ corsair ship cast long shadows against the setting sun. Five Valtarcian ships converged on the small escape vessel. Sailors were too busy rigging sails and preparing to board to notice Varros in his dark cloak with the hood pulled low.

Spurred by the wind, their ship streaked towards the corsair ship. The other warships would be there soon, and there would be no escape for the refugees. The men and women on deck became visible—a blend of Rheynians and Helms, Valencians and Celestics, freedpeople and their liberators. Peace came with cooperation, acceptance, and tolerance of differences. If there was one side Varros trusted to eventually work towards peace, it was the one that found peace amidst their differences, not the side that made peace by executing and eliminating anyone who disagreed.

As the ships converged on the escape vessel, Varros anchored his feet to the deck. He felt his arms and legs stiffen as he tipped the scales. Staring at the center mast of the flagship of what remained of the Valtarcian fleet, Varros’s muscles knotted. Pressure built within his neck as he held his breath against the strain. With a shout, wood splintered and cracked as the center mast snapped at the base.

Varros’s legs turned to seaweed. He dropped to a knee.

The bent mast’s sails caught a gust of wind, but the off-angle spun the ship off its course. The captain and crew cried out. Some near the rigging lines were thrown overboard. The bowsprit charged directly at the hull of one of its allied ships.

Spinning the wheel, the captain hoped to offset the broken mast, but with force magic, Varros twisted it the opposite way. The wheel, twenty paces away, rotated against the captain’s will. The soldiers aboard the onlooking ship panicked, running away from the incoming figurehead of the winged horse of House Helixus, but too late.

The mass and momentum of the ship crashed into the other’s hull. Bodies and anything not tied down were launched across the deck, Varros included. The impact sent him sprawling backwards, but he caught himself with the assistance of his force magic. Others were not so lucky. Sailors were hurled overboard to disappear into the choppy surf.

The ships’ wooden planks groaned against one another, as both began taking on water faster than anyone could bail out. Varros slid down the angled deck to the side of the ship and launched himself overboard. He shot a powerful stream of water into the ocean, using it to propel himself along the surface. Heat built in his veins, coursing through his body. Each beat of his heart pumped with a burst of fire, but the sustained jetstream carried him toward the next ship.

Only a few more sustained moments of output away from reaching the corsair ship, the heat radiating through Varros’s body felt like he’d been forced to swallow hot coals. With one last burst of water, he flung himself away from the ocean’s surface. He flew through the air to land in a three-point stance on the deck of the next ship.

“Mage!” a Valtarcian soldier shouted, drawing his sword.

Fool.

With heat burning through him, Varros tipped the unbalanced scale back the other direction. With a flourish of both hands, he sent parallel lines of fire along the deck toward the foremast. Sailors hurled themselves out of the blaze’s path. Within moments, the deck burned, but Varros had more heat to cast off. Forming a ball of fire in his palm, he wound back and hurled it into the sails of the center mast. The white sails decorated with the blue winged horse sigil of his father, grandfather, and all who came before him went up in a plume of orange flame to rival the dying sun.

More screams. More terror.

The cannons boomed, but Varros knew they were all in his mind. He couldn’t afford to fall prey to them now. He shoved the memories, the doubts, and the fears—real and imagined—to the back of his mind to focus on what mattered most.

Laeden and Lenara. Laeden and Lenara.

Their names became a symphony in his head as the ship burned around him. Sailors sought guidance, but the captain was equally lost.

What could one do when fighting the Gods’ fury? Danella was so afraid of what the Gods would do if people placed their faith elsewhere, but what she missed all along was that the Gods had already given their wrath to people. People like him.

His internal temperature dropped as the scales tipped again. Despite being surrounded by a conflagration that swallowed the ship, a chill rattled his bones. He searched the horizon for the blue-sailed corsair ship, but fire and smoke obscured his vision. Ash from the scorched sails fell around him like snow.

The cannons fired again. Louder this time.

Focus. Laeden and Lenara.

Tipping the scales the other direction, Varros shrouded himself in water and charged through the inferno. He dove over the side of the burning ship. Jettisons of water burst from his hands, preventing him from falling into the surf. Once outside the obscuration of the rising smoke and descending ash, Varros searched for the ship that held his first loves.

Soldiers in blue uniforms boarded the corsair ship from two different white-sailed ships. Fighting erupted on deck.

Too far to discern anything but shapes and colors, Varros imagined Laeden on The Winged Wind with him as cannons fired from either side. Boards cracked and splintered, bones broke, and limbs with the misfortune of being in the cannon’s path were torn away. Men screamed. Men died. The water rose. The ship sank. And the red-and-black sails of the Salmantic fleet faded into the distance.

Varros screamed with the pain of loss, the guilt of survival, and the helplessness of twenty failed years to make a difference. He soared along the water’s surface like a gull, his black cloak fluttering behind him. Using the water magic returned warmth to his face, but the effects of magic fatigue began to take their toll. His vision narrowed, and his head throbbed, but he could not fail.

Not again.

He reached the corsair ship and launched himself from the surf. He landed between a sword-wielding Helm and two Valtarcian soldiers. He cast off his black cloak and flung it at the two soldiers. With his force magic, he wrapped the cloak around their blades. The soldiers watched in horror as the cloak wrestled their weapons from their grasp. Varros’s arms went heavy, falling to his sides, but the Helm seized advantage. Sword raised, he chopped down into one of the soldier’s collarbones, then slashed across with a two-handed swing that cleaved a gash in the other soldier’s face.

They both dropped to the deck, dead or dying. The Helm, young and thin of face, nodded at Varros before engaging with another soldier.

Varros couldn’t move. He surveyed the deck, a battlefield of carnage. Men in Helixus blue fell all around him as the Fallen and Ridge Knights defended their ship with unrelenting fervor. So much death.

“You must choose a side.” Lenara’s voice filled his head.

Varros couldn’t tell which side he was on. Bloodstained Helixus blue surcoats fell to the deck or were sent overboard to the ravenous sea. He scanned the faces of those around him, searching for Laeden, Lenara, or familiarity to reposition his compass as to which side was the right side.

Cannons exploded. The ship sank. Blood in the water. The nightly rains rolled in to drown them all, but the sharks were faster.

Over twenty years had passed, and he still couldn’t shake the memories.

I shouldn’t be alive. Why am I alive?

Varros fell to his knees, unsure if magic fatigue or his broken mind were to blame. A trio of soldiers encroached around him, but each bore Laeden’s likeness. Varros looked between them, but they were all Laeden. Flowing brown hair. Dark brown eyes he’d inherited from his mother. His close-cropped beard that only served to remind Varros of how much of his son’s childhood he’d failed to be there for.

Varros was paralyzed as their swords drew closer. Unable, unwilling to fight against his son, he cowered. As they neared, their features morphed. Narrower jaw. Sharper, more angled, cheekbones. Golden eyes.

Damascus replaced Laeden, but Varros felt equally powerless.

How can I support one son if I must fight another?

“You must choose a side,” Lenara’s voice urged, more loudly this time.

I can believe in a side, but I can’t fight one of my boys…

“Kill the mage!” Damascus shouted.

Varros didn’t move at Damascus’s cry. Didn’t stand as his son’s sword lifted overhead.

Better to fail. Better to die.

He bowed his head, accepting the coming death sentence he deserved.

Just as the steel swung down, someone stepped in front of Varros, sword raised. Varros looked up, but didn’t believe his eyes. Laeden cut, hacked, and kicked the first soldier away. He ducked the second’s attack and slashed at the third, slicing across the inside of his knee. Spinning between the first and second soldier, Laeden deflected a thrust and returned a backslash that split the second attacker’s face in two. He stumbled back and fell into the other downed soldier.

Neither of the fallen soldiers bore Damascus’s likeness.

Laeden cut down the last of the three men and knelt to Varros’s side.

Varros realized himself—where he was, what was happening. He gazed into his son’s eyes, but they were wrong.

Blue.

“Laeden?” Varros asked.

The man’s wrong eyes went wide. “Chimera’s breath, you’re King Varros.”

Varros examined the face before him. It wasn’t Laeden. Laeden had cut his hair. His eyes were burnt almonds. Varros contorted his brow, trying to understand what he saw.

The battle sounds around them faded as the defenders staved off the attackers. Men in blue uniforms surrendered or were subdued.

“I’m Kherus Paragus. Your son Laeden...”

Varros looked around the ship. Laeden was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Lenara.

“Where are they?” Varros asked. “The others… where is my son?”


Chapter 59

Carry My Soul

Iylea IX

Valencia

Iylea crouched at the corner, listening for any sign of Ferrocles or Hameryn. The stillness of the halls sent a chill down the back of her neck. If the Gods were calling out to her, she could at least go in the opposite direction of their voices. The anchor room was on the opposite side of the castle. One misstep and they would walk right into Hameryn’s waiting arms.

“This way,” Iylea said.

She slunk along the walls, wishing she could disappear into them, and followed the way Hameryn and Ferrocles had gone. It made no sense for them to double back until they’d surveyed the whole castle.

Arkadia followed close behind. Together, their feet padded silently along the runners lining the corridor. Despite Arkadia’s captivity, she kept pace with Iylea’s nervous energy.

Iylea stopped short at the corner of the next doorway and listened for any motion on the other side. Silence—aside from her heart ramming against her ribs. She waved Arkadia onward. She didn’t know enough about the castle’s hidden pathways to traverse with confidence. She was a guest in Hameryn’s home. He likely knew the secret of every stone in the castle. He’d have to, to keep sneaking up on and assassinating the other Gods.

After working most of her adult life in Sentigard, she thought she knew all of its secrets. But that was before Queen Danella jailed her in a dungeon she didn’t know existed.

They stalked over to the next door, and again, Iylea paused, pressing her ear to the door.

The only sound was her own breathing.

“We need to hurry,” Arkadia whispered.

Iylea wasn’t in a rush for Arkadia to depart the divine realm, leaving her and her flesh behind. Not wanting to imagine how long she’d have to wait in hiding for Zephyrus to come, nor eager to learn what the sensation of being a disembodied soul felt like, she pressed onward. The windows into the mortal realm were rife with turmoil. The slums of Salmantica were overrun with thievery. The plebs in the lower city of Valtarcia waged war with the patricians in the upper. Salmantic soldiers marched across Stockhelm, naval battles erupted along the coast, and—

“Vykanicus…” Arkadia’s voice was too pained to be a whisper, too soft to be a cry.

Iylea followed her gaze to a window above them. Zephyrus was surrounded by men in white cloaks and two more in black wielding swords of fire.

“Why would they attack him?” Arkadia asked. “I told them one day he would come. Vykanicus…”

Zephyrus fought with sword and magic, and although bodies in white cloaks were sprawled on the ground around him, he was outnumbered and overmatched.

Arkadia seized Iylea by the shoulders. “He doesn’t know the words. If they won’t give them to him, he must know the words!”

Arkadia ran past Iylea. Iylea reached to stop her, but Arkadia was already bounding down the hall. Iylea swore, spurring herself into motion. Not knowing what words Zephyrus didn’t know or what that meant, Iylea chased after Arkadia. The woman was too fast, too desperate, and, by all the Six-cursed lies she’d been led to believe, way too loud.

As Arkadia neared the corner to Courianne’s Tower of Whispers, Ferrocles rounded the turn. Arkadia attempted to slow down but ran right into Ferrocles and fell to the floor. Iylea gasped. After momentarily decelerating, she sped up to come to Arkadia’s defense.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Ferrocles leaned over her.

“Wait!” Iylea reached out her hand as if to stay Ferrocles’s advance. “I can explain.”

Ferrocles’s gaze locked on Iylea, though he loomed over Arkadia. “You have explaining of your own to do.”

Arkadia crawled backwards, away from the giant, bearded God’s encroaching footsteps.

Iylea ran past Arkadia and inserted herself between the God of War and the woman who once saved the world from Arcamedes’s wrath. She held both hands up, her breath attempting to catch up to her after the sudden burst of exertion.

“Please,” Iylea said. “Let me explain.”

Ferrocles pointed to the windows into the mortal realm. “Can’t you see what is happening without our guidance? You were both brought here for one job—break the chain, help us reconnect with the mortals, and you—”

“You don’t understand,” Iylea shouted. “Hameryn isn’t who he says he is. He’s killing the other Gods. Klayvorine and Courianne figured out that someone tampered with the sands of time. He is Paxoran. He killed Neutreen. I think he killed Courianne and blamed it on Aquarius to cover his tracks. But Arkadia, her son—he can stop Hameryn, but we—”

We don’t need to get to the anchor room. We just need to get to the Whispering Wall.

“We just need the gemstone that powers the Whispering Wall to tell him…” Iylea’s voice trailed off as a smile crept across Ferrocles’s lips.

The bearded God’s face parted to release a deep belly laugh. His hands clasped to his stomach, and his head rolled back. His hysterics reverberated off the walls.

Iylea didn’t understand. She turned to Arkadia, regaining her feet.

“That is preposterous,” Ferrocles said, grinning. The faint trace of red light emitted from cracks in the stretched skin of his smile. “Hameryn didn’t kill Courianne.”

His expression darkened as the light radiated from him. “I did.”

Iylea’s jaw unhinged. Blood drained from her face, and her stomach sank to her feet.

“You… you’re in on it too.”

Ferrocles placed his hand on her shoulder, his fingertips digging into her flesh. “All you had to do was break the chain, one link at a time. Now you’ll both waste away here.”

Arkadia took two strides, leapt to plant her foot on the wall, and vaulted off. She chopped downward, her forearm smashing into Ferrocles’s wrist. Ferrocles growled, pulling his hand away and losing his grip on Iylea.

“Iylea, run!”

Arkadia jumped and kicked into the inside of Ferrocles’s knee. Ferrocles buckled, clearing a narrow path for Iylea to run past. She charged, feet racing before she had time to think. Ferrocles swiped at her, but Arkadia shouldered into his elbow.

Iylea ran as fast as she could to put as much separation between her and the God of War as possible.

“Light my path!” Arkadia shouted as she struck again at Ferrocles.

Iylea peered over her shoulder, still running. Arkadia punched at Ferrocles, but he blocked and threw her into the wall.

“Darken my stride!”

Ferrocles’s ham-sized fist struck the stone where Arkadia’s head had been a moment ago.

“Carry my soul!”

Iylea didn’t understand. She stopped, staring back at Arkadia. Ferrocles’s hand, as wide as Arkadia’s chest, shoved her into the wall. Even from this distance, the wind displaced from her lungs was audible. Arkadia’s hand waved at Iylea, as if swatting her away.

“Go.” Arkadia’s voice came out hoarse, crushed between the wall and Ferrocles’s strength. “Tell him.”

The words. He doesn’t know the words.

She repeated what Arkadia had said in her head.

Light my path. Darken my stride. Carry my soul.

“Go…” Arkadia said weakly. “Buy me time.”

Iylea knew what would happen if she left Arkadia here with Ferrocles. But she knew what would happen to the world if someone didn’t deliver these words to Zephyrus.

She bit her lip, tears rolling down her cheeks as she turned and ran for the anchor room.

Ferrocles let out a ferocious cry before his fist connected, sending reverberations through the wall. Iylea left Arkadia. She didn’t want to imagine Arkadia’s broken form slumping to the floor.

She sacrificed herself. For me. For Zephyrus.

Her feet felt heavy as she plodded down the hall towards the anchor room, weighed down by the guilt, pain, and loss left in the aftermath of Arkadia’s last act. As she approached the anchor room door, she glanced back down the corridor. Ferrocles charged after her, his every footfall like an earthquake. But beyond him, Arkadia lay on the floor—still and quiet as death.

Light my path. Darken my stride. Carry my soul.

She had to make it worth it. She needed to tell Zephyrus.

Iylea swung the door to the anchor room open and slipped inside, closing the door behind her. She slid the lock into place with trembling fingers, hoping against hope it would be enough to slow Ferrocles long enough for her to make the jump.

But before she turned to the hole in the floor where the chain to the mortal realm passed through, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.

“You only know half the story,” Hameryn said, standing between her and the chain, his ashen skin separated by red forks of lightning.

The man who’d appeared to her in dreams, who’d treated her with kindness and spared her life, stood before her. Iylea pursed her lips, tears still streaming down her cheeks. “How could I know more? I know the half I found for myself. You’ve been lying to me… for years.”

“I’ve been lying for the better part of a millennium,” Hameryn said. “Allow me to explain.”

“Ferrocles killed Arkadia,” Iylea hissed through her teeth. “You killed Neutreen and how many others? And all for what?”

Hameryn exhaled, allowing his head to sag as he paced before the hole in the floor. “We want the same things, Iylea.”

A hammering on the door drew their attention away from one another.

“Open up!” Ferrocles yelled.

“Be still, Ferrocles,” Hameryn said. “I will take it from here.”

The assurance in his tone made Iylea’s stomach churn, but she held her ground. “I want to stop you. Tell me—what common cause do you and I share?”

“Peace.”

The immediacy of his response took her aback.

“That’s all you ever wanted,” Hameryn said. “Peace. Peace of mind, peace of heart.” He paced like a sentry manning the battlements before the chain, blocking her access. “The ability to be open and vulnerable. To share yourself with Laeden and hold nothing back. A peaceful world where you could tell him of your dreams without fear of judgment or reprisal.”

Iylea’s fingernails bit into her palm at the mention of Laeden’s name.

