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CONTENT WARNINGS


Kissed by the Gods is set in a brutal, unjust world shaped by war, oppression, and divine power. This book includes mature and potentially triggering content such as: 

	Graphic violence and battle scenes  

	On-page deaths  

	Systemic oppression and sexism  

	Slavery and forced servitude  

	Kidnapping  

	Attempted sexual assault (not by the love interest)  

	Power imbalances between the female main character and male main character  

	Loss of close family members (including parents and a sibling)  

	Explicit sexual content  

	Death by fire/burning (off page) 




Please read with care and prioritize your wellbeing.
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PART I

THE GROUNDED
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“Selencia, granted the protection of Faraengard’s shield against the Kher’zenn, owes its survival to the strength of its betters. Their grain and labor are a small price to pay for existence.”

	Letter from the King of Faraengard to the newly instated Overlords of Selencia in Year 36 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER ONE


YEAR 987 OF THE ETERNAL WARS PROTECTORATE OF SELENCIA

When I remember Irielle, I think of lace. She wore it when she burned to death on her wedding day.

I remember how she carefully slipped into her gown six years ago, eyes bright with unshed tears as her fingertips traced the hand-worked floral designs.

How the decorative overlay browned and curled inward long before the flames lit it on fire. My vision narrowed and went grey, until all I could see was that meticulous pattern, even as I heaved out tears and snot and vomit into the dirt at my sister-in-law’s feet. Then, when her dress finally started to burn … I don’t think I’ll ever forget the smell. The assault of it choked me—that stench of charred lace.

It’s a moment I can’t escape. Not in the bright light of day, where the memories loom, hazy and throbbing. Certainly not in the darkness of sleep, where they come to life in nightmares so real, so vivid, that I’m trapped reliving it night after night.

Mother says it’s because I’m cursed, like Irielle. She’s right, of course.

Sweat drips down my face when I finally stop swinging my scythe and raise my eyes to the deep blue sky. The scalding heat from summer has long since faded, but the autumn breeze tangling the wisps of curly hair against my neck isn’t enough to cool me off.

I wave at my youngest brother, who runs over with a bucket of water.

None of us—not even my mother loading the wheat in the two-wheeled cart behind me—comments on the water sloshing to the ground as five-year-old Leo skids to a halt in front of me, his crooked grin lighting up his face as he hands me the ladle.

“Thanks Leo,” I gasp between gulps. His chest puffs with pride.

“I’m a very good helper until I can be strong like you and Seb,” he tells me.

“You are.” I nod, serious. “The best helper.”

I take a full, deep breath. The vaguely sweet smell of the wheat is overwhelming, but I still pick up dozens of other smells, like the tangy musk of my 19-year-old brother, Seb, in the row next to me. A hint of tobacco clings to my father’s shirt, though he’s way out in the back of the field. Even the smell of the clean water in the bucket wafts to my nose, crisp and fresh.

Suddenly, the entirety of the landscape crashes into me in a torrent. It makes a swarm of bees buzz in my mind until my eyes start to blur from the biting pain of it.

I take another breath and focus on our cottage. Just our cottage.

How the thatched-roof slopes down the sides; how the door is slightly ajar and hangs crookedly; how the brown curtains, fashioned from old grain sacks, blow gently against the white-washed stone. How the lavender Mother grows underneath the windows waves at me, the sweet smell a soothing comfort. The sameness of it brings me back into myself, and I’m able to calm my racing heart.

With measured calm, so I don’t trigger another episode, I widen my focus to take in more of my surroundings. Our cottage sits on the west edge of the property, backing up against the Weeping Forest that runs from here to the Kingdom of Faraengard, not that I’ve ever been.

I’ve only ever been to Lalica, the city that’s a two-day walk to the east from our little village, to help father deliver our crops to the market. Mother only lets me make that trip so that I can pray in the temples and beg the gods to change my fate. She doesn’t know that I’ve never actually set foot in a temple. The priests are uncompromising about the votive offerings, and the price is steep. Father and I spend the few coins we have on extra supplies, instead, to help us last through the winter.

I turn to the east, toward the overlord’s manor house. I shouldn’t really be able to see it. Six years ago the manor was a tiny speck on a horizon of waving wheat. Now, I can see it in all its glamour, with marble columns framing the large wooden door and a roof of black slate that wouldn’t dare leak. Three levels of luxury built and sustained by generations of free labor. It’s pretentious and vain, like the lord himself. From here, I can even see the termites that have taken up residence under the veranda. I hope they eat through every beam, pillar, and rafter.

I rub an unsteady hand over my face, and the sweat smears my forehead, gritty and rough.

Sometimes it’s like this, where all my senses open like flood gates and immerse me in wave upon wave of sensation. What I smell, touch, feel, hear, see, and even taste, until I’m drowning in our field of waving wheat.

A large, brawny hand reaches out to grasp my shoulder. “Leina? Are you alright?”

Seb’s deep voice should be a comfort, but I startle and drop the ladle into Leo’s bucket, causing water to spill.

That does merit a response from my mother.

“Leina! Be more careful!” The command is sharp, angry. She’s on edge.

I can’t blame her. We all are.

I turn to Seb, who is staring at me with worry lining his young face. He’s the only person I confide in since these episodes started. It’s not that my parents haven’t noticed. Of course they have. We simply never speak of it and won’t start now. They won’t acknowledge that I’ve somehow managed to harvest three times as much wheat as Seb and two times as much as my father, though they both outweigh me by a solid 100 pounds of muscle. Six years ago, I couldn’t keep up with either of them.

The changes have been drastic. Unnatural. It’s one of the reasons I’m 24 and unmarried. No one outside of our family can be trusted.

But Seb shouldn’t be the one comforting me, not with what is coming for him. And soon. Wheat isn’t all that’s harvested in this kingdom every autumn.

The Collection has begun.

My nightmares have flared up again, forcing me to relive that cursed day six years ago when the Faraengardian soldiers came. The day they killed Irielle and dragged my twin brother, Levvi, and my beau, Alden, away in chains. The day we lost all three of them forever.

I force a smile. “Of course! Only tired.” I reach to put my hand on the small of Leo’s back to nudge him toward our father but pull back before I touch him. I haven’t had physical contact with Leo since I accidentally broke his arm last summer. If Mother wasn’t such a skilled healer, it might have killed him. It was a nasty break.

I nod in Father’s direction, instead. “I think Father needs some water, Leo.”

“Okay!” He says, eagerly scampering off across the field.

Seb studies me, head cocked, gauging my truthfulness.

“You’re lying,” Seb says after Leo is out of earshot.

Seb always knows when someone is lying. It’s an uncanny knack that makes him unbeatable at card games, not that Father allows him to play with the villagers very often. That would draw unwanted attention, so he only plays when we’re really, truly desperate. The last time was when we couldn’t afford to feed even Leo.

I sigh and wave a dismissive hand. “It’s worse today.”

His lips pull back in a grimace. “What happened this time?” He’s not quite whispering, but he’s still quiet.

I allow myself a small smile. “There’re termites under the lord’s veranda.”

Seb’s face freezes in surprise, no doubt marveling that I can somehow see a bug smaller than a fingernail when he can’t even make out the marble columns from here. Then his lips pull back in a small grin. “I hope they eat the whole damn place.”

A snort of laughter escapes before I can contain it.

“Seb! Leina! Stop fooling around. We have important work to finish here.”

We turn toward Mother, whose voice has gone beyond sharp; it’s almost hysterical. Her face is drawn tight in grief and pain, her mouth pulled back in a straight, bitter line. She was beautiful once, before they took Levvi in the Collection. Her face was softer then. She was softer. Now, she’s all sharp edges and hard corners.

I glance at Father, who’s staring at our mother like he does when he thinks no one will notice—it’s a weary kind of love he carries for her, and for us, too, I think. Sometimes, he seems small. Not because he’s physically small; he’s a very large man, standing a full head over most of the men from the village, with defined muscles in his back, arms, and legs from a lifetime of hard labor. But his confidence was shattered long ago and he keeps his head down. It’s what kept him alive in the Faraengardian mines when he served in the Collection.

He shakes his head at me and Seb, a silent command of don’t. Don’t push back. Don’t raise your voice. Don’t question.

My rage, always perilously close to the surface, churns, so I turn to start harvesting another row. I swing my scythe with all my might to exhaust my wrath on the wheat, but my arm stops a hairsbreadth from the waving stalks in front of me. I could’ve sworn a horse neighed, but we don’t have a horse. No serfs do. I squint my eyes toward the north, where our little dirt path meets the main cobblestone road leading into the Kingdom of Faraengard, and my heart pounds in my chest. Sweet Serephelle, no. The soldiers are here.

“Seb.” I whisper it, but the helplessness weighing down his name makes it land like a thunderclap in our little field.

Everyone freezes. My father stops his own scythe mid swing. Mother drops the pile of wheat she’d gathered, a groan of despair rising from deep within her. Leo drops his bucket, water quickly soaking the earth.

Seb walks back over to stand next to me, both our gazes locked on the horizon.

“I don’t see anything, Leina,” he says, his voice calm.

My hands clench on my scythe. “They’re here.”

My mother’s moan turns into a wail as she breaks. She gathers her skirts to run toward us. “Run, Seb! They can’t see you yet. You can hide in the woods. You know the woods so well!” She’s nothing but a flurry of hands, pushing against his chest. “Run! I’ve already lost one son and I can’t lose another. Run!”

She’s screaming it as she pushes with all her might against him. He’s only 19, but Seb takes after our father and is already a mountain. He doesn’t budge. He brings his hands up to hold her, restraining her with surprising gentleness for someone of his size. I’ll never understand where he finds the strength to nurture that inner peace.

He leans down to kiss her forehead. “You know I can’t.”

And he won’t. Seb would never leave us here to face his punishment. Each of us in turn would be strung up in the village center and left to die of thirst or exposure, whichever came first. The soldiers would eliminate our whole family and then work through every man, woman, and child in the village until Seb turned himself in.

Little Leo’s lips are quivering now. He doesn’t understand. But then, I don’t understand the cruelty of the Collection, either. The soldiers take all the boys before they reach maturity and force them to work the Faraengardian mines. Some of them, like Father, come back to the farms five years later. They are changed, beaten, and defeated—but home. Others, like our older brother and my beau, die in the mines, and their bones rot in the depths of the earth.

The Kingdom of Faraengard tells us it’s our debt to pay for their protection from great evil. From the Kher’zenn, people whisper in low tones, like saying the name of the death demons from across the Ebonmere Sea too loudly will summon them to your doorstep.

I return my gaze to the horizon, where the four riders steadily approach. I imagine everyone has spotted them now, but I see the two swordsmen and two archers in perfect detail, even from this distance. The man in front already has a smirk on his face, like he’s going to enjoy wrenching us apart. He carries a sword sheathed at his side, but the shield he’s holding is what draws my eyes. It displays the royal crest of Faraengard. A faravar—the divine winged warhorses the Altor warriors ride—rears between two lances crossed at the top. That hot rage flares.

Father leans down and whispers something to Leo, which sends him scampering into the house. He’ll hide under the bed like he’s been taught. Failure to run to our hiding spot fast enough is the only time Father has ever taken a switch to any of us.

Father turns to me. “Leina, take your mother back to the house and stay with Leo.”

Mother is weeping helplessly now against Seb’s chest, her hands twisting great fistfuls of his shirt. Yes, Father is right. I should take her back to the house, so she doesn’t have to watch. The king’s soldiers won’t tolerate insolence.

Nevertheless, I can’t tear my gaze from the approaching riders. Threat, something whispers from inside me.

“Leina!” My father shouts it at me, and I startle. It’s so unlike him to raise his voice. “Now, Leina!”

Yes, I need to help my mother. She’ll be hurt if she’s out here when the soldiers take Seb.

Seb sends me a soft smile. “It’s alright, Leina.” He starts to pass Mother to me, but he’s having a hard time escaping her grip.

I’m frozen to the spot. Seb lets out a mirthless laugh. “Come help me,” he says and nods his head toward my hand. “And let go of your death grip on the scythe. It won’t do us any favors if they think you’re holding a weapon.”

My gaze falls to my scythe. It’s as long as I am tall, with a blade I sharpened myself until my fingers bled. A sharp blade cuts through the wheat faster, I reasoned as I sat hunched over the whetstone hour after hour grinding the blade into a razor. But … I relax my fingers and roll the snath around in my hand, sending the bladed hook at the end swirling.

A weapon. Yes.

It’s the key unlocking this new, dangerous part of my mind, and I start moving.

But not toward my mother.
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“The Selencians are a sullen, stubborn breed. They work the fields well enough when driven, though they complain of hunger as if such things matter in baseborn creatures. Best to keep them busy; idleness breeds discontent. How are the children? Tell little Warren to mind his lessons and kiss Kaelis for me.”

	Letter from Captain Vorrine Lance to his wife Lastelle in Year 582 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER TWO


“Leina!” Father’s voice is still urgent, but he’s lowered it from a shout to a whisper. The soldiers are close enough to hear us. Their horses’ thundering hooves make the earth vibrate beneath my feet. It’s a sound that sends Selencian serfs running for whatever shelter we can find—a house, a barn, a forest, a bale of hay. But right now, fear isn’t what moves me. That vibration powers something potent within me. I’m almost … aroused? That can’t be right, but I keep moving forward.

Time itself seems to still, even as I keep walking to stand in front of my family. Mother has quieted as she watches me stride forward, her mouth agape. I can taste the fear emanating from her, and it leaves a rotten flavor on my tongue. It’s both acidic and cloying, like I’ve swallowed spoiled tomatoes.

Father and Seb are coming toward me, radiating anger, confusion, and fear. The anger is spicy, the confusion metallic. Without turning, I swipe my hand in the air behind me, a command for them all to stop.

Don’t come any closer. You’ll get hurt.

I can’t say the words out loud. They’re stuck in my head.

The soldier leading the group—a captain, according to his insignia—has narrowed his eyes at me, but not like I’m a threat. Like I’m a bug beneath his boot.

In some distant part of my mind, I know why he’s looking at me like that. I take after our mother. I’m petite. Seb could wrap his hand around my wrist twice over and snap it with ease. My dark hair is sheared short in the Selencian mourning tradition, and my face is no doubt caked with dirt and sweat. My only weapon is a rusted scythe with a wooden handle.

But even so, this new, wild part of my mind is laughing at this captain and his three paltry soldiers.

The captain bears down on me, as if he’ll run me down with his 2,000 pounds of horseflesh and be done with it. Distantly, I hear Seb curse as he starts running toward me. I plant one foot behind me and another in front, balancing myself in a move as natural as breathing. I am going nowhere, horse or no fucking horse. I swing my scythe with my back hand, so it hangs above my head.

At the last second, the horse balks and stops, rearing. The hooves brush against my hair. When the animal comes back down, my blade nearly touches its forehead. Everyone is breathing in jagged bursts, even the massive beast. Everyone but me.

I’ve never been so calm.

Seb has stopped to my right, my father to my left. Mother is behind me, a hand on my shoulder trying to pull my arm down.

Seb raises his arms in the air in an attempt to draw the soldiers’ attention, but the captain doesn’t spare him a glance. He doesn’t take his eyes from mine. He raises his sword while the two archers behind him raise their bows, arrows knocked. “You should kneel, girl. Do you not know the punishment for disrespecting the king’s soldiers?”

My mother is crying again, blubbering. “She didn’t mean it. She didn’t⁠—”

But we can’t speak to the soldiers without permission. The captain raises a hand to signal and my mother is abruptly silenced as an arrow flies through the air and impales her in the forehead.

No! Oh gods, no! I want to drop to my knees, pull her in close, and accept my punishment for doing this to her. But instead, a red film hazes over my eyes and that shattered part of me is muted, like I’m listening to it from under water.

I begin to swing the scythe like it’s an extension of myself, except that it isn’t. No; it has become part of me, fused to my hand through heat or something else. Something magical. In seconds, I’ve unseated the captain from his horse, and blood pours from the wound in his throat as he stares at me in horror.

There’s a roar and I swivel my head to see my father charging toward the archer who shot my mother. The soldier was taking aim at me, but he turns at the inhuman sound my father made and lets his arrow fly toward him instead. A second follows it as the other archer responds to the new threat, but that doesn’t stop Father from reaching the first and ripping him from his saddle. Father stabs the shell-shocked archer with one of his own arrows, then falls to his knees with two arrows protruding from his chest. His collapse rattles the ground beneath my feet.

The grief starts to swell again, a wave of it threatening to swallow me whole, until one of the soldiers swings his massive sword to cut me in half. I’m fast, though, and it swipes through nothing but air as I keep moving, the rhythm of battle humming to life in my blood. Swing, pivot, dodge. I strike the center of the swordsman’s chest with my scythe. It isn’t sharp enough to cut through the armor, but the force of my blow unseats him. He tumbles to the ground in a cacophony of clanging metal.

The last archer takes aim and fires, but somehow I catch the arrow an inch from my chest. I flip it around and throw it back at him in one movement. It sails through the air as if I had launched it from a bow, striking him in the eye he aimed with. He falls from his horse with a mangled scream.

Now, it’s me and the downed swordsman. The horses have all scattered away from the threat. Away from me.

I stalk toward the soldier, the scythe in my hands dripping blood. He’s on his back staring up at me, trying to crawl backward.

“M-m-m-mercy,” he’s mumbling. “Mercy, please…!”

But there is no mercy in me. I plant my boot on his chest and slam him into the ground, raising the scythe over my head.

“Wait!” Somewhere in my mind I know the voice is Seb’s, but I don’t have time for him right now. I’m not finished.

But Seb grabs my arm with his trembling hands. “Leina, wait!”

I turn to face him, and the red haze begins to clear from my vision. His eyes are frantic, sweeping from side to side. I follow his gaze, and the carnage in the field will join my unending nightmares. Lace browning and curling inward. Fires and burned flesh. Desperate screams that go forever unheeded. Bones rotting in the earth. A darkness that crushes.

Now, blood seeping into the soil.

The scythe wobbles in my hands, and my mouth works, trying to form words. What have I done?

The soldier beneath my boot grabs my leg and tries to twist.

I kick him in the face, and blood spurts from his nose. The man is freakishly pale under all that red. I’m about to bring down the scythe when he starts to stammer, eyes rounded.

“I-i-i-i-impossible. It’s not possible.”

I lower the scythe until it rests against his throat. I don’t have to fight Seb now. He’s released my arm and shifted to stand next to me.

“What’s not possible?” It’s a shock to hear my own voice. There’s a command in it that’s never been there before.

But the man is shaking his head and muttering while staring at me as if I’m the monster.

I’m not sure what to do next. Battle was as natural as breathing. But this? What do I do here? Torture? I need the soldier to talk. He might know what is happening to me. He certainly seems to have a better idea than I do.

But it’s Seb who takes over, kicking the man in the side. The soldier makes an oof sound, but he can’t double over because my boot has him pinned.

“You heard her! What’s impossible?”

The man’s eyes are twitching between the two of us now. He tries again to lift my boot but doesn’t budge me even an inch. My boot might as well be a boulder on his chest.

“Speak!” I command.

“There’s nothing you can do to me that will be worse than …” He stops mid-sentence, looks directly at me. “There’s nothing you can do that will be worse.” There’s true fear in his eyes, but not of me. Unacceptable.

I drop the scythe to the ground. It’s too long, too impersonal. I reach an arm behind me, palm out and fingers extended. I’m guided by a knowledge, by a knowing, that is beyond me yet comes from within.

My pruning shears land perfectly in my palm. My fingers flash with heat as they curl around the metal handle. Another extension of myself.

The soldier’s eyes are completely dilated, his gaze locked on my hand with the shears. He’s beyond words, shaking his head in denial.

I drop to a knee on the man’s chest and bring the shears to his left ear. I lean forward, to whisper. “I know all about ‘worse’.” I smile, but it’s ugly, pained. Bitter, like my mother’s. “After all, I was taught by the king’s best.” I nudge his ear with the shears—another tool I sharpened until my own fingers bled—and am rewarded with a trickle of his blood.

“A-a-a-altor!” the man finally spits out. “You fight like an Altor.”

What the hell? Selencians don’t have Altor, the warriors blessed by the gods to fight the Kher’zenn. If we did, we sure as hell wouldn’t be baseborn serfs for the Kingdom of Faraengard.

Seb must be as confused as I am, because he kicks the man again.

“What do you mean? Only Faraengard has Altor warriors,” Seb says.

The man opens his mouth, as if to speak, but instead of words, a green foam bubbles out.

“Leina, get off him! We need answers.”

Seb tries to pull me aside, but I’m already scrambling to get off the soldier’s chest. It makes no difference. The man is convulsing now, choking on his own bile. His face turns unnaturally red, his eyes bulging as he grasps desperately at his throat. He stays like that for an agonizingly long minute, his tormented eyes meeting mine one last time, before hundreds of little black bugs start crawling out of his ears, nostrils, and eyes to devour him from the inside out.

Seb and I pull each other backward so fast we nearly fall on our asses, but in the next moment the man and the bugs are gone.

I stare at him in shock. “I didn’t do this, Seb! I swear I didn’t do this!” I may be cursed with unnatural strength and uncanny senses, but I’ve never pulled man-eating bugs from nowhere.

Seb’s arms wrapped around me, his eyes taking in every detail. He’s always been one to see the broad strokes. “I think that was the ‘worse,’ Leina.”

My mouth drops open. I close it, open it again. Try to speak.

“You think he was … cursed? Or something?” I finally get out.

Seb’s eyes are wide, staring at the place where the man was. Not even bloodstains remain on the grass. “Or something.”

A keening cry behind us yanks me out of my stupor, and both of us turn to see Leo kneeling next to our mother’s body.

Oh gods. His cries bring into sharp focus what we’ve lost. What I’ve done. Tears form in my own eyes, and the nausea churning in my stomach makes me certain I’m going to retch.

Seb races over to Leo and snatches him up, hugging Leo so tightly against his chest I’m afraid he might suffocate him.

“S-s-s-e-e-e-b,” I start, but my teeth have started to chatter. I stop and try again, clenching my mouth closed tightly to try to control the rattling. “Seb. Can Leo breathe?”

“Gods, Leina! He can’t see this!” Seb’s large hand trembles as he cradles the back of Leo’s head, pushing him deeper into the linen of his shirt. Leo flails, trying to get back down to Mother.

I try to nod, but my head feels both too heavy and too light.

Seb takes a shuddering breath and squeezes his eyes closed. When he opens them again, he seems to have aged a decade. The rage and grief painted across his face shouldn’t belong to a 19-year-old. Seb shoves Leo into my arms. “Get him inside, away from … Get him inside. Start to pack.”

“P-p-p-a-a-ack?” The chattering of my teeth is uncontrollable now as my entire body shudders. I’m so cold I could swear there’s ice in my veins. Leo’s shrieks threaten to shatter my sensitive ear drums. I panic as I try to hold on to him, terrified I’ll crush him, but my strength has deserted me. I can barely keep the frantic boy in my arms.

“Pack all the food and supplies we have. We can’t stay here now.”

Of course not. They’ll come for us—all of us—because of what happened here today. Because of what I did. We’ll be hunted. But where will we go? There is no safe place.

“I’m so sorry, Seb. I’m sorry for what I did, for what happened. I didn’t mean to, I just …” What? I just what? There was nothing but rage, and now there’s nothing but a hazy cloud of grief that I can’t see my way out of.

Seb has his head lowered, his fingers pressing so firmly into the base of his nose that the tanned skin there turns white from the pressure.

“By Lako’s hells, Leina! Not now! Go pack while I bury them. They deserve that much.” Mother and Father. He has to dig graves and bury our mother and father because of me.

I’m shuddering now, from my toes in my boots to my hands that clutch Leo closer. My knees knock together, though I’m trying to hide it under my dress.

“They’re going to come for us. Maybe if I turn myself in …”

“Think, Leina!” Seb shouts. “Even if they believed you were the one who did this, what would happen to Leo after they execute you and send me to the mines? Who would take care of him, assuming they don’t kill him anyway out of spite?”

No one. No one else would take in another mouth to feed. Not one that can’t work yet.

His voice gentles, but only slightly. He’s not shouting, but he sounds harsh, like he’s talking over sand in his throat. “We don’t have another choice, Leina. Go. Pack. We won’t have much time before someone comes looking for them.”

My voice lowers. “What if they send Altor, Seb?”

Seb rubs the back of his neck and stares up at the sky before bringing his gaze back to land on me. His smile is bitter now, like Mother’s was.

“Well, apparently we have an Altor of our own,” he says, gesturing toward me.

Oh gods. And then everything starts to waver, my vision narrowing in rapid bursts. Seb is reaching for me. Worry lines his face.

What have I done? is my last thought before everything fades, but not into blackness. Instead, I fall into the softest light, the glow from a candle maybe.
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Lie down, little one, the night grows deep,

The Veil winds sing, the shadows sleep.

The rivers carry dreams away,

But in the Veil, your soul shall stay.

So fear no dark, and fear no sky,

The Veil will catch you when you fly.

	"Songs of the River-Veil," a traditional Selencian cradlesong 





CHAPTER THREE


“Seb! Seb! She’s waking up!” Leo is shout-whispering from my side, and that is enough to start a vicious pounding at my temples. I furiously work my eyelids, fighting this suffocating darkness, and when they finally lift a fraction, sunlight is dappling through a thick cover of trees. Forest. We’re in the Weeping Forest.

My eyelids fall back down, and I drag a deep breath in through my nose, expecting to smell the crisp coolness of the leaves, the musk of good soil, and sweet pine. Instead, I smell incense and wax and just a hint of something … old. I try to reach out to comfort Leo, but my arm won’t move. I fight to open my eyelids again, but they remain fused shut. Panic blossoms in my chest, my heart squeezing.

I flail, trying to thrash my entire body. I manage to lift a finger.

Finally, when I open my eyes again, Leo’s face peers down on me, his eyes full of tears and his lips drawn in a worried frown. I draw in another breath, and cloying incense is gone, replaced by the freshness of the forest.

It was a dream.

It’s the first dream I’ve had in six years that wasn’t about Irielle, Levvi, or Alden. But still. Just a dream.

I blink again, and I realize I’m snuggled with Leo under a pile of our mother’s quilts in the back of our farm cart. Our donkey has stopped in the Weeping Forest, where the mighty pine trees always look as if they’re crying. Their sap is clear and seeps down the trunks and falls off branches in a continuous drip, no matter the season.

The sunlight dapples through the trees, reflecting brightly on the large collection of swords, daggers, and armor piled up next to me in the cart. The pile contrasts sharply with the small pile of sentimental things packed from home—the family quilt mother worked so hard on in the days before Levvi was taken; the old book of Selencian fairy tales, its pages brittle and worn but irreplaceable; father’s recorder, which he’d play at night by the fire.

Reality washes over me as Seb approaches the cart.

Mother. Father. Gone. Because of me. My breath hitches but Seb is shaking his head at me, his eyes darting to Leo, who is already crawling into my lap to burrow into my chest. I strangle the sob, cutting it off while it’s still in my throat. It burns there, making me desperate to cough.

Leo’s barely able to get out words, his little hands clenched behind my neck, his breathing ragged. “I’m so scared,” he whimpers.

“Shhhh, Leo, shhhh,” I murmur in his ear, rubbing his back. I’m so weak I can barely move, but it’s a weakness I welcome. I haven’t held Leo in too long. “It’s alright. Everything will be alright.”

Everything is not alright, and I don’t know if it ever will be. It’s an empty platitude to comfort a small child, but I have nothing else to offer. Still, he cries himself to sleep within a few minutes and then he’s limp in my arms, an occasional hiccup interrupting his breathing.

“Thank gods,” Seb says, the weariness in his voice a heavy thing. “He’s barely slept.”

I lay Leo down in the pile of quilts and cover him up to the chin with Mother’s favorite—a soft wool quilt with soldiers marching along the border and a black faravar rearing in the center. This one, she didn’t make. It’s been in our family for generations.

I trace the border of the soldiers with a solitary finger. Selencia hasn’t had soldiers in some one thousand years—not since the Kher’zenn first attacked the continent of Aesgroth and left us dependent on Faraengard for our survival. Not since the start of the Eternal Wars.

I look up to find Seb has tethered the donkey to a solid oak tree and is returning with a pouch of water.

“Here,” he says, handing the bag to me. “You need to drink.”

I drain the pouch in a desperate chug. “I can’t believe how thirsty I am.” I hand it back to him, wiping the back of my hand over my mouth and climbing out of the cart to stretch my legs. Every single muscle complains at the movement, my back popping as I stand upright.

Seb grunts.

“I can,” he gestures at me. “You’ve lost weight in the last couple of days.” He marches over to the packs he dropped on the ground, digging around in one before he hands me a mound of deer jerky. “You need to eat, too.”

Wait. What? “Couple of days?”

“You’ve been unconscious for two full days.”

My mouth would fall open in shock, but I’m devouring the jerky too quickly. Seb’s lips quirk in a small smile. “I see I’m going to have to go hunting sooner rather than later.”

At the mention of hunting, I panic. “My weapons! Seb, did you pack my weapons?”

He shoots me a look that only a brother can—full of annoyance that I would question him—and points toward the collection of swords, daggers, and bows and arrows he must have lifted from the Faraengardian soldiers. “I grabbed it all.”

It is perhaps the only thing he could have said to tear me away from the food. My gaze drops to the soldiers’ weapons, and the panic grows. I’m shoving away shiny shields and swords. My hand brushes a wooden handle, and then I’m grasping my scythe with both hands, a relieved breath whooshing out of me. I keep digging until I find the pruning shears.

Seb stares at me skeptically. “You know, I’m not even sure why I threw those in there. The swords are much better weapons. Designed for fighting. That,” he points at my scythe “is a farming tool designed for chopping wheat.” He cuts a derisive glance to the pruning shears. “And I won’t even comment on those.”

I shrug. I can’t explain why I need them. I go back to munching on the jerky and avoid looking Seb in the eyes, the memory of the soldiers and our parents a heavy weight.

But he knows. Seb always knows.

He clears his throat, but his voice still cracks when he speaks. “I’m glad you fought back, Leina. I know I was curt right after ...” He stops, trailing off, and I fight the rush of tears that tries to escape. “I know I was curt with you. But I am glad you fought back.”

I laugh, but it’s brittle. “I’m sure Mother and Father feel the same way.”

“You say that sarcastically,” he says, his eyes on the ground, “But I think they would. I think they do. Now, we can keep fighting for a better future. That’s all they ever wanted for us—a future.”

“Fight? We’re not fighting. We’re running.”

He nods, nervously playing with his fingertips. “For now, yes. For now, we run.”

I wave my arms at our two-wheeled farm cart with the sleeping five-year-old buried under a mound of quilts.

“Fight with what, Seb? We have no army, no training, no resources. We don’t even have enough food to get us through tomorrow!”

He’s pacing back and forth now, animated. “We find the rebels,” he says.

I stare at him, feeling the weight of the shears in my lap, the absurdity of it all pressing against my ribs. “The rebels?” I repeat, because surely I must have heard wrong. “Seb, we said no before. You remember why.”

He stops pacing long enough to fix me with a look, sharp and aching all at once. “That was before.”