“Peace is all I’ve ever wanted,” Hameryn said. “It is what I was made for. But the very being that made me attempted to have me killed. Veritus and Aphelia were murdered.”

Iylea recalled her vision of the dead Gods. A woman stared blankly at the ceiling, her flowing blonde hair drowning in a pool of dark blood. A man lay beside her, his skull caved in.

She shuddered.

“The Creator wanted us dead because we failed to secure peace in the mortal realm. Yes, we failed, but replacing us did not secure peace. Peace cannot exist while everyone is only out for themselves. For peace to reign, the mortals need a beacon, something higher to set their sights upon—for clarity and guidance. Not some unseen Creator, but a committed presence to oversee their lives.”

Bile rose in Iylea’s throat. Despite its burn, she swallowed. “Someone like you.”

His fiery eyes held her. “The Creator’s assassin tried to kill me. But I killed him. I cast off my Godhood and wore the assassin’s face.” He pointed to his own nose.

“You tampered with the sands of time to conceal your identity.”

Paxoran—Hameryn—the God of Peace nodded. “I am the only one who knows what it takes to forge peace, but everyone else is consumed with meaningless notions—love, truth, justice.” Hameryn wagged his finger in front of her. “Without peace, love fades. Without peace, truth will only lead to harm. Without peace, justice will seek vengeance.”

Iylea shook her head. “You’re wrong.”

But her thoughts convicted her. Once Laeden became concerned with the Revivalists, he all but forgot about her. He said he loved her, but as he became more entrenched with the Sentinels, he stopped listening to the truth. When she warned him of Danella, he dismissed her. Ignored her. And justice…

She felt Aemos Horne’s blade sink into her flesh and slice through her spine. Her vision spun as her head toppled through the air and thudded to the ground. She continued to roll until she came to a stop in Laeden’s hands.

Laeden whispered something to her, but she didn’t hear it. His face blurred with red ribbons of light until Hameryn’s likeness blotted out any sign of Laeden.

“You see,” Hameryn said. “I am the way to the Creator’s peace.”

She hadn’t realized, but Hameryn had approached and placed his hand on her shoulder.

“It has taken centuries of careful planning, forming alliances, and disposing of those who wish to stand in the way of peace, but I have been gathering the Gods’ power to one day defeat the Creator and bring peace to all.”

Steering her by the shoulder, he escorted her over to the hole in the floor of the anchor room. Even from this dizzying height, the horrors of the world were too much to bear. The seas ravaged the coastlines, fires burned across New Rheynia, and blood soaked the rain-deprived fields.

“I am not yet ready to provoke the Creator,” Hameryn said. “But I can no longer harness the power I’ve gained. The other Gods must die, but not by my hands lest I warn the Creator of my actions before I’m prepared to defeat them. I’ve done what I can to limit the chain’s growth and brought you here to break the links so I could summon a mortal assassin.”

Iylea’s mouth went dry as she struggled to process Hameryn’s truth.

She shook her head. “What do you mean, ‘limit the chain’s growth?’”

Hameryn’s glowing red light flared from the gaps in his ashen skin. “You’ve seen him. I know you have. They call him the Skeleton King.”

Iylea recalled her vision of the crowned skeletal monster and his army of wraiths that floated through the walls of the Cassius villa after the Festival of Stockhelm.

Iylea swallowed. “What did you do to him?”

“I answer prayers,” Hameryn said. “You have witnessed what happens when a God dies by divine hands—there are ramifications. Upon Neutreen’s death, Rheynia became cursed, so I gave a king who would do anything to unite his people a tool to see his mission to completion by gathering the undying souls of the world.”

“While I break the chain.”

Secrets within secrets. Lies within lies. Wars within wars. It was worse than Iylea thought. Hameryn had planned his takeover from every angle.

Hameryn smiled. “Precisely. By stalling the growth of the chain and summoning you to break the links, we can invite the Harbinger and begin the purging of the Creator’s tyranny. That is why I need you, Iylea.

“Do you understand why I had to conceal the truth from you?” Hameryn asked, removing his hand from her shoulder to point to the door where Ferrocles was undoubtedly brooding on the other side. “Even Klayvorine for all her foresight and Neutreen for all her wisdom could not see what needed to be done. But you… you have always seen what others could not.”

Iylea nodded, staring at the mortal realm below. He was right—about a great many things. But there was one thing he was wrong about.

She closed her eyes and pictured Laeden above her, her face in his hands as he held her severed head. Tears obscured his dark brown eyes and streaked his flushed cheeks. “Gods, Iylea… I’m sorry. I love you…”

She opened her eyes again, tears welling in the corners. He might have forgotten her for a time as war arose. He might have doubted her as fear clouded his judgment, and even distanced himself from her in the hopes of protecting her, but never—not for one second—did he stop loving her. And neither did she him. Whether Laeden fought in the burning world below or was trapped in the chain she was supposed to break, Iylea would not fight for Hameryn’s brand of peace.

Light my path. Darken my stride. Carry my soul. Iylea took a deep breath. “You’re right, Hameryn. I do see what others cannot.”

She stepped beyond the precipice of the stone floor of the anchor room. Hameryn gasped, reaching for her, but gravity opened its arms to her, and she fell through the hole separating the divine realm from the mortal realm.

Hameryn screamed after her, but even he was powerless to stop her as she plummeted from Valencia. She fell, following the light of the chain. Wind rushed through her hair.

Tears streamed from her eyes, and her stomach lurched to the bottom of her bowels, but she fell faster and faster until the wind felt like fire.

Light my path. Darken my stride. Carry my soul.

She repeated Arkadia’s last words like a mantra as she continued to build up speed. But eventually, the fire of her descent stripped the words from her mind as pain invaded her very essence. She screamed as her eyes burned out, and her skin peeled away. She continued screaming until her lungs withered and her soul was stripped from her body.

Eventually, even the pain subsided. And all that was left was absolution.


Chapter 60

The Snake and the Scorpion

Vykinallia XI

Stockhelm

Cerik’s mace crashed through the splintered wooden door, breaking the sliding lock. With a kick, the door blew open. Vykinallia charged through first, sword at the ready, with Jecht, Cerik, and Unari following close behind.

As expected, the Brusos guards surrounded the door to the western tower in a wide semicircle. Brusos stood on the elevated stairs that led up to the atrium on the opposite side of the empty bath. Moonlight filtered in through the sky window, and torches illuminated the pillars. Clad in black-and-white surcoats, a dozen Brusos guards glowered over their drawn swords and raised shields.

“They do not leave this room,” Brusos shouted, his voice echoing off the high ceiling. “Kill th—”

Vykinallia didn’t wait for him to finish the command. She charged between the two men who separated her from Brusos. Though she was ahead, Jecht’s spear made first contact. As the guard raised his shield, Vykinallia slashed low. Her steel sliced through muscle and tendon. The guard dropped to a knee with a cry. As his shield fell, Cerik’s mace hammered down on the guard’s half helm, spilling him to the floor.

At their advance, the other guards attempted to flank them, but Unari remained by the door. She released two cones of fire in both directions, preventing the guards from surrounding them. With their backs defended, Jecht jabbed, stabbed, and then swung his spear into a guard’s shield. Cerik battered the shield aside, and Vykinallia plunged her short sword through the guard’s belly. She ripped her blade free. Blood and gore painted the black-and-white checkered surcoat.

With the two guards downed, her path to Brusos was clear. Lit by Unari’s blaze and spurred by the symphony of Jecht and Cerik’s song of death, Vykinallia charged for Brusos. In four long strides, she bounded onto the ledge of the empty bath and leapt over it.

Brusos’s pale eyes widened. He turned to run but stumbled on the stairs. His foot caught on his loose linen toga. Vykinallia closed the distance, vaulting over the bath to land in a crouch.

Brusos gained his feet and scrambled up the stairs into the atrium.

With a grunt, Vykinallia climbed the stairs after him. She followed his fear-stricken wails for aid, but the Fallen would keep his men occupied. He turned, heading for the safety of the tablinum.

I take him, I take the ludus.

Her soles slapped the marble floor as she narrowed the gap between them. Their shadows raced across the torchlit walls until Vykinallia’s was only a few strides behind his. Brusos looked over his shoulder, just as Vykinallia launched herself at him.

She seized a fistful of his toga and wrestled him to the ground. Climbing atop him, she leveled her sword point at the stone of his throat.

He held his thin-fingered hands up before him. “Please—”

“Open the doors,” Vykinallia shouted, spittle flying. “Tell your men or I’ll open you from gullet to groin.” Anger gripped her trembling sword. This was the man who murdered her father, organized her abduction, and was responsible for the deaths of Laeden and countless Fallen.

“I will,” Brusos said, voice quavering. “I will, just don’t—”

Footsteps sounded behind her. She wheeled around to discern friend from foe. In the dim torchlight, three figures strode in her direction.

Cerik, Jecht, and Unari? She couldn’t be sure.

She spun back on Brusos and lifted him to his feet. Forcing him between her and the incoming figures, she held the blade at his throat. Beneath the canopy of wilting flowers that once made the atrium so beautiful, three snakes slithered from the shadows, swords drawn.

Vykinallia’s breathing quickened; her heart raced. “Stay back.” But they continued marching toward her.

Brusos held his hand out to stay his men. “Do as she says.”

They stopped in their tracks.

“Surrender,” Vykinallia said. “Open your doors and no one will be harmed.”

One of the three guards, with gray hair spilling out from under his iron half helm, spat on the ground. “Lies! We know what you did to Arux and his men.”

“Your gladiators and house slaves will be freed. You will be locked in their lodgings until the king’s army arrives. Cooperate and you will be ransomed.”

Brusos trembled within her grasp. “Listen to her. The king will come for us.” The guards glanced between each other. “What are you doing? Obey me or—”

“Duke Chancellor,” the gray-haired guard said. “King Damascus’s army approaches.”

Vykinallia’s jaw clenched, and her grip on her short sword tightened, but her knees wobbled.

We’re out of time.

Brusos’s quivering ceased. Instead, he snorted. “You’re dead. All of you. Dead.”

She’d been counting on Brusos’s cowardice to secure safety for the rest of the Fallen. If he wouldn’t open the doors, they’d be slaughtered. Laeden had bought them time, but not enough.

Jecht and Cerik rushed into the atrium, slick in the blood of Brusos’s guards. Unari followed behind. The sight of them a moment ago would have flooded her with relief, but now it was too late. Though they’d breached Brusos’s walls, they’d be dead within the hour if they didn’t take the villa.

“The Salmantic army is here,” Vykinallia said. “Open the front doors.”

Jecht’s scarred face appeared more disfigured in the torchlight. He examined the guards opposite her and opened his mouth to object, but Brusos cut him off.

“It’s over, Cassius,” Brusos said, the apple in his throat bobbing against her edge with each word. “Submit to me. Surrender… King Damascus may have mercy on you.”

Mercy… Damascus has lost all sense of the concept, if he ever understood it at all.

Vykinallia snarled. “And what of my people?”

Brusos scoffed. “They are not your people. We are your people, Nallia.”

Heat flushed her cheeks. She ground her teeth.

The tablinum door opened behind her. Vykinallia spun, Brusos still in her clutches. In the light of the open door, Vykinallia’s mother stood, hands clasped together. Wearing a loose-fitting shift, her hair tied back, her mother stepped beyond the precipice of the door. Brusos’s wife, Cerberynn, clung to the door, allowing only her head to stick out.

“Vykinallia?” her mother said. “Is that you?”

“Think about your mother,” Brusos said. “Return to your people. Submit to the king’s mercy, Nallia.”

Vykinallia’s eyes darted from Brusos, to Jecht, Cerik, and Unari, then back to her mother.

The last time she had spoken to her mother, they were at the tavern of the Winged Helm Inn outside the Chariot’s Arena. She thought her mother was sad—lost—but she was speaking from the heart for the first time in a long while.

“You were named after the Treasure of the Stockhelm people—a symbol of hope,” her mother had said. “I named you Vykinallia.”

Vykinallia leaned in to whisper in Brusos’s ear. “Nallia is not my name.”

She dragged her short sword across Brusos’s throat and let him fall to the floor, grasping at the river of blood that flowed from his neck.

Cerberynn shrieked as Brusos slumped to the marble, face-first. He slithered to the floor, blood gushing from his open throat.

His guards charged at Vykinallia. As Jecht, Cerik, and Unari moved to cut them off, Vykinallia pointed to the opposite end of the atrium.

“The door!” Vykinallia shouted over Cerberynn’s wails. “I’ll handle them.”

The guards encircled her, but Jecht, Cerik, and Unari did as ordered and set out towards the front doors.

Vykinallia drew her dagger and dropped it to the floor. With a kick of her heel, she slid the dagger along the marble in her mother’s direction.

“Go back inside, Mother,” Vykinallia said, staring down the guards.

Steel scraped against stone as her mother plucked the dagger from the ground. The tablinum door creaked shut, dampening Cerberynn’s cries. Brusos’s guttural groans weakened as the throes of death came to an end.

She slowed her breath and narrowed her eyes. The guards charged, and her steel met theirs. The familiar sounds of battle rang through House Cassius, but never before in the atrium, and never before by her.

Vykinallia retreated, turning blades aside in quick succession, but with the tablinum behind her, she would soon be out of room to run. She backed toward the opposite wall, keeping the guards in front of her.

“Don’t let her ou—”

Vykinallia lunged, too fast for the armor-ladened guards. The wind of a narrowly missed strike rushed past her hair as she darted by, rounding the corner. She passed the door that descended to the barracks and charged down the steps into the circular showroom.

The clinking of ring mail and plate chased after her, but she raced onward into the center of the moonlit showroom. She jumped onto the ledge of the bath beneath the sky window. The bath, once a pool, was now reduced to a puddle. Vykinallia hopped into the water, then stepped up onto the granite slab at its center. With her boots wet, she spread the water around the smooth stone and backed to the opposite ledge of the bath.

The three guards charged in, one from either side and the other right over the top of the slab. The guard approaching from the left struck first. She blocked and spun, creating distance between her and the one coming from the right. The guard who charged head-on vaulted onto the slab, but his feet slipped on the wet surface.

He fell to his back, armor clanging on stone.

Vykinallia ducked a slash from one attacker and kicked the gray-haired guard’s knee backwards. The joint buckled, and he stumbled with a cry. Vykinallia deflected another thrust and stabbed her point into the other guard’s ribs, between the armored plates. He gasped and dropped.

The guard who had slipped regained his feet and launched himself at Vykinallia. She shoved the stabbed guard into his path. Their armor clamored together.

Vykinallia used their disunity to press the gray-haired guard. He reared his long sword and cleaved down with two hands, hoping to split her in two. Vykinallia deflected the blow, just enough, and slipped inside his reach. She thrust just above his collarbone, and the point took purchase.

She ripped her sword free. The guard’s gauntleted hand went to his shoulder as blood seeped through the white of his surcoat. Vykinallia maneuvered around the edge of the bath to retreat back to the atrium and put as much space between her and the uninjured guard as possible. But he rounded the other corner of the rectangular bath to cut off her escape. The other two, bloodied but not downed, took position behind her.

The uninjured snake stood at the edge of the moonlight, long sword aimed at her chest. His face parted in a cruel grin. The surrounding torches flickered.

“Pretty skilled with a blade,” said the guard blocking her escape. “But time you learned a little humility.”

Vykinallia’s palms were slick with sweat. Perspiration beaded on her forehead and dripped past her brow. She attempted to slow her breathing to still her racing heart. The doubt in the back of her mind clawed to the forefront.

I’m going to die.

“This will be your arena,” Lenara had said. “Win and you will be rewarded. Fall and…”

Her thoughts drifted to Zephyrus fighting Lenox with a cheese knife in this very room, while everyone watched… for entertainment.

Anger and desperation raged within her. Greater than her doubt was her will to survive, to live.

The three advanced as one. She met the uninjured guard first. She deflected a thrust and blocked a horizontal slash, then spun to step over a low sweeping strike aimed at her leg. The gray-haired guard advanced last, thrusting for her midsection. She dodged, but too late. The sharpened steel sliced through the side of her leather jerkin. Adrenaline surging, she pushed past the pain yet to come and planted her short sword in the guard’s belly. He stumbled back, but as she attempted to wrench her sword free to defend her flank, the guard’s weight wrested the blade from her grasp.

She spun at the last moment, ducking under an arcing slice that intended to part her head from her shoulders. She reached for her dagger, but it wasn’t there. Two swords darted for her at the same time, but she could only dodge one. As one narrowly missed her, she stared the second down the bevel. Coming right for her heart, there was no way to stop it. No way to avoid it.

Halfway through his thrust, the guard blocking her escape stiffened, staggered, and lowered his sword.

Not knowing what happened, Vykinallia lunged for the stunned guard and yanked the dagger from his belt. She whirled and thrust. The point pierced the guard’s eye, sinking deep into his skull. His two-handed, vertical chop faltered, and he and the guard from whom she’d taken the dagger both slumped to the marble floor, their armor clanging against the marble.

Breathing heavily, Vykinallia scanned the shadows.

A figure strode into the moonlight spilling through the sky window. Loose skirts stained red and a shift more crimson than white slid into view.

A bloody dagger clattered to the ground. Vykinallia recognized the blade.

Mine.

“Mother—”

Her mother closed the distance between them, stepping over the fallen Brusos guards, and wrapped her arms around Vykinallia.

“You’re alive, my sweet girl.”

Vykinallia’s knees went weak in her mother’s arms. Adrenaline fading, fatigue setting in, the anger and desperation she fought with crumpled into tears of equal fervor. Streaming down her cheeks to dampen her mother’s bloodstained shift, Vykinallia’s tears, silent at first, became rib-rattling sobs.

“It’s okay, Vykinallia,” her mother shushed in her ear. “You’re alive. We’re alive.”

Vykinallia sank to her knees. Her mother followed her to the ground. She clutched her mother’s shoulders, pressing her cheek to her bloody shift.

She wanted to speak but couldn’t find the words. Even if she could, her sobs wouldn’t allow them a chance to pass her lips.

The fighting in the atrium reached a crescendo. In the distance, heavy, towering doors swung open, and hundreds of cheers flooded the atrium.

“You did it, Vykinallia. You did it.”


Chapter 61

Fate

Zephyrus X

Stockhelm

Blood pooled between the cracks in the stone floor, falling in a rhythmic plop from his split lip. His skull throbbed from where he was struck on the head and where his chin slammed into the ground.

“Kill him!” Paxoran’s voice escaped the Brothers’ heads and filled Zephyrus’s mind.

“The Judges have spoken,” the Seers said in unison. Simultaneously, they redrew their white-bladed daggers.

One kicked Zephyrus onto his back. The acolytes’ force magic splayed him out on the sandstone floor of Tharseo’s Bastion, exposing him to the Seers’ cruel instruments.

The room spun, but Zephyrus didn’t need to see clearly to know this was the end. The statues of the Judges loomed overhead—Vykannis’s sword raised high, Aeryss’s scepter aimed forward, and Orsius’s book of wisdom clutched under his cloak. But as Paxoran’s urgent demands of Zephyrus’s death grew louder, blotting out all other sounds, a bright white light descended from above to signal the inevitability of what was to come.

He’d failed the Judges. Fate’s jape was cruel. Everything he’d been through—everything he was supposed to do—it was all for nothing. Used. A pawn to be sacrificed in the game of Gods. A tool to be used and discarded. Everyone depending on him would suffer.

His mother would remain in Paxoran’s prison. Her messenger would likely befall the same fate for attempting to aid him. Threyna would die to Tyrus outside. The Fallen would be overwhelmed by the New Rheynians who hunted them. Laeden and Vykinallia were likely dead already. All that was left for him to do was die, and Paxoran would go unchecked, killing the other Gods until the mortal realm crumbled.

The light got brighter, but Paxoran’s commands faded as a thunderous voice echoed through the chambers.

“Light my path.”

The bright light condensed, from an all-consuming white to a small orb. “Say the words, Zephyrus. ‘Light my path.’”

The Seers paused in their assault, their glowing white eyes trained on the light.

“Kill him!” Paxoran screamed.

Zephyrus spoke the words. “Light my path.”

From the tightly held book in the statue of Orsius’s hands, a glowing sun broke free from the stone and zipped toward the Brother on Zephyrus’s left. The Brother dodged out of the way, and the golden projectile missed the mark, landing instead on Zephyrus’s forearm.

The acolytes and Brothers reared back, covering their eyes, but Zephyrus saw flashes of a life not his own. People of bronze skin and black hair, their flesh tattooed in intricate designs. A clear and calm ocean filled with massive shelled reptiles covered in cerulean and purple scales. The setting sun atop an empty funeral pyre. And a girl with red hair clutching her braid over the precipice of a cliff.

Mother?

He stared at the bronze bracer on his left forearm, a radiating sun engraved into it.

Knowledge. His mother’s knowledge flooded Zephyrus. A power, ancient and vast that his magic couldn’t hold a torch to, came alive in his fingertips. A scale that didn’t need balancing.

“Kill him!” Paxoran shouted. “Now!”

The Seers lunged for Zephyrus with their blades, but Zephyrus opened his palm.

The power of the sun blossomed to life in his hand, brighter than the messenger’s white orb and hotter than any fire he could conjure. The acolytes backed away. The Seers shot streams of water at the sun, but they evaporated to steam before reaching Zephyrus’s creation.

“Darken my stride!”

Zephyrus repeated the words.

Through his bracer’s glow, something else broke free of the statue, coming from Aeryss’s scepter. The Brother on Zephyrus’s right, still attempting to put out the sun, was struck by an obsidian bracer that wrapped itself around Zephyrus’s right forearm.

His mother’s memories flashed through his mind; her experiences became one with his own. Jet-black hair, shorn short, she lifted her arms to defend herself from an incoming axe, but a shadow formed before her. The axe struck the shadowy shield and clanged off.

“Kill him!”

The Seers gave up on the futility of extinguishing Zephyrus’s sun and rushed to obey Paxoran with daggers reaching for his chest. But with the acolytes distracted by the burning sun, Zephyrus tore his right arm free from their grasp. Just as his mother had, Zephyrus brought his arm up before him, and a shield born of shadows caught the Seers’ twin daggers.

Zephyrus ripped his other arm free and raised his burning sun to the Seers’ faces. They scrambled backwards, shielding their eyes.

With the glowing sun held before him, Zephyrus felt a kinship with the shadows they cast. They came alive—constructs for him to command. As if he’d done it a thousand times before, he ordered the shadows to grapple the bodies that cast them. Darkness coiled around the acolytes and the Seers.

Freed from the acolytes’ grasp, Zephyrus regained his feet and seized his bladeless hilt from the floor. Once in his hand, the sword came alive.

“Carry my soul!”

Zephyrus shouted the words.

Another bond broke free from Orsius’s cloak to attach onto Zephyrus’s right ankle. Wrapping around his shin, a greave with the pattern of a starry night sky brought him a rush of new memories.

His mother leapt from the side of a longboat, toward the enemy ship. They aimed strange handheld objects at her and fired projectiles of some kind, but she vanished only to reappear on the opposite side of the enemy vessel. She shot a beam of radiant light from her palms, blasting the ship to pieces. As she fell through the air, she jumped, teleporting beside another ship and repeating the destructive sunburst.

The ability returned to him as if it were something he’d only forgotten how to execute. Just as the Seers crackled with electricity and prepared to fire at Zephyrus, Zephyrus’s body dipped from the physical plane of existence. He was still in Tharseo’s Bastion, but it appeared like a reflection on the water, rippling and ever-changing. He flew, more than ran, through the bodies of the Seers and acolytes seemingly moving in slow motion. Past them, he whirled to face their backs from the opposite side of the statues. As he turned, a cerulean-blue, translucent figure of a young woman with a heart-shaped face floated near Vykannis’s feet.

Who is—

Before he had time to finish the thought, the edges solidified, and the temple before him was no longer rippling. Back in the physical plane, he let his conjured sun fade, his shadowy constructs disappearing with it.

“Where did he go?” an acolyte asked.

With Zephyrus lurking in the shadows, the acolytes and Brothers scoured the atrium. When they couldn’t locate Zephyrus, they set their sights on the glowing white orb that had spoken to Zephyrus at the feet of Vykannis’s statue.

The orb is the woman. I just can’t see her in this plane.

He didn’t know who she was, how she was doing it, or what she meant to his mother, but Zephyrus would use the gifts she’d delivered to him.

Unseen, Zephyrus drew his ancestral blade and slashed at the acolytes, drawing red streaks across the back of their white robes. Fading in and out of the physical plane to avoid the Seers’ elemental magic and the acolytes’ force magic, Zephyrus picked them off one by one, until the acolytes’ blood painted the sandstone temple.

With only the Seers remaining, Zephyrus opened his left palm, letting the sun illuminate the atrium. “I don’t want to hurt you. I only came for the Relics.”

“He cannot claim the last.” Paxoran’s roar bellowed beyond the Seers’ minds into Zephyrus’s.

“There’s one more,” the orb woman said. “I don’t know the command words.”

Zephyrus’s mouth went dry, unsure if Paxoran could hear the orb.

His mind raced, searching his own memories and his mother’s. “The Corners of Kataan—the Sun God Helios, the Moon Goddess Lunellia, the God of Space Kosmar, and Klayvorine—”

“Goddess of Time,” the orb said. The light seemed to buzz.

The Seers’ eyes glowed white-hot, emitting tendrils of mist. “The Judges chose us to protect the fate of Celestia. You will not be its doom.”

Before the orb could think of the words to summon Klayvorine’s greave, one Brother raised both hands. Water rose from the temple floor, pooling at first, but then it covered the entire atrium wall to wall. As the water rose to Zephyrus’s knees, climbing quickly, so too did the floating bodies of the acolytes. The Brother’s cloak began to smolder, his white eyes reddened.

How is he doing this?

“I’ve got it,” the orb said. “Buy me time.”

“Time for what?” Zephyrus asked. He dipped from the physical plane rather than wade through the waist-high water.

“No, that’s what I thought too,” the orb woman said, her hands animatedly gesturing with each word in the immaterial plane. “‘Buy me time.’ That’s the command phrase.”

Zephyrus reappeared behind the Brother with the smoldering cloak. The water rose to Zephyrus’s chest. He reared back his sword to strike, but, too focused on the rising water, he didn’t realize until too late that the Seers had morphed the submerged parts of their bodies to stone.

He faded from the physical plane, just as a current of electricity surged through the water. In the immaterial plane, he floated upwards to perch on Orsius’s outstretched arm.

Just as he reappeared, he shouted, “Buy me time.”

From above, breaking free from Vykannis’s raised sword, the fourth and final relic of the Corners of Kataan launched toward Zephyrus. Just then, the Brother who had nearly burned himself alive to drown the temple tipped the scales back in the other direction. An inferno blossomed above and descended from the ceiling, consuming the air in the atrium. Zephyrus peered up at the conflagration, just as Klayvorine’s essence merged with his own, attaching as a greave to his left shin.

The wealth of wisdom from his mother’s time spent with the Goddess of Time overwhelmed his senses. Instinctively, he dove away from the encroaching flames, but there was no safe place to teleport to. Using the time magic, Zephyrus slowed the flames and his fall.

With the power of more Gods than he had fingers, he still couldn’t think of a way out of this situation. He couldn’t produce a water shield to outlast the fire. He couldn’t manipulate the licking tongues away from him forever. He couldn’t teleport, hide, or enter the electric flood beneath him. His mind raced as he fell in slow motion.

No single magic will save me, but a combination might.

He turned his flesh to stone until he had more resemblance to the statue of the Judges than a man. He released his time magic and plummeted from the blaze to sink to the atrium floor. Lightning crackled through the water, but Zephyrus withstood it. Fire consumed the air above the surface and its heat emanated through the water, but Zephyrus was unharmed. He endured as the bodies of the dead acolytes floated around him crackling with the glow of lighting.

As the water began to eat away at Zephyrus’s porous stoneskin, he pressed outward with his force magic, creating a buffer between him and the water’s electric current.

The Seers waned. Their stoneskin appeared more like wet sand. The fire above faded, and the water level began to fall.

Zephyrus’s own magic fatigue began to take its toll. His arms weakened against the force of keeping the electrocuting flood at a distance.

Just a little bit longer.

He slowed time around him but allowed time to occur at a normal pace outside his aura. Gritting his teeth, he extended his arms against the electric flood attempting to swallow him.

Flashes in his mind revealed his mother, radiant as the sun, emitting tendrils of shadows as her outstretched arms held back the maw of a giant beast covered in red scales. A voice, one he somehow knew to be Klayvorine’s, echoed in his mind.

“She is the one,” Klayvorine said. “Arkadia. The Unifier. She will help us find who altered the sands of time. And through her, a savior for all of the Creator’s worlds will rise.”

Zephyrus’s mother, Arkadia, cried as the beast’s mouth closed shut around her.

Zephyrus almost lost control of his manipulation magic. No. Impossible.

His arms felt like they were about to break. The water encroached; his buffer between flesh and swirling waters narrowed.

In his mind’s eye, his mother burst free from the giant sea creature’s mouth.

Hope erupted within him. Tears streamed down his face, and with an echoing cry, he forced the waters back.

The beast fell back to the water, disappearing beneath the surface.

The Seers collapsed from magic fatigue. The electricity fizzled out. The fire consumed itself. The water drained, no longer contained to the atrium. But Zephyrus was still alive.

On his knees before the statues of the Judges, Zephyrus bowed his head—part reverence, part exhaustion. Everything that brought his mother to that moment, everything he’d been through to arrive here, it seemed an intricate puzzle with too many solutions.

Did I defy fate? Or did I fulfill it?

Threyna’s words returned to him from the last time he was at Tharseo’s Bastion.

“You are where you need to be, exactly when you must.”

He thought Paxoran was pulling the strings, but there was something greater at play. He didn’t fully understand it. But for the first time, he didn’t need to. He just needed to believe he was enough to do what was set before him.

Zephyrus rose to his feet. The sword with his, his mother’s, and his father’s blood forged in the steel thrummed with life in his hand.

I believe, Mother. And I will finish what you started.


Part VIII


Chapter 62

The Last Dance

Vykinallia XII

Stockhelm

Vykinallia leaned against the windowsill overlooking all of Stockhelm as her mother stitched the wound in her side. She winced, digging her nails into the wooden frame, but the pain in her side wasn’t half as bad as the blight before her.

Thousands of torches illuminated the grounds outside of the Cassius villa, seeming to spawn more with each passing moment. Not every soldier held a torch, which only made the sea of flickering light all the more intimidating. When white tents began sprouting up in neat rows, Vykinallia had been initially grateful for the respite, but as the reality of a siege weighed on her, she realized her folly. If Damascus did what was prudent, he could wait and starve them out. Without rain, they’d be out of water in a day and out of food in less.

She lifted her gaze to the horizon. Not a single rain cloud marred the sky. The moon and stars showered the landscape with silver light. With all of Stockhelm before her, the Stormburn Geyser stretched to the heavens beyond. Adjacent to the geyser and just past the Crystal River, smoke rose in billowing plumes from where House Arux once stood, but try as it might to look like a dark cloud, it carried with it nothing but ash.

“It’s possible they made it out, though, right?” her mother asked in regards to Markus, Laeden, and those who remained behind.

“Anything is possible,” Vykinallia said, but she had trouble believing it.

Markus stayed behind with Laeden, faithful to the end. They, along with a score of others unable to travel with haste, remained at House Arux.

Bait. Distraction. Fodder.

Their gambit allowed the bulk of the Fallen to pass between Damascus and Brusos’s forces, but with Brusos’s forces split, it begged the question if perhaps Iberion’s southbound assault was less of a suicide mission than originally thought.

The door opened. Vykinallia turned toward the door. The motion evoked another grunt as she stretched the skin along her wounded ribs.

“Hold still,” her mother said.

Jecht, Cerik, and Lenara entered what was once Vykinallia’s parents’ bedchambers.

Lenara cleared her throat. “Unfortunately, it’s as we feared; the Brusos provisions are ill stocked. If they attempt to starve us out, we won’t last long.”

She approached Vykinallia and her mother by the window. “But with Ebron and Cerberynn Brusos among the dead, we have two fewer mouths to feed. Your plan worked, Vykinallia. You’ve saved many lives… at least for this night.”

Vykinallia grunted as her mother sewed another stitch in her skin. “Laeden’s plan.”

“You got us inside,” Lenara said. “Laeden allowed us a way out, but you’re the reason we got in.”

Vykinallia puffed out her cheeks, returning her gaze to the army outside. The praise did little to lift spirits. Though she possessed the higher ground and sturdy defenses, time was not on their side. Damascus didn’t need to do anything but wait, and that dread wriggled through her skin worse than her mother’s sewing needle.

She winced again.

“Sorry, sorry,” her mother said. “I wish you would have let the medicus tend to this. It’s deeper than ‘just a scratch.’”

The medicus attended to Unari. Without her fire magic clearing the way, Jecht and Cerik never would have made it to the front doors. She’d overexerted herself and was shivering as if she’d slept at the top of the Silver Summits.

Vykinallia exhaled. “You’re doing great, Mother.” She nodded her head in Cerik and Jecht’s direction. “What of the gladiators and Brusos’s men?”

“The Brusos guards who surrendered have been confined to the barracks,” Cerik said.

“Gladiators and slaves are freed,” Jecht added. “Less of ‘em than I remember, though.”

Vykinallia bit her lip, recalling the times when empty cells in her barracks were her worst nightmare. Following Laytonus’s murder, Taric’s attack on Stegavax, and Fenyx’s brawl with Stegavax during the Kings’ Day Games, she had worried, not about the men who’d lost their lives, but the lost investment. Now the thought made her sick.

“Could you send Auron up?” Vykinallia asked.

Vykinallia’s mother paused her stitching. “He’s gone, Vykinallia.”

Gone?

Vykinallia’s mouth went dry. She wanted to say something, to ask what happened, but with an army within a stone’s throw, now was not the time.

“Fenyx too,” Cerik said. “Shagren said he was chained to the palus prior to our attack. Many Sentinels and Brusos guards surround the palus, but Fenyx is nowhere to be found.”

“Is he dead?” Vykinallia asked.

Her mother shrugged.

“No one knows,” Jecht said. “But Odetta’s body was found.”

Vykinallia hung her head. She didn’t understand how or why, but now was not the time. “I suppose a great many things have changed.” Her thoughts drifted to Zephyrus, hoping he was not another whom she wrongly believed invincible.