“Before,” I echo, hollow. “Before we had a death sentence hanging over us. Before—” My throat closes up, the words dying there.

Seb doesn’t push. He squats down, elbows braced on his knees, his voice softening. “Before we didn’t have anything else to lose, anywhere else to go.”

My mind rushes back to when Zyrenna Kastrel, the rebel commander, found us before the harvest, when the days were still long and golden. She’d come, on her own, to talk to us. Me, really, about the rebellion she was building out of what was left—widows and orphaned daughters, because the boys are all taken. Mother had twisted her hands in her apron and started to cry, and that had been the end of it.

Zyrenna had left us with a knowing look but hadn’t argued.

“Why would she take us now?” I ask. “After we already turned her down?”

His lips press together, and a fierceness comes over his expression that I’ve not seen before. “I think she’s used to it,” he says. “Her entire rebellion is built on the backs of women who’ve lost it all—husbands, fathers, sons, brothers.”

I look toward Leo, curled small and defenseless against a world that doesn’t care if he survives it.

“We’ll find Zyrenna. We’ll find the rebels, and then we’ll fight,” Seb says, with such conviction that I could cry.

And finally—after years of holding it in, holding it together—I do.

I bury my face in Seb’s worn shirt, right over his heart. He folds his arms around me, shuddering, and I let the tears fall. I clutch him tight, and our grief spills free—silent and unstoppable. I don’t know how long we stay like that, shedding sorrow that encompasses far more than the deaths of our parents.

As kids, we’d swim out to a boulder in the middle of the river behind our cottage, and it was big enough for all five of us to climb and play and lay in the sun. Levvi, Seb, Alden, and Irielle would climb to the top and jump back in over and over, trying to make bigger splashes or jump further out. But I preferred to sit at the bottom of that rock and watch the river move over its little cracks and crevices.

When it hadn’t rained in a while and the river was low, the drip, drip, drip of the tiny trickle over the bottom of the boulder would chip off bits and pieces of sediment and wash them into the river. And of course, after a big storm, I’d swim back to the boulder to find a whole new set of cracks and crevices for the water to wear down.

That’s been our life.

The drip, drip, drip of never having enough food or enough fuel—always being at least a little hungry or a little cold. Of not being allowed to leave your farm, marry without the overlord’s permission, ride a horse, wield a weapon, or read a book. And then come the storms to rip out chunks of yourself, of your family, until you don’t have an older brother anymore; until your mother is a bitter shrew; until your dreams of marrying for love die underneath a mountain.

When we pull apart, I’ve left tear stains on the linen of Seb’s shirt, and his face is red and blotchy from crying. His hand trembles when he brings it up to wipe the wetness away, but the tracks from his tears remain. I imagine my face looks much the same.

I squeeze his hand with mine. His eyes are awash with grief and something else, something I can’t quite put my finger on.

Seb’s wry grin turns into a smile, and a sudden lightness washes over his eyes, his face. “At least we’re together.”

“Yes,” I murmur. He’s alive, Leo is alive, and we’re together. Everything else we’ll have to handle in its own time.

We stay like that so long I doze. How I’m still tired when I just woke up from a two-day nap, I have no idea. But now that my mind is somewhat quiet, I practice opening the part of myself that hears, sees, feels, smells, and tastes everything more sharply. When I open to it on purpose, instead of gradually getting overwhelmed by sensations, I’ve found it hurts a little bit less. There’s even some wonder in it.

A river in the distance gently gurgles over smooth rocks. We must be following the River Eleris. A frog croaks and then jumps into the water. Leaves whistle in the wind, some of them breaking free from their branches and drifting to the ground, landing with a soft scrape. It’s dusk, and an owl is awake somewhere in the distance, starting to hoot. The crickets are waking up, playing each other a melody. Leo is softly snoring over in the wagon. Even with my eyes closed, I know the light is fading. A hint of the sun’s warmth still kisses my cheeks as the coolness of darkness seeps into my pores.

It’s so peaceful, until … there.

I smell another human—salt and cinnamon with an overlaying musk of fine leather.

I flare my eyes open wide, but otherwise I don’t move. Not yet. Unhurried, I withdraw my hand from Seb’s and casually raise my head to look around me. I don’t think Seb realizes I’m on alert. He releases his grip, steepling his hands together in his lap. His eyes are open, idly taking in the pretty pinks, blues, and purples of the sunset. I don’t alert him. I don’t want his reaction to give us away.

There’s a wisp of a creaking noise and then a whoosh.

My hand snaps out and snatches an arrow out of the air. A piece of Seb’s linen tunic snagged on the point, but I don’t see any blood despite the neat little hole in Seb’s shirt just over his heart.

I rise to my feet, the arrow in my right hand and my scythe in my left. I take a few steps forward to position myself in front of Leo. Seb runs toward the wagon behind me and grabs a sword.

Now, for the first time, there’s a rustling of leaves and the crunch of little branches breaking under boots as whoever tried to kill my brother gives up the need for stealth. As soon as the man steps out from behind a massive oak tree, I launch the arrow. It flies true, and I expect it to stab the stranger in his chest. But he swats the arrow to the side, and it lands solidly in a nearby tree trunk with a loud thwunk.

Then the man leans his shoulder negligently against the same tree.

He’s wearing a simple leather vest and trousers instead of the full, silver metal armor of the Faraengardian soldiers. He’s tall, like Seb, but that’s where their similarities end. He has a leaner, more athletic build, and an obvious lightness to his stance that promises speed. His long blond hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and a darker beard covers much of his face, making his blue eyes even more striking. Not blue like a summer day, but deep—the dark blue of the night sky that hugs the stars. A scar cuts down from his forehead, through his right eye and disappears in the beard. He holds his bow in one hand, a quiver full of those black arrows strapped to his back, black daggers lining his vest, and a black sword sheathed at his hip.

I tighten my grip on the scythe, widening my stance. “You need to leave. Now.”

He barks a laugh, deep and amused. “Trust me, I’d love to. But I’ve been sent to track down a couple of rebels—royal orders and all that. I’m Ryot, Altor of the Stormriven Vanguard.” He gives a mocking bow, then quirks an eyebrow. “And you are?”

Rebels. Royal orders. Altor.

This is my worst nightmare come to life.

“Fuck you,” I snap.

A slow grin pulls at his mouth. “Alright, Fuck You. It is now my mission to bring you back to the Synod. I mean you no harm.” He raises both hands in the air, like he’s surrendering. It’s a mockery. Every inch of him radiates confidence and control.

I couldn’t hold back the snort of derision if I wanted to. “You mean, except when you tried to kill my brother?” 

“I was sent to execute a Selencian man who killed a contingent of Faraengardian soldiers without provocation,” he says, his eyes flicking to Seb and then to Leo, who is somehow sleeping through this debacle. “But I don’t see a man, I see two boys.”

“Excellent,” I answer. “Then you can leave.”

His eyes track back to me, his gaze turning pensive. “I can’t do that. The existence of an Altor changes everything. The king is no longer the authority, and his orders no longer hold. It is my duty to take you to the Synod, where the Archons will decide your fate.”

Seb hisses out a breath. “Over my dead body,” he barks.

Ryot doesn’t bother to reply.

“And my brothers?” I ask.

He flits his hand, dismissing Seb without even a glance. “They stay here. It’s clear you were the one to kill the soldiers.”

“They’ll be unprotected out here. Vulnerable,” I argue.

“That is not my concern,” Ryot says simply, without malice but with complete sincerity. He would leave both of them here with the untold perils posed by man, beast, and nature itself, without a drop of guilt.

No. I swing my scythe overhead.

“Come and take me, asshole.”
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“The Altor are the gods’ chosen—the ones blessed at the cusp of maturity with strength beyond mortal limits. Sharper senses. Swifter reflexes. The gift to feel the hearts of others. No one knows how they are chosen, only that once called, they are bound to the Eternal Wars, holding the line against the darkness beyond the Ebonmere Sea.”

	The Annals of the Winged, a canon text in the Synod Reckoning Hall 





CHAPTER FOUR


Ryot smirks. “With pleasure, Fuck You.”

He moves so fast I barely see him. I bring the scythe down hard, but he’s already dodged to the side. His hand catches the shaft mid-swing. He twists, and the momentum sends me tumbling to the ground.

Seb lets out a strangled sound and starts toward us.

“Don’t,” I snap, thrusting a hand back without looking at him.

Ryot takes a step back and raises an eyebrow, not even breathing hard.

“Are you ready to go now, rebel girl?” he asks.

I grit my teeth and charge again with my scythe angled forward, but he sidesteps my strike effortlessly. I narrowly avoid crashing into a tree and turn to face him—and he’s already there. The foot he drives into my chest throws me against the trunk with a thud that knocks the air from my lungs.

“You need training,” he says. “An untrained Altor is dangerous. You think you can protect your brothers from the hazards in this forest?” He snorts. “You can’t even protect them from you.”

His words land harder than his kick.

I remember Leo’s arm, bent at a sick angle. I remember his scream. The copper stench of our parents’ blood soaking into the wheat field.

I hesitate.

In that pause, he closes the distance. His hand locks around mine on the scythe and holds it in place. Then he kicks out again, this time to sweep my legs out from under me. I crash to the ground, and my head hits the tree behind me with a sharp, stunning crack. Pain radiates through my skull. The scythe slips from my fingers.

I glare up at him from the forest floor, my breath ragged. His face is hard but there’s something softer in his storm blue eyes. Without a word, he reaches down, grabbing my arm to haul me up. He leans in close, his voice brushing against my ear.

“Are you ready to come with me now?”

My body quivers not from fear, but from fury. I pretend to stumble slightly, one hand reaching for balance as he lifts me… but it’s a lie. My fingers close around the hilt of one of the daggers on his belt. In one motion, I twist free and press the blade to his throat.

He goes completely still. For a heartbeat, neither of us breathes. His body is taut under my touch, all tight muscle and restraint. The thrum of his pulse is steady against the blade. My breath rushes in and out, hot and fast, but my hand doesn’t tremble.

I could end him. I should end him.

But I don’t.

Ryot exhales. The sound is soft, almost a hum. Amused? Impressed?

“Well done, rebel girl,” he murmurs, voice low.

His words slide over my skin like the first drop of rain before a storm. And gods help me, I hate the way my heart responds. It stutters, just once, but even that is enough to make me furious with myself.

His hand lifts—slowly, deliberately—and comes to rest over mine on the dagger’s hilt.

“Now, you could kill me,” he says. “Slide that blade in a little deeper and end this right here. But you won’t.”

“Don’t be so sure,” I whisper.

His gaze doesn’t waver. “If you were going to, you would’ve done it already.”

I press the blade harder, enough to breach skin. His breath hisses out.

The rhythm of footsteps pounding the forest floor break my focus. No battle cry. No shouted warning. Just the dry scrape of leaves and the raw, reckless heat of Seb’s fury rushing toward us.

We both turn. Seb is running toward us, sword raised.

“Seb, no!” I scream and jump in front of Ryot. Seb doesn’t stand a chance. An Altor could break him in half without blinking.

I try to shove Ryot back, but he’s already moving to intercept Seb. He knocks the dagger from my hand and grabs my arm.

“Stop,” he barks, whether to me or to Seb I don’t know. But as I twist against his grip, desperate to reach my brother, his hold tightens. There’s a sharp pop, and pain explodes through my shoulder.

I scream—a ragged, instinctive sound—and Ryot curses under his breath as he shoves me out of the way. I crash into the ground, shoulder useless, pain flooding my vision with white. The world tilts. Dirt grits between my teeth as my cheek hits the forest floor.

The dagger’s gone along with any pretense of control. I’ve landed near my scythe, though, and I scramble for it with my good arm, fingers curling tight around the worn wood. I drag it close and lever myself up with one arm, my injured shoulder screaming with every breath.

But I’m too late. Ryot has locked an arm around Seb’s neck and is holding the black tip of one of his daggers at Seb’s exposed throat. The sword is on the ground at his feet, not a drop of blood on the blade.

“The longer I’m here—the longer you’re here—the more likely your brothers die,” Ryot says, his voice calm, too calm, like he’s discussing the weather over biscuits and not threatening everything I have left in the world. “The quicker you surrender, the less likely anyone gets hurt.”

I can’t breathe. I can’t think. My knees threaten to buckle, and it takes everything in me to stay upright rather than launch myself forward and make the kind of mistake I probably won’t survive. The kind my brothers definitely won’t survive.

“I should’ve killed you,” I manage, barely recognizing my own voice.

“Yes,” he agrees. The sight of his dagger at Seb’s throat is more than I can handle.

“I’ll go with you,” I say. “I won’t fight back, if you swear Seb and Leo will be safe.”

“Don’t do it, Leina,” Seb whispers, his determined eyes meeting mine. He tries to shake his head, but the tip of that dagger is too close and that little movement pricks his skin. A single drop of blood runs down Seb’s throat. A warning.

“I can’t swear they’ll be safe, but I swear they’ll be safe from me,” Ryot answers.

“That’s not good enough,” I snap. “Swear they’ll be safe from other Altor. That you won’t aid in their capture. That you won’t tell anyone where you found us.”

I’m not sure how much negotiating power I have, really, but Ryot seems to consider my request anyway. He doesn’t answer immediately. His gaze shifts—not to me, but to Leo, still curled in the blankets in the little wagon. His eyes land on the quilt I wrapped around my youngest brother, the one embroidered with the winged silhouette of a faravar stitched in fading blacks and golds. He tilts his head slightly, studying it.

“I will not aid in their capture in any way,” he says. “That is the truest vow I can offer.”

I whip my gaze to Seb, needing to verify the veracity of Ryot’s vow. My brother’s eyes meet mine and he gives me the slightest nod. Ryot is speaking the truth.

The relief that blazes through me makes me lightheaded and I nearly fall to my knees. This stranger’s pledge isn’t much to leave my brothers with, but maybe it will be enough. I drop my scythe, and Ryot lowers the dagger and shoves Seb forward, sending Seb to his knees.

“Leina,” Seb whispers, and the pain in his voice nearly breaks me.

“I’m so sorry, Seb,” I whisper back.

Ryot stoops to retrieve the scythe from the ground. His movements are careful, but there’s no mockery now. No smirk.

“You have another weapon you’ve bonded with here,” he says. “Call it.”

Bonded? I think of that flash of heat when I hold the scythe or my pruning shears. I stare up at him, dazed.

He shrugs his shoulders in exasperation, and I realize I never responded. “Call it or not—it’s up to you. But being separated from a bonded weapon, even a minor one, is painful.”

A single tear slides down my face, and a helpless laugh escapes my lips.

“You think being separated from my pruning shears will be painful? Burying my dead parents—the harmless farmers your soldiers slaughtered—is painful. Abandoning my brothers, knowing they’ll fight for their very victory. That’s painful.” And I smile a twisted facsimile of a smile. “Losing my pruning shears? That’s nothing.”

There’s a moment of silence while he studies me before he turns to the little wagon and digs through the pile until he finds the pruning shears himself. He shoves them into his pocket before he walks back to take my good arm and march me toward the trees.

“Wait!” I cry, jerking back with what strength I have left. “I want to say goodbye. To Leo. To Seb. They’re my family! I can’t just leave them here!”

Ryot glances over his shoulder to Leo snuggled in his quilts. “Trust me, you don’t want your brothers to be part of your world. This one,” Ryot says, gesturing to the quiet forest around us, “this world right here, with the whispering trees and the soft fading light? This is as good as it gets. Leave them to it.”

His eyes find mine again, and for one sliver of a second, something is there that makes my heart skip. Regret? Warning? The cold finality in his voice makes the air feel thinner, but I don’t resist this time as he drags me forward.

Seb makes a strangled noise in his throat.

I stumble after Ryot, tears burning my eyes and sliding down my face, blurring my last glimpse of my brother as the trees rise between us and the forest swallows him whole.

Then, I’m alone with the man I should’ve killed.
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“An Altor owes nothing to the life they left behind. No family. No name. No oath but the one sworn to the Eternal Wars. Loyalty to the living is a weakness; loyalty to the cause is survival.”

	The Annals of the Winged, a canon text in the Synod Reckoning Hall 





CHAPTER FIVE


Ryot is setting a brutal pace, and I’m struggling to keep up now that the adrenaline has faded. I flutter my eyes rapidly, trying to adjust to the darkness, though Ryot doesn’t seem to have an issue seeing where he’s going.

Me, not so much. We turn a corner, and a branch slaps me in the face.

“Ouch! Slow down!”

“Bossy little thing,” he mutters under his breath, but he stops and glances back at me.

“Could you at least set my arm? I’d probably move faster.”

He raises an eyebrow at me. “Are you going to attack me if I set your shoulder?”

Maybe. “Of course not.”

He kind of chortles, then turns around to keep walking through the forest. “You really do need training. Here’s a lesson: stop exuding your emotions.”

I narrow my eyebrows in confusion, thinking about the way I can taste others’ feelings. “That’s an ability Altor have? Sensing emotions?”

He grunts, which I interpret as an affirmation.

“What is it used for?”

He casts a sideways glance at me, eyes narrowed like he’s trying to decide if telling me is compromising some important secret.

“It’s how we communicate with our beasts,” he answers finally. “At first, we don’t have conversations like you and I do. It’s more of a …” He waves his hand around in front of him like he can pull the word he’s looking for out of the air. “It’s more subtle than a conversation. Man and beast can sense each other’s emotions, sometimes even intentions, though that is much more difficult and takes many years.”

“Beasts?” I question.

“Mmm. All Altor have a beast—their faravar.” Oh. The winged horses.

My eyes widen, and I cast my eyes as if there could be a winged horse lurking behind a tree. “Where is your faravar?”

No answer. Alright.

“Why can’t I tell what you’re feeling?” I ask him.

“I’m blocking.”

“Blocking?”

“I create a shield around my mind. It keeps everyone but my beast out of my head.” He shoots me another sideways glance. “It is one of the many things you need to learn how to do.”

“What else do I need to learn?” The last six years have been a terror of unknowns. To have answers is almost worth being captured. Almost.

But he ignores me. Asshole.

“So we’re going to walk all the way into Faraengard?” I say it with a forced bite, to try to cover how much I really am dragging. My head throbs where I slammed into the tree; my stomach aches from hunger. Each step sends a wave of jarring pain down my arm, and whatever energy the adrenaline provided is long-since gone. The idea of walking from here to Faraengard is unfathomable. “Don’t you at least have a horse?” I try again.

But he seems disinclined to answer me, his pace less brutal but still a struggle for me to maintain. I hate him. He grunts in answer, like he heard me. I guess, in a way, he did.

My brain fogs over, and my senses go dull. My legs are spent, and I begin stumbling over each little stone and stick in my path. The heightened awareness of all that’s around me fades, until I’m left with nothing but a vague imperative to continue putting one foot in front of the other.

After what could honestly be minutes or hours, we come to a sudden stop. I raise my gaze from where it was locked on my feet and realize we’ve left the forest behind. We’re standing in a small clearing. Ryot releases his grip on my arm and continues forward. As much as I resented his hold on me just a few seconds ago, apparently it was all that was keeping me upright. I immediately crash to my knees before falling over with my cheek pressed into the downed leaves.

Finally. I’m closing my eyes, eager for the relief of complete darkness, when he comes back.

“Uh uh, rebel girl,” he admonishes me. He’s cupped my neck in one hand, and is holding a flask to my lips. “If you pass out before you’ve had nourishment, you’ll be out for days.”

I press my lips closed so not even a drop could get through.

His jaw ticks in annoyance. “If I wanted you dead, it would be far more efficient to snap your neck. I have no need for poison.”

There is that. I sniff at the flask, drawing a deep breath. It’s not alcoholic, but the fruity smell is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced—not water, not wine, not even coffee. It’s sweet and tart. “What is it?” I mutter through mostly closed lips.

His sigh is deep and long-suffering. “Laomai,” he says simply. “It will restore your energy and help you heal.”

I’ve never heard of it, but then again, he’s both the first Faraengardian I’ve met who’s not a soldier and the first Altor I’ve ever interacted with, so that’s probably not a surprise. I open my mouth and take a deep drink.

Flavor explodes on my tongue, and I know immediately this is exactly what my body needs. I sit up and grasp the flask with both hands, chugging now. In the two minutes it takes me to drain the flask, I’m already recovering, my energy returning rapidly and the fog around my brain receding. One by one, my senses return. My eyes adjust to the dark, and now instead of a vague outline against the light of the moon and the stars, I can make out Ryot’s facial expression. On the surface, he’s clearly annoyed. But there’s something else there, too. He's … speculative.

I lower the flask. A thank you is hovering right on the tip of my tongue when I realize—this spawn of Lako tracked me down, beat me up, separated me from my family, and is bringing me to what will likely be my execution or imprisonment. I shove the flask into his chest.

We glare at each other silently, and since I don’t know how to block my emotions, I focus instead on blasting him with all the rage that’s inside me. He smirks, then takes the flask, carefully screws the cap on, and returns it to his pack. Then without warning, he reaches out and snaps my shoulder back into its socket.

I hiss out a breath, reaching up to grab at the shoulder, but the pain is already receding. It’s far less sharp now, more of a dull ache.

“It should heal pretty quickly. Healing is one of our strengths.” He raises an eyebrow at me. “I highly recommend not trying to escape. I can injure it again just as easily, and the other one with it, if you give me too much trouble.”

I don’t dignify him with a response. Instead, I close my eyes and start opening my senses up now that I’m more alert and not drowning in pain. Noises, smells, and sensations filter back in. The cool night air is blissful on my bruised and cracked skin. The wind whistles through the leaves, and all manner of bugs and animals skitter about. And then I notice a peculiar smell. I’m wrinkling my nose, trying to figure it out, when the angry snort of a horse in front of me has my eyes jerking wide open. But the beast staring back at me isn’t a horse. Or, it isn’t just a horse.

An immense, barrel-chested winged horse stands inches from my face, eyes shining with black flames. The faravar would tower above even the tallest warhorse; a tall man’s head wouldn’t even reach its broad withers.

Even the air seems to shift with every breath it draws. But all of that seems inconsequential when it spreads its mighty wings the full length of the clearing. They blot out the night sky, each blade-like black feather as long as a man’s arm. When it lifts its wings, the forest hushes. When its wings fall, the trees move.

The only other faravar I’ve seen are depictions on shields or crests or in paintings, and those renderings, while glorious and beautiful, categorically fail at capturing the savage energy and wild, battle-ready attitude. This isn’t an animal bred for working farms or pulling carriages. This is a beast the gods made for one thing—war.

Its size alone is enough to unsettle—massive frame, storm-built wings, strength in every line. But it’s the eyes that truly unnerve me, and the sharp, unsettling brightness behind them. There’s a clever, relentless, curious mind in that gaze.

It doesn’t blink as it stares, and I get the strange, chilling sense that it’s reading me. Not just watching—knowing. Like it sees straight through to the parts of me I don’t show. The parts I don’t even know are there.

Then it steps closer, snuffling at my hair with a huff of warm breath … and promptly snorts in my face, like it’s made its judgment and isn’t terribly impressed.

The blood in my veins goes cold, and I shiver, gooseflesh crawling across my skin. It moves with the deliberate power of something that knows it can’t be stopped. For the first time in years, I think the gods might be real.

I want to creep backward, to put even a little bit of distance between me and the animal touching me nose-to-nose now, but there’s no point. There’s no escape from a creature like this. Instead, I stare back and raise my chin. I may very well die on this ground, but I’ll do it with dignity.

The faravar holds my gaze, eyes sharp and searching, before it snorts once more and steps back. It shakes out its mane and gives a rustle of its wings before folding them neatly against its sides. Then, with a quiet lift of its head, it turns its attention to Ryot. Their eyes lock. There’s something in the silence between them—an exchange I can’t hear, a conversation spoken without words. The moment stretches, weighty and still, until Ryot finally turns to me.

“We won’t be walking all the way to Faraengard,” Ryot says. “We’re going to ride.”

I’ve never been on a horse, and he wants me to ride on that giant, flying beast of war?

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

“I don’t kid,” he says, as he drags me to my feet. “Don’t approach Einarr on your own. He’s a surly bastard.”

Einarr snorts, as if to say you’re one to talk.

I take one cautious step back, but bump into Ryot’s chest. Between the two of them, though, I decide the beast is scarier. Barely.

“He can have all the space he needs,” I murmur. Einarr kind of chortles and then swings his head to look at Ryot. The two stare at each other intently again for a full minute, maybe longer. Einarr tilts his head and then whinnies, like he’s answering a question.

Ryot drops his hold on my arm.

“Introductions are over. Get your weapons together. It’s time for your first ride.”
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“The faravars crossed into this world not for men, but for war. Where a faravar flies, the darkness trembles.”

	The Songs of Sky and Shadow, recorded early in the Eternal Wars, exact date unknown 





CHAPTER SIX


Alden used to marvel at flying creatures. He would often stop his work—be it hauling water, plowing, sowing, threshing—and stare up at the sky as a flock of birds winged high overhead or a butterfly danced on the breeze. To Alden, flying was the epitome of freedom.

What he wouldn’t give to be here now with a faravar, a beast of myth and legend, about to launch into the sky. Grief settles deep in my chest, and Ryot whips his gaze around from where he’s readying his small pack of supplies. He raises an eyebrow in question, but I resolutely ignore him, refusing to meet his eyes. Despite what he may think, he’s not entitled to a single piece of me. Not my past, not my present, not my future. He may sense my grief, but he doesn’t get to know why.

He turns his attention back to his pack. He straps it to his back with brisk efficiency, and then he secures my scythe to it, too. Interesting that he doesn’t attach either to the massive faravar, though I should have realized Einarr is not a beast of burden. He doesn’t even bear a saddle or reins.

“How do we hold on?” I turn back to Ryot, and his mocking smirk rankles. My hands ball into fists, and his eyes dart down to catch the motion. His smile only widens, and I force every muscle in my body to relax. He gets too much enjoyment out of my frustration.

Ignoring my question, he jerks his head toward his beast. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Where am I to sit, exactly?”

Pure amusement spreads across his face, and he barks out a laugh. I fight not to growl.

“On my lap, rebel girl. You’ll sit on my lap,” he says, finally answering my question. But his eyes are gleaming, as if he’s waiting for me to fight him and, moreover, looking forward to it. I’ll sit in his lap without a word, if for no other reason than to defy his expectations. Well, that and having no clue how to ride a horse, much less fly one.

I turn until I’m mostly facing Einarr. I get perverse satisfaction from seeing Ryot’s surprised eyebrow lift from my periphery. I wait for him to mount Einarr, a feat I’m actually very interested to watch. I’m sure it’s a move he’s completed countless times, but Einarr still whinnies and dances to the side, shaking out his wings as he moves to adjust to Ryot’s weight astride him. The earth quakes beneath my feet from the pounding of Einarr’s hooves, and the slight flutter of his wings creates a wind that wasn’t there before. The trees sway and bend from the force of it.

I’m grounded to the spot by sheer terror and quaking legs. We forgot to imagine this part, Alden and I, when we dreamed of flying. We didn’t consider that humans aren’t meant to fly, that our feet aren’t made to leave the ground. There’s something supernatural, something fundamentally inhuman, about taking flight. It has me paralyzed. I’m dizzy.

I’ve forgotten to breathe.

Ryot urges Einarr forward, until his black leather boots fill my view.

I can’t do this.

I raise my gaze to Ryot’s, expecting that same taunting look he’s shot me all evening. Instead, there’s a keen understanding reflected in his eyes and he opens himself up. I feel his emotions, and they nearly mirror mine. Mind-numbing terror. Body-racking nerves. Fear of the unknown. Overwhelming incompetence. But other emotions come through, too, and once I sense them from him, I recognize them in myself. Anticipation. Exhilaration. Near-intoxication from the adrenaline.

“Before my first ride,” he says. My eyes widen as I realize what he did. He shared his emotions with me—from the past.

He shuts off the connection, and I’m left to wade through my own emotions and the remnants of his. Then he holds out his hand, and my gaze drops. Scars zigzag his palm. Some are white and nearly completely faded with time. Others are much newer, almost raw. I reach out and grip his hand. The new scars are rough under my palm.

I raise my eyes back to his, and his lips slowly curl into the first real smile I’ve seen—no taunting, no smirking. Just pure, genuine satisfaction, like he’s taking pleasure in experiencing this with me. And that’s when I realize—Ryot is beautiful. Not like Alden. He’s not pretty, like the sunrise. He’s alluring and magnetic, like the stars.

Then he moves. One moment, my feet are planted solidly on the ground, and in the next I’ve been pulled into his lap. That is all the cue Einarr needs, apparently, he’s running and launching us from the little clearing. The world tilts wildly as we go near-vertical, clearing the tops of the trees, barely.

My stomach heaves and my breath catches as the ground slips away. I’m surrounded by Ryot. His firm chest braces my back, his thighs are my seat, and his arms wrap around my body as he reaches around me to grip Einarr’s mane. It is oddly comforting, but it’s not enough to feel secure. I fist my own sweaty palms in Einarr’s mane, too.

In a matter of seconds, we’ve soared beyond the treetops of the Weeping Forest. Einarr’s great wings beat the air with brutal grace, each stroke a surge in my spine, in my bones, in the pit of my stomach. Moonlight slips across his feathers. My breath catches—half scream, half laugh—and I clutch tighter to his mane. I shut my eyes against the rush, then crack them open wide as if Alden whispered a dare into my ear.

It’s night, and the moon casts a faint silver light across the landscape. To the east is Selencia, the land where I was born. It’s mostly hills and farmland, cut through by rivers that reflect the moonlight in broken lines. It’s my homeland, but it’s also not. At the core, in every way that matters, Selencia is Faraengard’s. They took it long ago.

I drag my eyes away from Selencia, from the roads I once walked barefoot and the villages I know by name, and turn west.

To face Faraengard. It’s not visible yet, but it presses closer with every beat of Einarr’s wings. Faraengard is a kingdom that rules by strength alone. Its cities are carved from stone and ruled with iron, or so we’re told by the boys who survive the mines.

To the south is another kingdom—one where it’s hot and never rains. I’ve never been there, and I don’t remember what it’s called. I just know that when the winds blow from the south, they’re dry and sharp.

To the north is nothing but ice and endless winter. I’ve heard stories about it, too, of people who somehow live under the ice, but that’s all they are. Stories.

All of it—the rolling hills of Selencia, the jagged cliffs of Faraengard, the burning south and the frozen north—makes up Aesgroth, a continent eternally on the brink of destruction thanks to the demons that haunt it.

And right now, I’m flying over it.

My back is snug against Ryot’s chest—there’s no room for any space between us—but he leans even further forward until the heat of him nearly burns and his mouth brushes against my ear.

I shiver, and it has nothing to do with fear.

No way. No. Absolutely not. I’m not attracted to my kidnapper. That would be insanity. I try to edge away from him, but there’s nowhere to go.

“Look up,” Ryot whispers.

I tear my eyes from the rapidly retreating ground as Einarr ascends even higher, and I find myself breathless due to something other than pain, fear, or anxiety. It’s from pure reverence for the immensity of the heavens. The stars are infinitely bright. They glimmer and shine in ways I couldn’t have imagined.