Turning her thoughts of the past to more pressing current events, Vykinallia asked Lenara, “What is the plan?”

Lenara’s footsteps drew near until she stood beside Vykinallia to stare out the window to the troops and their white tents below. “Sinion and Teluvar sent word to their people. If we’re lucky their messengers reached their destinations and will know we’re here. It’s possible Falcos didn’t know of their strongholds and they can aid us…somehow.”

The momentary pause was wide enough for doubt to slip in and wedge a pry bar.

“What about Sinion?” Vykinallia asked. “What is he saying?”

Cerik grunted. “Don’t worry about Sinion.”

“He’s wishin’ he never let anyone talk him into coming outta his shell,” Jecht said.

Vykinallia closed her eyes. “We can’t wait for them to starve us out. And we can’t hope to rely on reinforcements.”

Lenara crossed her arms over her chest. “What do you propose?”

Vykinallia recalled her first time visiting Salmantica as Damascus’s guest. He was kind and gallant once. Before the mages took his father, before Danella tricked him into believing her lies. Vykinallia took the thoughts captive.

No. He was never kind. The mages didn’t do this to him. Danella didn’t do this to him. It only revealed what he truly was all along: a prideful, entitled narcissist who believed he was doing the work of the Gods.

Then it hit her.

She held out her hands to stop her mother’s sewing. “I have an idea… but you’re not going to like it.”
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Lenara and Vykinallia’s mother protested at first, but they eventually submitted. In the dead of night, they would sneak from the ludus, pass the guards, and assassinate Damascus in his tent. If successful, many of the Salmantic troops might abandon the siege. An army absent its leader and a kingdom absent an heir would create unrivaled dissidence within the patricians. Anarchy. Chaos. The Senate would have to take control, but Salmantica and Valtarcia would likely divide, giving the Fallen the opportunity to claim Stockhelm for its own, and that was something Lenara couldn’t turn down.

Her mother agreed with the plan but objected to Vykinallia’s involvement.

“There are hundreds of fighters with more experience than you,” her mother said. “Why does it have to be you? I can’t lose you again—I won’t.”

But it had to be her. It could only be her. Damascus was to be her husband. It was her job to guide him, and just like Danella had to her husband Varros, Vykinallia would do what she must to ensure that his rule would not ruin the kingdom.

Danella’s last conversation with her returned to her. “The future will hinge on every choice you make.”

Vykinallia’s choice was made.

Jecht, Cerik, Sett, and Dankar volunteered to join her, five fighters under each of their commands. Unari offered to accompany them as well, but with her health still in question, Lenara forbade the fire mage from leaving the medicus’s chambers.

And so, disguised in black cloaks, the four leaders, their cohorts of five fighters, and Vykinallia left the safety of the villa. Each from different exits and heading in different directions, they hoped to take the Salmantics unaware. While the others set out in groups, Vykinallia climbed the west tower by herself. She descended the Hill, the opposite way in which they had come to steal the ludus from Brusos, and slunk through the darkness to circumvent the north side of the Salmantic camp.

The tents protruded from the ground like whitecaps from the choppy sea. Seemingly as many as the stars in the sky, their enemies were boundless. But only one needed to fall this night, and when his crown clattered to the ground, a new age would rise with the dawn.

As she neared the northeast edge of the camp, crawling on her belly, she peered over a mound in the landscape. Two sentries leaning on spears stood watch. Just beyond them, the red-and-black pavilion with the Drake chimera stood stark above the surrounding white tents. Two King’s Guard Knights paced the perimeter of Damascus’s tent.

Her stomach fluttered. Her palms were slick with moisture as she gripped the hilt of her dagger. One well-placed blade was all it would take. She just needed to wait for the others to set their distractions.

Keeping her black hood low, she scanned the outskirts of the camp.

Smoke rose over the southwest end of the camp.

A distant horn sounded, stirring the sleepers. As half-armored, bleary-eyed knights poured from their tents, another trumpet blared, this time from the northwest edge of the Salmantic siege. Fire chased the smoke towards the sky as the clank of clamoring soldiers and the shouts of their leaders filled the air.

Another pillar of smoke to the south. Another horn.

While the sentries and the King’s Guard Knights had the discipline not to leave their posts, they turned in the direction of the most recent horn.

Vykinallia took deep steadying breaths. Her heart hammered against her leather jerkin.

One more…

This fire, lit by Jecht, was much closer than the others. On the eastern end of camp, the glow of the flames were visible before the smoke.

“They’re behind us!” one sentry shouted.

Damascus emerged from his tent, armored in full plate, sword in hand. “Men, on me!” The King’s Guard Knights and the sentries ran to Damascus’s side and charged east.

With their backs toward her, Vykinallia crept into the camp. Eyes darting left and right, she weaved between the empty white tents to approach the black-and-red pavilion.

A group of soldiers charged in her direction. At their approach, she snuck inside an empty tent and crouched, waiting behind the flap with her dagger poised to strike. Their armor clanked, and their feet stomped the dry ground, but they ran past, following in Damascus’s direction. Once their clanking was beyond earshot, she poked her head out of the tent and looked both directions.

No one guarded Damascus’s tent. All she had to do was sneak in and wait. Once the fires were put out and the Salmantics returned to their tents to slumber, long after Jecht, Cerik, Sett, and Dankar had led their fighters safely back to the ludus, then Vykinallia would strike. If she failed, her name would be muttered in the same breath as the Hechts who assassinated King Damascus Drake II. But if she succeeded, the Drake name would fall from history’s mouth, never to be uttered again. The death of one empire, the beginning of something new.

She spirited herself between the last few tents that separated her from Damascus’s pavilion like a black wraith. Outside the tent, she pulled back the flap and slipped inside. The interior, however, was not what she had expected.

In the wide expanse of the pavilion, there was only one cot at its center. Plain, unadorned, ordinary. She had expected a lavish layout with area rugs, a desk or table of some kind, and a bed worthy of a king. Doubt wriggled through her mind and ate at her plan.

Where am I going to hide?

Perhaps she’d struck too early. If servants were still setting up Damascus’s tent, there was no hope for her to remain hidden, even if she could find a place to conceal herself.

Vykinallia punched her thigh and bit back a curse.

But wait …the King’s Guard stood sentry. Why place a cot within if they were going to set it up later? And why, if he was preparing for a siege, would Damascus not want every available comfort?

There was only one answer. Vykinallia shook her head, wishing she’d realized it sooner. When Damascus had ransomed her from the Fallen at the Stockhelm town square, he hadn’t worn his armor.

He dressed as a King’s Guard Knight.

Whoever was masquerading as Damascus would sleep here and wear his armor, but that meant Damascus would sleep somewhere else. Somewhere close. Vykinallia slipped between the tent flaps and returned to the shadows. Fires blossomed at all corners of the camp, but if she couldn’t find Damascus’s tent before the Salmantics realized it was a farce, her whole plan would implode. She searched the neighboring tents for any discrepancies.

One will stand out, different from the rest. It must.

Vykinallia peeked inside the three tents that faced the front of the king’s pavilion, but they held little else besides three to four bedrolls and half-eaten rations. She moved onto the next along the south side of Damascus’s fake tent, but nothing. One by one, she searched, and with each empty tent, the wriggling worm of doubt grew into a snake large enough to devour her.

Due east of the black-and-red tent, one tent faced the opposite direction as the others. Where every other tent was oriented to face the Hylan Peaks and the Cassius ludus, this one’s flap was positioned east.

Vykinallia slowed to a prowl as she neared the flap. Listening intently for any sign of life inside, she held her dagger at the ready just in case an unsuspecting servant waited within. Her heart raced, but she didn’t have time to calm it. With a deep breath, she pressed the flap in and followed inside.

She stepped onto a plush carpet. Dim candlelight illuminated the inside of the tent. Though the fabric outside was white, the inside was lined with black. One proper bed, one desk, one dresser, and two sets of armor oriented on mannequins filled Damascus’s true tent.

Slipping inside, she let the flap close behind her. A smirk drew across her lips. There were plenty of places to hide. Even with the candle, the jam-packed tent left nooks and crannies for her to lie in wait until Damascus returned.

When he does, I’ll—

“Come to kill me, have you?”

Vykinallia wheeled to her left toward the corner where the voice had come from. Golden eyes glared from beyond the darkness. They rose as he stood from his seated position. Vykinallia backed away. One step, then two. Her heel pressed against something hard and unyielding.

Damascus stepped into the flickering candlelight. He wore a black satin doublet. In his hand, the ruby embedded in the pommel of an obsidian dagger caught the light. His brows angled as his lips opened, but his teeth remained clenched.

“I would have given you the world,” he hissed. “And this is how you repay me? A dagger as I sleep.”

Vykinallia swallowed. Her free hand felt along the wooden desk behind her. Plan in shambles, her mind raced, searching for any way out of this alive. She raised her hand clutching the dagger and slowly sheathed it at her belt.

“I only want to talk,” she said, her free hand still feeling along the desktop for something—anything—to strike with should she not be able to make him see reason.

Damascus growled, his cheeks burning red. “Talk? You betrayed me. You made me look like a fool. And now you want to talk?”

He spat the words like poison and made talk sound like the most reviled of all curses.

“Damascus, you don’t understand.” She shook her head. She didn’t need to feign fear, but sadness she did. She allowed her lower lip to tremble. A tear welled in the corner of her eye. “I couldn’t go back with you.”

Damascus stepped closer, his knuckles white around the dagger’s hilt. Vykinallia sidestepped, following the edge of the table. She traced its top with her fingertips until she found something. Scooping it in her fingers, she clutched what felt like a letter opener in her palm.

She stepped around the desk, running out of room to maneuver in the crowded tent. Backing past the dresser toward the candle on the bedside table, she cupped her fist before her mouth as if the words were difficult to say.

“Your mother, Damascus,” Vykinallia said, sniffling. “She arranged for Brusos’s bodyslave, Falcos, to abduct me.”

Damascus’s advance paused. His feet rooted to the plush carpet as if he were posing for a portrait. His chin jutted backwards, and he shook his head.

“It’s the truth, Damascus,” Vykinallia said, speaking into her hands as if she were praying. “You have to believe me.”

“But why—”

“She didn’t want me to marry you!” Vykinallia blurted. “She thought I would turn you against the Six and…” Her voice trailed off as if the words were too difficult to speak.

She closed her eyes.

I’m running out of time. Either I must convince him or kill him.

The letter opener dug into her sweat-slicked palms. Damascus shook his head over and over again as if he were trying to process the words, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get them to make sense.

“Damascus, none of that matters now.”

Damascus came closer, his dagger low, but still in hand. Vykinallia backed away and turned her shoulder to him.

“It’s too late. Don’t you see? I did what I had to… to survive. But she gave me no choice. And now, there’s no going back. I can never be queen.”

Damascus lowered his dagger to his waist, its tip angled down.

“They sent me to kill you,” Vykinallia said. “But I came to ask you.” She stepped closer, a tear escaping down her cheek. She crept in until their toes were nearly touching. Within striking distance, she inclined her head to look him in the eye. “Please leave. Let them have Stockhelm. Let me make the most of this life your mother has forced me into.”

Damascus’s shoulders deflated as his held breath escaped his lungs. He sheathed his dagger and lifted his left hand to her cheek. She nestled into his touch, though it made her skin want to crawl.

“Nallia,” he whispered. “I won’t let them win. I won’t let them have you. I’ll defeat them, and together—”

Vykinallia let her gaze fall, her hands held before her chin. There’s no other choice. She took a deep breath. “We’ll never be together.”

She drove the letter opener clutched in her left palm into Damascus’s left wrist. Damascus gasped, but before he could react, she reached her right hand for the dagger at her belt. Rearing back, she plunged the dagger for his stomach.

He stepped backwards and caught her wrists in his hands. Warm and sticky blood drained down his left hand, covering her wrist. Anger tinged his cheeks; betrayal burned in his eyes.

As she attempted to drive the dagger home, he snapped back his head and brought the crown of it down on the bridge of her nose. Cartilage crunched, and she stumbled backwards, slipping free of Damascus’s grip. She crashed into the bedside table and the mannequins next to it that held Damascus’s different armors. The plate mail clanged against itself as it spilled onto the carpet.

Damascus turned from her and made for the corner she’d found him sitting in upon arrival. He returned with his scabbard and drew his long sword, tossing the scabbard aside. He directed the blade at her, breathing heavily.

Vykinallia spat blood. Head still spinning, she regained her feet and passed her dagger to her left hand to draw her short sword in the right.

Damascus charged in. Too fast, too angry. His strikes came with a fury beyond form. Vykinallia staggered backwards to meet each blow, again knocking into the bedside table, scattering its contents to the floor.

“Everyone is a liar!” Damascus spat as his onslaught continued.

He swung right, chopped left—each attack bashing Vykinallia off-balance.

“There is no one—” He slashed again and again, their steel clashing together. “No one I can trust!” Blood continued to pour from Damascus’s wrist, covering his hand and dripping onto the carpet below.

Vykinallia couldn’t respond. The air of the tent became hot and acrid. Heat radiated at her back. Absent her mobility, it took all of her strength to turn Damascus’s strokes aside. Her arms already ached; her ribs were still too raw from where Brusos’s guard pierced her.

Damascus reared to load a two-handed overhead strike, but his long sword caught the tent’s roof. Vykinallia seized the moment and stabbed at Damascus’s stomach. Stumbling back, he kicked her in the midsection. The blow sent her staggering, but she lunged to strike again. Damascus yanked his sword free at the last moment to deflect her away and followed up with a punch.

His bloody fist slid off her cheekbone. Though it wasn’t a direct hit, it was enough to send her reeling. She crashed into a low dresser at the foot of the bed and was upended. She pressed herself to her feet, disoriented from the blow to her head and the tumble thereafter. But as she regained her surroundings, the back wall of the tent by the bedside table had ignited into a wall of fire.

Smoke filled the tent.

She made her way to the tent flap to escape, but Damascus cut her off with a horizontal swipe. The force behind his strike took him off-balance, but when Vykinallia caught the blade on her short sword, the reverberation nearly jarred the hilt from her hand. She held but allowed the momentum to aid her spin. She ducked and slashed at Damascus’s thigh with her dagger. The steel sliced through his britches, drawing a scarlet line across his outer thigh. Damascus stumbled back, giving Vykinallia the opportunity to duck out of the flaming tent.

Fresh air flooded her lungs as she escaped into the night, but so too did the clash of steel.

Fighting? They should have retreated.

The fires her men set raged on the outskirts of the encampment, but she had not expected to find skirmishes between the tents.

Damascus charged out of the tent, his sword sweeping in vicious arcs. Her momentary distraction almost cost her her head. She lurched backwards, out of the tip’s reach. She raised her short sword to block a slash aimed at her shoulder, deflected a thrust that sought to skewer her through the navel, and high-stepped over an uppercutting swipe that would have severed her leg below the knee. Damascus’s forms were erratic—all fury and no technique. He lacked the gracefulness he’d demonstrated when sparring for the right to court her. Now he was all brutality.

Whoever ordered the attack from the east had prevented Damascus from summoning reinforcements, but the camp became a battlefield as more fighters pushed the Salmantic soldiers backwards.

Sweat dripped down her neck, and blood poured from Damascus’s bloody hand. Vykinallia dodged a thrust and slipped inside Damascus’s reach. She stabbed with her short sword, but Damascus’s block carried both their blades too far. Vykinallia plunged her dagger into Damascus’s shoulder.

The blade pierced Damascus’s doublet just above his right collarbone. Damascus roared, but he shoved her away, tearing her dagger free. Sword arm drooping, Damascus gripped his long sword with both hands and cleaved down at her. She dodged, moving inside his range, but he elbowed her in the jaw.

Her vision swam, and the world turned upside down as he swept her leg. Her back landed hard on the ground, knocking the wind from her lungs.

“You murderous bi—” Damascus stabbed at her belly.

Vykinallia rolled out of the way and slashed—more at the air between them than at him. She’d lost her dagger somewhere in the fall, but with another chop aimed at her head, she had no time to search for it. She blocked Damascus’s strike and swept his leg out from under him with a well-placed kick to the back of the knee.

Damascus fell to his side, and Vykinallia pounced. She shoved him onto his back and drove her right knee into Damascus’s bloody left wrist, pinning it to the ground. He struck at her with his long sword, but her left hand grabbed his right wrist. He grit his teeth, straining against her, but she had him pinned, short sword aimed at his throat.

She felt like she was supposed to say something like “Yield!” or look to the editor of the games to see what fate Damascus’s performance had earned. But this wasn’t the arena. This was war. His golden eyes glared daggers into her because he knew this was his end.

She reared back to drive the sword point home, but something punched her in the back. She glanced in its direction, but a bloody sword point emerged through the front of her shoulder.

Her body went rigid. Her mind couldn’t process what her eyes beheld.

Her grip on Damascus’s wrist faltered, and she fell on top of him. Blood had sprayed across Damascus’s face, but she didn’t understand.

As the sword that pierced her body was ripped free, the pain lanced through her like a bolt of lightning that had caught fire.

Damascus shoved her off of him. She rolled, unable to resist his force until she came to a stop on her back, staring at the starry night sky. Smoke billowed, racing to Valencia, but a sudden chill came over her. A knight in Damascus’s armor stood over her, a bloody sword in his hand.

The knight hauled Damascus to his feet. Damascus claimed his sword and stumbled atop her, straddling her.

The knight flipped his visor up to reveal flinty gray eyes. “We’re under attack, your grace. We need to leave. Now.”

Aemos Horne. Stabbed in the back by Aemos Horne.

She was so close. She’d beaten Damascus. But he would live. And she would die. He would keep his crown, and the Celestic people would remain in squalor.

Damascus didn’t listen to Aemos. He loomed over her, sword gripped in both hands, tip aimed down at the center of her leather jerkin.

Vykinallia let her head loll to the side. She didn’t want to look at Damascus. She didn’t want to think about Damascus. The fires raged all around her, but they did nothing to stop the cold that clung to her like a wet blanket. Figures approached in the distance, but Vykinallia closed her eyes to them—to the pain, the cold, the world.

Her thoughts drifted to Zephyrus. When he healed her elbow. When he held her after he’d lit the candles into infernos in her chambers. When they kissed.

All the tension fled her body as she sank into the ground.

I’m sorry, Zephyrus. I should have told you the truth… I love—

A cold spike lanced into her midsection, as Damascus plunged his long sword into her stomach.


Chapter 63

Fall of Honor, Death of Justice

Laeden XIV

Stockhelm

Covered in filth from hiding in the latrine while the villa burned, and drenched in the blood of Brusos’s men after reuniting with Iberion’s fighters in the south, Laeden charged alongside Markus and Iberion toward the fires of the Salmantic camp.

His foul-smelling boots squelched with each footfall. The blood-soaked linen covering his forearm dripped, leaving a trail in his wake, but Laeden forged onward, prepared to make sure Damascus reaped what he had sown.

“Why would they attack?” Markus asked through labored breaths. “If they took the ludus and forced a siege, why attack?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Laeden said. “We join!”

Their numbers, bolstered by Sinion’s and Teluvar’s men, who had received messengers to seek refuge in the Hylan ludus, were enough to make a decent fight. After cutting down the first wave of Salmantic scouts, they surged into the camp, where more heavily armored knights awaited in defensive formations.

Laeden grit his teeth, leading the charge, but as they neared the black lion shields, Iberion pulled ahead of him. With a shout, the half-blind man leapt and thrust his bastard sword over top of the shield wall. Laeden, Markus, and the other freedpeople crashed into the knights.

Swords met shields. Cries filled the air as steel slipped between plate mail or through leather armor. Knights fell. Freedpeople fell. Death was indiscriminate, but once the element of surprise had worn off, the Salmantics’ superior training and better equipment would win the day.

Damascus must fall. They must retreat, surrender, or die quickly.

Laeden blocked a sword thrust and slashed at the knights’ shields, but another thrust pierced the freedman next to him. More freedpeople stormed into the burning camp from all angles. Their only hope was to surround the knights and not give them the chance to refortify.

Iberion stabbed one knight through the slit of his visor, creating a gap in the shield wall. Laeden pressed through, shoving one black-clad knight into Markus’s waiting sword. He blocked a short chop and a cross hack before countering. He bashed the knight’s sword into the adjacent enemy’s helm. With the knight’s arm raised, Laeden drove the point through the gap in the armor.

Bone crunched and organs tore as Laeden ripped his blade free, but for each knight that fell, two, even three freedpeople were sent to the afterlife. Markus broke through the shield wall, pinning a knight’s arm down and striking him over the head, but it wasn’t until the freedpeople flanked around the burning tents to attack the knights from the rear that they made progress.

As the Salmantic defense faltered, Laeden and Markus pushed through. People died all around them as the living greedily gasped acrid air into their lungs. Bodies pressed together, a mess of limb and steel, but through the turmoil, Laeden saw Damascus.

His red-and-black plate mail, as imposing as it was beautiful, reflected the flames and the night sky. Damascus charged and stabbed someone in the back only a short distance away.

The person turned to examine the blade protruding from their shoulder.

Laeden’s breath caught.

Vykinallia!

“No!” Markus shoved past Laeden in the scrum of bodies until he broke through the knights’ crumbling formation and the flanking freedpeople. Vykinallia fell to the ground, and Damascus hauled a man, dressed in black, up to his feet.

Damascus?

Laeden’s mind was cloudy. A bloodied Damascus stood before someone else dressed in Damascus’s armor. Damascus seized his long sword and limped over Vykinallia, his sword tip just above her navel.

Markus broke through the bodies and charged for Damascus, but too late. Damascus raised his hilt to the sky and slammed the point into Vykinallia’s stomach.

Vykinallia let out a languishing cry, but it was nothing compared to Markus’s.

Her brother ran to her aid, closing the distance between them to attack Damascus with reckless fury. Damascus never saw the attack coming, but the knight, masquerading as the king, met Markus’s strike. As the two deadlocked, Laeden charged past to attack Damascus.

Damascus twirled at the last second, meeting Laeden’s strike and sending them both off-balance. If not for his fatigue and injuries, Laeden would have kept his feet, but as it was, they both fell to the ground.

Damascus found who had hit him and hammered the dirt with his fist. “I knew it was too good to be true for you to be dead.” He nodded at Laeden’s bloody forearm as he forced himself to his feet. “Clever trick. But it changes nothing!”

With two hands on his long sword, Damascus slashed at Laeden just as he stood, but the strike was clumsy, lacking the sure-footed approach such an all-out attack required. Laeden turned it aside and countered. Damascus reeled to deflect, but Laeden’s steel, having already acquired a thirst for blood, sliced the side of Damascus’s left arm.

Bleeding from half a dozen other wounds and paler than usual, Damascus’s golden eyes struggled to focus on Laeden. He wobbled but held his ground.

Markus traded blows with the man in Damascus’s armor until the two separated and he lifted the visor of his helm. Aemos Horne’s flinty gray eyes stared back at Markus, a cruel grin painted across his mug.

“For everything you’ve robbed me of,” Aemos said, “now I have taken something from you.” His laughter belted forth from his armor, poisoning the air around him.

This was no place for laughter. Mired in death, stained by smoke. This was worse than the Haunted Hollow.

Markus charged at Aemos, and their battle resumed with greater animosity than before. Vykinallia wheezed on the ground beside them, attempting to drag herself away from the thick of the fighting.

Laeden advanced on Damascus. Damascus thrust, but Laeden swatted his sword aside and aimed his own point at Damascus’s throat. Damascus still attempted to strike at Laeden with his injured arms, but Laeden caught Damascus by the wrist and twisted.

“Yield!” Laeden yelled. “Surrender. End this!”

Damascus’s blood-spattered face contorted. “This is what you always wanted, eh? You wanted to be king.”

Laeden hissed. “I wanted none of this!”

A bolt of lightning exploded to the north only a short distance away. Rows of knights broke formation as electricity coursed through their metal armor.

“Do it, then,” Damascus spat. “Traitor. I will never submit to you and your mages.”

Another bolt of lightning, this one closer, caused all four of them to shudder.

“No. Stop!”

Laeden couldn’t imagine there was one person on this battlefield who didn’t want this to stop. But war was not a place for wants. Only a place for death and loss.

“You leave me no choice, Damascus,” Laeden said.

Just as he prepared to slip his point through Damascus’s throat, Aemos’s bulk slammed into both of them. Damascus fell from Laeden’s grasp to the ground. Laeden turned to Aemos, but it appeared as if Markus had thrown Aemos off-balance as opposed to Aemos charging into them voluntarily. Markus slashed at Aemos. Steel bit past plate, finding purchase beneath the armor. Aemos grunted, but as Markus attempted to yank his sword free, it remained wedged in Aemos’s armor.

Laeden reacted too slowly.

Aemos stabbed Markus through the chest and twisted the blade.

Markus’s green eyes widened. His face drained of color.

He staggered backwards, losing his grip on his sword. Aemos’s sword emerged from Markus’s torso drenched in dark blood. Markus’s hand clutched his chest. He stumbled before falling to the ground, unmoving.

Heat rose within Laeden. Fire flowed through his veins. The pressure that had been building since his father’s abduction, that grew with Iylea’s death and multiplied with every failure he’d endured afterwards, erupted.

Laeden screamed.

He hauled Damascus to his feet and placed his blade at his throat.

“No!” the voice that had cried earlier shouted again.

His father, Varros Helixus, charged at them, his hand outstretched. A torrent of water burst from his hand and crashed into Aemos. The force lifted Aemos from his feet and sent him sprawling prone and sliding across the ground.

“Father?” Damascus asked.

“Put the sword down, Laeden,” Varros said as he came near. “Please.”

Laeden’s hand trembled on his hilt. His eyes darted from Damascus to his father, then to Markus lying supine, staring at the sky. Vykinallia crawled over to her brother, leaving a trail of blood in her wake.

“I can’t do that,” Laeden said to his father. “He won’t surrender.”

Damascus’s breath quivered. “You’re alive?”

“You must both call for an end to this,” their father said.

The camp all around them was a bloodbath ringed in fire. Freedpeople and Salmantic knights littered the ground. The Ridge Knights and freed gladiators Laeden had sent to Valtarcia returned. Led by Kherus and Joru, they forced back the Salmantic knights. In the distance, the doors of the Cassius ludus yawned open as more Fallen and freedpeople surged to join the fray.

“The realm needs stability,” Varros said. “Unity. The people will listen to you.”

Damascus grunted. Laeden didn’t lower his sword—he couldn’t.

“Please,” Varros said, drawing close, within arm’s reach. “You are my sons. What peace can exist in a realm if it cannot be held between brothers?”

In his father’s slate-blue eyes Laeden saw the future Varros believed in. One of compromise, accepted differences, and tolerance. Laeden wanted to believe it too, but he didn’t.

Varros’s fingers touched Laeden’s hand as he strangled his sword hilt.

Reluctantly, Laeden allowed his father to pull his sword away from Damascus’s throat.

“End this,” Varros said. “Let peace reign.” He clasped a hand on each of their shoulders.

Damascus shook his head. “I can’t believe, after all this time… you’re alive.” He met their father’s eyes. “Mage.”

Damascus punched Varros in the stomach—once, twice, a third time. Each time, his hand came away bloody. Varros stumbled backwards. His hands dropped to his stomach, but Damascus drove him backwards, continuing to jab an obsidian black dagger into Varros’s flesh.

“I won’t make peace with liars and mages!” Damascus screamed.

Laeden, as if he hadn’t already lost everything that mattered in the world, slashed across his brother’s back, blazing a red comet through the black satin doublet.

Varros fell to the ground. Honor, justice, and every ideal Laeden thought he’d ever lived for fell with him. As his father crumpled to the ground, clutching the stab wounds in his gut, Laeden shoved Damascus to the earth. He strode over to his half-brother’s downed form and stepped on his wrist holding the dagger.

Markus dead. Varros dying. Everything ruined. If only I’d killed you sooner.

He chopped down at his brother’s neck, intending to cleave his head from his shoulders.

As he swung his blade down, a long sword interrupted its path, and a shove sent him backwards.

Aelon, wearing the black-and-red armor of the King’s Guard Knights, stood over Damascus. An emptiness that began in Laeden’s belly seeped into every fiber of his being. A dread of inevitable failure weighed heavily upon his tired shoulders. The overwhelming seeds of betrayal and loss sprouted into anger, his anger into stalks of wrath, and his wrath into the thorns of vengeance.

“You bastards,” Laeden shouted. “All of you.”

Aelon held his gaze but ignored him. “Aemos, escort the king to safety. We will deal with Laeden.”

Laeden glanced to Aelon’s left and right, then over his shoulder. Laeden was surrounded by Damascus’s King’s Guard Knights. Beyond them, the Salmantic knights had regrouped, and even surrounded by freedpeople, former gladiators, and a handful of Ridge Knights, they still had the upper hand.

With the swords of the King’s Guard Knights aimed at Laeden, Aemos stalked around him to help Damascus to his feet.

Damascus glared at Laeden. “When you’re done, bring me his head.”


Chapter 64

The Vykane Blade

Threyna XII

Stockhelm

Tyrus’s blade darted towards Threyna’s chest, but just as the tip was about to pierce her flesh, a shadow shrouded her view of him.

Tyrus’s steel careened off the shadow as if he’d struck a shield. The shadow evaporated, but Tyrus lost his grip on Threyna. She wriggled free and scrambled backwards along the sand. He slashed again, but a new shadow interrupted the path of his strike.

Tyrus roared, whipping his head left and right to locate the source of the shadow shields. Threyna didn’t care. She reached for her Inner Throne again and for a moment found it. With the available blood Tyrus had spilled, Threyna conjured a double-sided blood spear.

A number of shadow shields sprung into existence all around Tyrus. Each faded in the time it took Tyrus to cast his red-scale eye upon it. But with Tyrus distracted, Threyna charged towards Ceres’s fallen form and drew in breath. Consuming his essence, Threyna restitched her wounds and squared off against Tyrus.

“Reveal yourself!” Tyrus shouted.

No sooner had the words come out than a blinding sun spawned to life on Tyrus’s left. He lifted his arm to shield his face. Threyna saw spots, but Tyrus’s preoccupation allowed her to sink deeper into her Inner Throne. Blinded by the light, Threyna sought Tyrus’s ever-quickening heartbeat. She found it but felt Zephyrus nearby as well.

She sensed more than saw Tyrus swinging blindly. She held her blood spear before her, and his sword clanged off it. She let it dissolve to ash and launched herself at Tyrus. Momentum on her side, she dragged him to the ground. With her hands feeling at his already-scratched face from the first time she tore the scale free from his face, she jammed her thumb into Tyrus’s right eye socket.

Her Inner Throne vanished. It ceased to exist, as if she’d never felt its power before. But here, she didn’t need it.

Tyrus screamed as he flailed, but she flipped her body away from his errant sword strokes so her feet were opposed to his.

Digging her thumb deeper, she felt the scale dislodge. She snaked her index finger around it and ripped the scale from Tyrus’s skull, flinging it as far as she could. Blinded by light, Threyna dove into her seat of power. Searching for available blood, she found it contained in steel. She tugged on it and sensed it elongate. It flew through the air towards her, obeying her command.

Tyrus wrenched free of her grasp, but his pounding heart drummed the dirge of the fearful.

“No! Stop them!” Paxoran cried.

Threyna caught the hilt of the blood-forged steel. Once it met her flesh, courage flooded her veins. It drowned out the rot of the Skeleton King’s corruptive blood magic, and similar to how she felt donning the Orsion Cloak, a rush of something greater than herself was birthed within her chest.

This is the Vykane Blade.

Once within her grasp, it made sense. She recalled the concussive blast that happened when Zephyrus struck Tyrus’s Aeryean Armor at Valenforth.

They can’t harm one another.

Tyrus, still blinded by the burning sun that spawned on the shore, slashed at the air, but Threyna didn’t need to see him to know where he was. Threyna sensed Tyrus’s thundering heart beneath the Aeryean Armor. She stalked around him, giving a wide berth from his erratic cuts until she was behind him.

“Behind you!” Paxoran cried to Tyrus.

Threyna slashed a handspan higher than Tyrus’s thudding heart.

The steel met flesh, slicing through bone, brain, and Tyrus’s empty eye socket.

Tyrus crumpled to the ground. Paxoran’s voice faded as if he had fallen down a well.

Threyna released her Inner Throne, and the blood of the Vykane Blade refused her call. The blade retracted into nothingness, and the hilt fell from her grasp.

She winked one eye open, but the sun had swallowed itself, leaving her and Tyrus’s corpse bathed in moonlight on the shore. A bright green aura emanated from the pouch at her hip. Threyna plucked the last of her Viridite glowstones from it and held it up before her. Radiating a brilliant emerald green, its steady light illuminated the beach.

Soft footsteps approached in the sand. Threyna held the Viridite up as Zephyrus approached, a white orb floating over his shoulder.

Threyna smirked. “I didn’t think you’d come back.”

Zephyrus nodded. The combination of the glowstone’s green and the orb’s white illuminated his bruised and bloodied face.

“I see it didn’t exactly go as planned,” Threyna said.

“Not quite,” Zephyrus said. “Or perhaps perfectly to plan. Still not sure about that part.”

Threyna snorted, not entirely sure what he meant by that. She nodded at the white orb. “And that?”

“I’m the Guardian,” the floating ball of light said.

Threyna raised her eyebrows. “And where’d you come from?”

“Long story,” the Guardian said. “And we haven’t the time.”

Threyna looked at Zephyrus, but he only shrugged. She mirrored the gesture, then bent to pick up the hilt of the Vykane Blade. Standing, she handed it to Zephyrus. She unclasped the Orsion Cloak from her neck, but when she held it out to him, he shoved it back towards her.

“Take it,” he said. “The armor too.”

Threyna shook her head. “But you’re the Wielder.” She pointed out to sea. “I thought I had the Vykane Blade, but you had it all along. I had a fake. I didn’t realize until I held yours, but I’m sure of it. You are the Wielder.”

Zephyrus hmphed, but still didn’t accept the Orsion Cloak. “I’m not convinced the Wielder is a person anymore.”

Threyna screwed up her brow. “What do you mean?”

“Perhaps the Wielder is a cause,” Zephyrus said. “An idea. And as long as we’re together, and the three Treasures are united, we can do anything. Like kill the Skeleton King and stop Paxoran.”