For the first time in months, I’m not overwhelmed by a barrage of sensations. There’s soothing silence in this ethereal space between the gods’ domain and the humans’ tenement. The one interruption—the constant beat of Einarr’s wings on the wind—is calming. It’s meant to be here. The crisp air is invigorating and pure, and the chill of it acts like a balm against my sore and cracked skin.

Flying does not make me feel free, though, despite Alden’s imaginings. Even here, in this indescribable space with the clouds and the stars and the wind as my neighbors, I’m nothing but a prisoner; that’s not something I can forget. But he was on to something. Taking flight brings peace. It’s better than anything you could find in Rene’s temple, I have no doubt.

Ryot chuckles softly behind me, and the sound is a low rumble.

“Not so bad, right?” Ryot asks.

Not so bad? It’s everything.

For now, I’m content to revel in what I know is a fleeting feeling. I allow everything else to fall away and spend the rest of our flight basking in the immense glow of the stars. Ryot doesn’t utter another word, even as the stars and the darkness begin to fade, overcome by the blazing oranges and yellows of the rising sun. I bask in that sense of stolen peace, even as Einarr begins to descend back toward the earth.

Until we break through the clouds to find the landscape completely changed.

I’ve heard stories about the mountains and the ocean, of course. They’ve been described in simple terms. Mountains are like towering hills, the few who’ve ever traveled to Edessa say, but imagine that the hills are reaching up to touch the sky. The ocean, they tell us, smells of salt and is so vast you can’t see the end.

Now I know why they struggled to describe this to Selencians whose only points of reference were rolling hills and rivers that wind gently through the trees. There are no words that can paint this picture, not if you’ve never seen a single mountain, much less a line of them rising in a jagged row. Not if you’ve never felt the spray of ocean water on your face, leaving a light dusting of salt on your skin. Not if you have no concept of a curved horizon uninterrupted by trees or rocks or hills.

And there, nestled against a backdrop of towering mountains—built into the mountain itself—is Edessa. The capital city of the Kingdom of Faraengard. All the whisperings and rumors, all the gloating and boasting of the soldiers: none of it could have prepared me for the grandeur that is Edessa.

The base of the mountain enfolds the palace, more immense and grander than any overlord’s house ever dreamed. The outer portion is made of a black, smooth material—marble, maybe?

Spread out before the palace is the city, which sprawls from one mountain to the next in a haphazard way, overtaking the entire valley. Most structures, whether public buildings or domestic dwellings, are made of a dark stone I’ve never seen before. It’s not smooth, but has a rougher texture, with bits of grey and white weaving throughout the nearly black core. Temples to the gods glow throughout the city as the morning sun touches their fine marble walls. The roads wind and crisscross in a bewildering tangle of pavement. There’s not a single dirt path among them, and even at dawn they are already full of travelers.

I’ve never seen so many people all gathered in one place. Children with plump cheeks and the distinct bloom of health on their faces race carefree through the streets, laughing and smiling, all in identical clothes with daypacks on their back. School. They are going to school. The soldiers have talked about this. Well, they’ve taunted about school, about how they know so much, and we know so little.

The adults rush about with fewer smiles and less laughter, but they are just as healthy. Many of them are dressed in wool or linen tunics, but the material is sturdier, cleaner, and far less worn than what we wear back home. Others wear even finer materials—things I’ve only glimpsed on the overlord and his family—leather, hemp, and even silk. And the colors of their clothes are so varied—blacks, blues, purples, pinks, greens, reds. It’s all complimented with gold and silver broaches, fur trim, and the most intricate assortment of jewelry. Necklaces that swing on the chest, bracelets that wind up the arm, rings on all their fingers, earrings that dangle.

The stalls of the markets are packed with all manner of goods, and most of it … most of it is grown or raised by us. Beef, chicken, pork, grains, fruits, vegetables. It all comes here, and much more is stacked in these markets today alone than is needed to feed this entire city for weeks.

My peace is gone. Shattered.

It is replaced with a furious rage. My gaze returns to the palace, and I let the anger simmer. I don’t know how. I don’t know when. But I want the entire royal family to pay.

My attention and my thoughts have been so focused on Edessa, I startle slightly when Ryot brings a hand up to my chin and raises my gaze from the palace at the base of the mountain to look higher, and higher still. I’d forgotten he was there.

“The city is not where you should be looking, rebel girl,” he says. “It has nothing to do with you.”

The sheer impossibility of where he draws my gaze is enough to make me forget my rage, at least for now. There, looming over the bustling valley, is what must be the Synod. This … this I’ve never heard described before. The soldiers have never talked about the Altor, not even in the simplest terms. Not even to gloat.

Where Edessa is the embodiment of luxurious opulence, the Synod is pure militaristic simplicity. Despite that, it is still majestic in its audacity.

It is a fortress, built on the highest mountain of the range. It sits on the edge of a cliff, about halfway up the mountain, that juts out at an impossible angle over the ocean below. A curtain wall surrounds the structure, which has dozens of towers of various heights in the center, some type of arena, and a central tower that dwarfs the others. The material looks to be a simple granite. The rustic grey and brown stone has been left bare of any adornments.

There’s movement on that high tower, and I narrow my eyes. My vision wobbles before it focuses in on the handful of men stationed there. They are all staring right at me, various expressions of confusion and indignation on their faces. The man in the center strides forward and seems to offer a sarcastic salute to us before blowing a massive, high-pitched horn that’s attached to the very center of the tower. I wince from the gods-awful noise.

“Fucking Maxim,” Ryot mutters from behind me.

From all around the fortress, men emerge, running for the nearest square tower. Each has a flat top and no guardrails.

Then a new sound reaches me, one so deep it reverberates through my very bones. I turn my head, searching for the source of the rhythmic beating sound—almost like drums, but not quite. I lift my eyes toward the summit of Godswatch Peak as a swarm of black bats emerge from the mist that hides the peak. I narrow my eyes, trying to focus my wavering vision for the distance yet again.

My mouth drops open. Not bats. Faravars.

The beasts fly for the Synod in a synchronized dance, the beat of their massive wings creating a gust of wind that ruffles my hair, even from this distance. They land in a clearly well-choreographed formation, from tower to tower, and most are immediately mounted by a waiting Altor. The hardened gazes of the men scan the horizon for a threat but clearly find none. And then all those eyes fall on us.

Ryot leans slightly forward, and whispers again in my ear. “Brace yourself, rebel girl, and offer your prayers to the gods.” This time, the warmth from earlier in the ride is gone. He’s not even taunting like he was in the forest. He’s grim. I twist behind me to get a glance at his face. Tension lines his mouth, and his eyes are stormy in a way I haven’t seen yet. He nods forward, toward the Synod. “This is where the ride is going to get rough.”

I turn back, taking in the now dozens of men staring at me, mouths agape. I reach for my powers, but find they’re muted. I’m too drained to do something as simple as focus my eyes.

I do my best to shutter my emotions, square my shoulders, and brace for what’s ahead.

Because I don’t think Ryot is talking about our landing.
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“Kheris, goddess of chaos, made the Kher’zenn in her own image—souls twisted by rage and ruin. They are the devourers, the unmakers, the storm she set loose to shatter the mortal world and tear the gods from their thrones.”

	The Annals of the Winged, a canon text in the Synod Reckoning Hall 





CHAPTER SEVEN


We land hard. The force of the impact wrenches my spine and causes a gnawing ache to spread through bone and sinew. I roll my neck, trying to release the tension gathered there. My thighs are chafed and sore, burning from the hours spent on Einarr’s wide back. I’m ready to get down, even if I think my legs will give out underneath me, but Ryot tightens his arm around my waist, and he yanks me back into his chest as Einarr rears into the sky, kicking his legs out in a frenzy, screaming angrily. The world tilts violently, and I cling to Ryot’s arm, and lock my exhausted, quivering legs tight around Einarr’s body to try to keep my seat.

The half dozen men gathered on the tower leap back. The other beasts, too, stay back until Einarr’s hooves slam back onto the tower. He prances around, snorting angrily, daring anyone to challenge him.

No one does.

“Control your beast, Ryot,” one of the men shouts. It’s the man who sounded the alarm. Maxim. He’s burly, with a red-tinted beard and long hair that’s matted. Strange, black marks trail down the veins of his right arm, perhaps some odd tattoo. But even as he speaks, he keeps himself back, out of Einarr’s path.

“Einarr is his own beast,” Ryot answers. “He makes his own decisions.”

“Was it Einarr’s decision to bring a grounded back to the Synod?” Maxim sneers, raking his gaze down my body in a way I’ve seen before, from the soldiers. It’s derisive, but there’s also a spark of interest that I never want to see. My stomach twists and I fight back a wave of nausea.

Ryot cocks his head to the side. His voice reeks of sarcasm. “Tell me, Maxim, if that’s all you see when you look at her—why bother raising the alarm and wasting everyone’s time and effort?”

Maxim bristles and raises himself to appear taller. “It’s my duty to sound the alarm when there’s an intruder.” His gaze lands on me. “And that’s what she is here, even if she is a slip of a thing.”

The men gathered on the tower laugh, and Ryot’s arm holding me against his chest tightens again, like he’s trying to protect me from their cruel words. He shouldn’t bother since cruel words mean nothing to me.

No more of this. I jerk loose of Ryot’s hold. “Let me go!” I tell him and he drops his arm.

“Oh, she’s a feisty one!” one of the men says. This one is younger, maybe close to my age. Unlike the other men on the tower who all have long hair and beards, his hair is short and his face is smooth. “Do we get to play with her?”

Ryot’s full body tenses at my back, but before he can respond, Einarr makes that screaming noise again, as if he understands the conversation taking place around us. He rears again, and this time he strikes the younger man, his hooves scraping from his forehead to his nose, peeling the flesh from his skull. The man falls back, clutching at his face, blood quickly pooling at his feet.

The violence should bother me. The gore should make me sick. But it doesn’t, and I’m not.

There’s something viciously satisfying about it, about being defended.

“Mind your tongue, Ward Tyrston, before I rip it out of your mouth or Einarr rips your head off altogether.” Ryot looks at him, emphasizing ward as if it’s an insult. I take in Tyrston’s smooth-shaved face and short hair with new eyes—he’s a lower rank.

The other men exchange uneasy glances, some shifting their weight, suddenly less entertained by the spectacle. They eye Ryot and Einarr warily. Their fury lends me strength, and I sit taller on Einarr’s back, knowing that showing weakness in a group like this one is as good as showing your neck to a pack of rabid dogs.

“She has a name,” I answer, wading into this godsforsaken pit of brainless blades and brawn. “I’m Leina Haverlyn.”

I keep my eyes hard, my face smooth, my body rigid, but I can’t help the tremor in my fingers as they clench in Einarr’s mane. I don’t think the others notice, because Ryot covers my trembling hands with his larger, scarred ones.

Tyrston takes an involuntary step back, still clutching at his face. Maxim takes a threatening step forward even as he shoves Tyrston to a set of stairs that circle the outside of the watch tower. “Get to the infirmary,” Maxim barks at him. Tyrston manages to send a seething glance my way before he descends the stone steps.

Ryot dismounts from Einarr like he’s sliding off a sway-backed mule instead of a creature bred for the heavens and the battlefield. He makes it look easy. I lean forward, peeking down at the stone floor of the high tower. Sweet Serephelle, how am I supposed to get off this thing? Like the two of them heard me, Einarr lowers himself to his forelegs while Ryot grabs me around the waist. He lifts me as if I weigh nothing, and although my legs wobble I don’t stumble when my boots hit the ground.

I refuse to falter. Ryot keeps his hands on my waist, steadying me.

Maxim sneers. “Don’t take your frustration out on my ward, Ryot. You’re sore because you got caught making decisions with your cock.”

Ryot doesn’t so much as flinch. His grip on me remains firm, his body coiled tight.

“You think this is a joke?" His voice is quiet, deadly. “You think calling an alarm—pulling the men from their duties, from their trainings, distracting the entire fucking Synod and taking your eyes off the skies to do it—makes you some kind of hero?”

Maxim scoffs, but there’s an uncertainty in his eyes now. He quickly takes in the dozens of men and winged beasts lining the walls that enclose this place from both the sea to the west and the mountains to the east. All of them watching us, most of them now looking at Maxim with scorn. “A joke? She doesn’t belong here. She’s a⁠—”

Ryot moves so fast Maxim barely has time to react. He steps forward, hauling me with him in one smooth motion—he knows I’ll collapse to the ground without his support—as he slams his fist into Maxim’s mouth. Maxim stumbles back, clutching his face, fury twisting his features as the smirk slides from his bleeding mouth.

“I suggest you don’t finish that sentence,” Ryot says. His voice is a whisper, but it’s anything but gentle.

Einarr screams again, wings flaring wide. Maxim spits blood onto the ground, murder in his eyes. “You’ll regret that. You’ll regret all of this.”

Before anyone can react, before they can say anything at all, boots thud against the stone. The gathered men straighten as a figure emerges from the stairwell. He’s a man in authority. You can tell by the weight of his presence, and the way all the men shut up when he comes near. He’s tall—unnaturally so, his height only accentuated by the lean frame beneath his fur-lined cloak. He is not bulky like the other warriors, not built of sheer muscle, but there is something about the way he moves, like a whip waiting to crack. A real whip rests at his waist, but it’s not like one I’ve ever seen before. It’s blood red, and the strap looks to be made of some kind of serrated metal, not leather.

I expect him to scan the group, to take in the scene before addressing anyone, but his sharp, piercing gaze lands straight on Ryot.

“You were sent by the king to assassinate a traitor,” the man says. I can’t stop a flinch at the thought of the arrow that very nearly pierced Seb’s heart. “Yet, you’ve brought a grounded, a godsdamn woman, to sacred ground, instead. What in the hells have you done?”

Ryot doesn’t flinch. “I’ve brought an Altor to the Synod, Archon Lyathin.”

Archon—clearly another rank, though these titles don’t correlate at all with the soldiers who patrol our villages. Those are captains or footmen or archers. This seems to be an entirely different system.

Archon Lyathin exhales sharply through his nose, a sound dangerously close to amusement—but not the good kind. The kind that means someone is about to bleed.

“An Altor?” He flicks his gaze to me, and then back to Ryot. A single glance, and it’s a dismissal. “That's what you call this?”

I clench my fists at being referred to as “this,” but I say nothing. Most of my focus is on staying upright.

“You brought a grounded peasant girl into our ranks, and now you’re trying to call her an Altor?”

Ryot stands firm. “She’s Altor.” The warriors around us chuckle, muttering amongst themselves. I can feel the weight of their amusement pressing against me, the doubt thick in the air.

Lyathin stops in front of him, close enough that I can see the sharp angles of his face, the way his lips curl into something just shy of disgust. “There has never been a female Altor,” Lyathin says. “Nor one born of Selencia. Not in our entire history, spanning nearly one thousand years.”

"There is now.” Ryot’s voice is firm, unyielding.

Lyathin’s eyes spark with fury, his hand reaches for the whip lying at his side. “You dare contradict me, Skywarden Ryot?” There’s emphasis placed on that word, too. Another rank.

I don’t know what makes me do it. It’s probably not smart. But there’s this unspeakable fury that’s building at the way they’re speaking about me, around me, above me—anything but to me. I’ve been dismissed, deemed an insult to this man’s very presence. Or worse, deemed completely irrelevant.

Even if I can’t make them fear, I want them to at least pause. To look at me and see.

My scythe is still strapped to Ryot’s back from when he took it from me in the forest. He’s holstered it there with a makeshift sheathe, shoved it behind the sword that crosses his back diagonally and holstered it with leather straps.

I lift my hand, summoning the power inside me that I’m only just beginning to understand. The moment my fingers curl, my scythe answers. It rips itself from Ryot’s back with such force that he stumbles backward. His sword clatters to the ground as the leather straps rip. My scythe lands perfectly in my palm.

The laughter stops.

Lyathin’s eyes narrow on me, and he opens his mouth to speak, but before he can get a word out, the air shifts and everyone on the tower looks up. Ryot pulls me back, dragging me toward the back wall of the tower. Einarr defers, too. He steps back, head low, as another faravar comes in to land on the stone tower.

This beast is massive, even larger than Einarr. Its black coat is streaked with white; its feathered wings are frayed at the edges. Still, it lands with a force that makes the tower tremble.

Every man here—even the Archon—drops to one knee and bows their head.

But me? I raise my chin, my eyes taking in the old man on the back of the beast.
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“The Kher’zenn is not a creature of mercy. It hungers for the living, devours the soul, and wears the faces of the dead. To meet its gaze is to invite death; to pity it is to invite ruin.”

	Personal journals of Altor Serel in Year 129 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER EIGHT


The old man has to be over a century if he’s a day. The skin on his face is loose and droops in wrinkles from his cheekbones. His hands are knotted and twisted, the joints clearly shot to all hells; white hair falls loose to his lower back, and a white beard comes to his mid-chest. His eyes remind me of a pond that’s been disturbed, the way the water gets cloudy until you can’t see the bottom. They used to be blue, I think, but now they’re so misted over with a white film you can’t quite make out the actual color or see his pupils. The eyes of the faravar he's on are the same. I would think they’re both blind, but they’re each staring directly at me.

“Elder,” Archon Lyathin begins, but the old man makes a deep sound in his throat that cuts him off. I almost scoff at the title—the banality of it seems like a joke.

The old man swings down with a fluidity that should be impossible for a person his age. He’s clothed in a black tunic, with billowing robes that hang from his shoulders and drag on the ground. He leans heavily on a simple, black cane. He does not speak to me. Instead, he reaches out a gnarled, scarred hand, placing it on his beast’s neck. The two—man and beast—take their next steps together, until the beast brushes his nose against the top of my head, nuzzling my hair and snorting in my face. My blood runs cold and sluggish in my veins, and my heart goes dangerously slow. Even though he’s kneeling next to me, Ryot still has one hand on my hip. I don’t know if it’s meant to hold me up or hold me back, but his grip tightens until it’s almost painful as the beast continues his perusal. Then the pair of them—the old man and the old beast—share a glance steeped in meaning and step back.

The old man turns, and when he speaks, his voice is like stone cracking, crumbling under the weight of time.

“You squabble like children,” he admonishes. The warriors go rigid, even Archon Lyathin. “You mock the gods’ will, as if your opinions have ever shaped fate. And in doing so, you have failed in your one duty on this tower.”

Maxim stiffens. “We have failed nothing. Ryot failed at his mission and provoked the men. The girl is clearly⁠—”

The Elder laughs. But it, too, is not the sound of real amusement. It’s mocking, the sound of a man who has watched the men repeat the same mistakes countless times and has long since stopped being surprised. Like an exhausted mother with too many children.

“Then tell me—” the old man pauses to look up “—why none of you saw them coming?”

A shiver runs down my spine.

As a unit, every being—every man, every beast, even me—casts their gaze skyward. It’s quiet on the tower, quiet enough for the steady beat of wings on the wind to break through. But this is not the now-familiar sound of the beasts. This is stealthier. Smoother. The kind of flight that doesn’t wish to be heard; the kind that belongs to predators creeping through tall grass.

Ryot is the first one to jump up from his reverent kneel.

“Fuck!” he shouts. He shoves me to the ground. My knees crack as I land, scraping my palms on the rough stone. My scythe tumbles from my hands. Something stirs in the air around me—a shimmer, and a little blast of heat. It brushes against my skin, clinging to me.

Ryot calls his sword from the ground and stands, straddling me, as the clouds of the sun-streaked dawn open like jaws.

Shapes descend. Sleek. Translucent.

Too fast. Too silent.

They’re creatures with tails like whips and eyes glowing with violence; with wings like blades and forked tongues that dart like vipers. As if they can taste my fear on the wind, the creatures turn to me, the slits of their eyes narrowing on my sprawled form.

I’ve heard stories, of course. Everyone on the continent of Aesgroth has heard the tales of the Kher’zenn and their draegoths. But as the first of the eight draegoths lands on the tower silently, talons raking into the stone, I know.

The stories were wholly inadequate.

Another draegoth climbs up the tower wall behind me. It slithers over the side, instead of dropping from the heavens like the others. The pale-eyed, pale-haired Kher’zenn locks eyes with me. I open my mouth to shout a warning to Ryot, who is fully engaged in beating back the tide of draegoths that fell from the sky in front of me, but the Kher’zenn curls his ashen lips into a devastating smile.

The chaos around me fades to nothing. The shouting of the men and screaming of the faravars becomes muted. I barely notice the way the tower quakes when the beasts launch, their riders on their backs, to meet the draegoths in the air. I give little thought to the blood that pours from the sky like rain, coating my hair and sliding down my face in a warm baptism, as the Kher’zenn and the Altor clash overhead. I don’t even notice Ryot, not really, as he unleashes divine wrath with that sword of his.

I don’t grab my scythe, as a brave soul might when facing death. I don’t scramble for cover like a rational human. I don’t even clutch at Ryot’s legs like a terrified child.

No. I simply stare at the death demon that’s a few feet away, my mouth agape.

Despite all the stories, I never imagined the Kher’zenn would be so beautiful, so terribly perfect. His smile unwinds, smooth and languid, crippling and captivating. I reach a hand forward, desperate to touch him.

The air around me resists, thin and charged, like I’m reaching through something unseen—but I push on until I break through the barrier.

He needs me.

The Kher’zenn reaches his hand forward, too, as if we’re lovers long separated, until our fingers brush over the head of his creature.

Agony.

This is not fire or ice or anything so simple as pain I’ve felt in the flesh. It’s deeper, something inside me disintegrating until there’s nothing but the Kher’zenn and his endless hunger sinking into me.

And then I’m flying. No. Falling. My body slams into the ground as I’m kicked away from the Kher’zenn. The bones in my hand shatter at the impact of a boot. It should hurt, I think, but there’s nothing except an aching void in my fingers. I clutch at them gasping, trembling. The Kher’zenn watches from where he sits, on the back of his creature, head tilted, his silver eyes endless and consuming. His smile doesn’t waver. If anything, it deepens as he raises his other arm to the sky and a bird—a bat?— takes flight with a speed that should be impossible.

“So sweet,” the Kher’zenn murmurs, voice languid and lush.

A sword winks out, cleaving his head from his shoulders. The draegoth he was sitting on hisses, its lips curling back to reveal rows of needle-like fangs, each one glistening with something black that drips from the tips. It lunges, snapping at Ryot as he twists midair, jumping back with an agility that’s not human. From the heavens, Einarr plummets, his hooves striking the draegoth’s skull with the force of the gods’ judgment. The impact sends cracks rippling down its serpentine neck. The draegoth reels, a soundless shriek tearing from its throat. It lunges again, snapping blindly for Einarr, but the faravar is already gone, and Ryot plunges his sword through the creature’s weakened skull. It falls to the stone floor, as silent in death as it was in life.

Like a floodgate bursting, the aftermath of the battle washes over me—the tangy smell of mortal blood and something else that’s sickly-sweet; the ragged breaths of men and the beat of faravars’ wings as they search the heavens for any last threat. The carnage of the creatures’ and the Kher’zenn’s bodies litter the ground.

Voices seep through next, but they’re garbled.

I close my eyes, trying to find a sliver of myself, but I’m learning that violence doesn’t just take from you. It reshapes you into something else altogether.

“Did we sustain any deaths?” Archon Lyathin asks, his voice clipped.

“None,” someone else reports, someone I’ve not met. “But they did get a strix out. Caius and Faelon are in pursuit.”

“They won’t catch,” Lyathin responds. He’s furious. “Whatever they were after, they’ll know now.”

The man doesn’t answer.

“How did they get past the islands? Send a scouting team, now!” Lyathin barks.

Someone laces their fingers through mine, the warmth startling against my frigid skin. Their firmness, their steadiness, is a stark contrast to the tremors coursing through my body. I drag my eyes open to find a familiar hand holding mine.

Ryot.

He’s sitting next to me, his back pressed against the stone wall. He’s not watching me—his eyes are on Einarr, who is snorting and pumping his wings off the high tower. They’re focused on each other. Ryot’s got a fresh lash across his neck, and blood trickles from it steadily, yet he trails his fingers over mine in a slow, careful way. The warmth from his hand stings. I had the beginnings of frostbite once, and when my mother brought me close to the fire, the numbness gave way to an increasingly intense burning. That’s what Ryot’s hand on my flesh feels like, like he’s bringing it back from the brink of decay.

The markings that crisscross some of the men’s arms—which I thought looked like some strange tattoos—now dot the fingertips of my left hand.

Not tattoos. Are these … scars?

The center is ashen, the skin there dead, and then it blackens at the edges, the color bleeding outward in delicate tendrils, spreading even under my fingernails.

“What is that?” I ask, my eyes on my fingertips. My voice is husky, heavy with exhaustion and shock.

My voice brings the organized chaos on the tower to a standstill. All talk of motives, of scouting teams, of strix and disposing of bodies and getting the injured to the infirmary, comes to a grinding halt.

Ryot squeezes my hand, more of his warmth easing into my rotted flesh. The burning feeling grows and expands, until it feels like there are hundreds of bees stinging my fingers. If I had any energy left, any at all, I would rip my hand from his, but all I manage is a weak twist of my hand in his. He ignores me as warmth continues to spread.

“That,” the Elder answers, “means you’re an Altor. Any other mortal would’ve died at the touch of a Kher’zenn.”

I look up to find all the men staring at me again. The Elder is leaning heavily on his cane, but there’s still a quiet strength in the way he holds himself. He’s studying me like I’m a puzzle with half the pieces missing. Like he’s uncertain of the full picture, but he recognizes the shape all the same. Lyathin’s gaze lingers in a way that makes me want to hold Ryot’s hand and not let go. He’s staring at me with something deeper than distrust. I think I’ve ruined his carefully ordered world just by existing.

And Ryot … his eyes stay on me for a second too long, like he wants to look away but can’t.

“Get her to the infirmary,” Archon Lyathin barks.

Ryot drops my hand.

I feel the loss immediately, but that’s because his warmth was starting to ease the pain. I don’t let myself consider it’s anything else.
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“The Kher’zenn's touch is death. To an Altor, it deadens the flesh to the marrow, rotting strength from bone. To a grounded mortal, it means an end—soul ripped free. The lucky ones die fast.”

	Personal journal of Healer Veyna Chasen in Year 378 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER NINE


The world has narrowed to fire and ice. My fingers burn. I can’t tell if I’m shaking or if the stone beneath me is that cold. I’m not sure it matters.

Ryot set me on a bench inside this stone fortress, told me not to move—as if I’d be able to—and marched away.

The black creeping across my fingertips pulses with a steady ache, the pain seeming to have a heartbeat of its own. My breath hitches when someone presses a hand against my forearm. I flinch instinctively, but the grip isn’t aggressive.

“Easy,” a smooth, low voice says. “You’ve had a hell of a day.”

I stare at the man kneeling in front of me through the haze clouding my vision. He has curly brown hair streaked with silver pulled into a haphazard bun that’s losing the battle against gravity. Stray curls frame a striking face, one softened by laugh lines and dimples that don’t match the shadows in his eyes. His skin is tanned, his hands weathered, his sleeves rolled to the elbows.

“I’m Nyrica,” he says. “Fortunately for you, I’m here to help. Unfortunately for you, I’m a field medic, not a healer, but I’m the best you’re going to get until Elowen is back from Carrisfal.”

I stare at him, unsure whether I’m supposed to laugh or cry. His words wash over me and flow onward before I retain anything he said.

“What’s happening to my hand?” I ask.

His eyes follow my gaze to my outstretched fingers.

“Rot,” he says simply. “It’s what happens when a Kher’zenn touches you. But you lived—that’s the good news.”

“I take that to mean there’s bad news?”

“There’s nothing to be done for your fingers. The damage is permanent.”

I want to argue. To scream. But all I manage is a turn of my head toward the wall, as if looking away from the rot might make it disappear. Ryot’s returned, and he’s leaning against the far wall. His arms are crossed, his eyes shadowed. Nyrica follows my line of sight once again.

“Would it kill you to at least wash the blood off?” The medic calls over to Ryot, not bothering to look up as he sets two jars on the floor at his feet.

Ryot doesn’t respond.

“She’s going to start thinking you’re flirting,” Nyrica adds, winking up at me. “The wounded warrior routine—all brooding glowers.”

“I’m not brooding,” Ryot mutters, his arms still crossed, posture stiff. “And you’re doing a piss-poor job of treating her.”

Nyrica huffs a laugh, unbothered. “You only say that because you think Elowen is the only qualified healer in the mortal realm.”

“Elowen is the only qualified healer in the mortal realm,” Ryot says flatly, eyes narrowing.

Nyrica finally glances up, one brow arching as he releases a cork from one of the jars. “You wound me, Ryot. Truly. I’ve been splinting bones and closing gut wounds since before your voice dropped.”

Ryot doesn’t dignify that with an answer, but I can feel his gaze slide back to me. I look away, pretending not to notice.

“Elowen is the healer at the Synod,” Nyrica tells me in a lilting voice that sounds like he should be a bard, not a warrior. “This is her infirmary, but she’s at Carrisfal. The Kher’zenn hit the southern coast yesterday, and she went to assist the wounded. She should be back soon.”

Nyrica takes my broken hand in his and whistles. “Shattered every bone in your hand, love. How in the Veil did you do that?”

I lift my good hand and vaguely gesture in Ryot’s direction. “He did it.”

“She touched them,” Ryot snaps. “I had to break the contact.”

Nyrica kind of tsks as he rubs one of the ointments on my hand. I crinkle my nose at the musky smell—leaves and the forest floor. “You can’t be too hard on her. You know how they pull you in.”

Ryot’s mouth flattens into a hard, unforgiving line as he glares at me.

Nyrica sighs. “You’re making my patient uncomfortable, Ryot.”

Ryot doesn’t speak, but he doesn’t stop his glaring, either.

Nyrica’s voice turns commanding in a way I hadn’t expected from someone who calls me “love” with the warmth of a sunbeam. “If you’re going to stand there breathing tension into the room, go breathe it somewhere else.”

Ryot doesn’t move at first. Then, finally, he pushes away from the wall. His eyes fall on me. They’re hard and unreadable. Then he turns and walks away, his boots echoing against the stone floor.

My hand tingles and then goes numb, as Nyrica grabs a clean cloth from the bag at his feet. He works carefully, wrapping my fingers one by one. The pain hasn’t faded; it’s only changed shape so that it’s dull.

“He didn’t want to leave,” I murmur. I’m not sure if it’s an observation, an accusation, or something closer to a confession.

Nyrica doesn’t look up. “No.” He ties the bandage tight around my wrist with a deftness that makes me think he’s done this more times than either of us could count. “He’s worried about you.”

I scoff under my breath. “He dragged me here like I was a prisoner.”

Nyrica’s lips tip up in a smile. He finishes tying the cloth, then rests my wrapped hand on my lap. He doesn’t move away, though. He just sits back on his heels and watches me with dark green eyes full of entirely too much empathy. “From the little I’ve heard, you are.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “You don’t know anything about it.”

Nyrica snorts out a laugh. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

He begins packing away his kit. My fingers throb beneath the cloth, and I try to focus on the sensation. It keeps me anchored, stops me from thinking about everything else I’ve lost in the last few days.