Threyna inhaled sharply, but her breath caught in her throat. Together? She stepped closer, their fingertips touching around the Orsion Cloak. An electricity surged through her.

“As long as we’re together,” she repeated.

Her other hand reached for Zephyrus’s neck, and her fingers slid into his hair. She pulled him down and pressed her lips to his. The lightning in her fingertips coursed through her body and crackled in her stomach, making her chest rattle.

Zephyrus pulled away.

The euphoric moment ended too quickly.

The inner portions of Zephyrus’s brows steepled. “Not that kind of together.”

The electricity fizzled. Emptiness expanded inside her. She deflated, but not fast enough, not small enough. She wished she could shrink into nothingness and disappear.

She wanted to apologize, but she didn’t want to apologize. She wanted him to see what she saw. She wanted him to feel for her what she felt for him.

He stepped backwards, his fingertips falling away from hers. A loneliness invaded her mind like the rot in her veins.

“Zephyrus,” the glowing orb said. “You must ascend to Valencia. There are three gateways. I can vaguely sense them, but the nearest is in Stockhelm.”

“To Stockhelm then,” Zephyrus said. He turned towards Threyna.

It hurt to look at him.

Just go… leave me here.

She averted her gaze. Blood stained the sand beneath Tyrus’s half-severed head. It was an easier sight to behold. Tyrus could no longer hurt her, but Zephyrus would. The Orsion Cloak felt heavy in her hands. With the Vykane Blade and Aeryean Armor in reach, she had everything she’d sought, and nothing at all.

“Threyna, will you come with me?” Zephyrus asked, extending his hand for hers.

Threyna’s stomach twisted in knots. Together, but never together. She needed him like she needed to feast on souls to stop the spread of rot in her veins. She needed him, but couldn’t have him, and though he could heal her, this was one wound no magic would mend.

And yet, if Zephyrus was right—if the Wielder was a united cause, and not a person—could she deny him… again?


Chapter 65

Powerless

Zephyrus XI

Stockhelm

After Threyna stripped Tyrus of the Aeryean Armor and donned it with the Orsion Cloak, she took Zephyrus’s outstretched hand with the hesitance of touching a hot kettle. Zephyrus pursed his lips, still unsure what had just happened between them, but there was no time to deliberate—and even if there was, it was the last thing he wanted to address.

He cleared his throat, pulling Threyna closer than was comfortable. Channeling his mother’s memories of the magical boons bestowed by the Corners of Kataan, Zephyrus envisioned the grounds beyond the Cassius ludus. He concentrated on the mountain fortress, the rolling hills to the east, the Crystal River and the Stormburn Geyser in the distance.

The dark shores of the Isle of Fate faded, and Zephyrus’s stomach lurched. He felt like he’d fallen again from his bedroom window at House Auros, but instead of falling, he flew. Not through air, but through a rift in space.

With Threyna clutched close, and the Guardian practically sticking to his shoulder, the three of them were ejected from the rift into a hellscape.

The fumes of smoke and the coppery scent of blood stained the air rotten. Fires rose all around them, and ash rained down from above. The clash of steel rang against the cries of the dying as the formations of battle descended into unorganized skirmishes.

“Ghosts,” Threyna said. “There’s so much blood.”

“Burn me,” Zephyrus said. This was the rebellion he thought he was meant to lead. Freedpeople, gladiators, mages—an army of them, against soldiers and knights, but they were losing.

“You were meant to turn the tides of this war,” Patrus had said.

Zephyrus glanced at the Guardian. “Valencia will have to wait.” He nodded at Threyna. “Take down anyone in plate mail or black armor.”

“Where are you going?” Threyna asked.

Without a reply, Zephyrus teleported, taking the Guardian with him. From one area of the burning grounds to another, he jumped through the immaterial plane to scan the battlefield. The Fallen attacked from all sides, but the Salmantic forces, better trained and better equipped, pushed back.

The Guardian gasped from his shoulder. “Laeden!”

Zephyrus surveyed the grounds ahead, spotting Laeden. Surrounded by six knights in full plate, Laeden lowered his sword. But adjacent to Laeden, Vykinallia lay on the ground in a pool of her own blood.

Zephyrus’s breath caught in his chest. His eyes widened. A knot formed in his throat, threatening to choke him.

No, no, no.

When he didn’t teleport to Laeden’s side, the Guardian tore from his shoulder and rushed to Laeden, her light radiating like a dying star.

Zephyrus spurred himself into motion. He jumped through the rift and returned to the physical plane at Vykinallia’s side. Black blood spouted from her stomach like a fountain. Her face was pale, the light in her eyes fading. Zephyrus tapped into Klayvorine’s control over time and slowed everyone and everything down.

The knights’ swords swung in slow arcs toward Laeden. The Guardian trickled through the air absent the urgency at which she set off. Tongues of fire licked lazily at the air around them, but, most importantly, Zephyrus slowed Vykinallia’s death.

Moving in real time, Zephyrus knelt down beside her. “Stay with me, Vykinallia.”

Her eyes looked at him, but if she saw him, her expression gave no sign. With both hands hovering over her wound, he channeled his healing magic. He’d saved Patrus from a stomach wound once before, but he’d come to his aid sooner. Vykinallia was already at death’s door, having already lost a great deal of blood.

White tendrils of mist flowed from his fingertips to her stomach.

Steel drove through his gut as it had through hers. The pain of flesh, muscles, and organs ripping seared through his body. Tears leaked down his cheeks, blurring his vision—a blend of pain and fear. He knew mending a wound of this severity could kill him, but he couldn’t let her bleed to death.

The pain of her eviscerated gut surged through his flayed nerves and burned like poison in his veins, but he did not let up. He could sense his control over time slipping away, like a heavy object he just couldn’t hold any longer. As the Guardian’s light drew near, the knights squinted through their visors against the severity of her glow, but the shadows she cast were Zephyrus’s to command. Releasing his right hand from healing Vykinallia, he aimed his bracer from Lunellia at the knights surrounding Laeden.

The knights’ shadows came to life just as time reverted back to its normal pace. Blinded by the Guardian’s light and held back by Zephyrus’s shadows, the knights failed to strike Laeden.

Laeden raised his sword and slashed the knight in front of him.

“Zephyrus?” Blood bubbled from Vykinallia’s lips.

“I’m here, Vykinallia.” His voice was as weak as hers. The pain lancing through his stomach ate away at his innards, but he couldn’t let go.

He’d dreamt of their reunion, but never imagined this. In none of his dreams did blood stain her lips. Her skin wasn’t pale and cold to the touch. And when her emerald eyes held him, they weren’t covered with heavy, quivering lids.

“Zephyrus, help!” the Guardian cried.

Next to him, Laeden battled against the knights while the Guardian floated over him with the same helplessness Zephyrus did over Vykinallia. Zephyrus’s conjured shadows slowed the knights’ advance, but the grappling darkness wouldn’t hold. Laeden did his best to fend off the encroaching swords, but there were too many with too much skill for him to outlast. Four Knights of the King’s Guard and two Salmantic knights swiped at Laeden, landing glancing slices across his arms, legs, and back.

Zephyrus grit his teeth against the pain in his stomach, the fear of what was to come, and the frustration that, despite having all the abilities of a God, he felt powerless.

He met Vykinallia’s emerald eyes. “Don’t you dare let go.”

Tapping back into Klayvorine’s greave, Zephyrus slowed time, but only for Vykinallia. He tore himself away from her and drew the Vykane Blade. The blood-forged steel came alive in his hand as he jumped through the rift of the material plane. Passing through the knights, Zephyrus returned to the physical plane inside the circle with Laeden, his back pressed against the former prince’s.

Laeden startled, but the knights balked. Balancing the scales, Zephyrus didn’t wait for them to regain their composure. With sharp claws still scratching from the inside of his stomach, he took the blooming heat and allowed it to swell. With a thrust of his left hand, a blaze of fire engulfed three of the knights at Laeden’s back.

The scales tipped back, and Zephyrus relented. He left the screaming knights to burn within their armor and wheeled to come shoulder to shoulder with Laeden. Laeden’s efforts, concentrated in defense, kept the knights at bay.

Without a word, a glance, or even a grunt of acknowledgement, Laeden and Zephyrus took the offensive. Zephyrus used his manipulation magic to bend the Guardian’s light into the knights’ visors. His left arm went weak as he used force magic to thrust the center knight backwards. Zephyrus filled the space and slashed at the adjacent knight blinded by the Guardian’s light. The Vykane Blade cleaved through the red-and-black steel plate, biting deep into the flesh beneath. The knight screamed and crumpled as Zephyrus yanked the sword free.

Laeden’s steel clanged off either side of the knight’s helm in a flurry of quick blows that sent the King’s Guard Knight reeling. The center knight charged at Laeden and Zephyrus to take the place of his stunned and fallen Brothers.

The knight stabbed at Zephyrus.

Zephyrus entered the immaterial plane, passing through the knight. As the knight spun to locate Zephyrus, Laeden’s sword smashed into the back of the red-and-black helm. Zephyrus reappeared behind the knight just as the other returned to attack Laeden from the side. Tapping into Lunellia’s bracer, Zephyrus summoned the Moon Goddess’s shadows to conjure a shield to defend Laeden’s blind side.

The knight’s strike on Laeden careened off Zephyrus’s shadow shield. Zephyrus drove the Vykane Blade up under the knight’s armpit until the sword point erupted out of the space between his neck and shoulder. Zephyrus ripped the blade free and kicked the knight away. Dead before he hit the ground.

Laeden took all his vengeful rage out on the other knight. With heavy two-handed strikes, his sword dented the knight’s helm, then his pauldron. Dazed, the knight couldn’t keep his feet as Laeden kicked him to the ground. Another knight in red-and-black plate helped him up, dragging him away from Laeden.

Seeing the battle lost, the knights turned heel and ran from Laeden.

Laeden aimed his sword at the knights’ retreating backs. “Run, Aelon!”

Zephyrus scanned the battlefield. They weren’t the only ones. The Salmantic force disappeared into the night, heading north. Whether a retreat had been ordered or not, the men too brave or too foolish not to run screamed and died as Threyna’s blood-conjured arrows zipped through the air and thudded into their hearts.

Cheers from the Fallen rose with the smoke. The army of Valencians and Celestics, Rheynians and Helms, knights, princes, and former lanistas had won.

Zephyrus ran to Vykinallia’s side. Kneeling in the dirt beside her, he inspected her wound. As he placed his hand to the raw flesh, her hand seized his with surprising strength.

“Zephyrus…” She smiled. Color had returned to her face. Her eyes held an acuity he feared he might never see again. “I knew you were still alive.”

Her breathing came slow and even, absent Zephyrus’s influence on time, but to him, it felt as if time stood still. The knot in Zephyrus’s chest untangled to release a heavy sigh.

She’s going to live.

A smile split his lips. He opened his mouth, but he didn’t know what to say. He thought she was gone, that he would never see her again, but here she was. She had promised to work to free the slaves as queen, but taken by the Uprising, she’d found a different way. A better way.

“You joined the Uprising,” Zephyrus said. “You freed the slaves.” He reached out his other hand to cup her face. Her emerald eyes never left his as he stroked her cheek with his thumb, wiping the blood from her lips.

Her grin cracked wider. Her unwounded shoulder shrugged. “Civic responsibility.”

Zephyrus snorted. “Let me finish healing y—”

She grabbed his hand as he had begun to take it away from her cheek and held him there.

“Not yet…”

Once, Zephyrus had imagined a different life. One in which she was not a slave owner, and he was not a slave. A world in which they could have been together.

Is this that world?

As he leaned down, bringing the tip of his nose to hers, he promised himself he would make this that world.

I will stop Paxoran, and I will return.

He pressed his lips against hers. And the feeling he thought confined to dreams and memories sprung to life in reality. A moment so perfect not even the Gods could take it away.


Chapter 66

Live

Iylea X

Stockhelm

Iylea hovered over Laeden’s shoulder as he stood over his father’s body. Amidst the array of corpses littering the ground, the former King of New Rheynia might have gone unnoticed. From where the Gods reigned on high, dead kings, knights, and slaves all equaled the same thing: another link in the chain. Another sign of their failure. But to Laeden, this man’s soul wouldn’t get lost in the masses of war casualties; he’d carry it with him for the rest of his days.

Markus Cassius’s body lay strewn about only a few strides away from where Laeden’s father was robbed of life. Half a dozen dagger stabs to the gut or a single long sword through the heart, the results were the same. Laeden knelt in the bloody dirt between the two men, as helpless as Iylea felt watching over him.

Laeden had called for a medicus or a healing mage, but even Zephyrus, for all his magical abilities, could not awaken the dead. While Nallia Cassius limped off with the aid of a pair of former gladiators and her mother, Varros Helixus and Markus Cassius remained in the dirt. And thus, Laeden did the same.

Long after the battlefield was scoured for injured, and the dead were relieved of their arms and armor, Laeden stayed. His mother—Lenara Faire—long thought lost to the world, wrapped her arms around Laeden as he wept. Iylea wished to hold him, but she’d have an easier time getting back into Valencia. She wanted to cry with Laeden, but aside from generating light and sound, she was incapable.

“Would a good king not weep for the loss of each man he served?” Laeden asked his mother. “What does it say of me that I only have tears to spare for two?” He looked back and forth between his father and his friend, never looking at his mother.

His mother rubbed his back. “A good king… I’m not sure any of us would know what such a thing looked like. But who cries these tears, my son?” She stroked a tear yet to fall to the ground from his cheek. “Do you weep as the King of Valtarcia? Or are these the tears of a son for his father and a man for his friend?”

Fresh sobs rattled Laeden’s shoulders as he sank into his mother’s embrace. If Iylea had a heart, it would have broken for him, but still she found something within her matterless existence fracturing. To be here with him and yet so far from him was torturous. She could do nothing to comfort him.

“First Iylea,” Laeden said through trembling lips. “Now Father and Markus too.”

Lenara turned to Iylea’s glowing form as if she knew who and what she was. Iylea’s light dimmed, but Lenara continued to stare at her. If she suspected Iylea’s presence, she said nothing.

Iylea had been waiting her turn to speak to Laeden, searching for the right opportunity to declare herself to him, but the living had more pressing business. She’d let them come to Laeden’s side, speak a few words of his valor, and leave him with a pat on the shoulder. Zephyrus, a Helm named Iberion, and a man clad in the leather armor of the Lion’s Academy named Aponius came and went, all while she waited patiently. All she had now was time, but listening to Laeden speak to his mother, the right time to reveal herself to him might never come.

Lenara’s eyes left Iylea and returned to her son. “Those whom we’ve lost are still with us, a part of us. They live on through us.”

Iylea resisted the urge to flee. Lenara couldn’t have been further from the truth. They don’t live on. They are jailed—entombed in a link to remind the Gods of their failures. But did that inspire them to change? No. The links were just stumbling blocks on Paxoran’s quest for vengeance on the Creator.

“What now?” Laeden asked.

“Live.” She rubbed Laeden’s back, but her eyes drifted back to Iylea’s position. “We must live for the ones who cannot. We honor them through our lives’ work.”

Live. What life—what future—would he have with me?

She’d reunited with Laeden, but for what? She, without her body, a soul trapped in the mortal realm for all eternity. And he, a mortal whose time in this world was limited. A mortal who needed to live—not just for himself, but for others.

The only thing I can offer him is more pain.

She knew if she revealed herself to him, if she told him the truth of all that had happened, he would never forsake her. Even if they managed to stop Hameryn and the Skeleton King, and save the mortal realm, Laeden would never move forward with his life. He’d never marry. Never father children. He would never live. Eventually, he would pass and go to Valencia, but she would remain here. Forever.

Iylea’s light darkened, reflecting her mood. She couldn’t have what she wanted any longer. She knew that the moment she stepped through the hole in the anchor room floor, her existence was no longer hers. Just as Arkadia was before her, she was now an immortal servant of humanity, and she had a job to do.

The only thing she could do for Laeden was leave. Zephyrus still had to stop Hameryn, and it was her task to guide him to the gateways to the divine realm. She could feel them, three in total. One close, and two farther off. They should have left already, but she couldn’t tear herself away from Laeden. Yet now, finally, she’d have to.

“Goodbye, Laeden.” She couldn’t say the words aloud. She began to drift away, but Laeden followed Lenara’s gaze towards Iylea, holding her in place.

“I’ll leave you,” Lenara said. “To your goodbyes.” She pressed herself to her feet with the effort of the aged, the blessing of a long life that Iylea would never get to experience for herself.

Iylea wasn’t sure if Lenara spoke of Laeden’s goodbyes for Varros and Markus, or for her. Her radiant light glowed, enraptured by Laeden’s stare. The aura of her light reflected in his brown eyes.

“Iylea… is that you?”

Whatever was capable of fracturing within her splintered into as many links in the chain as she had absorbed under the influence of Hameryn’s lies. The painful memories of each life lived and every death suffered burdened her soul.

How many Laedens have I loved? How many have I lost?

The only difference this time was that this would be her choice, and it would be best for everyone if he didn’t know the full truth.

Iylea augmented her voice, deepening it. “I have many names. I’ve lived many lives. But Laeden Helixus, King of Valtarcia, your Iylea is gone.”

Laeden’s lip quivered as he stared into her light. “But I heard her. I didn’t imagine it. She spoke to me.”