The infirmary door opens with a soft creak.

I glance up, expecting a healer, maybe a guard, or Ryot again. Instead, a woman steps inside, tall and regal. Her white hair is braided into a flawless crown, with golden ribbons woven through the strands. Her robe is a deep violet trimmed with gold, and though she’s surrounded by four men, it’s clear she’s the one in charge. Her eyes—so light blue they’re almost colorless—land on me. She says nothing at first, only takes another step into the room, and then four guards file in behind her.

Nyrica, still crouched by my side, doesn’t look up from packing his little bag as he speaks. “The infirmary isn’t your usual stomping grounds, your highness.”

My eyes jerk up at the title. Highness? My gaze refocuses on that braid—that’s a crown woven throughout, not merely gold ribbon.

“You were supposed to be at the debriefing on Carrisfal,” she says, and her voice is as ice-cold as her eyes.

“I was, but then Ryot handed me an injured girl with rotted fingers and said ‘fix her.’ You’ll forgive me for prioritizing.” The way he says it—so light, so entirely lacking in deference—makes something inside me twist. I wait for her to snap at him, to dress him down, or have one of her guards step forward, but she doesn’t.

Her expression doesn’t change, not even by a fraction. But her shoulders stiffen, in the tiniest increments. She narrows her eyes when she looks at me again, this time more directly.

“So, this is the farm girl Ryot brought back.” There’s no warmth in her gaze, no sympathy. Just confusion laced with faint disdain, like she’s trying to calculate what about me merited an Altor dragging me into their world.

The words land like a slap. I sit a little straighter despite every part of me aching and open my mouth to tell her off. I don’t know what I plan to say—something reckless, something stupid—but Nyrica gets there first.

“Oh, come off it, Rissa. You don’t sound royal when you say that. You sound like a bitch.”

Rissa. The name rings through my skull. Holy Veil. This is Rissa? The heir to the throne of Faraengard?

Her lips twist. It’s not the first time someone’s called her a bitch. Sympathy almost stirs. Almost. But then she opens her mouth again.

“The girl doesn’t even kneel. I suppose ignorance really is confidence,” she says over my head. My back straightens, just as she turns on a booted heel. “You’re expected in the archons’ chambers,” she says to Nyrica. “Now.”

Then she walks out. The door shuts behind her with a low click, and the silence she leaves behind is heavier than her presence was.

Nyrica lets out a long breath through his nose. “Well,” he mutters. “That went better than I expected.” He helps me up to my feet, and I sway a little. “Let’s find you an empty bed, love. We’ll worry about the rest of it tomorrow.”
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“The new wards arrived last week. They are strong enough, eager enough—but blind to what the Eternal Wars will demand of them, what the Kher’zenn will take from them. I wish we knew which ones would live through the first year. It would make the work of training simpler—we could focus our efforts on those who matter.”

	Letter from Skywarden Bren to Archon Rhyen, penned from the Outpost at Carrisfal in Year 647 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER TEN


Hot wax drips on my face. I struggle to raise my hand to wipe it off, but my arm won’t budge, and the wax keeps burning long past when it should have cooled off. I get a wisp of sickly-sweet incense, candle smoke, and the metallic tang of blood.

“Strider,” a voice whispers in the darkness.

I force my eyes open and see a white candle in the center of an empty space. It’s a room, but also … not. It’s boundless, eternal. My eyelids scrape against my eyes like stinging nettles. The white candle drips black wax onto a simple wooden table. It’s the only furniture in the room.

“Strider!” The voice is commanding now, demanding something from me.

What do you want from me? I try to shout, but I can’t get the words out.

Then the candle goes out, and the darkness swallows me whole.
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It’s too quiet in the infirmary.

My mother always talked while she healed us. For every scrape she bandaged, every bone she set, every illness she treated … she was never quiet. She sang aching songs in the old tongue, read stories from pages that were crumbling with age, and mumbled to herself as she mixed tonics and herbs. When fevers raged, she would watch over us, guarding us with her calloused hands and her sad songs.

The loss of her slices through me, but I push it from my mind. This is not a time to grieve the dead—not if I want to remain among the living. Because even here, in the quiet of the infirmary, I’m not safe. Two others are in this room, including Tyrston. He hasn’t been awake since I was brought in last night, but he’ll wake up eventually. So will the other man, who’s been asleep in the cot to my right since I arrived.

At least Tyrston and the stranger won’t be armed—there are no weapons in this little room. Well, no official weapons. I slide my good hand over the fork I hid underneath my pillow when a servant brought breakfast this morning. Its sharp tines are a small comfort, though the separation from my scythe and my shears is a persistent physical ache.

As the morning stretches, I pick at my darkened fingertips, trying to peel the dead skin off.

“That won’t do anything.”

I whip my head up to stare at the man to my right. He’s young, too, and he’s one of the few men I’ve seen here with short hair. It’s dark and curly. There’s a couple days’ worth of scruff on his face, and he rubs his hand over it like he’s not used to it being there. He has the most expressive brown eyes framed by the longest, darkest eyelashes I’ve ever seen. He’s shockingly … pretty, though I don’t think he’d appreciate it very much if I told him that.

“Excuse me?”

He nods toward my fingers. “Peeling the skin won’t help. The hollowing goes all the way to the marrow.” He gifts me a sweet, shy smile. “Trust me, I tried, too.” He holds his left arm, and there’s that swirling blackness, but in the vague shape of a handprint.

“I’m Leif,” he says. “Ward of the Ra’veth Cast, of the Stormriven Vanguard.”

“I’m—”

“You’re not to talk to her, Leif!”

Leif and I both turn to Tyrston, who’s opened his eyes to fix us both with a sharp glare. The gash on Tyrston’s face from Einarr’s attack has healed remarkably fast. Back at our village, a wound like that would’ve meant death. Though his skin is an angry red, it’s already knitting back together.

“No one said that, Tyrston. Don’t get your drawers in a twist.”

I wince at that, but I’m too focused on Tyrston swinging his legs over the side of the bed like he’s going to get up to say anything about it. My fingers inch under the thin infirmary pillow until they wrap around the cool metal of the fork. I grip it tightly.

“Master Maxim said no talking to her.”

Leif rolls his eyes. “Maxim’s not my master. He’s yours.”

Leif turns back to me, gives a conspiratorial wink, and mouths “thank the gods.”

I slap a hand over my mouth to hide a little smile. Tyrston flushes, which makes the injury on his face look even more livid. He stands, his presence threatening despite the lack of weapons in the room.

“Laugh at me again, bitch.”

That moment of humor felt good, almost normal, but that feeling is gone, replaced with a sinking certainty that I’m outmatched. Not in wits or kindness or anything else that should matter in this world, but in pure brute strength. It’s a feeling I know well—the soldiers have long ruled by might alone.

Tyrston is brimming with fury, not even bothering to shield his emotions. The blast of it is a furnace against my flesh, hot and searing and uncomfortable. It’s as if I’m back home, smothered by the emotions of my family. It’s shocking after spending so much time with Ryot, who kept his emotions firmly to himself.

I don’t cower. I won’t. I throw the tangled sheets away from my legs, and stand, pressing my bare feet onto the cold stone floor. I’ve curled the fork into my good hand, and hold it tucked behind my back.

Even standing, I have to look up at Tyrston. I hate that, but I don’t stand alone. Leif comes to his feet, too, his shoulders taut with tension, though his ribs are wrapped in a way that tells me they were broken recently, and he’s got a nasty gash on the side of his head. It surprises me—I barely know him. But even after this short amount of time, he reminds me of Seb—sweet, but not soft. The kind of person who steps into fights even when they probably shouldn’t.

“Don’t be an asshole, Tyrston,” Leif says.

“She’s an abomination! You wouldn’t know. You weren’t back from the Carrisfal attack when she landed. You don’t know what she is.”

Leif slashes a hand through the air. “I don’t need to. All I need to know is she’s here, she’s afraid, and she’s not the one threatening people in a damn sickbed.”

Tyrston’s lip curls. “You’re a blind fool. All of you in Stormriven are fools, like the idiot Ryot who brought her.”

“And you’re a coward,” Leif fires back. “You lash out like a cornered dog. Maybe that’s why Atherclad loses so many of its own. You fight with panic and pride.”

Tyrston’s hands clench into fists, his whole body vibrating with rage. I brace myself, but before he can lunge, the infirmary door swings open.

All three of us snap our attention toward it.

Three men walk through the door. Two of them I recognize from the tower.

Maxim’s eyes immediately land on me and his sneer is everything I remembered it to be—unsettling and ugly. Archon Lyathin takes in all of us before his eyes fall on me, too, like I’m the problem. He scrunches his nose.

The third man, I don’t recognize. Besides Lyathin, who must be in his 60s, he’s the oldest man in the room. He still has the look of brawn and health of relative youth, but his black hair is silver at the temples, and his green eyes are heavy with horrors that can’t be unseen. His eyes run between Leif, Tyrston, and me—and he takes in the fork I’m palming with a raised brow—before he turns to Leif with an exaggerated sigh.

“I can’t even leave you alone in the infirmary without finding you in the middle of something.” He says it with a dry voice, but there’s a hint of teasing under the reprimand.

Leif immediately relaxes, the tension in his shoulders easing. An easy grin spreads across his face. “Middle?” Leif answers, rocking back on his heels “Master Thalric, I assure you, we’re only at the beginning.”

Archon Lyathin cuts a frustrated hand through the air. “This is no time for common banter,” he says, turning to Thalric and Maxim. “Your wards have sufficiently healed. Remove them.”

Maxim smiles, like he knows something I don’t and he’s going to enjoy it immensely. I exchange a quick glance with Leif, whose grin has faded. He tips his chin at me. “Silent skies upon you,” he says, before he follows Thalric out of the small room. The Faraengardian benediction for “good luck” takes on new meaning after yesterday.

“And to you,” I murmur.

Thalric hesitates at the door, but Archon Lyathin closes it firmly with a soft click behind them, so that we’re alone in the chamber.

“Girl.” His tone is neutral, but there’s a weight behind it that I don’t like.

I stand a little taller. “Leina. My name is Leina Haverlyn.”

“Leina Haverlyn,” he acknowledges. “Of Selencia?”

“Yes. Of the village Swyre.”

He waves his hand, like that bit is irrelevant. The deep sleeves of the robe-like tunic he wears billow with each movement, pooling around his elbows when he clasps his hands together. “I’m Archon Lyathin of the Fellsworn Vanguard,” he says. “Do you know what that means?”

I jerk my head. I’m coming to understand that Selencian serfs—what these men call grounded—know nothing about the Altor, the Kher’zenn, or anything about the world outside of our small villages.

“There are four archons here at the Synod. We are the highest-ranking men of each vanguard. As such, we sit on the Synod Council,” he explains. “The other member of the Synod Council is the Elder, the highest authority here. You met the Elder yesterday.”

I’m not sure “met” is quite the word I’d use, but that’s not what I question him about.

“What is a vanguard?”

“The soldiers would call it a unit,” he answers, “Though here, it’s more like an extended family.” He gestures me to the door. “If you are sufficiently healed, Leina Haverlyn, the council has summoned you.”

I flex my broken hand, curling and uncurling the aching fingers. The bones are mending remarkably fast.

“And if I refuse?” I ask.

His lips twitch in annoyance, a fleeting crack in his otherwise controlled demeanor. “Unfortunately for you, Leina Haverlyn, I was being polite. You lost control of your little life when you manifested your powers.”

At least he’s honest, but he’s operating under a glaring misconception. My mind flashes to soldiers dragging my brother away in chains and then to the day we found out Levvi and Alden had died in the mines. To the bodies of my parents in that field and to my brothers still on the run.

“Archon Lyathin, that assumes I ever had any control to begin with.”

He doesn’t answer, just gives me his back as he opens the wide, tall door.

“Leave the fork, Leina Haverlyn,” he says without looking back. “You’ll soon learn that false comforts have no place in the Synod.”
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The Synod is divided into four Vanguards—Stormriven, Fellsworn, Atherclad, and Skyforge—each commanded by an archon. Above each archon stands the Elder. Within each Vanguard, warriors are bound into casts: lifelong families of masters and wards, forged in loyalty, discipline, and blood. An Altor’s place is fixed from the day they are sworn, and from that bond, their strength is born.

	The Annals of the Winged, a canon text in the Synod Reckoning Hall 





CHAPTER ELEVEN


The Synod is not a home. It’s a place that worships strength. Somehow, the austerity of it makes it easier to bury my many fears.

Every stone, every structure, every piece of furniture, has a clear function. The tables and chairs are made of a heavy, dark wood, built to withstand decades of use. The occasional stone bench rests against the walls, the surfaces smooth, worn down from generations of warriors sitting there, awaiting orders or judgment. The walls, too, are bare. There aren’t even banners of the royal crest like you see from the overlords.

Archon Lyathin walks ahead of me with swift, sure steps, never turning to ensure I’m still following him. He doesn’t wear medals or shiny insignia like the soldiers. His robes are perfectly hemmed to touch the toes of his black boots without dragging on the floor. His hair is impeccably groomed, pulled back in an austere braid that trails down his back.

We turn a corner in the winding, vaulted halls to find Ryot standing at the far end of this corridor. When his eyes fall on me, his entire demeanor shifts. His expression twists with fury, his jaw clenching. My breath catches as the smell of him seeps into my senses—cinnamon, sharp and warm, mixed with the tang of salt; underneath it all is the worn richness of leather.

Ryot goes from reclining against a wall to striding away so abruptly he nearly runs into Archon Lyathin as he passes us.

“You’ll be late,” Archon Lyathin calls out, but Ryot doesn’t pause, doesn’t turn around, doesn’t acknowledge the higher-ranking man at all. He just leaves.

When he’s gone, when he’s turned the corner on his storm cloud of fury, I heave out a relieved breath. There’s something about him … but I push it from my mind. Like grief, there’s no place in my mind or heart for that kind of distraction.

I enter the council chambers with bare, cold feet. I’m still clothed in a simple white tunic a servant had me change into yesterday. It’s a man’s tunic, and the hem hits at my calves like a dress would. I have the sleeves rolled up so my hands aren’t encumbered by the fabric. I don’t wrap my arms around myself, despite the chill in the air.

I don’t want them to know I’m cold.

Lyathin continues forward, taking a seat at a long, unadorned table. Other men—I’m assuming the other archons—are already seated, their expressions ranging from open curiosity to outright dislike. I force myself to walk evenly, deliberately, though my skin prickles under their scrutiny. No one gestures for me to sit, so I stand before their table with my shoulders squared.

Archon Lyathin folds his hands before him, but he doesn’t speak. I want to ask what we’re waiting for. I want to ask about my brothers, about the battle yesterday, about the Kher’zenn. I want to ask about my fate, about my people, about why I’m here.

But I won’t be the first one to break this silence.

The door behind me slams open, and I startle, spinning on my heels—my feet scrape against the stone, and a hint of blood floods the chamber. A small procession enters, and here … here is pomp and luxury and everything I expected from Faraengard. A man enters first, dressed in full regalia, his lush black cape trailing behind him as he strides forward. He’d be an impressive man, even without the black crown on his head or the long sword hanging at his waist. He moves with a boldness that’s been instilled in him from the cradle. There’s no one who could walk into a room like that except a king.

A cluster of attendants scurries around him, placing cushions on the stone benches before he sits. Princess Rissa enters next. She, too, is dressed in regal robes, though hers are white today. She’s taller than I am, but the four men stationed around her dwarf her, nonetheless. She takes a seat next to the man I’m very sure is King Agis. Neither of them looks at me; they look through me.

The ache for my weapons turns into a gnawing hunger. My hands twitch at my sides, my fingers curl against empty air. I’m exposed, stripped bare in a way that has nothing to do with the thin fabric of my tunic or the cold stone beneath my feet. That gnawing emptiness grows sharper, still, until it’s not only hunger. It’s not even need.

It’s rage.

Irielle’s tears streak down her face as the flames lick closer, and my brother’s heart shatters again when the flames finally reach her. Alden’s death, which repeats in my dreams, crashes into me now, relentless. My mother’s screams echo, sharp and raw, as does my father’s protective roar.

I hate that the dead—my dead—live on in my mind, only to die again and again.

My eyes rake over the king and his heir, perched atop their plush, overstuffed cushions. It’s their fault.

I would end them both, right here, if I’d kept the fork.

Tap. Shuffle. Tap. Shuffle.

That sound is maybe the only thing that could have pulled my gaze from the spectacle of the Faraengardian royal family, and I turn to find the Elder.

He walks with confidence, too, but it’s not one he was born with. It’s a quiet, almost sad, kind of confidence. He wasn’t raised this way; he earned it, and the difference is striking. The Elder walks up the center of the room. The quiet is so complete that the tap tap of his cane on the stone floor echoes throughout the chamber. He sits, heavily, at the long table in front of the room, in the center, with two archons on either side of him.

Archon Lyathin steeples his fingers together, his focus on me. “Now we can begin—” he starts, but he’s cut off when the door slams open again.

This time, I know who it is before I ever turn around, picking up on the cinnamon and salt in the air.

Ryot storms into the room, carrying a small bundle, his gaze tracking around the room—taking in the king and his cohort; the council and the Elder; and, finally, me.

“You’re late,” Archon Lyathin says.

“Well, unless you want to delay this,” Ryot answers, as his long legs eat up the ground without hesitation. “You’ll have to punish me later.”

One of the archons, one with an eye rendered useless by Kher’zenn rot, smiles at Ryot. He appreciates his audacity. Archon Lyathin, though, is not amused.

“What was so important that you felt justified in making the Synod Council, the Elder and the King of Faraengard wait for your presence? That you felt it was appropriate to interrupt the proceedings?” Lyathin asks him.

Ryot tosses the bundle he’s holding to me. I catch it out of sheer reflex.

“Since when do we call an assembly and not allow the summoned to even dress themselves or put on a pair of fucking shoes,” Ryot growls out. Like they’re one, all four of the archons sitting at that long table drop their gaze to my feet.

A flush crawls up Archon Lyathin’s face. It’s the first time I’ve seen him unsettled. He opens his mouth to speak, but the Elder raises his hand, signaling for silence.

“We’ll wait,” he tells me, and nods toward the bag I’ve clutched in my hands.

The weight of their stares linger, but I’m not embarrassed. I’m just … confused. Because this is Ryot. The same man who tore me from my brothers, who forced me here, who set himself against everything I love, everything I stand for. And yet, in the last day, he’s also saved my life and now stands here, fist clenched, fury rippling through him—not for himself, but for me. Because his leaders have treated me as something that’s not even worthy of shoes.

I don’t know what to do with that.

The silence stretches, so that when I dig into the canvas bag, the rustling of the contents is crisp and clear. When I pull out a leather coat trimmed with a thick, well-worn fur—rough and heavy and smelling of salt and cinnamon—my pulse gives an uneven stutter.

I slide my arms through the sleeves. It’s too big, the fabric swallowing me whole, and the weight of the well-worn leather settles over my shoulders like a shield. One I never asked for, but which I appreciate all the same. I look up, and my gaze collides with his. His fury is still there, but now there’s also a satisfied glint in his eyes. I dig into the bag again, pulling free an oversized pair of wool socks. My bare skin shifts against the cold stone one last time before I slip them on, the warmth and softness a comforting barrier. My fingers tighten around the edges of the coat, and I keep my gaze steady as I glance back at him.

His expression is unreadable, his jaw tight.

I don’t thank him. I don’t owe him that, but I do acknowledge him. A single nod, sharp and brief. He doesn’t press for gratitude. He simply exhales, tension easing from his shoulders by the barest fraction, and then turns, taking a seat on one of the stone benches opposite the king.

“Leina Haverlyn,” Archon Lyathin starts. Aside from when the Elder interrupts, Lyathin seems to be the one in charge.

I square my shoulders and face them.

“We have many questions for you.” He gestures to a simple, wooden chair in the center of the room. “Be seated.”
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The Synod stands apart from the crown and the laws of men. It answers to no throne, no kingdom, no mortal decree. Even the wards carry the gods' mark and walk above the heads of kings. In Faraengard, the Altor bow only to the Elder—and the will of the divine.

	The Annals of the Winged, a canon text in the Synod Reckoning Hall 





CHAPTER TWELVE


Their questions circle endlessly, until my brain is fuzzy and my eyelids droop. They ask about the soldiers in the field—how many, their weapons, what happened, how I killed them. They want me to recount every movement, every strike, every moment that led to their deaths. They don’t seem upset that I killed them. If anything, they’re intrigued, dissecting my answers as if they’re studying something mechanical, something they can break apart and understand. They’ve even quizzed Ryot about our fight in the woods, asking him questions about my speed, my reactions, my meeting with Einarr.

They pry into my lineage, tracing every branch of my family tree, searching for connections I don’t understand. Who were my parents? My grandparents? How far back can I trace my bloodline? The question comes again and again, edged with suspicion. If my powers are what they think they are, then they need to know—how could I come from Selencia?

They ask about Selencia, and their ignorance of the protectorate is shocking and sad. What professions do Selencians hold? Why am I so skinny? Has there been a famine? It takes me no time to understand the depth of their ignorance—these men, who claim such power, who interrogate me like I am some unknown quantity, don’t even understand the people who live under their rule. Most of my answers surprise them, their eyes widening, their lips pressing together. A couple of times, one of the archons, Archon Robias even glares at the king in the back of the room.

My mind races ahead, trying to find possible pitfalls in every question, looking for ways I could hurt my brothers or my people, or even myself with every answer. I tried to lie—once, about my brothers—before Lyathin tapped a whip he’d laid out on the table and assured me that “any feeble attempt at deception” would be punished. Now, I don’t answer questions when I’m unsure of the consequences. They have more patience for that than they do for outright lying, because they keep going with another question.

Still, as much as I’m sure they’ve learned about me, I’ve learned a lot about them.

The Synod comprises four vanguards, each with about 100 Altor warriors. There’s Stormriven, which houses Ryot and the archon with the thick arms and quick smile, the one with a bad eye, Archon Robias. There’s Fellsworn, which Archon Lyathin heads. The other two vanguards are Atherclad and Skyforge, headed by Archons Nile and Hilian. The Elder is the highest-ranking position in the Synod. He has authority over all four vanguards.

Wards are the lowest rank at the Synod. They’re apprentices and are matched with a master who provides one-on-one training, like Maxim with Tyrston or Thalric with Leif. Ward training lasts between three and five years, and after that, master and ward stay in the same vanguard for the rest of their lives, creating something like a clan or a family unit that the men call a cast. Each cast is made up of about 20 men.

The most important thing I’ve learned, though? These men are not idiots.

The archons ask the same questions a dozen different ways, though they each have their own style. Archon Lyathin is direct. He doesn’t waste time on pleasantries, and even his silences serve a purpose.

Despite Archon Robias’s frightening exterior—he’s a hulking man with black scars that streak down his face, including one that cuts through his left eye, rendering the eye itself solid black and useless—there’s a gentleness to him. He has more patience with my measured answers, and keeps his expression carefully measured. His one brown eye is assessing, but not unkind.

Archon Hilian looks more like a tavern brawler than a commander. His frame is stocky, and the sides of his head are shaved, emphasizing the braid that runs down the top of his head. He’s the only one who looks like he still fights—his hands are calloused, his knuckles bruised, and there’s an open slash on the side of his face. His temper is quick to flare and as quick to cool. He fidgets in his chair and flings his questions fast and sharp. He doesn’t give me time to think, barely lets me answer, before he’s flinging another one. He pushes with impatience, unlike Archon Nile, who pushes with cruelty.

Archon Nile is the smallest man in the room, not in stature, but—I suspect—in the way he’s regarded by the others. He makes up for it with aggression. He’s always the first one to demand I speak up, speak faster, or give more, as if forcing the words from me will give him more power. Unlike the others, who study me like a riddle to be solved, I think Nile wants to break me open and then sift through the pieces.

“When did you first exhibit powers?” Archon Lyathin asks, the scratch of his quill against parchment a nonstop sound over the last few hours.

This again. I bite back a sigh, because they aren’t a group that cares for dramatics. And given that we’ve been in this chamber for hours, with no food or water for any of us, I would really like to finish. I’m tired, sore, and emotionally numb.

“I’d turned 18,” I tell them, holding onto that numbness with everything I have. It helps me think.

Each of them wing up their eyebrows. “So young,” Hilian mumbles.

“What did you do?” Lyathin asks, without looking up from the paper.

“I moved my scythe, barely, with my thoughts. I pulled it from the fence it was propped on, and it fell to the ground while I was still several lengths away.”

“It didn’t come to you?” Lyathin confirms.

My heart slams against my chest. They didn’t ask this last time. “No,” I answer, clipped. If it had, if I’d had more control over my abilities, maybe Irielle, Levvi, and Alden would all still be alive.

Lyathin pauses his writing and raises his eyes to mine. “This memory bothers you.”

I quirk my eyebrow at him. What, does he want me to clap for him? We all already know they can sense my emotions.

He lays the quill on the table, and steeples his hands together. “Tell us about that day.”

Fury rises hot and potent, melting the numbness. No, I need the numbness, the blankness. Without it, I might break open.

I cross my arms over my chest. I’m done. I’m so, so done. “No.”

Lyathin’s expression doesn’t shift, but his fingers press together, the only movement a slow tap of his thumbs.

Robias focuses his good eye on me. “You understand, Leina, that there’s never been a female Altor? Nor an Altor born of Selencia? Not in the 1,000-year history of the Altor, not since the Altor were created by the goddess Thayana to defend humanity against the Kher’zenn.”

I incline my head. They’ve made that very clear.

“So you can see why we are so curious about your past, about your powers. It may hold answers that are vital in this war against the Kher’zenn, in understanding what the gods want from the Altor.”

I clench my jaw. “Maybe the gods want the Altor to fucking care about Selencia, instead of abandoning millions of people to the Faraengardian monarchy to rape, pillage, and starve at will.”

The tension rises from King Agis and Princess Rissa, but they don’t speak. I’ve come to understand that they hold no power here. They’re here to observe, and even that is a courtesy.

Archon Nile scoffs, but Archon Robias nods.

“Perhaps,” Robias answers. He smiles, and it’s surprisingly charming coming from such an ugly face. “The Altor have only ever defended Faraengard and Selencia from the horrors of the Kher’zenn. That has been our sole focus, our only purpose, to such an extent that Ryot is possibly the first Altor to have entered the protectorate. He went as a courtesy, a favor granted to the king. If the gods expect our focus to change …” He trails off.

“Then we need you to answer our questions,” snaps Archon Hilian.

“I’ve answered your questions. Over and over. I’ve told you when it started, what I did, how it happened. About my family, about Selencia, about how my mother prayed, what she ate when she was pregnant with me.” I pause, trying to let some of the absurdity of their questions sink in. “That day doesn’t matter.”

Lyathin tilts his head, considering me. “But it does. It’s when your power manifested, and you were younger than most. And yet, when you think of it, you feel anger.” He starts ticking the emotions off with his fingers. “Guilt. Loss. Why?”

I glance around the table, at all of them, judging me. Analyzing me. I refuse to hand them the day my world, my family, shattered, so they can dissect that, too.

My throat tightens. My nails bite into my arms. “No.”

Ryot leans forward on the bench, and I swear there’s a flash of approval in his gaze.

“Then we’ll ask again,” Lyathin says. “And again. And again. Until you answer.”

For the first time in hours the Elder opens those cloudy eyes, and they look straight at me. “No,” he says, his voice firm. “Let that day be.”

I jolt. Honestly, I thought he’d fallen asleep.

Slowly, the Elder leans forward, as he finally engages in the conversation. “Here’s what I want to know, Leina Haverlyn.” His voice is quieter than the others, yet it carries far more weight. Underneath the warmth of Ryot’s coat, a chill creeps over my skin.

“We cannot speak for the gods; we do not know their will, and this line of questioning will not reveal it. So, perhaps it is time that we ask what you want, Leina Haverlyn.”

What I want? What I want? Gods, there’s not enough breath in this room to express the impossibility of what I want.

“The Synod has always been the home of the Faraengardian boys when they present as Altor. But you are not Faraengardian. We must decide what to do with you. What is it you want, Leina Haverlyn of Selencia?”

My throat works, and I fight back tears. Not of grief or sadness, but of rage, a rage that burns so hot and so wild. I stand, unable to sit in that chair with it boiling inside me. “I want the Faraengardian royal family gone. I want their soldiers and overlords out of Selencia. I want the king and his heirs to suffer the same fate as the tens of thousands of Selencian boys he’s sent to die in the mines at Valespire. I want justice for my brothers, my parents, my people.” I lift my chin, meeting the Elder’s gaze with every scrap of defiance I can muster. “Can you give me that?”

For a heartbeat, no one breathes. My rage sucked all the air from the chamber. Ryot is completely motionless, every muscle in his body taut, lined with tension. The council members shift uneasily—staunch Lyathin, impatient Hilian, charming Robias, nasty Nile—all suddenly discomforted.

A sharp, bitter laugh rises in my chest. “Oh, I’m sorry—has the suffering of my people inconvenienced you?”

Flushes rise on their faces, all except the Elder. He’s unruffled. “The Altor do not govern,” the Elder answers. “It is not what the gods have demanded of us. We do not concern ourselves with the laws of men. We are warriors, forged for one purpose—to stop the tide of Kher’zenn from consuming Aesgroth. We don’t even do this for humanity, but to stop Kheris and her Kher’zenn from upsetting the divine balance of power.”

He nods toward the king. “Fortunately for you, the one who does govern, who makes and enforces laws, who commands soldiers and overlords, stands in this very room. Your grievances belong to him.”

“You dare impugn my honor?” This voice comes from behind me. It’s deep, almost guttural. It sends shivers down my spine, not only because of the power in it, but because there’s something familiar about it. “You, a peasant girl? What do you know of the ways of the world?”

I turn slowly to face that voice, King Agis. He rises—tall, imperious, and deeply offended.

“The Mines of Valespire, which you so easily disdain, provide the adamas the Altor require to fight the Kher’zenn,” he continues. “Year after year, decade after decade, Faraengardian boys are called to serve the gods, to become Altor warriors. Most of them die young in battle. All of them sacrifice everything—their past loyalties, their families, any hopes of a peaceful future. Yet they accept this as their duty, their honored sacrifice, to protect the continent—including Selencia—from annihilation.”

He lowers his voice, but the quieter tone emphasizes his outrage. “Is it not fair to expect the Selencian boys to uphold their duty with the same diligence, the same reverence, the same honor?”

He pauses. The archons are leaning forward, at the edges of their seats. They nod in solemn agreement. To them, the king’s words are just. Princess Rissa exhales in quiet relief, finding validation in his reasoning. Heat climbs up my throat—rage or revulsion or even embarrassment, I can’t tell. He’s so persuasive, masterful at warping the truth into something dangerous. They’re lies. They may seem right, sound right, feel right, but in the depths of my soul, I know they’re not.

Because nothing this cruel can be right.

Only Ryot watches the king with something akin to suspicion.

But the king isn’t finished. His gaze shifts, lifting from me to the archons at my back.

“You ask this insolent, ignorant peasant girl what she wants? As if she is worthy of a choice?” His voice hardens. “She’s no Altor. She cannot be. There has never been a female Altor. She must be an abomination, sent by the goddess Kheris herself, the mother of the Kher’zenn, of ruin and chaos, to infiltrate the Synod and corrupt your judgment. Consider her timing yesterday. She arrived on your watchtower only one day after a full attack on Carrisfal Island. And then, mere minutes after she landed, the Kher’zenn launched their first assault on Faraengardian shores in four decades. You believe that to be a coincidence?”

I know I’m no puppet of an evil goddess. By the Veil, I don’t even believe the gods exist, but even I hesitate—what if? How could I know for certain? My eyes find the archons. How could any of them? There’s a grim, twisted logic in his words.

Across the room, Nile is practically gleeful, his smile sharp as a dagger.

“The king makes excellent points—many excellent points. There’s only one way to settle this. The gods must decide,” Nile says.

Hilian is slightly less sure, but he nods, considering. Lyathin and Robias exchange glances, their agreement reluctant, but they both nod, too.

Let the gods decide? How?

Ryot curls his hands into fists. “This isn’t—” he starts, but the Elder raises his hands, and he stops. My pulse pounds in my ears.

The Elder’s gaze sweeps across the room, taking in the reluctant nods from the archons. At last, he speaks.

“So be it,” he finally says. “Leina Haverlyn, you will prove yourself in a Trial of Last Blood. Or you will not, and your soul will be cast out by the True Gods, condemned to Lako.”

Ryot’s fists clench at his sides. Even the archons who nodded in agreement look grim, as if they, too, understand the weight of what has just been decreed.

“May the gods bear witness,” the Elder finishes.
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The True Gods are many, each holding dominion over a piece of the mortal and immortal worlds. Lako rules the Seven Hells. Serephelle smiles on fortune and chance. Brighara guards the hearth; Zepharion commands the storm. Gramnir gives strength to the righteous and fury to the fallen. Amarielle stirs love and longing; Iryssia breathes renewal into dying things; Rene teaches patience against all odds.

But chaos birthed a traitor—Kheris, goddess of ruin—who shattered the balance and unleashed the Eternal Wars. Now, it is Thayana, goddess of war and justice, who holds the divine order together. It is her will that guards existence from falling into ruin and chaos.

	The Litany of the Divine Accord, preserved at the Temple at Elandors Veil 





CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“Thayana’s temple is down that corridor,” Thalric, Leif’s master, tells me, pointing toward a hallway enclosed in darkness. There are no windows to let in the white glow of the moonlight, no lanterns to cast shadows along the walls.

I take my first halting step, but Thalric—holding our one candle—turns in the opposite direction.

“You’re not coming with me?” I ask him.

He turns back around, his serious, intense green eyes on me. His face is a challenge. “If you need help walking down a dark corridor, Leina Haverlyn, you’re not going to last long here.”

I scowl back at him. “Aren’t you worried I’ll escape?”

He kind of scoffs. “Not at all.”

“I heard Archon Robias. You’re not supposed to leave me alone.”

Thalric sighs, but he takes a step backward.

“I’m more worried about angering a goddess than an archon. Prayers are a private thing, whatever Robias may say.” His lips tip up at the corner, by the smallest fraction. “Besides, there’s nothing but stone and adamas from here on out. You can’t escape. Silent skies upon you, Leina Haverlyn.”

He takes the candle with him when he walks away, leaving me to the darkness. And the gods.

I hate the darkness. It always tries to suffocate me in my sleep.

But I hate the gods more, because they’ve done nothing. Nothing at all.

Still, I make my way to the Temple of Thayana without stumbling once, my fingers gliding along the cool stones. My steps are calm and confident, but my thoughts are altogether less calm. They jump from one thread to another, jittery and confused.

Appeal to the gods, the Elder told me, after he explained the rules of the Trial of Last Blood. In a matter of hours, I’m supposed to face a trained, experienced Altor in the arena in a fight to the death. The winner is considered blessed by the gods.

I’m not an idiot. I know I don’t stand a chance. My all too brief “battle” with Ryot when he kidnapped me leaves no room for doubt in my mind—the death tomorrow will be mine.

Appeal to the gods.

I snort. I know exactly how effective prayers are, after watching my mother and my people pray for mercy, for relief, for a godsdamn break every day of my life. The effectiveness of their combined efforts over the course of nearly 1,000 years? Nil. So why I’m here, following directions to pray to a goddess I’m not even sure exists, I couldn’t say.

Except … except I want this. I ache for it. For a life where I’m the strong one, the feared one. Where I wield power as my right, where my words carry weight, where my very existence outranks the godsdamn king.

To finally, gods finally, protect my family. To change things—if not everything, then at least enough.

I slow my pace when a soft glow of light comes into view ahead.

I expected something grand. The temples in Lalica, where we bring our crops after the harvest, are constructed of the purest marble, with priests guarding the entrance to demand offerings before peasants can enter even the outer rim, never mind the innermost chamber.

But this temple is surprisingly simple. It’s made from the same stone as the fortress. There are no statues or renderings of Thayana. No epic scenes decorate the walls. No priest refuses me entrance. I hesitate, wondering if I made a wrong turn. Surely, this isn’t the temple of the great goddess of war.

I step into the room and freeze, goosebumps covering my flesh.

In the center of the circular room, a single candle burns. Mirrors adorn the stone walls from floor to ceiling, reflecting the light from the candle evenly and warmly.

The only sound in the room is the wax dripping down the candle and splattering on the stone table below, just like in my dreams. But here, the wax remains white, even when it melts and slides to the table. There’s no black wax. And the room doesn’t smell of blood, but of incense. I want to find that reassuring, but I don’t. Not quite.

I have no idea what to do here.

My gaze lands on the kneeling bench cut out of stone and adorned with a red, tasseled cushion. I brush my hands across the fabric. The plush give of the cushion makes me think its stuffed with only the finest of down feathers.

I lower myself to the kneeling bench, but I wonder if the goddess is annoyed by that cushion, by the audacity of humanity to make worship comfortable. So, I pull the cushion out from under my knees, and the bite of hard stone against my joints is comforting. The pain is real, not something distorted and out of a dream.

“Umm, dear Thayana …” I start hesitantly, but immediately trail off. That doesn’t sound right. It needs to be grander, I think.

“Oh mighty goddess!” My voice booms out, echoing against the mirrors and the stone. I wince. Yeah, that didn’t sound right either.

I clear my throat, and try again, keeping my voice more even this time.

“Goddess Thayana.”

Yes! That’s a good start. What next?

“I beseech thee …” Nope, nope, nope.

“Ugh,” I slap my hands against the stone in frustration. “Why is this so damn hard?”

Because I don’t believe she exists.

And if Thayana does exist … if she does exist, that’s even worse. It means the goddess of justice has ignored the plight of my people, the prayers of my mother.

My mother believed. She prayed to Serephelle, the goddess of luck and good fortune, for Levvi and Alden to come home. Every day. For years. And when they didn’t come, she prayed every day to Thayana for justice. She would prostrate herself in front of her home-made altar at our hearth, the heart of our home, and she’d plead. Grovel. Her knees would pop when she rose after hours spent on the floor, her arms and her face slightly smudged with ash from the fire.

There are a handful of votive offerings on the table with the candle—several precious stones, a few arrowheads, someone’s chainmail. A hysterical laugh rising in the back of my throat. Because I have nothing to offer. Even the clothes on my back aren’t mine.

I have nothing to offer. Damn if that isn’t infuriating.

After all my family’s sacrifices, after all our prayers, after hours upon hours spent with our faces in the dirt in prayer … we have nothing. I’m still in Ryot’s too-large shirt that I’ve cinched with a belt.

And suddenly, being on my knees before a goddess who has never lifted a finger to help us feels wrong. I know I should be expressing supplication and veneration. But instead, I’m angry.

I’m furious.

There’s so much rage inside me it could burn me up, and right now, it is directed at this goddess for ignoring my mother’s prayers. It’s directed at the gods in general for the life they cursed us with.

“Fuck this,” I say it as a whisper, but the words are swallowed up by the silence too quickly for my liking.

I jump to my feet. “Fuck this!” I shout it this time, getting a satisfying echo back from the wall-to-wall mirrors and stone floor.

I won’t kneel here. I won’t kneel anywhere. I storm around the chamber.

“How dare you? Who do you think you are to play with people’s lives? To ignore people’s prayers?”

The only answer to my shouting is my own words bouncing back to me until they disappear. But this feels good. It’s cathartic.

“How dare you turn a blind eye to all the suffering? Are you not the goddess of justice? And yet you allow an entire kingdom of people to live a paltry, pathetic existence. You don’t care about your worshipers, so long as you get your offerings,” I spit the word, and take a swipe at the pretty bangles on the table. The clattering of the precious jewels and metals dropping to the ground pleases me.

There’s no response. I didn’t expect one.

“And now,” I laugh, but it’s brittle. “Now I’m expected to come here and grovel to you, to beg for your intervention so that I might live. No! You owe me! You owe my people, my family. You owe for every prayer of my mother’s you ignored. You owe for every boy that never came home from the mines. You owe for every whiplash from every soldier, for every mouth that goes without food, for every child that learns fear before they learn wonder. You,” I jut my finger in all directions, swinging around the room, “all of you gods, living your comfortable life in Sol’vaelen, have debts to pay!”

The rage in my chest expands until I think I’m going to catch on fire. It boils dangerously until it overflows and I strike out, flipping the table holding the candle stick and sending it flying across the room. It hits the mirror across from me, shattering the glass into millions of little shards that rain down on the room even as the wax splatters back at me. The heat of the wax on my face shocks me into silence.

My heavy breathing is the only sound in the room.

The candle, now laying sideways on the ground, flickers brokenly on the shards of glass, creating a prism of light that fractures. Then the flame of the candle goes out altogether, and the room plummets into darkness.

I kick uselessly at the pile of glass, and it jangles on the stone as it scatters across the floor. “Godsdammit!”

“Such a temper, daughter of Selencia,” a light, musical voice says from the darkness.

The unexpected voice has me whipping around, but I’m not able to utter a sound or take a single step forward before pain flares from deep within my body, paralyzing me. I drop to my knees, unable to control my fall. Even the pain of my knees slamming into the glass-covered stone floor pales in comparison to the agony inside. Every bone in my body must be at risk of shattering from immeasurable pressure.

A match flares against stone, and the room immediately brightens again as a new flame blazes to life. The fingers holding the match are unadorned, but are elegant just the same. The hand guides the match to a new, pristine white candle. The flame lights the candlewick in an instant, and the woman brings the match up to her mouth, so close it might be touching her golden lips, before she puffs out a breath to extinguish the match.

The pain cascading through every piece of me is so overwhelming, it’s difficult to process all I’m seeing. My vision is blurred. But I still notice the room is … different. For one, there’s no newly shattered mirror. There’s no mirror at all, just a vast nothingness where the walls should be. There are no offerings on the ground, no kneeling stool.

And the woman in front of me … she’s magnificent. Even with the low light, her dark skin radiates with glossy perfection. Her hair is a deep, dark black and luxuriously thick, falling around her face in waves. She’s tall, with a lithe build, but it’s her eyes that really take my breath away. They glow, and the tint of her irises matches her lips—they’re gold.

“You’ll need to learn to control that temper,” she says. “Or it will carry you away.”

Part of me wants to laugh in disbelief—is she serious right now? But I’m still paralyzed, and making any sound at all is completely beyond me. I desperately try to stand. The attempt is torture, searing pain shooting down from my shoulders to the tips of my toes.

“How the mighty do fall, no?” She laughs at me. “Perhaps you’ll find after this that kneeling isn’t so bad.”

I raise my eyes back to the woman before me, but I’m suddenly distracted by the candle. Because the wax now melting and oozing down the side of that pristine white candle? It’s black—exactly like it is in my dreams.

But this is no dream.

It’s a nightmare.
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“The Altor are Thayana’s chosen. The Kher’zenn are Kheris’s curse. Only the end of days will tell which will stand victorious.”

	The Litany of the Divine Accord, preserved at the Temple at Elandors Veil. 





CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“I’ve always been fascinated by candles,” the woman says, reaching a finger into the flame. “There’s something about them I find very pleasing. I think, perhaps, it is how they burn so bright. For a time, they create light, and that is a miraculous thing even for the gods. And yet, to do so, they burn their very essence into nothingness. And then there’s only darkness.”

She keeps playing with the flame, her finger swishing back and forth in the fire. For a moment, she looks inexplicably sad. I try to reply, to tell her she’s mad. Nothing comes out but a strangled sound. Knives scrape along the inside of my throat. And then I smell it—the tangy, cloyingly sweet smell of blood. I cast my eyes down—even that movement is excruciating—expecting to be awash in blood, but there’s nothing.

Only more candles, more and more each time I blink.

“Ah yes,” the woman says, pulling her unburnt finger from the flame. “You’ll be experiencing godsbane right now. How thoughtless of me; I forget how vulnerable mortals are sometimes. Like a candle, mmm? So easy to snuff out your light.” She laughs, and the sound is like a symphony of flutes.

Perfect.

Terrifying.

She moves her hands to gesticulate vaguely around us, and I notice that there’s no ceiling anymore. No floor, either. Instead, rivers of gold swirl beneath my knees. I shiver.

“You’re in Sol'vaelen.”

All I manage is a blink, and thousands of glass slivers scrape my eyes. Never would I have imagined the realm of the gods to be such a horrific place. Lako’s seven hells, yeah. I imagine that’s horrifying. But Sol'vaelen? It’s always described as a realm of perfection. A paradise. But this is not paradise.

Am I the one going mad? This can’t be real.

The goddess gestures to me with a look of … well, I would say sympathy, but her expression is too … practiced. Like she studied the expressions others make when they feel bad for someone and rehearsed it. Underneath that faux sympathy, she’s fascinated.

“Godsbane is the price you pay for being here with me,” she says, and her expression turns pensive. “I’m told the pain is nearly unbearable, and some humans have even died from the experience! Can you believe?”

Yes. Yes, I absolutely can. I manage to groan, but I regret it.

“Such delicate creatures, humans,” she tsks. “But I don’t want you to die, daughter of Selencia, and upset all my careful planning. Blink twice if the experience is too much for you and I’ll send you back to the mortal realm posthaste.”

I’m tempted. Oh, so tempted to end this mad encounter. But I’ve called upon a goddess and she’s here. Or I’m there.

I stare at her carefully, eyes unmoving.

“Excellent!” She claps her hands together, like a child. “You’ll find this conversation is quite one sided but allow me to explain a few things.”

The goddess is wearing a simple white dress, and a delicate-looking chainmail, which is a light, glittering gold. It wraps around her torso and trails down her arms as if it is part of her dress. I’ve never seen anything like it. Her boots, too, are unusual, lacing up to her knees. Tattoos mark her forehead and around her eyes. Chainmail and gold jewelry decorate her skin, but it’s wholly unnecessary. She’s perfect without it.

She must notice my perusal, because she flicks her hair back from her shoulder and gives me a saucy grin before running her fingers down the chainmail armor proudly.

“You like it, yes? No one said a goddess can’t be formidable and attractive,” she laughs again.

Attractive isn’t the word I would use. Even as the pain cascades around me, making everything hazy, I know she’s extraordinary. She moves to a chair—which wasn’t there a moment ago—and takes a seat, crossing one leg over the other.

“Joking aside, I think you have an inaccurate view of the gods, daughter of Selencia, and the power we wield in your world. Even we are bound by rules. Everything we provide to the humans comes at great cost. No, that’s not quite right. Every interaction comes with a cost. You think the pain you are feeling now is significant? You know nothing of sacrifice, of what I had to do to get you here.” Her tone isn’t playful now. It’s admonishing. “I would hate to think you don’t appreciate the sacrifices I’ve—we’ve—made for you and your kind.” It’s a reprimand, and it lashes like a whip across my back. My body jerks upward at the force of it.

A keening noise escapes through my gritted teeth, which fracture with an audible crack from the force of my bite.

“That’s better,” she says, and her ire settles somewhat. “Listen carefully, daughter of Selencia. We gods have our own battles, our own wars. We cannot always interfere in yours.”

She stands up from her chair and walks over to me. She pulls my head back by my hair, and the forced movement radiates through my spine until I’m afraid it will snap in two. “But I have interfered. I have a vested interest in you. So much so that I have a gift for you.”

Terror grips me. If this is the cost of an interaction, I have no doubt my body cannot afford a gift. I desperately try to shake my head. “N-n-n-n-n.” I can’t get the word out past the knives in my throat.

The grip in my hair loosens, and she looks stunned and confused. I wonder if anyone has refused a gift before.

“C-c-c-c-o.” But I can’t form the word. Cost! I scream, but it’s trapped in my head.

She holds a finger to my lips. “Ah,” she says, nodding. “I understand your fear. But as I said, this is a gift. It has already been paid for in full.”

Paid for? By who? The Altor?

“Wh-wh-wh-wh-wh.” Who? Who paid for the gift? But I can’t get a single word to form in my mangled throat. My vision is getting blurrier.

“Many,” she answers. “Many paid in blood for this gift.”

Sweat pours from my forehead, and the rivulets burn as they slide over my face. She swipes her other palm across my cheek, wiping away moisture. Her palm comes away from my face red. I have so many questions for her. So. Many. Questions. But I cannot get out even a full syllable, much less a full question, and blood is pooling in my eyes. She’s now covered in a red haze. My body is collapsing in on itself. I close my eyes, desperate to escape the pain.

She shakes me by the grip she still has on my hair. My bones rattle, and I’m fully present for the pain once more. “Don’t fall asleep, daughter of Selencia. We’re not finished here.

“We gods have our own interests. Like your race, we can be jealous and petty. We often lust after power. Above all, we don’t like change. We abhor the risk of something new. Just as I have a vested interest in your success, others want you to fail. Need you to fail. Be warned: you’ll have new enemies that will be far more dangerous than little men and their precious swords.”

Well, that’s … comforting.

“Nonetheless, you have a job to do. Failure is not an option you want to consider,” she says. “Because all the blood that bought this gift will be nothing compared to the rivers that will run should you falter.”

I frantically try to press her words into my memory, but they’re already scattering, my thoughts fraying. My body finally collapses under my own weight and the agony of godsbane, but her hand tightens in my hair to hold me up. Then, the goddess leans down to kiss me on the temple.

The heat around me vanishes. Cold crashes over me, and my heartbeat stutters, skips, then slams back into rhythm as if it's no longer entirely mine.

A voice I recognize—but know is not mine—echoes through me. Strider.

Conscious thought shatters into a million pieces, and I disappear into nothingness.

Not sleep. Not unconscious.

Just … not.
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“The gods do not curse mortals. They do not bless them. The gods act, and humans are either blessed or cursed by it.”

	The Vestal Teachings, compiled by the Priests of Elandors Veil 





CHAPTER FIFTEEN


My mind is curiously blank when I wake, awash in pain and fog. The first thing I register is the taste of copper. It floods my mouth, thick and cloying; yet, there’s no blood when I dry heave over the side of the bed.

I reach for the glass of water on the side table, but the tremor in my hand suggests I won’t be able to hold it. Instead, I lean forward and lap water out of the wash basin like a dog, desperate to ease the burning in my throat.

The air reeks of something sharp, like ozone after lightning strikes too close. Perhaps that’s not too far off, given there’s a hot, searing welt on my back, as if I’ve been whipped. I drag my tongue across my aching molars to find my back teeth have cracked and mended in uneven ridges. Everything aches—my teeth, my bones, my skin, my head, my eyes, even my toes.

What in the Veil?

I reach up to hold my head, battling back another wave of nausea. When my fingers ghost around my temple, I freeze. There’s a ridge there—it pulses heat, and it’s hard with something that’s not quite flesh.

Pain rips up my spine like a clawed hand as I stumble from the bed, and the immensity of it forces me to pause and brace my hands on my knees. The worst passes after several minutes, leaving behind a dull ache and a vague, terrifying memory of meeting a goddess last night.

I take a cautious step forward and then start ripping open the drawers of the side table, then every little dresser in the infirmary room, until I finally find a mirror. Its surface is smooth and unbroken—unlike me.

My bloodshot eyes stare back at me, the whites laced with ruptured vessels. Is it fanciful if I think they’re also too wide? As if I saw something I wasn’t meant to? The dark circles beneath them are deep, shadowed hollows that make my face look too sharp.

But it’s the scar on my right temple that really catches my attention.

Where the goddess—goddess!!—touched her lips to my head, it looks like someone took a nail to a mirror and tapped it ever so gently. My skin cracks outward from the center, almost like a web. It’s inflamed and red, but I can already see a hint of gold along the edges of the cracks. The same color as Thayana’s lips.

I touch tentative fingers to the scar to find it’s hard as a rock. Harder, even. It reminds me of the unbreakable metal, adamas.

Lako’s hells. If it weren’t for the scar, which is raised and jagged and pulsing, I would think I’d dreamed the entire thing. But the scar is real.

Even the brush of my fingertips over the ridges makes my stomach churn, my knees wobble. It hurts, but I can’t stop. My hand keeps drifting back to them as I piece together memories the way you’d piece together a shattered window—with bloodied fingers, knowing you’ll never get it quite right.

As I touch the scar again, flinching at the pain, it hits me—the gods are real. Not metaphor, not myth. Not only pretty prayers whispered over altars or carved names on temple walls. Real. And I’ve stood before one.

I’m still holding that thought—heavy, holy, horrifying—when there’s a knock at the door.

It’s jarring. I spin to face the door, but the sharp motion sends another shockwave of pain coursing through me. My fingers spasm against the mirror and the glass slips from my grip to crash to the floor, breaking into countless jagged shards. I’m close to tears, knowing there’s no piecing them back together. If my mother were here, she’d say this is no time for theatrics, but a truth settles deep in my aching bones as I stare down at the shattered glass.

I’m broken. And like the mirror, I’ll never be whole again.

The insistent knocking penetrates my reverie, and I jerk my gaze to the door.

No one has bothered to knock since I first stepped foot in the infirmary on the day of the Kher’zenn attack. Not the servants who deliver trays of food and clean clothes; not Nyrica who comes to check on me sometimes; not the Altor guards who stand outside the door; and certainly not the archons.

They all turn the key in the large, wooden door and let themselves in. So, the knocking … that’s new.

I glance around the room in surprise, expecting to have somehow missed someone who merits the courtesy of a knock—another Altor patient, maybe. There’s no one, but there is something else sitting in the corner. Ignoring the knocking, I leap toward it, my joints still protesting.

My scythe has been stunningly recast. It’s now forged from dark adamas, but hints of the original silver weave throughout the black, creating an intricate design of loops and curls. I trace the patterns along the shaft as I realize it’s a script I can’t read. And yet … it’s familiar to me.

It’s also longer than it was, stretching nearly six feet from end to end. The hooked blade, about two feet in length, is so sharp that I slit my finger with the barest of touches.

My gaze falls to what used to be my pruning shears, but they couldn’t be mistaken for a simple farming tool anymore. I pick them up reverently. They, too, were reforged in adamas and measure a full foot in length. With a twist, they unhinge at the center to separate into two daggers, each one honed to a lethal edge. There’s also a set of chainmail in gold and a pair of knee-high boots. Everything looks so similar to the goddess’ that I can’t resist a shiver.

Is this my gift?

The knocking grows more insistent. “Leina Haverlyn?” A soft voice asks from the other side of the door. “I’m getting quite worried, Leina, so I’m coming in.”

I snatch the weapons, the boots, the chainmail, all of it—and shove it under the bed before grabbing a robe. Lifting the hood up over my temple, I turn as the door groans open.

A woman I don’t recognize walks into the infirmary. She’s dressed simply, in a plain tunic and brown leather pants. But nothing else about her is simple.

There’s an almost ethereal beauty to her, but it’s tempered by wear that you can see in dozens of little ways. Her vibrant gold hair is pulled back in a braid that’s starting to unravel at the edges, her simple white tunic is smudged with streaks of something—dirt, maybe, or dried blood—and her shoulders droop ever so slightly.

Despite how tired she is, her eyes—a clear, deep blue shadowed by dark circles—scan the room with quiet focus. Two Altor flank her, and a servant boy trails behind, his head down, carrying a tray with a steaming pot and a silver pitcher, which he sets quietly on the nearest table.

The woman doesn’t pause. She strides toward me without hesitation and reaches for my arm, her cool fingers gliding from shoulder to fingertips before I can think to move. She finds my hand behind my back, wrapping hers around it like we’re old friends long separated. Her grip is firm, but there’s a twitch in her fingers when she comes into contact with my bare skin.

I’m thrown off by the boldness of the touch, the casual invasion of my space. By the time heat begins to rise in my cheeks, she’s already letting go, stepping back.

“I’m Elowen,” she says smoothly. “And I’ve come to heal you.”

Then she turns to the guards by the door and flicks her hand at them. “Your presence is unnecessary.”

They leave without a word.

She walks over to the small table set up against the wall but pauses when she sees the mirror. “Oh dear!” She steps over the shards, and I expect a reprimand for my clumsiness. “Be careful of the glass until we can get someone in here to clean it up.”

And then she starts pulling jars and bottles down from the shelves, mixing herbs with a mortar and pestle. She starts to hum. There’s something about her … something about the way she moves.

“You look familiar,” I manage to force out through my dry throat, but the words are a struggle, and she winces when she hears my garbled voice.

“You poor thing.” She glides over with the steaming hot cup. I don’t think anyone has called me “poor thing” since my grandmother died. Not that Elowen is a grandmother. She’s probably about 30, but she has an energy about her that’s peaceful.

She presses the cup into my hands. “Drink this,” she says. “It will help.”

I drink, the hot liquid coating my throat in something that soothes and heals as it goes down. I sigh in relief, and she gives a satisfied little smile before she turns back to her preparation table and starts mixing herbs.

“You’ve met my sister, I gather,” she says as she works. “Princess Rissa.”

Shocked, I study her closer. The resemblance isn’t obvious. The shade of their hair is different—Rissa’s is a pure white compared to Elowen’s deep gold. And Rissa’s eyes are much lighter.

But the two women share the same regal cheekbones, the same slant to their chins. The real similarity, though, is the commanding presence they bring into a room. Princess Rissa’s is more aggressive. She demands you take notice and expects her due. Elowen, with her more reserved, kinder demeanor, moves with a natural, confident grace.

Yes. I can see the resemblance.

“And what is a princess doing working as a healer?” I ask her. “It’s a rough, dirty job.” One evidenced by her utilitarian clothing. Where Princess Rissa wears dresses and jewels, Elowen is in trousers and a simple leather vest. The only thing of relative beauty this princess wears is a blue bow around her neck.

She brings a tray with a pitcher of water, a towel, and a paste to the bedside table.

She gestures for me to sit. Giving into the exhaustion, I gingerly ease onto the bed, a groan ripping from my lips at the movement. She takes the chair next to the bed and unravels the cloth binding my hand together.

She winces when she sees my fingertips, but gently bends and twists my hand in different ways, testing the strength of it. “At least Nyrica wrapped it well,” she mumbles, but I think she’s talking to herself.

Her thumbs press into my palm, and she traces a circle over the tender joint of my thumb with the pad of one finger. It’s such a small motion, but the pain ebbs. Not entirely, but it’s enough that I can flex my fingers.

“How did you do that?”

“I’m a gifted healer. It’s what I do.” She smiles at me and it’s soft and unguarded like everything else about her. How does she survive in this hard place?

“You don’t act like Princess Rissa,” I blurt out.

“No,” she says. “But then, we were raised for very different purposes.”

“Why didn’t you introduce yourself as Princess Elowen?”

“I’m not a princess here. I’m a healer.”

“Are there other healers here?”

“Kind of,” she answers.

I wing an eyebrow up and my lips curve a little. “You’ll have to explain that one to me.”

She laughs openly. “My little sister is also a healer, though she’s only 11 and has only recently started her training. She won’t live full time at the Synod until she turns 12, which isn’t for a few more months.”

Elowen watches me carefully, and the lines at her eyes crinkle in worry. “You’re in such pain,” she whispers. “Is something besides your hand injured? Do you think you have internal injuries?”

The sincere concern in her tone almost breaks me. My throat tightens. A confession is on my tongue—I’m going to tell her about the temple, about the goddess and the kiss, about the weapons shoved under my bed. I want to tell her I think something inside me is broken and it has nothing to do with my body.

But before I can part my lips, the door opens with a deliberate, icy grace—no knocking this time. Rissa steps inside, her entourage of guards behind her. She doesn’t announce herself. She doesn’t have to.

I tug the hood further over my temple. Elowen straightens, her hand withdrawing from mine. Her shoulders stiffen, and the weariness that softened her vanishes. Their eyes meet—Elowen’s quiet and watchful, Rissa’s cool and appraising.

“Still abed?” Rissa taunts me, her voice is mocking. “At high noon.”

I don’t respond. What could I say? I’m sorry to disappoint you, your highness, but being kidnapped, wrecked by a death demon, and then whipped by a goddess is exhausting?

“Rissa,” Elowen starts, a warning in her voice.

“Don’t address me informally in front of the likes of her.” With a flick of her wrist, Princess Rissa dismisses the men standing behind her. “Leave us.”

Their shocked faces stare at her, mouths slightly open. “But your highness,” one begins to argue. “She’s⁠—”

“She’s nothing,” her voice whips out. She lifts one regal brow. “Leave us now.”

The man who started to argue looks torn, but he acquiesces.

“We’ll be in the hallway, your highness.” He addresses her but his eyes are on me as he closes the door. It’s a warning for me, not a reassurance for her.

Elowen steps forward. “You can’t come into my infirmary to satiate your curiosity and then be rude to my patient.”

“You can’t dictate to me,” Princess Rissa says. The tension in the room is palpable as we take each other’s measure anew.

“I can here,” Elowen retorts. “I outrank you here.”

Something about it, about Elowen coming under fire, bothers me. I put a hand on her arm and step forward. “It’s alright. Whatever she’s come to say, she can say it.”

But Rissa hardens even more. I’ve insulted her by giving her permission to speak with me.

“I’m Princess Rissa, heir to the throne of Faraengard and emissary to the Synod on behalf of King Agis,” she says, closely watching me for a reaction. When I give her none, she snaps out, “Protocol dictates you avert your eyes and kneel.”

I don’t lower my eyes to the floor. That’s what my mother would have done. Veil, that’s what I would have done a few days ago. But the woman standing in front of me has not earned my respect. By her title alone, she’s earned nothing but my wrath. And I’ll be godsdamned before I cater to her whims.

“It’s my understanding, your highness, that Altor bow only to the gods. Not to mere royalty.”

An angry flush spreads from her pale neck up to her cheeks, but when she speaks, her voice is still perfectly controlled. “You’re not a sworn Altor. Not yet. Right now, you’re nothing but an accused. As such, I expect you to avert your eyes and kneel.”

Is it possible to stare harder? I don’t know, but I try out of sheer spite. “Yeah, I can see that,” I say, holding her gaze. “I wouldn’t want to have to look into the eyes of the people I rape, kill, and destroy, either.”

Elowen makes a strangled noise, and Rissa narrows her eyes at me. I expect her to call in one of her guards, to make me kneel. But she doesn’t. Instead, she pulls herself even taller, her back ramrod straight.