“She did,” Iylea said, barely keeping it together. “And you…” Her voice cracked. “Without you, Vykanicus Auros may not have made it to Tharseo’s Bastion. You have given humanity hope.”

Laeden wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “But where is she? Is she safe? Is she okay?”

Iylea’s aura pulsed, unable to control how much light she gave off. She was glad she didn’t have a face because she wouldn’t have been able to conceal her emotions.

“She’s at peace, Laeden,” Iylea said.

It wasn’t a lie. She made her peace with this decision, and she would have to continually remind herself it was the right thing to do, as difficult as it was and would be.

“She loved you,” Iylea said, her aura brightening to a sheen that illuminated Laeden. “She would want you to live for the future, not dwell in the past.”

Laeden’s gaze fell to the blood-soaked earth, his head shaking to either side as fresh tears slid down his cheeks.

“I thought she’d come back,” he said. “I thought we’d…” His voice faltered.

Iylea’s light faded. I thought so too, my love.

“Live for her,” Iylea said. “Live for them.”

She let her light wink out, and the life she had lived flashed before her. As if she pressed her own link of the chain to her chest, she relived her fondest memories, her darkest fears, and every moment in between. From secret kisses with Laeden, to the flash of Aemos’s sword. From the way her heart would flutter when she thought of Laeden, to the way her knees would wobble when Hameryn visited her dreams, it was as if she consumed her own soul.

When she finished, she found Laeden had sunk into the dirt, head in his hands. Absent her light shining upon him, she realized that no matter how many lives she’d lived, or how many loves she’d experienced, hers with Laeden would never be matched.

Goodbye, Laeden. I will always love you.

She wished she could leave him, to create distance for herself to grieve, but the world didn’t have time. Iylea was gone. Dead. Iylea couldn’t help anyone any longer. She needed to be something more. Something like Arkadia had been. The Guardian of the mortal realm. And what the mortal realm needed was heroes. Leaders for people to trust, beacons for them to follow.

Zephyrus would ascend to Valencia to fight Paxoran, but even if he succeeded, the mortal realm was doomed if no one could stop the Skeleton King and his horde.

Iylea wanted to drift away from Laeden, to leave her life and her love behind, but as the Guardian, she needed Laeden. The mortal realm needed Laeden.

“Laeden, this war is only just beginning,” the Guardian said. “You must fight for the living. The Age of the End is upon us.”

Laeden inclined his head. Tears streaked his cheeks, but his eyes remained lucid. He sniffed, wiping his face with the back of his hand. He took a deep breath and set his jaw.

“What can I do?”


Chapter 67

Death Comes

Threyna XIII

Stockhelm

It was times like these that Threyna was glad she wasn’t back on Rheynia. Here, death meant one thing, but there, it could have meant one of three—and each fate was worse than the preceding.

Surveying the battlefield, the dead remained still, but back on Rheynia, many would still be moving and crying out, their minds broken from the torture of their trapped souls in failing bodies. Other souls, fortunate enough to be spared feeling their mortal wounds for the rest of eternity, would depart their bodies, absent sentience. The shades would wander aimlessly, never knowing rest. And perhaps worst of all, the darklings—disembodied souls that retained their sentience—were condemned to an existence of wandering the cursed land forever, or overtaking a host body in order to live again.

Here, funeral pyres and a large hole in the ground could assuage the dead, but in Rheynia, it would have taken an army of arcanatek-wielding Justicus to cull the hollowed, disperse the shades, and eradicate the darklings. An army, or her.

She consumed another soul, and the rot that had stretched up her neck to her cheek while fighting with her blood magic receded to the scars on her arm left behind by the cursed blood artifact. Feasting on souls restored her, but it cursed her as well. While the consumption would allow her to tap into her Inner Throne again, the next time it would cost more souls to return to baseline. Yet no number of souls would heal her affliction. Only Zephyrus had been able to do that, and then only temporarily.

“Not that kind of together,” Zephyrus had said to her. That kind of together was reserved for Vykinallia.

Threyna spotted Zephyrus embracing a pair of men—one long and lean with black hair and a severe scar across his face, the other a burly brute with dark skin and darker curls. He helped a woman into their care. As the two men carried her away from Zephyrus, Zephyrus’s touch lingered on the woman’s hand.

Vykinallia.

Soaked in enough blood that she should have been among the dead, Vykinallia’s life was saved by Zephyrus’s magic. Yet she could feel Vykinallia’s heartbeat, pumping in a rhythm harmonious with Zephyrus’s. Threyna clenched her fist. Though the rot in her veins had abated, the bitterness in her heart had only spread.

Jaw tight with a throbbing vein in her neck, Threyna turned from Zephyrus and Vykinallia. Though she and Zephyrus held the Treasures between them, they would never be united—at least not in the way she wished them to be.

She spun on her heel, scouring the battlefield for means of distraction more so than souls to feed off of, but despite being surrounded by hundreds, if not a thousand freedpeople, Threyna still felt alone.

I deserve to be alone.

A dying Salmantic soldier reached for Threyna’s leg as she walked past. She grunted, kicking his hand away. With a gash in his neck and a broken spear in his gut, he was as dead as any of the others lying in the shadows of the Hylan Mountains. He just didn’t know it yet. She kicked his futile reach again.

“Of course,” Threyna said, more to herself than the dead man. “Only dead men want me.” She leaned down, seizing the sword just beyond the soldier’s grip. Unceremoniously and without hesitation, Threyna drove the sword point into the man’s heart. She waited the span of three breaths before drawing his essence into her Inner Throne.

“Pardon,” a voice said from behind her. “Threyna?”

Threyna let out an exasperated breath. Can’t you see I’m busy? “Hmm?” She didn’t bother to turn to address the voice.

“Laeden Helixus, King of Valtarcia, would like to speak with you.”

Threyna blew out her cheeks and turned around to face a man too pretty for the blood on his face. A strand of long brown hair escaped the half knot on the back of his head to hang beside deep, dark blue eyes.

She tossed the dead soldier’s sword to the ground beside him, her gaze centered on the pretty man. “Is King Laeden a dead man?”

The pretty man tilted his head to the side, pushing his hair back with his palm. “I suppose he should be—I suppose we all should be, but he is very much alive.”

He pointed to a group of men. She assumed the one doing the speaking was the king. With short shorn hair, a scruffy beard, and enough blood on his hands to rival the Skeleton King, King Laeden placed his hands on two Helms’ shoulders. Though they stood a head taller than the king, they bowed before him.

Threyna hummed, crossing her arms over her chest. “And this King Laeden sends you to do his bidding?”

“Indeed he does,” the pretty man said with an air of self-importance. “And on the off chance I agree with him, I’ll even see it through. I am Kherus Paragus, Captain of the Ridge Knights.”

He held out his hand to shake hers, but she let it hover in the space between them.

“It is my understanding that you were the reason we escaped the shipyard alive,” Kherus said. “And not only that…” He waved his arm at the fallen soldiers. “I believe you’re responsible for why many of us are still standing.”

Threyna grunted. She’d dealt with her fair share of leaders attracted to her power for their own means. She wasn’t eager to meet another.

“Think I’ll pass, Captain,” Threyna said. “Nothing personal, but I’ve yet to meet a king of anything that I didn’t despise.”

Kherus smirked. “Entitled, self-serving, egotistical overlords who view everyone beneath them as a tool?”

Threyna snorted. “Good, so you know the type.”

Neither Kherus’s grin or his outstretched arm fell. “I do. And I can say Laeden is not that king.”

Threyna cocked an eyebrow, looking over Kherus’s shoulder to King Laeden in the distance. He didn’t look like a king. Haggard and disheveled, bloody and limping, he had finished speaking with the two Helms and scooped up an injured freedwoman.

“He only wishes to extend his gratitude for your aid,” Kherus said.

As Laeden drew nearer with a wounded woman draped over his shoulder despite his own limping, Threyna recognized him from the shipyard.

A king… freeing the enslaved?

Threyna exhaled. “Fine.” She shoved Kherus’s hand back to his side. “But put your hand down. You look like a fool.”

Kherus lowered his hand, but his grin remained, dimpling his cheeks.

She accompanied Kherus to speak with Laeden. As they strode towards one another, Laeden unslung the woman’s arm from his shoulder and passed her off to Kherus.

“Kherus, please escort Aurellia inside,” Laeden said.

Kherus swept his arm under Aurellia’s and nodded, first at Laeden and then at Threyna.

As they walked off, Aurellia looked over Kherus’s shoulder. “Thank you, King Laeden.”

Laeden pursed his lips into a sad smile. “Rest, Aurellia. Tomorrow brings a new dawn.”

Threyna examined Laeden. His words struck a familiar chord she couldn’t quite place.

Once Kherus and Aurellia retreated to the mountain villa, she turned towards Laeden. He seemed to slump as he watched them leave.

Threyna cleared her throat. “You wanted to speak with me?”

Laeden inhaled sharply. “Zephyrus and… another… told me I should, but besides that—” He bowed before her. “I owe you a great debt, two times over.”

Threyna reared at the gesture.

“Thank you, Threyna. You’ve saved countless lives.” He stood, perhaps not as tall as he had before he bowed. “Zephyrus is one of the few people remaining in this world whom I can rely on. He tells me you are someone I can trust.”

Threyna stammered. She searched the battlefield for Zephyrus but didn’t see him.

Trust… me?

It didn’t make sense.

“That surprises you?” Laeden asked.

“I think you misunderstood his sarcasm,” Threyna said.

Laeden put his hands on his hips. Shaking his head, he smiled at the ground. “You betrayed him?”

Threyna pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows. “More than once.”

Laeden nodded. “But you came back. Made right.”

Threyna shrugged. “Too little, too late.”

“Seems he has a type.” Laeden pressed his index finger to his chest. “I could say the same of myself, yet here we both are. Seems we all have a part to play in this cosmic jape.”

Threyna grunted. She knew what was coming next. He would attempt to leverage her for her cursed magic, to use her for his own devices, just as Tyrus and the Arcane Templar had.

“I’m not interested,” Threyna said.

Laeden tilted his head. “In?”

“Whatever you have to say next,” Threyna said. “You’re on your own from now on. I came with Zephyrus. He might be leaving to fight the Gods, but that doesn’t mean I’m yours to wage war against Salmantica. I have my own—”

“The Skeleton King,” Laeden said. “What can you tell me about the Skeleton King?”

Threyna waited for Laeden to scoff, to burst into laughter, but his face was creased with lines burdened by loss and the trials of leadership.

He’s not kidding.

Threyna opened her mouth, but she couldn’t find the words. She searched for the jest, the careful manipulation that came with shrewd negotiators, but she couldn’t find it.

“I know he’s coming,” Laeden said. “But I don’t know when or from where. Zephyrus said you defeated him once before, that you have a way of sensing him. The Guardian believes he is connected to this traitor God, Paxoran. Anything you can share… I need to know what we’re up against.”

Threyna shook her head, not believing the words that came from his mouth. “So you can fight him? What about your war with Salmantica, Laeden Helixus, King of Valtarcia?” She didn’t bother to bite back her mockery.

Laeden met her gaze, steel in his eyes. “What is a king without a kingdom, and what is a kingdom without her people?” He took her hand in his. “I will fight for the living, Threyna, but I need to know everything you know about him. I need your help.”

This wasn’t an act. This wasn’t a king’s manipulation or a ruse to use her.

She nodded. “I’ll help…”

She scanned the graveyard of blood and bones. If she were ever going to be able to locate the Skeleton King before he arrived, now was her best opportunity. She closed her eyes and drew in breath. Calling upon all the blood around her, she tapped into her Inner Throne. Her senses flared, but she suppressed them, channeling in search of her Uncle Belrich’s cursed heart.

To her horror, she didn’t have to search far. Her Inner Throne collided with Belrich’s. The collision rattled the walls of her throne room, threatening to dislodge her from her seat of power. He was close. So close that she could sense his hunger, his power.

Greater than his father, Belrich’s aura surged north from Klaytos across the sea in a fleet of conjured blood.

How did he become so powerful?

It was impossible. She drew upon the available blood of the battlefield and sank deeper into her Inner Throne. She sensed the artifact that had gouged into her upper arm and felt the connection it formed to the other victims of its prongs.

She shuddered, her fingers touching the scars on her upper arm.

He’s not the only one conjuring the blood fleet.

There were hundreds of blood mages, each holding thousands of souls within their Inner Dungeons. Threyna trembled within her Inner Throne. It was worse than she imagined.

A pressure exerted itself against the door to her Inner Throne like a stiff, unrelenting wind. She willed the doors to remain closed against the invading force, but the doors burst open anyway. A thousand screaming souls charged into her throne room. They did not abide as she attempted to eject them from her seat of power. When they didn’t leave, she tried to abandon her Inner Throne, to return to the battlefield with Laeden, but the rushing souls thrust her against the back of her throne.

Trapped.

The screaming voices silenced their clamor, and one seized control over all.

“Threyna,” the thousand voices said together. “I was wondering when we would meet again. Last we met, you ran off before I could tell you.”

Threyna’s heart thudded in her chest and echoed throughout her Inner Throne. Fear pimpled the back of neck with gooseflesh, and the walls of her Inner Throne closed in around her. She was paralyzed.

“Oh, don’t be scared, niece,” Belrich said, all his voices echoing. “No hard feelings.”

His haunting laughter reverberated through every fiber of her being.

“Did you think I left Rheynia to search for you?”

He cackled in the tone of a thousand different voices. The sound seized her by the throat, choking the breath from her lungs and her connection to her Inner Throne.

“You taught me something invaluable, Threyna,” Belrich said. “While my father hoarded the power for himself, you taught me that it was better to share. And share I have. You see, I didn’t come for you, Threyna. I came for everyone else.”

His laughter thundered throughout her Inner Throne until the walls began to crumble. She tried to scream, to do anything to make it stop, but she was ejected from her Inner Throne.

Her blackened fingers clutched at her face as she screamed into her hands. She thrashed around, searching for Belrich, but he wasn’t there.

“Threyna! Threyna!” Zephyrus shook her, screaming in her face.

Threyna shuddered, realizing where she was. Beside Zephyrus, Laeden’s horror-stricken face was mirrored by a gathered crowd of onlookers.

“What happened?” Zephyrus asked, once she calmed down.

“He’s coming,” Threyna said. “He’s going to attack Valtarcia.”


Chapter 68

Ruin

Danella VII

Salmantica

Danella’s slippers padded along the length of her bedchambers enough times to groove tracks in the stone. She’d paced while she prayed at sunset. She’d paced while the moon and stars mocked her absent the nightly rains to obscure them. And she continued striding from her bed to her balcony and back again even as the sun rose to greet her.

No word had come.

She hadn’t expected Damascus to return yet; once the Uprising was stamped out, Damascus would need to ensure a peaceful transition after he left. After a battle, there would be new land and villas to bestow upon those who served him well. No, it didn’t concern her that Damascus’s ships hadn’t returned up the Aquarian in triumph. What concerned her was no messenger came to deliver word.

Danella wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders. The fire in the hearth had burned out, and the morning chill seemed cooler than the night’s embrace. She paused at the balcony’s edge. The city seemed too still beneath her.

Everything is fine, she told herself.

Yet too many failures had greeted her of late. Near misses and close opportunities would no longer sate her. She needed victory, and a decisive one at that. Damascus was already bordering on untenable. He walked a narrow path too crowded with dissonant patricians to hope to keep them in line if his military failures continued. Short temper and excessive lash-outs aside, he needed a victory if he were to retain the trust of the Senate. And without the Senate, her father’s kingdom was no more stable than it had been after the Hechts assassinated her brother.

A knock at the door broke her from her musings.

Ser Daenus entered, wearing the black-and-red plate of the King’s Guard. His visor was open just enough for his eyes to be visible without revealing his scarred skin.

“What news?” Danella asked as she moved briskly towards him. “Has Damascus sent word? Has a messenger arrived?”

Ser Daenus cleared his throat. “A runner from the harbor has informed me that a ship is approaching.”

Danella let out a sigh. Her shoulders, weighed by fatigue but stiffened by stress, slumped. “Thank the Six.” She rubbed her eyes before interlocking her fingers. “I will see myself readied and receive the messenger in the throne room.”

“Very well, your grace.” Daenus bowed.

Never having changed out of her red dress from the night prior, she required little time to make herself presentable. After a quick tidying of her hair and a touchup to her face paint, she placed the black, garnet-studded crown atop her head and centered the golden Six Arrowed Star pendant on her neckline. Examining herself in the looking glass, she decided after receiving news of Damascus’s victory, she would return to her chambers and sleep for a week.

Ser Daenus escorted her through the dark stone halls of Sentigard to the throne room.

“It seems we’ve finally done it, my queen,” Daenus said, walking arm in arm with her.

Danella attempted to swallow her budding smile. It felt like a lifetime ago when she first petitioned Daenus to chaperone her to their first secret meeting of the Revivalists. They listened in disguise as the masked faces spoke their grievances against Varros’s rule. She’d first gone to learn what they were saying so she could assuage their concerns diplomatically, but their heartfelt and genuine belief in the Six inspired her. Where they only spoke of change, however, Danella was a woman of action, and it was she who transformed the Revivalists from a group of grumblers into a movement that would change the course of New Rheynian history.

So much had changed since then, but much more would have to evolve before she would say they were finished.

“I will reserve celebrations until Damascus returns home to decorate the ramparts with the heads of Laeden, Nallia, and the slave prophet,” Danella said. “Then the true work can begin. Absent the Uprising, the mages, and the Celestic blight upon New Rheynia, we can restore our standing in the eyes of the Six.”

They descended the stairs into the main foyer and walked along the corridor to the throne room where the portraits of the past kings hung. Danella paused to admire her father’s likeness captured on the canvas. The spiked crown atop his narrow face gave him the grim look of a spear. The artist captured his shrewd severity and calculative wisdom in his short gray hair and golden eyes.

Her brother Damascus’s portrait, adjacent to her father’s, lacked the lines of experience. His rule, however short it might have been, was peaceful. Examining her brother, she appreciated how much her son looked like him. They shared the same striking features passed down from her father, but her brother’s portrait was dressed in a jovial smile.

Passing over Varros’s portrait to examine their son’s, Danella observed the sternness in Damascus’s jaw compared to his uncle. If her brother had taken his rule more seriously, perhaps he wouldn’t have been assassinated by the Hechts. But since she’d placed the crown on her son’s head, he had lost whatever joy once lived in him.

That will all change. Starting today. Beginning with this victory, our faith will be rewarded, our future will be secured, and our family can…

Her thoughts faded as she looked back at Varros’s portrait. King of New Rheynia, Mage of Celestia. Gripping her arms as she crossed them over her chest, she turned her back on him, as he had done to her.

Our family will rebuild. Damascus will marry. I will remarry, and Varros’s treachery will never need to see the light of day.

She strode from the portraits, away from the past, and through the open door Daenus held for her, hoping the future within held greater promise. She took her seat in the throne beside the obsidian stone, garnet-crested seat of the King of New Rheynia.

Leaning against the hard back of the stone seat, she considered Brusos’s schemes, Falcos’s execution, Aponius and Roderick’s infiltration, and wondered which delivered the killing blow to her enemies. As her pontifications drifted to what life might look like absent a war to wage in secret, the door swung open.

Danella bolted upright and put her hand to her chest. Her heart didn’t beat; the gears in her mind ground to a halt. She couldn’t make sense of what she saw before her.

Damascus, not a messenger, stood in the doorway, dressed in bloody bandages and a loose-fitting tunic not his own. He strode through the entryway, a twisted grin on his face.

Danella didn’t understand. Did he lose? Why is he smiling? Why is he here? She swallowed the meaning Damascus’s presence carried, but unable to discern it, it got stuck in her chest. Loss? Failure? Defeat? Every future she’d spent the morning hoping would come with the rising sun burned into ash and disintegrated in her hands.

She gripped her Six Arrowed Star pendant in her fist, its points digging into her flesh as Damascus strode beneath the chimera banners hanging from the columns.

“Damascus, my king…” She strode down the stairs of the dais toward him.

Damascus only grinned. One arm in a sling, he marched up to her and wrapped his bloody, bandaged arm around her.

Danella closed her eyes, burying her face in his shoulder. The tension in her chest constricted around her ribs into her spine like an iron corset. Six preserve me, what happened? She looked up at her son. “Damascus…”

His golden eyes met hers as he released his embrace. “You lied to me.”

She blinked, not understanding. No wrath. No anger. Only a twisted smile. Danella shrank from the accusation. “About what?”

Damascus emitted a cruel, wounded laugh. “You tell me, Mother. How much have you withheld from me?”

Danella didn’t know where to begin. Did he discover that I am the reason Nallia was abducted? Did he learn that I led the Revivalists against his father? Danella’s mask cracked. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. “Damascus, what happened?”

“You could have told me. You probably thought you were protecting me, but you don’t need to protect me anymore. It’s over.”

It’s over.

The words might as well have sat on either end of the cursed scales of balance. On one end, it meant victory. On the other…

Lip trembling, Danella forced the words out. “Please, my son, what happened?”

Damascus chuckled. “Oh, where to begin?” He held up his fist and flicked out his index finger. “Brusos’s man within the Uprising gave us up.” His middle finger extended to join his pointer. “Your spy in Laeden’s camp betrayed us.” His third finger straightened. “Brusos failed me. He’s dead, by the way. Killed by Vykinallia, who—” He extended his pinky finger. “—tried to murder me.” His thumb opened. “Laeden did as well, but…”

Danella’s jaw unhinged, her head shaking. How could it have all gone so wrong?

“It’s not all bad.” Damascus closed his fingers into a fist, his upper lip twitching as he held his unnatural grin. “I did get to reconnect with my father.”

Danella stammered. Varros… She hadn’t considered what would happen if Varros approached their son. He had warned her what would become of Damascus should this war continue. Did he counsel peace? She clasped her hands together. “I know I lied, but—”

“It was bad enough finding out he was still alive. Worse yet knowing that you wanted me to believe he was dead.” Damascus examined his fingernails, the edges still tinged with dried blood. “The entire trip home, while the medicus sewed me back together, I thought about how you made me believe my father was dead. That the mages killed him. And all along, I bet you knew. You knew, and you didn’t trust me enough to tell me.”

Danella swallowed, trying to figure out what transpired between them. “Tell you what?”

Damascus’s grin parted into a toothy smile that unnerved her worse than his anger ever had. He collapsed into the throne, slinging his leg over the arm of the chair. “You knew he was a mage, didn’t you?”

Danella blanched. She opened her mouth to explain herself, but he waved her off.

“It doesn’t matter. I can’t blame you. I even understand. But it’s done now. The Uprising can have Stockhelm—the Gods’ wrath will claim it soon enough, but we will remain. Salmantica will once again bask in the Six’s favor.”

Danella shook her head, her iron corset restricting her breath altogether. The Uprising can have Stockhelm? She wanted to throttle him, to make him speak sense, but dread rooted her to the spot. Her words were barely a whisper as she fixed on the blood lining Damascus’s nailbeds. “Damascus… what happened?”

Damascus met her gaze. His smile flattened to a thin line. “I finished what you started, Mother. The Gods will be sated. No longer does the blasphemer who sat upon the Six’s throne live. The nightly rains will return. The Celestic curse upon our lands will end, and all will be right in the realm.”

Danella’s mouth went dry. “Varros…”

Damascus sat up straight. “Everything you worked for, all the secrets you kept, the sacrifices you made—it will all have been worth it. The Gods will return their favor to us.”

Danella’s tongue felt slow and sluggish in her mouth. “He’s dead… Varros?”

Damascus drew a dagger from his belt, the one her father had given her brother when he died.

“I stabbed him,” Damascus said. A sly grin twisted his lip as he spun the hilt in his hand. “Again. And again. And again.”

Shivers ran down her spine. Her knees went weak. Her corset caved her bones into her heart. “You killed him?”

She put her hand on the arm of the throne to steady herself as she dropped to her knees before Damascus’s feet. She had plotted Varros’s death, arranged for it to be done, and even considered doing it herself, but never—at any point—did she take joy in it. She believed it a necessary evil. A horrible act for a wife to commit upon her husband, but a necessary one for a queen to spare her kingdom from the Gods’ wrath. It was a sacrifice the Gods demanded of her to prevent the Age of the End from coming to pass, one that she would grieve for the rest of her days. Even once she learned he was a mage, never would joy have accompanied his death.

Damascus took a deep breath as if a burden had been lifted from his shoulders. As if he hadn’t murdered his father.

“This war will ruin him,” Varros had said.

She refused to believe it, but here she knelt before the result of her deeds. Iylea’s haunting prophecy returned to her.

“Brother will fight brother. Father will turn against son. Families bound by blood will tear each other apart, and your pride will be the end of you. Your manipulative rule will crumble, and all you hold dear will be lost in the rolling tides of vengeance, unless you—”

She never heard the rest of the Seer’s divination, but Varros’s pleas from the last time she saw him finished her former handmaid’s prophecy.

“Stop our son, Danella,” Varros said.

The burdens of failure, guilt, and loss joined her fatigue in weighing down her shoulders. She turned away from her son, unable to look at him.

“What now?” Danella asked, afraid of whatever answer he might have.

“We close our borders,” Damascus said. “By land and sea. No one in or out of Salmantica. And after the Six consume Stockhelm and Valtarcia, we will emerge and reclaim the kingdom the Six secured for us.”

Danella nodded, her mind slow, eyes blank.

“Are you well, Mother?”

She examined Damascus—her son, the King of New Rheynia, a devout Valencian—but all she saw was a monster. One that she had made. Instinctively, she wanted to fix what she’d broken in him, but everything she had done had turned him into this.

This is all my fault. She averted her gaze and stood to her feet, unable to bear the sight of him any longer. “Just tired,” Danella said.

“Rest,” Damascus said. “No longer must you bear the weight of the kingdom alone.”

Alone. She had never felt more alone, more helpless, more responsible.

She descended the dais on shaky legs. Exiting the way she’d come, she left the throne room and the monster she’d left in charge of it. Once the door closed behind her, her breath came in short, arrhythmic gasps as she sucked down air between her stifled sobs.

Ser Daenus came to her side, but she waved him away.

“I need a moment,” she said.

The placid expression of his masked visor provided no comfort, but the scarred man inside bowed and backed away.

She strode away from him, back down the hall she’d entered from. As she walked past the portraits, she stopped in front of Varros’s.

Several slash marks cut across the canvas of Varros’s face.

The last of Danella’s restraint broke, and shuddering sobs tore free. She pressed her forehead against the shredded image of Varros, wishing she could feel him one more time. The painting lacked his warmth, his comforting words, his stubborn grin. If she had taken a moment to look upon his portrait before entering, perhaps it wouldn’t have hurt as much, but now she’d never see him again—in paint or in person. Damascus saw to that.

“Why? Why? Why?”

She didn’t know how long she cried against Varros’s portrait before Ser Daenus dragged her away and brought her to her chambers. In spite of her fatigue, she denied herself from entering her and Varros’s bed. Even on the floor at the foot of their bed, she refused to let sleep take her, believing herself unworthy of its release from her guilt. But eventually, despite her protests, sleep took her, and by the time she awoke, the sun had completed its arc across the sky.

Worst of all, the terrible truths she’d avoided in her slumber came back with a vengeance.

Varros is dead. Damascus is lost. And there is nothing I can do about either of them.

Pulling herself to her feet, she flung open her balcony doors to see if the Gods would deliver rain in exchange for Varros’s death as Damascus believed. Not a single cloud marred the perfect sky, and still, Varros was dead.

She picked her crown up from the floor where she’d slept and examined the obsidian circlet. Once, it meant everything to her, but now, its significance was as hollow as the space between the garnet studs.

What good have I ever created with the power I’ve had?

She searched for a memory, a victory that she could look back at with fondness, but she’d sullied all of them. When nothing came to her, she set the crown down on the bed she and Varros used to share.

Everything I touch, I ruin.

With grief as her guide, she left her chambers, descended the stairs to the servants’ corridors, and found clothes suitable for a plebeian to travel in. Donning a pair of roughspun britches, a shift and a loose tunic, worn leather boots, and a thin black cloak, she floated like a wraith through the halls her father had built.

Mind blank, heart broken, she entered the hidden stairwell that exited to the back of Sentigard. With a shove, the stone wall at the base of the stairwell gave way, and Danella stepped out into the cool night air. Closing the wall shut behind her, Danella left the only life she’d ever known behind.


Epilogue

Fenyx VII

Stockhelm

Fenyx stood atop the crest of the Stormburn Geyser and looked out over Stockhelm below. Paxoran had led him past and around armies. Whether they were constructed of escaped slaves and mages, or Rheynian slavers, the Hate roiling within his veins was not meant for them. As mortals fought their petty wars, and fires raged on either side of the Crystal River, Paxoran positioned Fenyx for a greater purpose.

Weaponless, chained, and in the mortal realm, Fenyx was promised he would slay the treacherous Gods who ruined the righteousness of the world. He would restore peace and harmony, and every mortal for all of time would know it was Fenyx who made it possible. In the peace that followed, it would be Fenyx’s job to destroy any who challenged it.

Fenyx, the God of Death.

Shrines would be made in his image to remind people of the folly of disturbing Paxoran’s peace. People would enter temples grander than any the Rheynians could fathom to pray to Fenyx in the hopes of never having to cross his path.

“Are you ready, Champion?” Paxoran asked.

“I am ready,” Fenyx said, turning his back on the world burning around him.

He faced the bottomless crater within the Stormburn Geyser.

“Step through,” Paxoran said. “Descend the Falls and ascend to the Celestial Halls of Valencia.”

The Hate within him cared not for the height, the impossible depth of the plummet, or the doubt that a portal awaited at the bottom that would deliver him to the Celestial Halls of Valencia. Fenyx extended his foot over the precipice and leaned forward.

The open air accepted him. His empty stomach lurched. Wind buffeted his sun-scorched face, but he did not scream. For the first time in his life, in the free fall of hundreds of feet, Fenyx felt in control of his destiny. He soared more than fell through the darkness. The void below stretched on and on as he picked up greater speed.

The rushing wind began to snap at him. The air lashed, stripping at his flesh like the whip to Auron’s back. Fenyx grit his teeth through the pain and torment, as he always had. Faster and faster he plummeted. The winds seared like flaming flails against his skin. His eyes teared at the rush of air and the ever-increasing intensity of the pain that enraptured him.

Fenyx grunted as pressure closed in all around him, flaying the flesh from his body all at once. Unable to hold back his screams, Fenyx roared through the pain, determined to endure.

The pain became blinding as a white beam of light seared his vision. Growing wider by the moment, the white beam was accompanied by the sound of rushing water.

A light. An end!

Fenyx’s body felt like it was being torn apart and restitched back together simultaneously, but the light grew closer, and the water grew louder.

Then silence.

Pain ceased. The blinding light enveloped him. The rush of water became a gentle trickle.

“You have survived.” Paxoran’s voice entered his ears, not his mind.

Slowly, the harsh light faded, and more of Fenyx’s lost senses returned. Fenyx patted his body with his hands as if to make certain he still wore skin, but he wore plate instead.

Red-and-gold gauntlets and bracers lined his arms. The armor pulsated with a black electric tide that rolled like lightning on the horizon. The bracers stretched up his forearms where, on his right side, it met the extended layers of his pauldron. The straps of the pauldron slung across his chest down to his left ribs. An armor skirt fell to the tops of his greaves, and metal—lighter than leather despite appearing like steel—covered his feet.

Fenyx examined his skin. It was no more burnt and scarred than it had ever been despite the pain of his arrival in Valencia. He raised his gauntleted hands to his face. Though covered, the armor didn’t interfere with his sense of touch. Burns still lined the left side of his face, but they did not itch or prickle. The scar, carved by the Sentinel, lined his right cheek. His fingers traced up to the helm that rested atop his head.

Lifting his gaze, Fenyx found a black-robed figure emitting a red light across the iridescent marble of a vast atrium. The figure stood before a chain of glowing links that passed from a crank through a hole in the floor.

The gentle lap of flowing water rippled behind him. Turning in its direction, Fenyx beheld the most beautiful sight he’d ever witnessed. A series of descending pools lined an impossibly high wall. Each pool overflowed with a glowing liquid that cascaded into the pool below. The liquid was the same color as the links in the chain, though a brighter shade.

“The Celestial Falls,” Paxoran said. “And the Chain of Balance.”

Fenyx glanced over his shoulder toward Paxoran. Paxoran’s ashen skin was cracked by red webs that matched his glowing eyes. He pulsated with a power that the Hate within Fenyx craved.

“You appear a God already, Fenyx,” Paxoran said. “Now you just need a weapon worthy of one.”

Fenyx strode over to Paxoran and the chain beside him.

Paxoran took a deep breath, pulling back his cloak to reveal a frail torso of flesh and bone beneath. He dug his fingers into the red glowing cracks in his abdomen. The God winced, breathing through his teeth as he reached deeper into his flesh. The light emitting from his skin pulsated with waves of intensity.

Fenyx stepped back, uncertain how to help.

“It’s all right,” Paxoran said. “Painful, but fine.”

He took another deep breath, and his hand disappeared into the gap of red light. His cheeks trembled as he exhaled, but he persevered with a grunt. Paxoran groaned as he ripped free from his body what appeared to be a glowing red rib. The same forking black lightning as Fenyx’s armor crackled along the crimson bone.

As he pulled it further from his torso, the rib morphed, the tip squaring off into what appeared to be a pommel. Paxoran pulled his hand free of his abdomen. The red light of his eyes and skin faded as if it were being drained from his body and imbued into the sword.

Paxoran pulled further through labored breaths until a blade emerged. As wide as Fenyx’s hand was long, the blade rippled with glowing red and forking black life. It was so long that Paxoran’s reach couldn’t free the sword’s tip from his abdomen. He nodded at Fenyx for aid.

Fenyx seized the hilt and began to draw the blade from Paxoran’s thorax.

Power surged from the blade into Fenyx. Pulsing with the rhythm of life and thundering with the pursuit of vengeance, the freed sword exited Paxoran’s body and came alive in Fenyx’s hands.

Paxoran fell to all fours, his slender back rising and falling with heavy breaths. The God of Peace inclined his gaze, his red eyes meeting Fenyx’s, absent the throbbing flare from a moment ago. His cracked skin no longer radiated light. The life force that had flowed through Paxoran’s veins before now resided in the sword in Fenyx’s hand.

“It is done,” Paxoran said. “Now, the Age of the End begins.”

THE END
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