“As the emissary to the Synod for the king of Faraengard, Leina Haverlyn of Selencia, I am here to inform you that a volunteer has been selected for your Trial of Last Blood, which will determine the truth of your origins and your allegiance. It will commence tomorrow at dawn,” she says, then arches an immaculate brow as she turns to leave. “Given that you murdered four of His Majesty’s soldiers in cold blood, I think we all know how tomorrow is going to go.”

My stomach rolls, but not because I killed those men. My mother’s vacant eyes staring back at me will haunt my memories for the rest of my days.

“Soldiers? Is that what we’re calling the rapists and murderers your father uses to keep his slaves in line?”

She spins back to face me from the threshold. Her expression is as stone-cold as when she first entered, but there’s a ripple of something else from her—likely shock at my audacity. It is so faint, it’s hard to pinpoint. The guards shift, their hands twitching toward their weapons, but none dare move without her command. I don’t think they’re Altor. They move in an uncoordinated way that is distinctly human. What did the archons call it? Grounded. They’re grounded.

The princess exhales softly, almost amused. “So, that’s the role you’re playing. The righteous avenger. The martyr. I wonder … do you believe it? That you’re the hero in this story?”

But neither of us can answer, as Archon Lyathin steps inside next, with Maxim trailing him. The chamber seems to shrink as the men enter, and I tense at the sight of the massive red-haired Altor. Maxim chuckles, a low, guttural sound that makes my skin crawl. Elowen’s hand tightens on my arm, and even Princess Rissa takes a step back from him.

Archon Lyathin inclines his head at Princess Rissa, but he doesn’t bow, doesn’t drop his gaze. “Princess Rissa. Elowen,” he acknowledges them, but doesn’t defer to either. “I’ll ask you both to leave now so I can meet with the accused.”

Accused.

Well, it’s better than the pejorative way they’ve been using girl.

Elowen squeezes my arm when she walks past, and I’m surprised by how much the simple gesture matters to me—especially coming from someone like her. A princess.

As soon as they’re gone, Archon Lyathin turns to me.
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“The gods never ask what you’re willing to give. I don’t think they care.”

	Journal of Altor Vaelen, last recorded to be kissed by the gods, in Year 267 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER SIXTEEN


“Tomorrow’s Trial of Last Blood is to the death,” Archon Lyathin says in a toneless voice. He gestures Maxim forward. “Maxim of Atherclad, was the first to volunteer. You will fight until one of you ceases to breathe. Should you win, you’ll be accepted as an Altor in truth and commence training. Should you lose … well. Either way, we will have our verdict, won’t we?”

Maxim’s pale gaze rakes over me, and I don’t miss the way his fingers flex at his sides, as if he can already feel them closing around my throat.

The archon either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care. “What weapon will you use?” he asks us.

I think of the weapons I shoved underneath my bed—ones I’m pretty sure were forged by gods. “I’ll use my scythe,” I say.

“No. You’ll need to bond with something else. A weapon made of wood and steel will be as useful as that fork you held on to yesterday in the arena.”

“Am I allowed to improve it?” I ask. “To recast it in adamas?”

He tilts his head, his eyes sharp on me. “You told us yesterday that no Selencians are allowed trades such as this. Are you telling me you’re a metalworker?”

I press my lips closed, loath to tell them about the scythe under my bed, about my interaction with Thayana.

“Am I allowed to improve it?” I ask again.

“You can take it to the metalworker, but I doubt he’ll be able to recast anything before dawn. Even if he could, a scythe is not a practical weapon. You’d be better off bonding with something else.”

“How do you bond with a weapon?”

“Haven’t you bonded with that scythe of yours?”

He knows I have. They know nearly everything about my life after yesterday. I wait for him to answer. When he does, he sighs heavily as if I’ve inconvenienced him. “A bonded weapon is marked by blood, which carries the warrior’s intent and the gods’ blessing. Without the bond, the weapon is a tool, dead metal, unshaped by purpose. Once the weapon is bonded, the weapon attaches itself to your soul. A pulse, your pulse, seeps into it.”

“And you can bond with more than one weapon?”

Lyathin inclines his head. “If the gods bless them, yes. You’ll be bonded to that useless scythe until you die—whether tomorrow or years from now—but a long-range weapon would suit you better. Bows and arrows, a spear, a set of throwing daggers.”

“I choose my scythe,” I say again. Maxim snorts.

Lyathin sighs. “Very well. It is your choice. I suggest you take it to the armorer straightaway.” He turns to Maxim. “Maxim, your weapon?”

“I don’t require a weapon to fight against the girl,” he scoffs, not taking his eyes off me while he cracks his knuckles. “I prefer to feel her treacherous bones crush beneath my own hands.”

“That’s settled, then,” Archon Lyathin says. “Neither of you are to bring any other weapon into the arena, other than what was decided here. Any questions?”

Maxim jerks his head to the side, but I nod. “I have one.”

“Go on.”

“When I win tomorrow⁠—”

Maxim scoffs, and even Archon Lyathin raises a brow at my audacity, but I continue. “I want an audience with the archons about the conditions in Selencia.”

“The Synod isn’t in the business of managing protectorates,” Archon Lyathin dismisses me.

“No,” I agree. “But the Synod is in the business of training warriors. And if more Altor are going to come from Selencia, then you have a vested interest in making sure those warriors are healthy and able.”

Maxim laughs, as if this is all a joke, but Archon Lyathin pauses, his eyes assessing me—hard.

Archon Lyathin inclines his head. “You need to win first, Leina Haverlyn. We’ll leave you to rest.” His eyes narrow on my ragged appearance like he can’t quite make sense of it. Even with the scar covered by the hood of my robe, I know I look awful. My eyes are haggard, my skin pale. “It appears you’re in great need of it.”

The door slams shut behind him and Maxim, and the room is empty. My hands shake, my knees feel weak, and exhaustion crashes over me. I sink to the cot, pressing my fingers to my aching temple. My head is spinning—too much, too fast. The Altor. The Kher’zenn. The goddess. The Trial of Last Blood.

I’m tempted to lie on the cot, to curl up under the sheets, and rest until the sun rises tomorrow.

Instead, the door opens again. A fresh wave of irritation flares through me, snapping me out of my exhaustion. I focus on the anger—it feels better than the desolation and defeat.

“Oh, what now?” I snap, turning sharply.

Ryot is leaning against the doorframe, watching me. Not with the suspicion of Archon Lyathin or the veiled contempt of Rissa. His eyes drag over me, taking in the quaver in my hands and the way I tuck the hood of the robe further over my face.

“You look like hell,” he says. “Rough night?”

I let out a short, humorless laugh. “You could say that.”

He pushes off the door and comes into the room.

I scowl at him. “Don’t any of you believe in knocking?”

His smile unfurls slowly. It’s dangerous, the way that smile coils around me.

And then he opens his big mouth, and I forget about how beautiful his smile is. “You’re not worthy of a knock, rebel girl.”

I narrow my eyes at him, and surge to my feet, forgetting the pain. “Because I’m a woman? Because I’m Selencian?”

“No. Because you’re a ward,” he says. “Or at least, you will be, after tomorrow.”

My heart slams against my chest. A ward—the lowest ranking Altor here. He speaks as if I have a chance. As if winning isn’t impossible. As if he believes in me. It makes me feel even more unsteady than Maxim’s aggression.

He jerks his head toward the door. “Let’s go.”

“Where?” I can’t help the suspicion that colors my words.

“We need to get your weapons to the armorer so he can recast them,” he says.

I resist dropping my gaze toward my cot. “They’re already being taken care of,” I say instead.

Relief settles over his features, and he nods toward the door again. “Excellent. Then we’re headed straight to the training grounds.” He tosses a bag at my feet. “Only the broken wait in bed, hoping the gods will be kind to them.”

“What if I am broken?” I murmur, barely. But he hears anyway. He stops, filling the doorway. Slowly, he turns. There’s no amusement in his expression now, no sharp-edged teasing. Just something steady.

“You may be battered,” he says, “but you’re not broken.”

Not broken. Not broken.

I fight the tears that pool in my eyes and duck my head so he doesn’t see the reflection.

“I’ll be outside,” he says, and closes the door behind him. I clutch my hands into the canvas bag and peek inside. Clothes and boots. They look like women’s clothing, at least.

I whoosh out a breath and steel myself for the pain of getting dressed.

Because I’m not broken.
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Kheris feeds on chaos, growing stronger with every trick and ruin. Only Thayana stands against her, binding the world together with justice and order. The Synod values justice and order above all things, for without it, the gods fall—and mortals fall with them.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


I leave my new scythe and daggers under the bed, despite the gnawing ache walking away from them causes. It’s a lot like heartburn, and it gets progressively worse the farther I get. But I don’t want anyone to see them yet. I’ve also wrapped a bandage around my head to conceal the gold scar. All of this is too big, too impossible, to trust anyone here with.

The tunic and black leather pants from Ryot were both too long, but you can still tell they belonged to a woman in the way they fit. They’re worn, but well-made, the quality even better than what the overlords in Selencia wear. I scrunched the legs of the trousers into my boots so I wouldn’t trip.

Ryot leads me through winding corridors that all look the same until we emerge into the glaring daylight. I squint at the sudden brightness, my eyes adjusting after spending the last two days confined within the dim, windowless depths of the fortress. The air is sharp with cold. Winter is a couple months away, but it’s far colder here, on the cliffs facing the sea, than it is in Selencia. My breath makes little clouds when I exhale, and my decayed fingers tingle.

Ryot doesn’t pause to make sure I’m keeping up, nor does he turn around to check my progress. We step from the shadow of the fortress into what looks like training grounds. There’s a relentless clash of metal, the grunts of men working, the snap of bowstrings. The air smells of leather, sweat, dust, and the occasional tang of blood. A large field, encircled by the fortress’ high walls, sprawls before me. There, warriors spar, barehanded, using fists and elbows and feet with bone-crushing force; others wield swords and spears in deadly arcs. Beyond the hand-to-hand training, atop the fortress’ outer walls, archers stand in staggered lines and loose arrows at swinging discs on distant mountain peaks. They hit their impossible targets every time.

As we pass through the open space, I take in the men scattered around—warriors of all ages, their skin tones ranging from dark to pale. Some are broad-shouldered and hulking, others are leaner, wiry, but they’re all of them toned with nothing but muscle. Some lounge near the edges of a courtyard, sharpening weapons, adjusting armor, or simply watching the training.

A cluster of older men have gathered near a worn stone bench, their conversation low. Their words trail off and their heads turn in unison as we approach. Their eyes latch onto me, assessing, dissecting, before finding me unworthy. Some of them eye me as if they’d crush me in a heartbeat, but then their gazes fall on Ryot, striding ahead of me without paying them any attention. Their faces reflect more than just respect or obedience as they look at him; there’s something else—a mix of wariness and recognition. He’s someone they know better than to challenge.

And above it all—above the dust and the sweat and the clash of steel—there’s a sound I’d recognize anywhere, now. It’s the thunderous rhythm of wings pounding the air in steady, relentless beats. I look up in awe.

The sky churns with violence. Faravars wheel overhead in brutal aerial drills, their riders clinging to their backs. There is no marked course, no neat formations, only man and beast pushing the limits of endurance and skill.

The beasts of war clash midair, snapping and shouldering each other aside, daring their riders to stay seated through each sudden drop or whip-fast turn. Some dive low over the sparring fields, threading between combatants and scattering clouds of dust with the sheer force of their wings. Others rocket skyward, only to fold their wings and plummet, pulling up right before they would dash themselves against the stone.

In one corner of the sky, two riders clash—swords drawn, wings locked as they spiral downward. At the last moment, one faravar bucks hard, throwing his opponent off balance, and the other peels away, screaming his frustration to the open sky.

I stop, mouth agape.

“Keep moving, rebel girl,” Ryot calls over his shoulder. “You’re not battling from a faravar’s back tomorrow.”

I tear my eyes away from the battle above, my heart hammering against my ribs. Every instinct begs me to keep watching, but I force my legs to move because he’s right. There will be time for learning about the faravars later. Hopefully.

We move past these larger fields, and Ryot turns hard to the left, leaving the prying eyes behind. We’re in a network of smaller training yards now, where the spaces are more enclosed. There are the same sounds of grunts and swords clashing, but with the addition of commands and the scent of fear and determination on the breeze. These smaller yards are separated by Vanguard.

“If you’re still breathing, you can still move.” This, from the Skyforge Vanguard training grounds.

As we walk past the Atherclad section: “Why did you bother drawing, if you were going to miss?”

“Aim true or get out.” I hear from the Fellsworn area.

Ryot leads me through twin stone pillars that read “Stormriven.” There are even more sections in here, little squares separated by high walls and wrought iron gates. He leads me through a gate with time-worn, barely-there text inscribed on the handle. I think it says Rav’eth, but I can’t be sure. I don’t read that fast.

In here, weapon racks heavy with swords, daggers, spears, bows, and even lances border a packed strip of earth. The air carries the scent of sweat and dust, and the sounds of sparring—of grunts and the clash of metal—fills the space.

Three men stand along the edges of the arena, in the way that men so often do—arms crossed, looking fierce. They all have long hair, though each wears it differently.

Thalric has neat braids, every strand perfectly in place and the sides of his head are shaved. Nyrica’s here, too, with his brown hair pulled back in the same messy bun.

A man I haven’t met yet wears his dark hair loose and wavy, falling to his shoulders, and watches a group of sparring boys with a quiet but assessing gaze.

The three older men are barking out orders—correcting a stance, calling out a flaw in footwork as the younger men fight.

Leif, from the infirmary, is one of the younger ones. He moves with an easy confidence, though a fine sheen of sweat coats his face and shoulders. He fights with two others. The youngest one—still with the last traces of boyhood on his cheeks and a quick, eager grin that doesn’t quite belong in a battle ring—lunges forward recklessly. Leif steps back smoothly, pressing his blade against the boy’s side with barely an effort.

“You’re too eager, Kiernan!” The tall, dark-haired, dark-eyed man calls from the sidelines. “Pay attention!”

Kiernan’s face flushes with embarrassment, but his lips press together in a determined line and he nods. He’s the shortest—compact, but wiry. His auburn hair is cropped short, and his face is completely clean-shaven. Maybe it’s that, and his eagerness, that makes him look so young.

The third young man steps forward, an arrogant smirk on his face. He’s the tallest of them, and his broad frame suggests he’s more of a man than a boy. Maybe 23? 24? His jaw is shadowed with the beginnings of a full beard, and his shoulder-length dark hair is pulled back into a messy horsetail braid, with fly-away wisps framing his face as he moves. He looks like he was carved from stone by a sculptor—strong jaw, sharp cheekbones, and a mouth made for kissing. He’s the insufferable kind of gorgeous, the type that turns heads without trying and knows it.

He's got a bow slung over his back, but that’s not the weapon he’s using. Gorgeous has a full collection of throwing daggers on his chest of all different sizes, and a long dagger in one hand and a short dagger in the other.

“Alright, Leif. You can handle a boy. Let’s see if you can handle a man,” Gorgeous says, as he draws one hand back to loose a dagger. At the same time, I snort at his arrogance.

It’s not loud, not meant to be disruptive, but Gorgeous jerks his head toward me, confusion flickering in his brown eyes. His throw goes wide. Leif takes full advantage. With a well-placed sweep of his foot, Leif knocks Gorgeous off balance, causing him to crash into the dirt. A puff of dust rises around him.

Leif grins at him. “That was sloppy.”

“That was cheating,” Gorgeous says from the dirt. But even the dust that’s now coating his face doesn’t detract from his physical appeal.

Leif flashes an easy smile and offers his hand. “That was taking an opportunity.”

Gorgeous lets Leif haul him up, brushing the dust from his trousers. Then he grins at me, slow and deliberate.

“So, you must be the infamous her,” Gorgeous says.

I quirk an eyebrow at him. “Infamous her? That’s the best you’ve come up with?”

His grin flashes even brighter. “I’m Faelon,” he says. “If you’re tired of the infirmary cots, you can share my room tonight. It’s⁠—”

One of the older men—the one I haven’t met yet—smacks Faelon upside the head before I have to. He looks like he made it hurt, too. “She’s fighting for her life tomorrow, son.”

Faelon winces, rubbing the back of his head. “What? I was trying to make her feel welcome.”

Leif steps forward and gives me a friendly bump on the shoulder with his knuckles. “The infirmary’s not so bad, yeah, Leina? At least you’ve got the ward room all to yourself now.”

Leif is moving with more ease than yesterday, but I can tell it still pains him to walk around. They’re not big on recovery here at the Synod, apparently.

“You look better,” I tell him.

“You look much, much worse,” Leif replies, but he softens the blow with that friendly grin of his. The easy teasing reminds me of Seb, and I smile, really smile, without thinking about it.

Faelon groans dramatically. “Great. He’s allowed to flirt?”

Ryot, who has been silent up until now, steps forward, arms crossed tight over his chest. His dark eyes flick between Leif and Faelon, then settle on me.

“Enough,” he says sharply. “She doesn’t have time for this. She’s facing Maxim in a fight to the death tomorrow, and I don’t think she’s ever even held a sword.”

He quirks his eyebrow at me, like he’s asking me. I think back to digging through the soldiers’ swords while I was looking for my scythe and decide that probably doesn’t count. I give a curt shake of my head.

“So, if you’re all done flirting, we should probably do something about that,” he finishes.

Faelon raises his hands in mock surrender. “Alright, alright. Like I said, I was only trying to make her feel welcome.”

The man who’d smacked Faelon on the back of the head crosses his beefy arms across his chest. “You can do that by helping her survive,” he says. “Not every occasion calls for joking, Faelon.”

Faelon lowers his eyes, but not in time to mask a flash of annoyance. “Yes. Caius.”

“Leina,” Ryot starts, “I believe you’ve already met Thalric and his ward Leif. Thalric is the commander of our cast. You’ve met Nyrica.”

Ryot points to the man with the beefy arms. “This is Caius.”

He next points to the youngest boy, the eager one. “This is Caius’s new ward Kiernan. Kiernan only presented a few weeks ago.”

With a touch of annoyance on his face, Ryot points to Gorgeous. “And this idiot is Faelon. How he’s advanced from ward to sentinel, none of us know. He was Caius’s ward. These are the men in my cast.” He says that with emphasis. He’s introduced me to his family, quirks and all.

“Men, this is Leina Haverlyn.”

Caius keeps his arms crossed over his broad chest. Kiernan is trying very hard not to gape at me, but you can see that the idea of a female Altor is still something his brain hasn’t fully processed. Same, Kiernan. Same.

Leif wears the same easy, friendly smile I remember from the infirmary. Faelon is smirking. Nyrica flashes me a kind smile, and I startle when a dimple winks out from that chiseled, hard face. Thalric looks at me with those piercing green eyes that I swear bear the burden of a hundred souls.

Thalric nods, stepping back. “We’d better get to work.”

Ryot strides over to the weapons rack on the side of the field. There are swords—long and slick, thick and heavy, short and jagged. Interspersed are daggers of all lengths—some curved, some straight—along with bows and arrows, spears, axes, hammers, whips, and other weapons that I can’t even name. All of them are blunted, to avoid the worst kinds of injuries. He grabs a sword from the mix and tosses it to me.

I catch it by the hilt with reflexes that have been terrifying my family for years. The pain that flares through my body is a reminder that I’m here for a reason. A goddess wants me here. And I’ll not have others paying the price for my failure. I toss the sword from one hand to another. It feels natural, but it doesn’t feel right. It’s not part of me, not like my scythe or my shears.

Ryot’s expression is grim as he looks at me. “You need to understand exactly what you’re up against.” His dark eyes sweep over the others. “One word, each of you. Describe Maxim’s fighting style.”

There’s a beat of silence before Thalric speaks, his voice steady.

“Crushing.”

Leif, arms crossed, nods slightly. “Relentless.”

Caius exhales, jaw tight. “Brutal.”

Kiernan shifts on his feet, glancing between them uncertainly. “Overwhelming.”

Faelon isn’t smirking. His gaze is distant, like he’s recalling something unpleasant. “Sadistic.”

“Merciless,” Nyrica’s answer lands heavy. Each word paints a picture I don’t like.

I swallow hard. “Great,” I say. “He sounds just … great.”

Nyrica claps his hands together. “Now for the fun part—how to kill him.”

Thalric’s tone is measured as he answers first. “He’s heavy-footed.”

Leif nods. “He telegraphs his moves.”

“He’s quick to tire and slow to think,” Caius says.

Kiernan, despite his inexperience, speaks with certainty. “He expects fear. Don’t give it to him.”

Faelon smirks now, but it’s distinctly not flirty or friendly. It’s bitter. “He doesn’t just expect fear. He needs it to feel in control. Take that away.”

Ryot’s gaze meets mine. “He’s mortal. He dies like anyone else.”

I turn their words over in my head. Slow. Predictable. Stamina. Fear. Control. Mortality.

Thalric rakes his eyes down me. Not in a sexual way, but in a methodical way. “We need to play to your advantages, Leina. What do you think those are?”

I’m not as strong as these hulking men. Not even close, even with my Altor gifts. I’m not disciplined like they are, not honed into a weapon through years of training.

But I do know how to survive. I know how to take the hits that won’t stop coming, how to grit my teeth through the pain and the grief and keep moving. I know what it means to endure.

I lift my chin, squaring my shoulders, trying to push away the doubt. “I’m smaller,” I say. “Faster. He doesn’t expect me to last long, and he isn’t taking me seriously.”

Ryot nods, encouraging. “Good. What else?”

I flex my fingers against the hilt of the training sword. “I can think on my feet. I have to be smarter than him.”

Faelon lets out a low whistle. “That’s not a high bar.”

Caius smirks, letting out a sound that’s a mix of a laugh and a grunt.

Ryot ignores the interruption. “Maxim’s going to taunt you, wear you down, try to make you scared. That’s his game.” His voice hardens. “Don’t play.”

Thalric gives a short nod. “Use his arrogance. He expects you to be weak. Let him believe that—until you strike.”

Kiernan, standing on the edge of the group, shifts on his feet before speaking up. “If he swings wide, he’s open. You could use that.”

I exhale, taking it all in.

I’m not walking into that arena to beat Maxim. I’m walking in there to survive him.

Thalric steps back, nodding toward the open space in the training yard. He gestures Nyrica forward. “You’ll face Nyrica first. His fighting style is the most chaotic, probably the most similar to Maxim’s that we have in our cast.”

Nyrica walks toward me with easy steps. “Let’s see how you move, Leina,” he drawls, with a flash of his dimples. Then he swings his arm around and an axe that was propped against the stone wall leaps to his hand, as if they never should have been separated. Then he’s raising it high over his head and slamming it down. I leap back, breath already heaving. The axe crashes into the dirt where I’d been standing with a force that shakes the ground beneath my feet. The packed earth doesn’t only give way—it explodes in a shockwave of dust and loose gravel that’s blinding. I close my eyes against the grit, and I’m immediately shoved into the dirt, a booted foot on my back pressing me into the ground.

“Let her up,” Ryot calls from beyond the cloud of dust. The boot lifts from my back and I drag in a desperate breath, coughing on the dirt that I inhaled from the ground.

I come to my feet with a certainty that tomorrow is going to be as close to impossible as anything I’ve ever done, goddess or no goddess.

“Learn anything?” Thalric asks.

I wipe the back of my hand across my mouth, spitting out grit. My ribs ache from where Nyrica knocked the air from my lungs, my arms sting from little scratches from the gravel.

I glance at Nyrica, who’s still grinning, still flashing that disarming dimple, his war axe propped against his shoulder like it weighs nothing. Thalric stands beside him, arms crossed, his gaze sharp and expectant.

I roll my shoulders. “Yeah. That axe is a real pain in the ass.”

Nyrica barks a laugh. “Wait until I actually hit you with it.”

I don’t dignify that with a response. No one could survive a direct hit with it, even blunted.

“Again,” I say.

Thalric lifts a brow, but there’s approval in his eyes. The younger ones nod encouragingly, like they’ve been here before.

“Shift your stance,” Thalric says. “Roll to the balls of your feet and keep your body loose, so you can move quicker.”

“And don’t ever close your fucking eyes in a fight,” Ryot says, his voice as rough as the gravel digging into my skin. “If you’re in a sandstorm, if the heavens have opened in a deluge, if blood is running over your face so thick that everything you see is coated in red—Keep. Your. Eyes. Open. Because the second you blink, the second you flinch, someone faster, meaner, and less merciful will put you in the fucking ground.” He gestures toward the crater Nyrica’s axe left. “You close your eyes tomorrow, and you won’t be getting up again.”

I bristle, but he’s right. I force myself to meet his stare. My pulse is still pounding, my breath uneven, but I set my jaw and nod. “I won’t close them again.”

Thalric nods to Faelon. “You’re next, Faelon. Don’t go easy on her.”

Faelon flashes a beautiful smile. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” His sword is longer than I am tall, and he twirls it like it’s a twig instead of a weapon that could cleave through every bone in my body. “Let’s see if you can stay on your feet this time, princess.”

I plant my feet, steadying myself, and then I jump forward, swinging first.

Because I’m not a princess.

I’m a survivor.
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“The Trial of Last Blood is the gods’ final judgment. When mortal justice fails, the gods call for blood. The gods claim the victor as their will made flesh. There is no appeal.”

	The Annals of the Winged, a canon text in the Synod Reckoning Hall 





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


A guard escorts me to the arena before dawn. He doesn’t tell me his name, doesn’t look me in the eyes, and doesn’t loosen his grip when I stumble. His grip on my arm is too tight, his fingers digging into my flesh with bruising force, dragging me, forcing me to run to keep up with his long strides.

He’s rough, but not cruel. He’s pretending I’m not a person—just a task.

That’s fine. I can pretend too.

I pretend I don’t feel the bruises forming beneath his fingers. I pretend the scythe strapped to my back isn’t a burden delivered by an angry goddess. When we make it to the arena and he opens an old wooden door that groans on its hinges, I pretend the stale air thick with sweat and old violence doesn’t make my stomach turn. I pretend that each step forward is my choice, not theirs.

And I make it truth, one lie at a time.

We enter a dimly lit antechamber where I’ll prepare for the fight. How I’m supposed to do that, exactly, I’m not sure. I expected to wait alone, but Ryot is already there when the guard drags me in. His posture is deceptively relaxed, arms crossed over his chest, but his gaze sharpens when he sees me. His eyes drop to the guard’s hand on my arm.

“Let her go.” His words are low, but they fairly boom in the small room.

The man’s fingers tighten on my arm, as if to prove a point. “I was ordered to bring her here, Ryot. Not even you can counter the archons.”

Ryot moves before I even register it. One second, the guard is at my side, the next, he’s slammed against the wooden frame of the gate. He releases my arm as his hands come up to claw at Ryot’s forearm, now pressing hard against his throat.

“She’s about to fight for her life, Pavir. She doesn’t need to waste strength fighting you, too,” Ryot growls.

The guard gurgles, his hands scrabbling, but he doesn’t beg. Ryot holds him there a beat longer, his jaw clenched, muscles taut like he’s still deciding whether to let go—or snap the man’s neck.

Finally, he releases him with a sharp shove.

Pavir stumbles but catches himself, shoving Ryot back in what’s meant to be a show of defiance. It only makes him look smaller.

“One of these days, Ryot, you’ll pay for that arrogance,” he spits. “You’re not as invincible as everyone thinks.”

Ryot doesn’t flinch. He levels him with a stare cold enough to freeze bone. “Get out.”

Pavir takes his time leaving, but despite his saunter he watches Ryot warily on his way out. The door creaks closed behind him, shutting us into this tunnel-like room. Candles cast shadows on the walls, casting an eerie glow on the stonework.

The wavering flame makes him look almost otherworldly—like something caught between light and darkness. Then he exhales sharply, stepping toward me from the shadows. The tension in his frame dissolves as he rolls his shoulders.

He gestures to a wooden table set up at the back of the room. I follow him warily—this man has a temper. I realize suddenly I don’t know him at all, not really, though the last few days have felt shockingly intimate.

“What’s your family name?” I ask him.

“Altor don’t have families,” he tells me, stoically. But there’s the smallest catch in his voice that tells me he’s lying. Not only to me, but to himself. “We forsake our family name in our unnaming ceremony.”

Unnaming ceremony … I file that away to learn about later, if I survive today.

He picks up a strap of leather sitting next to a bowl of oil. It’s clear he’s already worked with it. The leather is soft, shaped by the oil. He’s been here for a while—oiling leather until it’s this pliable is a long, tedious process. 

Ryot reaches for my hand. I should pull away. 

Instead, I let him take it. 

His grip is firm, his calloused fingers brushing against my wrist as he turns my palm over and wraps the leather around and around, forming tight, precise layers across my knuckles. The motion is quick and smooth—he’s done this a thousand times before. 

There’s no softness, but there’s care, and that unsettles me.

He shouldn’t care—and I sure as the Veil shouldn’t care that he does.

My jaw tightens as he starts wrapping the leather around my other hand. I should be thinking about the fight, about Maxim. About how I need to be faster, smarter, stronger. But instead, my mind keeps circling back to him.

I should still hate him for dragging me here, for stripping me away from everything I knew, but that old fury has dulled at the edges, softened by something I don’t want to name. 

Maybe this was always meant to happen. Maybe the goddess put us both here, on opposite sides of a line neither of us had a say in crossing.

I break the silence. “Why are you helping me?”

A muscle in his jaw jumps.

“You kidnapped me,” I press, stepping closer. “You brought me here.” 

He raises his eyes from my hands and looks at me. “You think I had a choice?”

I don’t know why I push him here, now, but I can’t help myself. “So, you’re just a puppet following orders?” 

His eyes flash with temper he keeps carefully leashed. 

His voice is low when he speaks, rough at the edges. “If I was only following orders, I wouldn’t be standing here. And you would be dead on the forest floor.”

The smart thing to do is to let it go. But that old defiance, the one that got me dragged here in the first place, won’t let me.

“Then why are you?” I demand, my voice quieter now, but no less sharp. “Why train me yesterday? Why help me now?” 

He doesn’t look away this time. “Because I know what it’s like to lose everything.” 

The words hit like a blow, not because they’re cruel, but because I can tell they’re true. And suddenly, we’re standing on the edge of something that, once acknowledged, we can’t back away from.

I swallow hard. “And is this your way of making up for it?” 

Something lingers in his expression—regret? Longing? I don’t know. 

“Maybe," he admits, voice quiet. And then he smiles, and the air whooshes out of me. “Or maybe I don’t want you to hate me quite so much.” 

I blink, thrown off balance by the sudden softness in his face, the way that rare, unguarded smile transforms his sharp edges into something else. 

“I don’t—" The words catch before they can fully form, and I clamp my mouth shut because I don’t know how to finish that sentence. I don’t what? Hate him? I should. I did. But right now, I don’t know if I can say it and mean it.

His smile fades, but the warmth lingers in his eyes. “That’s a start, rebel girl,” he murmurs. 

He steps back, and the tension between us eases. “Now, when you enter the ring⁠—”

He stops, noticing the scythe strapped to my back for the first time, and a relieved sigh escapes. “You were able to get it recast quickly. I was worried when you didn’t bond to a more suitable weapon yesterday.”

I give a noncommittal nod. “Mmm.” I don’t tell him about the goddess, either.

His brow furrows, and confusion dances across his face. He steps further back, taking in my entire outfit. The chainmail that fits like a glove. The tunic, the leather pants. The black combat boots that lace up to my knees. All of it covered in the goddess’ scrawling script.

“Who recast it?” He traces the silver etchings with a cautious finger and then gestures to my chainmail. “This doesn’t look like Barek’s work.”

I wave it away. “It wasn’t Barek.” A cloud passes over his face. Is he … jealous?

“Fine,” he says it in a way that’s distinctly not fine. “Did your generous benefactor teach you how to use that thing?”

“Well, no, I⁠—”

His eyes flick to my scythe again, then back to me, his confusion settling into something more measured.

“Give it here,” he says, holding out a hand.

I hesitate. “Why?”

He doesn’t roll his eyes, but it’s a near thing. “Because right now, that’s a weapon in your hands. I’ll show you how to make it an extension of yourself.”

I pull it from the sheathe at my back with a shink, chills cascading down my spine at the sound.

He swings the scythe in a controlled arc, the curved blade catching the firelight as he moves with an ease I didn’t think possible. He gives a low whistle. “Whoever did it needs to replace Barek,” he says. “The work is incredible.”

He grips it in the middle and adjusts his stance. “You don’t stab with it. You carve.”

“You reap,” I tell him. “I’m a serf, remember? Quite good at that.”

He smiles back at me, chagrined, and then moves again, twisting his body as he swings. The air hisses as the blade slices through it.

“The same general idea applies to the human body. Swing in wide arcs,” he says, before handing it back to me. I take a wide stance, holding the scythe high over my head, as a gong sounds from within the arena. My pulse quickens.

The grin fades from his face. His gaze follows mine toward the gate, where the first hint of dawn is entering the dark room. Another gong sounds. I sheathe my scythe again and take a hesitant step forward.

“Leina,” Ryot calls out. I turn to him. “You’ve been blessed by the gods. I know it. You know it.” He nods his head toward the arena, toward the sounds of the men gathering there. “It’s time that they know it.”

His words unfurl in me like a flame, bright and warm and right.

I smile back at him and then turn toward the arena gate. A third gong strikes, heavy and final, and the air seems to still.

The weight of the scythe settles against my back, no longer a burden, but a promise. Behind me, Ryot doesn’t say anything else. He doesn’t need to.

I take my first step onto the freshly raked sand of the arena.

It won’t be clean for long.
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Hush now, my little one, the Veil runs deep,

It hums through the dark, it hums through your sleep.

No roads to follow, no stars to see,

Only wings.

Soft through the mist, swift through the gray,

The ones who fly don’t lose their way.

	"Songs of the River-Veil," a traditional Selencian cradlesong 





CHAPTER NINETEEN


Maxim is already in the center of the arena, arms raised high, as if he’s already declared himself the champion. A few of the men, very few, cheer for him like this is a spectator sport and not the judgment of the gods. Tyrston jeers, and flashes me a crude gesture when my eyes meet his.

I ignore him and find the king near the archons. He doesn’t need a throne to command the space—his presence is enough. Princess Rissa sits slightly behind him. Her face betrays nothing of her thoughts, but her fingers are clasped tightly in her lap, revealing her tension.

The archons and the Elder sit in a line, their black robes pristine despite the sand in the air. They do not cheer. They do not whisper.

I let my gaze sweep the stands again until I find Ryot’s cast—Thalric, Nyrica, Caius, Faelon, Leif, and Kiernan. Ryot has already joined them. They’re the only friendly faces in the arena. Their presence is a small anchor in a sea of strangers, but I don’t allow myself to look too long.

Right now, I need to stand on my own.

I roll my shoulders as I turn back to the center of the arena, where Maxim stands with his chest puffed, grinning. Tyrston calls out his name, but his voice is thin. The rest remain silent, waiting.

I focus on the ground beneath my feet, the pulse of the scythe on my back, the stretch of leather across my knuckles. My eyes fall on my opponent. He’s older than me, quite a bit older. Maybe in his 40s? His hair is a reddish-brown, as is his beard, but some of the hairs in the beard and at his temples are starting to grey. He’s also huge, even larger than my father. I have no doubt he could easily crush my bones if he gets his hands on me.

I’m hoping he’s too big to be fast, that I’ll be able to dance around him with ease, that he’ll depend on his brute strength. Most importantly, though, I’m counting on the fact that he’s arrogant. He doesn’t take me seriously. And because of that, he doesn’t have a weapon. He’s not even wearing chainmail.

Maxim’s laughter precedes the taunting I’d expected. “Who gave you your armor? Princess Rissa’s lady’s maid?”

He expects a reaction—anger, embarrassment, something to feed his bloated ego. But I just smile, letting his words roll off me. Let him think I’m soft. Let him believe this will be easy.

I spent half an hour this morning trying to pierce the chainmail with my daggers and my scythe. I laid it out on my soft, feather-fluffed bedding and stabbed and hacked away. When I picked it back up, there wasn’t even a nick in the mattress. I think of Thayana—who said you can’t be attractive and formidable, indeed?

“It is time to begin,” a voice intones from behind us. The Elder.

“Warriors, ready your weapons,” Archon Lyathin calls to the field.

I pull my scythe from the scabbard strapped to my back and Maxim’s eyes fixate on the weapon for the first time.

“That’s not the same scythe you arrived with,” he accuses.

“It is my scythe,” I reply. I know this like I know my own name, the flash of heat binding it to my palms.

“Archon Lyathin, the girl has brought an unsanctioned weapon into the arena,” he calls louder.

I grit my teeth. I swear to Thayana, I could rip his innards out just for the way he says girl.

“Hold.” Lyathin strides down the steps, his expression impassive. He places his hand on my weapon and closes his eyes. When they reopen, confusion ripples through them.

“It is her bonded scythe,” he announces. “You were able to recast it quickly.”

I turn to Maxim with a condescending smile. “Of course, I understand if you’re intimidated and would like to choose a weapon.” My smile widens. “No one would think less of you. It is only fair, after all, that we’re equal.”

He reacts exactly how I expect him to—his pride snaps back into place and his lips curl in a sneer. “I could defeat you with my hands tied behind my back, girl. I need no weapon.”

He clenches and unclenches his empty hands as Archon Lyathin leaves the arena to retake his seat.

A hush falls and the spectators become deathly still. Finally, the gong sounds to start the fight.

Maxim immediately lunges for me, going for my scythe, but I easily dance out of his way and his forward momentum sends him several feet past where I was last standing.

Damn he’s fast, the speed of the Altor undiminished despite his hulking size.

But I was right. I’m faster.

We spend the next couple of minutes like that, with Maxim lunging for me, and me evading his efforts. He gets close a couple of times, but even after a couple minutes, he’s winded. There’s so much more of him to move around, and I’m light as a feather.

His style is aggressive, like Nyrica’s. I imagine he could knock me out with one well-placed blow.

The next time he lunges, I drop to the ground and use my scythe to sweep his legs out from under him. He falls to the ground hard enough that a plume of dust rises from the arena floor.

The mood in the arena shifts, men sitting up higher in their seats, watching closely.

But he’s not down long at all, certainly not long enough for me to press the advantage. He screams, jumping back to his feet, and I scurry back. This time when he lunges for me, he fakes to the right, and I miscalculate. He doesn’t get my weapon, but he lands a blow that slams against my chest like an anvil. It throws my whole body backward. Before I can recover, his massive body crashes onto mine. That alone is enough to steal my breath, but his hands also immediately encircle my neck and he starts to squeeze. My scythe is trapped between us, useless.

Holy hells. The blood in my head roars, and I think my neck might snap as easily as a chicken’s.

Maxim smiles cruelly at me. “You don’t belong here with the men. With Altor. We’re heroes. We protect even the gods. And you? You’re an atrocity. You belong in one of Lako’s hells, like the abomination you are. Ryot is wrong. The archons are wrong.”

He leans closer to me and licks my neck, shifting so that his body is aligned over mine. His arousal presses through my trousers and my body reacts on its own, frantically digging into the dirt at my back to try to get away, to get his body off mine. Choking the life out of me is turning him on, and I want to vomit.

The pain from the goddess was less traumatic. Surely, he can’t rape me in the arena.

He raises his head from my neck slightly to look to my left and his smile grows. He loosens his grip enough for me to drag in one shallow breath before his hands clench again and he yanks my head to the side to look to the left with him. If I could breathe now, I would get nothing but a mouth full of sand. Maxim lays his face on top of mine.

“Look at him,” Maxim whispers.

My vision is blurring, but I squint and focus my eyes. Ryot’s curled his fingers over the wall that separates the stands from the arena floor, and he’s braced like he’s about to catapult over the side. Thalric’s hand grips one shoulder, Nyrica’s the other. They’re holding him back.

“After I’ve killed you, the guilt will eat him up. Ryot’s always had a misplaced sense of honor. He’s never understood the weak are meant to serve us. It’s why you exist.”

Maxim turns my head so that I’m forced to look at him again, and he eases his grip. I get another quick gasp of air, before he resumes the pressure against my windpipe.

“Ah, is there anything sweeter than the taste of fear on your tongue?” Maxim breathes against my face. He hums, like he’s enjoying a tasty feast. His tongue flicks out again.

Gods. What a horrible way to die.

I reach a hand toward Ryot, my fingers digging in the dirt as I stretch my fingers out, seeking … something. I want a connection to someone else before I die. I don’t want to be alone in the dirt with my fear and a monster. Something warm brushes over me, soft as breath and just as fleeting. It almost shimmers. Comfort, faint but real, wraps around me. Maxim’s sick presence retreats from my mind and I can gather my own thoughts again.

“Fucking Ryot,” Maxim growls in my ear.

Maxim again releases his hold on my throat so I can drag in another meager breath. He’s drawing this out, soaking up my fear and Ryot’s fury. He’s enjoying this. He’s getting off on strangling a woman in the dirt.

He’s savoring this. Feeding on it.

I close my eyes. I start to slide into a familiar darkness—the same darkness that suffocates me in my sleep. Only now, it’s a comfort. A small, battered part of me wants to curl up in it and let go. To finally stop fighting and let my soul find rest with my parents and my brother. With Alden and Irielle.

But another part—the part of me that lives in the darkness, I think—answers back.

I’m not finished.

Without knowing how, I gather the jagged pieces of myself, the darkest pieces, and knot them tighter, weaving them into a shroud that surrounds my mind. It slips outward, stretching like a shadow at the edge of my thoughts, my emotions. My fear doesn’t belong to him.

I go to dig my fingers into the dirt, searching for strength or reality, but it’s not dirt I’m grasping. It’s something dark, shifting around me. I wrap my fingers around a thread in the darkness and follow it back to the source, back to something that’s malevolent and gleeful, wrapped in casual cruelty. It doesn’t have a body or even a shape, but I know it’s Maxim. I grasp both hands around that thread of toxic pleasure and shove it back at him with all the fury burning inside me.

From far away, so far away, someone starts gagging. The darkness eases, the ground solidifies under my hands.

I open my eyes. Maxim has reared back, with his hands now clutching his own throat. I suck in a ragged breath at the same moment that I ram a knee upward, smashing his balls. He falls forward slightly with a strangled wheeze, and I slam my forehead against his mouth.

I use the scythe between us to shove him backward, its leverage overcoming his weight advantage. I scramble to my feet, but I’m dizzy. Instead of pursuing him, I fall back to regain my breath and my balance.

What … what was that?

Like my gaze is pulled there, I find Ryot again. He’s jumped into the pit, but he’s being held back by several other Altor.

“Eyes on the godsdamn fight,” Ryot snarls at me.

I rip my gaze from Ryot’s to find Maxim again. This time, when he lumbers to his feet, I can tell he’s moving slower. He also needs time to recover, watching me as we circle in the ring. He spits a wad of blood into the sand.

“How did you do that, bitch?”  

I have no idea. My mind reaches out, trying to grasp back into that … place? But it’s gone.

Still, that jagged shroud surrounds my mind. Of course, I’m not going to tell him that. I manage a grin.

“How does it feel to know you’ve been unmanned by a girl? That a girl drew first blood?” I rasp out, my voice coming out mangled from my swollen throat.

“First blood is irrelevant. Only last blood matters.”

“Well, last blood certainly matters the most. But I will take that from you, too.”  

We circle for several minutes, each waiting for an opening. His eyes shift to the right, and I take the opportunity to swing my scythe in for a kill shot, slashing it across his body.

But it was a trick.

Without even looking at me, he whips a hand around my scythe and uses it to drag me into him, his other arm coming up to punch me in the temple. If he gets my weapon, I’m dead, so I clutch the scythe with both hands and brace for the blow, praying to Thayana that it won’t knock me unconscious.

His fist connects with my temple, hitting my new scar. The force is near blinding in its intensity and I’m suddenly grateful to Thayana for the suffering she forced me to endure, because I find myself oddly separated from the pain. I’m sure I’ll hurt later, but right now it’s not real.

But the force of the blow doesn’t only affect me. Maxim cries out in pain and releases his grip on my scythe, immediately cradling the hand he used to punch my temple. His hand looks crushed. I stare at it, shocked.

“She’s cheated!” Maxim cries. “She wears adamas under her bandage!”

Adamas? What? I bring a hand up to tentatively touch my temple.

“Hold!” Archon Lyathin cries out. “The fight is over. The penalty for cheating is execution.”

Outraged murmuring breaks out from the audience.

I turn to face Archon Lyathin, making sure to keep Maxim in my peripheral vision. “Are you blind to the judgement of the gods?”

Lyathin’s lips curl in disgust. “We’re not fools, girl. We can all see Maxim’s hand. Remove the bandage and face your shame.”

Shaking, I drop my scythe to the ground and use both hands to unwrap the bandage secured to my temple. When the wool is fully loosened, I let the cloth flutter to the ground and raise my head high so they can all see the ugly scar that marks me as the gods’.

The outraged murmurs turn to gasps.

Lyathin’s face pales. King Agis has clenched his fists around his throne’s armrests. Even the other archons whisper amongst each other.

“It’s not adamas,” I say.

Archon Lyathin’s eyes light with something like reverence. “Where did you get that?” he breathes, his voice barely above a whisper.

I raise my chin higher. “I think you know. You all know.”

The murmurs swell before breaking into stunned silence.

I run my gaze over each of the men seated in the arena, lined up for a show. Well, I’ll give them a godsdamn show. Nyrica flashes a smile at me, his dimple winking. Thalric nods, looking relieved. But Ryot? He’s unreadable. He steps back, like he doesn’t know what to make of me.

I don’t let myself look at him for long.

Instead, I reach down, stretching out my fingers. My scythe answers, pulling free from the sand and snapping back into my grip, the heat of it fusing to my palm.

“Restart the fight,” I demand, my hoarse voice echoing in the now-silent arena.

Archon Lyathin hesitates, taking in my perfectly constructed scythe with new eyes. He shifts his gaze to Maxim, focusing on his mangled hand, before he looks back at the other archons for guidance.

“Perhaps we should re-eval—” Archon Nile starts to say, but I slash my hand through the air, interrupting him.

“You would defy the will of the gods?” I ask. “You set us on this path. You determined the gods themselves should deliver judgment.”

I gesture to King Agis with my scythe. He tenses at the move but doesn’t flinch. “You may have intended this fight as my doom, Your Majesty,” I spit his title out like the insult it is, “but I will finish it as my right, in accordance with the gods’ will. The time for judgment is now. Start. The. Fight.”

It’s the Elder himself who stands. He throws his cane at the large, golden gong hanging at the top of the arena, several lengths away. The cane slams against the drum the size of a man. The Elder’s cane neatly returns to his hand.

“Proceed,” the Elder says with a nod, taking his seat once more.

I stalk toward Maxim.

For the first time, there’s fear in Maxim’s eyes. No, not just in his eyes. I can taste his fear. It’s pungent, the flavor an assault on my senses. But lucky for him, I’m not one to toy with my prey. When he shifts, starting an attack, I surge forward. My feet barely touch the ground as I leap, my scythe arcing through the air, an extension of my own body. It slices through his throat in one effortless motion.

Because if there’s one thing a baseborn serf knows, and knows well, it’s how to reap.

Only, instead of wheat, I reap death.

I land behind Maxim, light as a faravar’s feather.

For a heartbeat, nothing happens. He stands there, frozen, his body catching up with the reality of what I’ve done. His mouth opens like he wants to speak, but no sound comes. Only blood. His eyes glaze as he slides to his knees, his fingers grasping uselessly at his gaping throat.

My breath is heaving and the injuries that I ignored until now throb—my swollen windpipe, my temple. There’s pain in my bones, in my joints. In my godsdamn teeth, again.

I watch him silently for a time, until the blood stops pumping from his throat. He’s the third man I’ve killed, and I vaguely wonder if I should feel something besides relief. I search for some other emotion, like grief or guilt, but I don’t find it. Does that make me a monster, too?

The Elder rises, his weight heavy on his cane. That sole motion in the arena drags my stunned gaze up from Maxim’s body. The Elder doesn’t have to raise his voice to be heard, but still, he raises his hands in the air and shouts.

“The gods have passed judgment and found Leina Haverlyn innocent. Rejoice with her, brothers.” His milky eyes find mine. “Today is a day for celebration, for we have gained a sister. But tomorrow is for war because we are but humble servants to the gods.”

There’s a smattering of firm clapping in the area. I turn to find the clapping has been started by Thalric and Nyrica, then the others in Stormriven, until most of the men in the arena surge to their feet and clap.

I spin in a circle, my vision blurring over the men who watched, who judged, who waited to see if I was worthy. They see me now, but I don’t see them.

Because when the sound of their excitement reaches its peak, I stop spinning, my eyes on the archons, on the king. Tomorrow is indeed for war. Because my brothers, my people, won’t be safe until this entire system is nothing but ashes at my feet. The realization settles into my bones, sharp and searing.

I wasn’t put here just to survive.

I point my scythe toward the archons lined up in a row, toward the royals on their cushions seated behind them. The applause falters. The king flushes a bright red under his nearly white hair, so like Princess Rissa’s.

I look directly at Archon Lyathin when I speak.

“I’ll have my audience about Selencia. Now.” I scrape out through my mangled throat.

There’s indecision on his face as he wrestles with whether he’ll punish me for my insolence or reward my audacity.

A grudging respect wins. He inclines his head.


PART II

THE WINGED
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“The Altor do not govern the mortal realms. They hold no crowns, pass no laws, and swear no allegiance to mortal thrones. The Synod is the sword, not the scepter.”

	The Annals of the Winged, a canon text in the Synod Reckoning Hall 





CHAPTER TWENTY


I’m pacing the council room, my movements jerky and uncoordinated, driven by lingering adrenaline from the battle. Each jostled step makes me wince in agony, but still, I can’t bring myself to sit in the chair. The arena came with me. My sweat has dried over a layer of sand, and grime blackens my fingernails and coats my hair. My throat is swollen from Maxim’s attempt to strangle me; my head is radiating pain from the blow I took to the temple.

Maybe I should’ve at least waited until I’d bathed before I went head-to-head with some of the most powerful men in the kingdom. But I suspect it would make little difference. I’ll always carry this day with me.

The door opens, but it’s not the royals or the archons who enter. It’s Ryot. He carries a small bundle tucked under one arm, along with a folded towel, a flask of what I hope is laomai, and a pitcher of water cradled carefully against his chest. The door clicks shut behind him, leaving us alone.

I stand there, rooted in place, too exhausted to hide the way my body sways. Ryot sets the towel down on the chair in the center of the room and passes me the flask.

“Drink,” he says, his voice low and rough.

I do, and the fruity taste of laomai coats my tongue. I drain the flask, and at least the tremors stop.

He’s looking at me grimly, his lips pressed together in a firm line. “You couldn’t have at least waited until you’d seen Elowen for this?”

I scowl at him. “Would you wait? If it was your people, your family, would you wait even one more heartbeat to bring them relief so you could rest?”

His jaw tightens, a muscle ticking there. Then he exhales sharply and wets the towel with water from the pitcher. He presses it against a cut that’s dripping blood down my cheek. “No,” he says. “I wouldn’t.”

The towel trails down my neck, brushes the edge of my face, where a bruise is beginning to bloom. I flinch, and he pulls the bloodied towel back. He drops the towel into the pitcher, water sloshing over the side. He’s making a mess. He wrings it out, like he’s going to start again, but I take it from his hands this time.

I run it over my gritty arms and my hands.

“I don’t understand how it happened,” he says, mumbling, almost to himself.

“That I won the fight?”

“No,” he says, waving a hand. “I knew you’d win the fight. I mean, the neglect of Selencia.”

I stare at him, incredulous. “Neglect? Neglect would be welcome. It’s not neglect. It’s cruelty.”

He looks up at me then, and whatever words he’d been fumbling for die on his lips. I can see the shift in his eyes, the realization dawning across his face. Not only that I’m right, but that he hasn’t let himself see it fully until now. He nods again.

“Then don’t back down, Leina Haverlyn. And no matter what they try to tell you, you hold the power here today.” He gestures to the scar on my forehead. “You’re blessed by the gods—which means the archons need your cooperation, rebel girl.”

I huff out something between a laugh and a scoff. “The gods didn’t stop Maxim from nearly crushing my windpipe.”

“No. But you did,” he says.

The door creaks again, and this time the click of a cane, the thud of boots, and the low murmur of formal voices herald the council’s arrival. Before I can step forward, he leans in close enough that the heat of his breath at my temple tingles.

“They’ll try to make you small,” he murmurs. “Don’t let them.” Then he steps back. He doesn’t move far, but the space between us fills with formality.

The Elder enters the room, the archons trailing behind him. The king enters next, followed by Princess Rissa.

Ryot gathers the towel and pitcher and retreats to the same bench he took before. Each of them takes their pre-established positions—the Elder at the center of the table, Archon Lyathin to his left, Princess Rissa and King Agis on their cushions in the back.

My eyes trail to the wooden chair in the center of the chamber. It’s the same chair I sat in when I was “the accused.”

Archon Lyathin gestures to the chair. “Please sit, Leina.”

I wipe my sweaty palms on my tunic, square my shoulders, and take a step forward. They think I’m here to beg, but I’m not. I’m here to make them listen.

“I’ll stand.”

Anger flashes on most of their faces, but a small smile curls on the Elder’s lips. At least he’s paying attention.

“Congratulations on your win in the arena,” Archon Lyathin says, like he’s toasting me for a well-played strategy game. Not for taking a man’s life.

At his words, Nile—the head of Atherclad, Maxim’s Vanguard—tenses.

“It wasn’t my victory,” I placate. “It was the gods’.”

“Yes. Of course,” Archon Lyathin says. “So, tell us, Leina, why are we here? I believe we’ve already told you the Altor aren’t involved in governing.”

Nerves flutter in my chest—so much is riding on this. Everything is riding on this. I turn to find Princess Rissa watching me with that icy control of hers, and she arches one perfect brow when I look at her. Despite my anger at her—at both her and her father—it’s clear that my attempting to assassinate either one, or even both, accomplishes nothing. There are pre-established heirs for days, running from Princess Rissa to the king’s nephew and beyond. Each of them, I’m sure, has the same capacity for cruelty as every other Faraengardian monarch for the past 1,000 years.

My eyes slide back to the archons. And here lies the other problem. No matter how well-prepared, no matter how strategic, a Selencian rebellion won’t accomplish anything if the Synod intervenes on behalf of Faraengard. The Altor and the faravars would cut down even the best Selencian soldiers like they’re wheat under a scythe.

“Is the Synod’s purpose not to protect people?” I ask, my voice wavering at the end.

Nile, hearing my weakness, pounces. “The Synod’s purpose is to serve the will of the gods, to fight against the Kher’zenn so they don’t upset the divine order.”

I nod, agreeing with him, finding my balance. I take another step forward. “Of course. And the gods sent you an Altor from Selencia—from a land that is starved and beaten. Is that the kind of Altor warriors you want? Ones only half-fed and full of rage for you and what you stand for?”

The room stills.

Nile’s mouth opens, a ready retort coiled on his tongue, but the Elder lifts a hand, silencing him.

“Go on,” he says.

I breathe carefully through the ache in my ribs, willing my voice not to shake again.

“You say you serve the gods,” I continue, sweeping my gaze across them. “You say your loyalty is to the divine order. Then you should be asking yourselves why the gods would allow one of their chosen”—I gesture to myself, to the golden scar on my temple—“to rise out of a land abandoned to rot.”

Lyathin leans back slightly in his chair, fingers steepled in front of his chest. He’s studying me now, as if he’s reassessing every piece he thought he’d neatly arranged on his game board—and finding that the board itself has changed.

I press forward before doubt can overtake me, before it can make me tremble again.

“Selencia isn't only starving. It’s broken. And you think it doesn’t matter because you don’t see it here, inside these walls. Because you think the rebellion will die quietly beyond your borders. And it probably will.”

At the word rebellion, the tension in the room rises, foreheads crinkling in confusion from all corners. Did they not know there was a rebellion? I don’t think they did.

But the soldiers sure as the Veil do. They hunt down rebellion sympathizers and execute them like rabid dogs. I find the king without meaning to. He sits motionless, his face carefully void of expression. No crease mars his brow, no questions cloud his gaze, but he watches me with quiet, sharpened patience. He knew.

I turn back to the archons.

“Without your support, a rebellion is almost certainly doomed to failure. But with your support?” I pause, knowing that their minds are stumbling over a rising rebellion they didn’t even know about before now. “With your support, a rebellion isn’t even necessary.”

Lyathin’s gaze sharpens. Even the Elder sits with his hands clasped together, his thumbs drawing measured circles against each other. His cloudy eyes haven’t left mine.

“You think Selencia’s suffering will stay contained, but it won't. The gods are already moving pieces you can't see.” I hold my scythe with its silvery, twirly text out for them to see it. “You can either stand with them. Or you can stand against them.”

Lyathin takes a moment to look at each of the council members, and they communicate with more than words. It’s with shifts in their eyes and taps of their fingers against the stone table and a subtle jerk of the chin.

Archon Lyathin leans forward. “King Agis,” he calls. The king stands in his regal black robes. “There’s clearly been neglect in Selencia. And Leina makes a valid point —the gods wouldn’t have sent her if they didn’t want us to do something about it. We expect the crown to address the situation, to rectify the wrongs, and to ensure that Selencia can produce able-bodied Altor for the gods.”

King Agis inclines his head stiffly to the council, ignoring me entirely. “I will organize with the overlords.” His voice is smooth, almost bored. “I will investigate the situation myself.”

“Excellent.” Lyathin settles back into his chair like a shopkeeper closing his ledger. “Now, Leina, your training⁠—”

“That’s it?” I interrupt, aghast. "You expect me to believe the royal family will fix centuries of cruelty because you asked him nicely?"

I shake my head hard enough that my battered body protests.

“No,” I say, my voice cracking under the stress of it. “I won’t train. If you think I’ll play the obedient soldier while Selencia is forgotten again, you’re wrong. Whatever the gods wanted from me will rot with me before I stand by and let this be the end of it.”

A heavy silence falls across the room. Archon Lyathin’s expression hardens. When he speaks again, his voice is a whipcrack of fury. “You cannot keep bucking authority, Leina Haverlyn,” he says, each word measured and sharp. “This is war. There must be structure. Discipline. Without it, everything collapses.” He rises from his chair fully now, hands braced on the table. “If you refuse to learn discipline and respect on your own,” he says coldly, “I will beat it into you.”

The threat hangs there, pulsing between us.

But doesn’t he see? Can’t they all see?

I’ve nothing else to lose.

I take another step forward, until I can brace my hands on that stone table that separates us. I lean in until there’s no more room for pretense, until our breaths mingle.

“You want to know what happened that day? The first day my powers manifested?” I ask him, and I swear to the gods, this is a voice from someone else, as if someone—or something—has seized the broken pieces of me and woven them into something harder, sharper, unstoppable. There’s a flicker in Lyathin’s eyes—the briefest flash of uncertainty—as if he recognizes it too. I don’t wait for him to answer.

“On the day my powers awakened, I wasn’t battling soldiers or Kher’zenn. I was at my older brother’s wedding.” His eyes narrow on me, as he tries to fit that truth with my emotions from that day—crippling grief and unrelenting guilt.

“And then the king’s soldiers came. They came that day for the sport of it. They tied my brother’s 18-year-old bride to her cottage and set her on fire. She burned alive in her wedding dress while we watched. I can still smell the burning lace.”

I expect my voice to crack here, but it doesn’t. It’s Ryot who cracks. A rough involuntary noise—half a breath, half a curse—drags out of him, as if my words landed a physical blow. My gaze jerks to him, to find his hands fisted at his sides, his face carved in fury. It steadies me. He steadies me.

I turn back to the council, my voice stronger now. “Do you know what burned lace smells like? It’s fragile and sweet, as if paper and dust caught fire, like old memories turning to ash before you can hold them.”

I make sure I look each of the archons in the eyes, even the Elder, before I continue.

“I was hollow long before a death demon ever touched me. You think you can beat fear into me? You can threaten me with whips, with death, with the gods’ own wrath—but I’ve walked through Lako’s hells with nothing and I’ve come out with less. I have no fear left to give you.”

Like stones cast into a still pond, my words make waves. Across the chamber, King Agis is outwardly calm, but a muscle ticks sharply in his cheek. Princess Rissa is far less composed. She sits rigidly, her hands clasped too tightly in her lap. Her mouth is drawn in a thin, bloodless line, but worse than her anger is her disdain. She doesn’t believe me.

Ryot, though … he believes me. There’s an apology in his eyes that’s just for me.

But I don’t want his apology.

I want things to fucking change.

The archons—so experienced at masking their emotions behind a mental wall—are harder to read. Finally, Archon Lyathin leans forward, breaking the taut silence. The sound of his fingers drumming lightly against the stone table brings every gaze back to him.

“The Synod will assign an Altor to oversee the investigation into Selencia and form our own report, but we cannot spare anyone before winter,” Lyathin says. “We have three months before the cold weather will pause the Kher’zenn attacks and until then, the war stretches every resource we have. We need every body on patrol.”

I wait for the condition. There’s always a condition with people like this—people with power. I don’t have to wait long.

“In exchange,” Archon Lyathin adds sharply, “you will begin your training without resistance. You will take your place among the Altor, as the gods intended.”

“I’ll be the Altor to go to Selencia in the winter,” I say.

“Impossible,” he argues. “You won’t have your faravar yet. You’ll be in essential training. You’re already behind.”

I weigh the words, turning them over in my mind to make sure they’re sound.

In my silence, Ryot steps forward. “I’ll go.” Every head turns to him. “I’ll go to Selencia this winter and report back on the conditions.”

Archon Lyathin gives a nod. “That’s acceptable to me. Leina?”

I keep my gaze steady—not on Lyathin, not on the king or Rissa—but on Ryot. Doubt gnaws at the edges of my mind. Is this a mistake? Am I trusting the wrong hands with what little hope we have?

But I nod.

“I agree.”
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“A master and ward choose one another, bound not by blood, but by will. Once bonded, they are castmates for life—however long or short that life may be.”

	The Annals of the Winged, a canon text in the Synod Reckoning Hall 





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


I storm down the corridor that leads to warriors’ quarters for the Stormriven Vanguard.

According to Nyrica, it’s the strongest of the four Vanguards, but Nyrica is not the man I’m hoping to find, because Nyrica—the jerk—turned me down when I asked him to be my master last night.

As he’s the kind of man who doesn’t believe in false kindness, he also told me why everyone I ask to be my master has rejected me like a walking curse.

“Most Altor die young, love. No matter how hard their master pushes them; no matter how well they’re trained; no matter how dedicated to the vanguard—Altor die in battle, and most of them die young.” He’d shrugged, aiming for nonchalance, but I could see the pain and grief—and guilt—he’d tried so hard to hide behind his easy smile. Then he’d pointed to the scar on my temple and said, “No one wants the death of Thayana’s marked one on their hands. Being noticed by the gods is not a good thing, love. If Thayana wants you to succeed, then Kheris wants you dead.”

He didn’t have to explain further. If one goddess has chosen me, then another has marked me as an enemy. And the Altor—the gods’ soldiers, the gods’ weapons—know better than anyone what happens to those caught between divine forces.

It’s not a blessing. It’s a death sentence.

“Added to that … how to put this delicately? You’re far too pretty for these guys. You’d be a distraction.” He’d winked and then grinned wolfishly at Thalric. “Not for me, mind. I get distracted around here on the daily. I don’t want to piss off the gods when you die.”

Then he’d slammed his tankard on the table, slapped me on the shoulder, declared he had to piss, and sauntered away.

So Nyrica is out, which is truly awful because he would’ve been the perfect master. Friendly, funny. Doesn’t hate me. Not attracted to me. Thalric is out because he already has Leif, and they’re not allowed to take two, even though Leif is less than a year from advancement. Caius has young Kiernan. I can’t even ask Faelon because he’s only recently advanced to sentinel, which isn’t a high enough rank to take a ward.

I’ve spent a week pacing these halls, searching, waiting, coming up empty. Finding a master is supposed to be like courtship—two people recognize something in each other and decide to move forward. So far, no one I want wants me back.

Ryot was the first to turn me down, and he’s avoided me ever since.

I turn down another winding corridor, rubbing my sore temple as I go. My scar from Thayana’s kiss still throbs a week later, though it has finally stopped spiderwebbing outward. The mark now reaches above and below my right eye.

Elowen frets over my temple, but so far nothing has provided any relief. I haven’t told her about my constant headaches. The only mercy this week is that my sleep has been blessedly quiet. I haven’t had one single dream since my interaction with Thayana. I hope they’re gone forever, that all my dreams had been leading up to that moment. Now that it’s passed, maybe I can finally find rest.

I stop at his door. I raise my hand to knock, but pause. I can’t help but wonder what his childhood was like, and who he left behind for this life. While I’m standing there, the door swings open.

And then I’m staring into the stormy blue eyes of Skywarden Ryot of Stormriven. Ryot, dressed in his chainmail of Adamas, sword strapped to his back, a pack slung over his shoulder.

He’s leaving. The coward.

I step into his path, forcing him to either stop or barrel through me. He stops. Barely.

He tilts his head, his expression carefully blank. “Lost, rebel girl?”

I cross my arms over my chest. “No. I’m exactly where I want to be.”

He snorts, pointing to my left. “I doubt that. Nyrica’s room is two doors down.”

I ignore him. “You want to avoid me so badly that you’re running away?”

His lips press together. “I’m not avoiding you.”

A blatant lie. I haven’t seen him since I asked him to be my master. Not at the provisionary during meals, not outside when I’ve gone out to explore, not at the training grounds when Nyrica showed me around.

“I’m not here to see Nyrica. I’m here to see you. And since you’re not avoiding me, that shouldn’t be a problem, right?”

He shifts his pack higher. “You’ll have to catch me when I get back. It’s my rotation to patrol the coastline.”

“This won’t take long.”

“Whatever it is, it can wait.”

“It really can’t.”

His fingers twitch. I know he wants to leave. I know I should let him. But I don’t—both because I need him, and I like seeing him unsettled.

He shifts to brush past me, but I press a hand against his chest, forcing him to stop. He pauses, though he could easily push me out of the way. His heartbeat is steady beneath my palm, but the tension in his body is anything but.

“Please, Ryot,” I whisper.

My whispered plea does something to him. His head tilts back, his throat working like he’s swallowing something bitter. He drops his pack from his shoulder, and it thuds against the stone floor. Then, finally, he steps back into the room, retreating.

I follow, closing the door behind me.

There’s nothing in his quarters. No personal effects. No warmth. Just a simple bed with a linen sheet, and a few books stacked on the nightstand. This is a room that belongs to a man who keeps his distance. From everything.

I trail my fingers along the walls, feeling the cool stone before making my way toward the books by his bed. I run my hand over the leather bindings. The Annals of the Winged. The Divine Archivum.

I raise an eyebrow. “A little light reading this week?”

“I had some downtime.”

I tap the cover of the first book. “And you decided to spend it reading about the history of the gods?”

His gaze lands on the scar on my temple. “It seemed prudent.”

I wonder how many nights he’s spent reading about me, looking for answers. I don’t press him on it. Instead, I nod and look back down at the books. “You’ll have to let me borrow them when you’re done.”

“I’m finished with them.” He stalks forward, grabbing the books and shoving them into my hands. “You have your books. You can leave now.”

I don’t leave. I keep my eyes down, my fingers running along the bindings. “Did you know it’s illegal for Selencians to learn to read?”

Ryot stiffens beside me. “You read fine.”

I swallow. He doesn’t know. No one here does—that became clear in my first meeting with the archons.

“My mother taught me,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “As her mother taught her, and her mother before her. But we learned in secret. Most of our lessons were given with a stick in the sandy riverbanks behind our house.”

The wall I’ve built around my mind cracks, and I let him see. The riverbank, my mother’s hands in the sand, drawing letters for me to trace before we washed them away. The stolen candlelight, the whispered lessons, the ever-present fear that one wrong move would cost us everything.

I set the books down carefully, with more reverence than I meant to show. “I’m a terribly slow reader, though. It takes me ages to get through anything.” I turn back to him. “You’ve been hiding from me.”

He grunts and shoulders his pack again. “Right. Well. This is a conversation that can wait until I get back, and you have your books, so …” He gestures toward the door.

I don’t move.

“I need a master.”

Ryot sighs, rubbing a hand down his face. “Leina …” He drops his pack back onto the floor and sits heavily on the bed across from me. “We’ve already talked about this. There are a few men in Atherclad who⁠—”

I cut him off, allowing my frustration to slam against his senses. “Anyone who’s offered to train me … There’s something off about it, about them.”

“There are still men out on missions. Durnen should return soon. I can⁠—”

“Ryot—”

“No.” He knows what I’m about to ask, but I’ve not made it this far by giving up.

“It has to be you.”

He jerks to his feet, pacing. “Absolutely not.”

“Why not? You saw me in the ring. I would be a good student.”

He stops, turning to me. His eyes darken. “And when you die, and the goddess demands restitution from me?”

I scoff. “That’s an excuse. You know it, and I know it.”

He snaps. There’s no other word for it. In two steps, he’s on me, shoving me against the stone wall. His grip is firm, but not painful. His eyes are hard, his voice brutal.

“I’ve lost every ward I’ve ever had, Leina. Every. Single. One,” he says, and I can hear it in his voice, the way he hates himself for it. “Four of them. Young boys bright with hope and life and fight—all nothing but empty husks, their corpses sinking into the ocean that claims our dead. It’s like Kheris knows they’re mine. She waits for them. And the moment I claim them, she reaches out from the depths of the void and takes them. Not because they were weak. Not because they weren’t good enough.” His grip tightens, his fingers callused against my skin. “Because they were mine.”

His hands clench on my arms, but not in anger. It’s as if he needs something to hold onto because he’s coming apart at the seams.

“It’s not about if you’d make a good student.” He lets me go and takes a step back. With that step, he put so much more than distance between us. He erects a wall, one I can almost see rising between us, built of grief and regret, of self-loathing and blame. “It’s about the fact that once I claim you, you’re as good as dead.”

I step closer. This isn’t only about war or survival or even the gods. This is about fate.

This thing that sizzles between us is something so much more than all of that. He sees it too—I can tell in the way his fingers twitch at his sides, the way his jaw locks like he’s bracing himself for a blow.

He can step back all he wants. I’ll keep stepping forward because I’ve never been afraid of ghosts. I’ve lived with my own for too long, carried them with me in my dreams, let them whisper to me in the dark.

Ghosts don’t scare me, but being powerless does.

“This is my choice,” I say. “It’s the only one I’ve been given.”

His head jerks up, something shattering in his expression for the briefest second before he slams his walls back into place.

“I trust you,” I tell him, because I already know it’s the one thing that will wreck him most. But somehow, it’s also already true.

“You shouldn’t,” he grits out.

“Do you trust anyone else to train me?” I counter. He flinches, just barely, but I catch it, and when he raises his eyes to look at me, there’s something resolved and so fierce in his eyes.

“Leina Haverlyn.” The way he says my name—it’s not a surrender. It’s a vow. “Will you be mine? My ward, I mean?”

I tilt my chin up, meeting his gaze, and say what I know in my soul to be true.

“I already am.”
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“They don’t tell you when you’re unnamed that you’ll lose your love for books. There’s no patience for poetry in this life of blood and death.”

	Personal journal of Ward Caelen in Year 416 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“I can’t believe I’m only now leaving the infirmary,” I grumble to Elowen as I pack up my meager possessions in someone’s old leather satchel. It’s so light, nearly completely empty.

Most of the things in it have been gifted to me in the two weeks since I got here—the clothes from Ryot, a book of poems from Faelon, some dried flowers from Elowen. I’m even wearing Ryot’s shirt from that first day. I haven’t given it back; and he hasn’t asked for it.

Elowen laughs as she works at the table behind me, mixing tonics and grinding herbs into powders. The softness of crushed chamomile and bitterness of some root drifts through the air. She turned the little table in here into a temporary workstation. She said it was to keep an eye on my scar, but really, I think she didn’t want me to be alone. She’s worked in here every night, and we’ve talked about everything from the books we’re reading to the herbs she harvests. Elowen is soft. Too soft.

“The Synod isn’t exactly made for receiving guests, Leina. There wasn’t anywhere else to put you until now,” she says. “Until you had a home.”

Home. She doesn’t use that word like it’s a weapon—there’s no sarcasm or cruelty in her voice. I don’t think she even has it in her to be cruel. But it slices like a dagger.

Home is a little cottage on the edge of the woods. Home is the smell of lavender on the breeze, the way it curls through the open windows to mingle with the scent of fresh-made bread. It’s the soft creak of the rocking chair that had more years than I did.

Home was family, but all that’s gone.

This is not home. It could never be.

The Synod is my battleground. It’s my chance to remake myself, to become someone strong, someone unbroken by grief, by the weight of oppression. Someone who can help my people fight back.

Because the gods are finally listening. After all those years with my mother on her knees, her face pressed into the ashes, begging for their intervention, for justice, for scraps, the gods have finally answered.

And I won’t waste this chance. I won’t waste her sacrifice.

I will take everything they offer here—every lesson, every weapon, every whisper of power—and I will shape it into something terrifying.

No, the Synod will never be home.

But it’s a beginning.

Elowen turns, her eyes crinkled in the corners as if she’s concerned, like she can sense my turmoil. “What is something that reminds you of your home, Leina? Something that brings you joy?”

Well, fuck. I guess I am an open book. Still, there’s something about her that prompts me to answer honestly. “Lavender,” I tell her.

She smiles at me, wide and beautiful, an offering of friendship. I offer her a little one in return and then shove the too-large blue tunic and brown trousers that Ryot gifted me into the bag. Elowen’s eyes fall to the shirt, and she tilts her head to the side.

“I’d wondered where that had gone,” she said, a teasing lilt in her voice.

I stare at her in horror, realizing that he must have gotten the women’s clothes from the healer. And he didn’t even ask her.

I yank the shirt and pants out of the bag and shove them at Elowen. “I’m so sorry,” I say. “Ryot gave them to me. I didn’t know they were yours.”

Instead of taking the clothes, her hands close gently over mine, wrapping my fingers back around the fabric.

“I don’t have a need of them, Leina,” she says. “I’d like you to have them. Though we should probably take up the trousers. I’m taller than you.” She grabs them from the top of the satchel and starts to mess with the hem.

My eyes round in horror. “You can’t sew my clothes!”

“Why not?” she demands.

“You’re a princess, Elowen!” Though, even as the words tumble from my mouth, I wonder why that should matter.

She laughs again, waving me away as she finds a needle and thread. “I’m a healer who works with warriors,” she says. “Trust me when I tell you I’m very adept with a stitch.” She purses her lips. “Perhaps not fashionable, but adept. I’ll bring them up for you.”

She’s already murmuring to herself as she plays with the fabric when Leif and Kiernan walk in through the open door. Their smiles are wide and welcoming, and some of the tension leaves my shoulders.

“Hey, sister.” Leif’s tucked his hands in his pockets. I don’t think I’ve seen him unarmed since he was in the infirmary with me. “We’re here to bust you out of this wretched place.”

Elowen, unimpressed, throws a sachet of herbs at his head. Leif catches it midair, laughing.

“My infirmary is anything but wretched, Leif,” she retorts, narrowing her eyes.

He holds the sachet up in surrender. “I meant no offense, oh gifted one.”

Kiernan snorts, arms crossed over his chest, and mutters, “Smooth.”

Leif ignores him and turns to me, clapping me on the shoulder. It stings, but I don’t mention it. His eyes are full of mischief. “Ready to see your new room, or have you grown attached to the smell of vinegar and suffering?”

I smirk, shaking my head as I grab my satchel. It is still light, but then I strap my scythe onto my back.

“Let’s go,” I say, ready to start this new part of my life. I turn back to Elowen at the door, though. I’m surprised to find I’ll miss her—a princess of the kingdom that oppresses mine.

Elowen stands by the table, watching me with a knowing look. There’s warmth in her gaze, a steadiness that’s been a quiet anchor through the long days I’ve spent within these walls dealing with isolation, grief, and fear.

She lifts the too-long trousers, a sweet smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “I’ll get these to you soon,” she says, but something deeper colors her words. A promise. A thread of connection, however thin, however fleeting, like what she’s saying is she’ll see me soon. I nod, unsure what to say, unsure if I want to say anything at all.

Then Leif nudges me forward. “Come on, sister, no time for teary goodbyes.” His voice is light, teasing, but also carries a hint of understanding. A recognition of what it means to leave behind one thing for another.

So I follow a confident Leif and an awkward Kiernan down the dark corridors, wondering if I’m never going to find my away around in here. Everything looks and smells the same—of stone and sweat and adamas. At least, until we pass a heavy set of double doors, one of them swung open wide to reveal a long, cavernous room that smells of parchment and dust. I slow my pace to peer in.

Books. Shelves upon shelves of them, reaching from the floor to the ceiling and stretching from wall to wall. Thick tomes with cracked spines, scrolls stacked haphazardly in cubbies, papers yellowed with age. Most of them are covered in dust, untouched and forgotten.

“What is this?” I’m unable to keep the awe from my voice.

Leif glances over his shoulder, barely sparing the room a glance before shrugging. “The Reckoning Hall. It’s where they keep the old records—histories of the Altor, the kingdoms, the wars. That sort of thing.” His voice is thick with disinterest. “Mostly the archons and the Elder use it.”

I step closer. “And we’re allowed in there?”

“Sure. If you want to die of boredom,” Kiernan mumbles.

Leif laughs and leans against the wall. “Most of it’s useless unless you’re interested in treaties and council rulings. But …” He tilts his head. “Some of the old journals from other Altor are fascinating. Faelon is always reading one of those. They talk about the wars, the fights, the training. Some of the first Altor even wrote about the gods.”

I absorb that, my heartbeat quickening.

Histories. Journals. Treaties.

I hate the way the letters blur together when I read, the way the words slip from my grasp when it’s something I can’t make out. But this? This is something I need to make time for. This is something I need to practice. Because this room isn’t only a dusty relic of the past. It’s power.

I have so many questions, most of them revolving around one theme—why me? If I’m the first female Altor in nearly one thousand years, why me? And why am I also the first Altor of Selencia? I’m not special. I’m not unique. I’m a serf.

So why now? Why me?

What does Thayana want from me? And not just Thayana—there are dozens of gods. There’s so much I don’t know.

“Come on, Leina,” Leif calls from ahead of me.

I turn, heavy with reluctance, to follow them.

“How much time do we spend in training?” I double my pace to keep up with the long strides of the men in front of me. I hate being short.

Leif snorts, throwing me a smirk over his shoulder. “All the time.”

Kiernan chuckles. “Not an exaggeration. We train at dawn, after morning meal, midday, after evening meal, and sometimes, if our masters feel particularly cruel, again before lights-out.”

Leif tilts his head, considering. “Or if we piss them off, which is often, all through the night.”

I groan. “So, when do we get to actually live?” When do we get to sneak into the Reckoning Hall and read?

Leif barks a laugh. “Who told you we do? We’re Altor, Leina. We live in war, in training, in service. That’s it.”

Kiernan nudges him. “That’s a bit grim. There’re feast nights, when we’re not in the field. And celebrations when we win something important. There’re rotations at the Crimson Feather.”

Leif sniffs. “Sure. And then back to training.”

I let out a breath, adjusting the satchel on my shoulder. I’m seeing similarities between how the Altor are expected to live and how the serfs live. They aren’t bound by chains, not physically, but it’s still servitude—a life dictated by forces greater than them, with no room for anything but duty. The serfs live for toil; the Altor live for war. Both exist to serve. To obey. To bleed for a cause they had no say in choosing. I shake the thought away. Thinking like that will only make this harder.

“So, do we get to do anything fun tonight before I settle into this incredibly exciting existence?”

Leif and Kiernan exchange a look, some silent conversation passing between them.

“Uh,” Kiernan starts, rubbing the back of his neck. “About that.”

Leif’s grin is the sort that tells me I’m not going to like what comes next.

“You don’t get to settle in first,” he says. “You have your unnaming ceremony tonight.”

I stumble.

Already? No past. No name. No identity. No family.

But I don’t have time to dwell on it before we’re striding through a different set of double doors, and I’m hit with a wall of stale sweat, unwashed clothes, and dirty boots left to fester. It’s the unmistakable musk of too many boys living in a small space. My nose crinkles.

Well, fuck. Maybe I do want to stay in the infirmary with Elowen.

The barracks are as simple and sparse as the rest of the Synod. Bunks line the walls, one stacked over the other, in neat rows. There are a few drawers on one side of the room, and each bunk has storage for weapons on the nearest wall. Three boys cluster around a game of dice at a table in the center of the room. They’re dirty and caked in dried sweat, as if they didn’t bother showering before settling in for their night of relaxation. Sounds of running water and raunchy jokes come from a bathing chamber to the left.

I let my eyes drift over the boys in the room, their ages ranging from 20 to 24. They’re all watching me, too. Curious. I’ve never been so thankful that I grew up with brothers.

“Men, this is Leina,” Leif says. “Leina, this is Joren. He’s in Stormriven but in a different cast,” he says, pointing to a broad-shouldered boy with dirty blond hair, a scar bisecting his left eyebrow, and bruised knuckles. Joren gives me a lazy nod and goes back to the game. Not hostile, but also not welcoming.

Leif moves to the next. “That’s Rian of Fellsworn—he’s the fastest out of all of us, but don’t ask him to carry anything heavier than a dagger, or he’ll start complaining about his ‘delicate frame.’”

Rian, short and wiry with sharp eyes and an easy smirk, winks at me and rolls his dice. “It’s nice to have another small warrior in here.”

I smile back at him, and Leif keeps going. He gestures toward the last one at the table, a massive man who looks like he could break everyone in the room. “And this brick wall is Daon of Atherclad. Careful with this one, he’s basically impossible to beat at dice.”

Daon grins, flashing a missing tooth, and gestures at the pile of coins in front of him. “Play me, and I might let you win once. You know, for morale.”

I roll my eyes, but I can’t stop the amused twitch at the corner of my mouth.

Leif turns, nodding toward the rest of the barracks. “The others are washing up, but you’ll meet them soon enough. There’s forty of us total.” And then he leads me toward an empty bunk. “This one is between mine and Kiernan’s,” he says.

I start to ask if there’s a reason I need to be between them—I’d much prefer a bunk by the window—when the door swings open again, and Tyrston walks in. Dripping with sweat from training, his shirt clinging to his defined chest, his steps falter when he sees me. Unlike most of the men here, who favor spears, swords, or knives, Tyrston has a hammer holstered at his hip—a massive thing, brutal and heavy. His fingers twitch toward the hammer as his gaze locks onto me, and he flashes me an ugly grin. The dice table goes silent. Some of the men shift, their casual ease evaporating.

Unlike most of the people at the Synod who keep their emotions under lock and key—even Rissa and Elowen—Tyrston doesn’t shield his emotions at all. His anger sparks in the air between us.

I take a step forward. “Do you have something you want to say to me?” I ask him, coming out swinging.

“You don’t belong here.”

The room goes silent.

I meet his gaze, keeping my chin level. “That’s not for you to decide.”

Tyrston’s eyes darken. “You should be dead. You’re worthless. Nothing special.”

I don’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction. He doesn’t deserve the satisfaction of knowing that his words hit something deep.

“Thayana disagrees.”

Leif moves before I can, stepping up beside me with a quiet, casual confidence that somehow makes him even more threatening.

“She belongs here the same as the rest of us,” Leif says, his tone light but unyielding.

Tyrston’s eyes flick to him, his shoulders tensing like he’s ready for a fight.

Leif smiles, going for a lazy, amused grin that doesn’t quite land due to the tension pulling his shoulders taut.

“She killed Maxim,” Tyrston growls.

“The gods killed Maxim.” This from Daon, who stands from his spot at the dice table. He’s in the same cast as Tyrston. As Maxim. “She’s here. You know what the archons said—that’s the end of it. Don’t start anything.”

Tyrston holds my gaze, his expression dark with unspoken threats. Then, without another word, he turns and shoves past another boy on his way to the baths.

Still, the tension lingers, even after the noise of the barracks resumes.

Leif leans in slightly, his voice low. “Don’t worry. Either Kiernan or I will always make sure you’re not alone here.”

I let my body soften, one muscle at a time, forcing myself to relax in my new home.

It smells like aggression, hostility, and bad decisions.

Perfect.
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“Humans are stubborn, bleeding things. They love like it matters. They die like it matters. It doesn’t. We take what we need.”

	Thayana, Goddess of War and Justice, to Gramnir, God of Strength and Fury 





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


My breath catches when I cross the threshold into the Shrine of Vanishing Light. The air is thick with wax and smoke, and the glow of 430 flames—one for each Altor who still breathes—shifts against the stone walls. But the candles for the dead … they’re countless. Thousands of cold, unlit wicks stretch from floor to ceiling, their blackened tips representing lives snuffed out. The sheer number of them makes me pause, my foot hovering in the doorway.

I told Ryot I wasn’t bothered by ghosts, but this … Sweet Serephelle this. Selencian or Faraengardian, it doesn’t matter. All I can think is—may Lako have mercy on their souls.

Someone clears their throat and I drag my gaze from the dead to stare in open-mouthed shock at the living. The Elder is here. His expression is as serene as I’ve ever seen it, but there’s something beneath the calm, something ragged, like he’s seen a thousand of these souls burn to ash and he will see another thousand perish before he’s done.

All four archons are present. Archon Lyathin stands with his hands clasped behind his back. He’s the image of control, every hair in place. Archon Robias—the head of my vanguard—stands beside him. His good eye meets mine, and he gives me a faint nod. Archon Hilian is the most put together I’ve ever seen him, but he still carries a fresh slash across his cheek with dried blood smeared down the side of his face. Archon Nile stands slightly apart from the others. He wears his scorn openly.

Behind the archons are the men who will be mine after this. Thalric, Nyrica, Caius, Faelon, Leif, and Kiernan.

And Ryot. He’s kneeling in the center of the room, before the Elder, his head bowed. His long blond hair is gathered into a perfect ponytail, not a strand falling loose. He doesn’t acknowledge me, doesn’t turn to look at me. But he shifts as I take that step over the threshold, his body pulled toward me, as if something invisible connects us.

The Elder holds a blade. It’s small, elegant even, but wickedly sharp, gleaming black and amber under the flicker of the candlelight. In his other hand is a new, unlit candle.

“Leina Haverlyn,” the Elder says. The name echoes through the chamber. It’s foreign, as if it already doesn’t belong to me. Leina Haverlyn was someone I knew once, long ago. It’s enough to cause tears to pool in my eyes.

The Elder gestures to the right of Ryot with the dagger of adamas. “Kneel.”

I fall to my knees, lowering my head. I squeeze my eyes closed, where no one can see, and a single tear escapes, traitorous and silent. It’s the only one that I dare risk as I grieve—not only for my family, but for a version of myself that will never come to be. For Leina Haverlyn, a girl who wanted to grow old beside Alden, her best friend and her love. Who would have planted herbs in the garden and woven days together with laughter and the smell of rising bread. Whose children would have known the comfort of their grandmother’s soft hands and ancient lullabies.

That life—simple, beautiful, heartbreakingly human—is gone.

Instead, I’m this. This woman that fights. A deep cold creeps in, and there’s no Alden to wrap his warm arms around me. The stone is frigid and unforgiving. I press my fingers against it anyway—not for comfort, as there is none to be found here—but to anchor myself in my new reality. I curl my fingertips over it, holding on with desperation. I don’t want to drift away entirely.

Then a hand moves across the stone—deliberate and maddeningly slow. Ryot, kneeling next to me, bracing his hands on the ground. He brushes his pinky against mine, just a whisper of a touch. But it might as well have been lightning for the way my heart races.

I peek up at him, but he doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t speak, doesn’t acknowledge me in any other way, keeping his head bowed. Still, his hand lingers there, touching mine. Close enough to unravel something in me I didn’t give him permission to touch.

It shouldn’t mean anything. He’s not Alden. He’s not safety or sweetness or soft promises whispered in the meadow. He’s flint and friction; the scrape of something real, something that doesn’t pretend to be gentle.

But for one reckless second, I let my finger stay where it is, touching his.

Maybe I should pull away.

But I don’t want to.

The Elder steps forward, until his boots are next to my fingers. I pull my pinky back. “Do you come before us with full understanding of what you forsake?”

I swallow hard. My name. My past. My family. Seb and Leo.

But I gain something here, too, and I can’t let myself forget that. Here, I gain leverage and power for those very same people.

“I do.”

“Do you swear your loyalty to the purpose of the Synod, forsaking all others?”

My mind races, parsing the words. “Can you state the purpose of the Synod, Elder?”

A silence follows, heavy and weighted. It’s enough that I raise my eyes a fraction, to find the Elder’s gaze on me with approval glinting in his eyes.

“You ask for the purpose of the Synod? Then know it, Leina Haverlyn—while you still have the name to give. The Synod exists to hold the line between this world and oblivion,” he says. “We protect mortals and the divine alike from the chaos that stalks at the edge of creation. From the Kher’zenn—the death demons and harbingers of ruin, the spawns of Kheris, goddess of chaos, who seeks to unmake all that exists and return it to void.”

He raises the dagger slightly, and the flickering candlelight dances along its edge. I can’t look away. His words are both myth and the naked truth.

“We are weapons in the hands of the divine. The Synod was not made to rule, but to resist. We are the watchers, the warriors, and the sacrifice.”

In a nearly silent murmur, he finishes, “We give up everything so the world may go on.”

That last breath holds everything he’s lost. Men and boys, friends and commanders, pieces of himself, his family. A life beyond war, with laughter and pleasure and love.

“Will you swear now, Leina Haverlyn?”

“I swear,” I manage.

The Elder nods, once. “Repeat after me, Leina Haverlyn:

“I vow to stand against ruin.

“I will shield the sacred realms from chaos,

“guard the thrones of gods and the hearths of men,

“until the stars fall from the heavens and the seas swallow the earth.

“My blade is not for power, but protection.

“My life is the barrier; my will, the flame.

“I will abide no distractions.

“I will hold against the ruin until my dying breath.

“Even if the gods should falter, I will not."

I repeat the vow, though my voice is weak. Fragile. A thread fraying at the edges.

But it’s enough. The candle the Elder holds in his right hand flares to life with fire birthed from my vow alone. My eyes widen in shock, and the Elder nods, satisfied. He turns, placing a candle—my candle—on a shelf with others, the flame dancing brightly.

Faelon grins, giving me two thumbs up from behind the archons. Caius smacks him—silently—on the back of the head. I want to laugh; I want to shake my head at him. But I don’t dare. Because the Elder has come back to me, and the dagger’s edges gleam black and molten amber under the candlelight. He kneels between Ryot and me, taking Ryot’s right hand and my left hand to cradle together, our palms facing up. Mine is smooth, save for callouses. But Ryot’s … His palm is already marked by four jagged, deep cuts that crisscross the full span. His other wards, the ones who died.

His other palm is marked by a single line—when he was made a ward himself.

“Ryot of Stormriven, do you accept Leina as your ward?” The Elder continues.

“I do,” he answers, his voice strong and unwavering. You’d never know that I coerced him into it this morning.

“Do you pledge your blade and your honor to Ward Leina of Stormriven? Vowing to guide and protect her, to teach her the ways of the Altor?”

“I so pledge,” he answers.

“Do you vow to stay by her side, to accept her strength as your boon, her weaknesses as your burden, and her fight as yours? To stand as her sword and shield her from the darkness that will come, until the day she rises beside you, your equal in all things? A warrior born not of privilege, but of blood, tears, and unyielding will?”

He raises his head, and I can’t help but lift my own to stare into his eyes.

“I so vow,” he answers, never breaking eye contact with me, and the utter sincerity of his vow surrounds me like an embrace.

The Elder slashes Ryot’s palm first, making a new scar to cross the others. Then the blade bites into my hand, clean and sharp.

Our blood spills bright red onto the clean stone floor, separate only for that instant, before the Elder presses our palms together. We’re skin to skin, blood to blood. Something takes root in my palm before it unfurls like venom through my veins. My heart stutters, as if it paused to beat in time with Ryot’s. The breath is ripped from my lungs, and I inhale it back in a jagged gasp. Ryot does, too, like our breaths are shared, steeped in each other.

“Rise, Leina of Stormriven,” the Elder says.

I stand on wobbly legs and am dumbfounded to feel unsteadiness from Ryot, too. His grip on my hand lingers as we stand—long enough for me to feel the warmth of it, the hesitation, the ache. When I glance at him, he’s already watching me with a quietly devastated look. It’s gone in an instant—shuttered behind the familiar, guarded calm—but I saw it.

I just don’t know what to do with it.

Archon Robias walks over to us and clasps me on the shoulder, like I’ve seen the men do as they walk the hallways and greet those coming in from missions. My hand falls from Ryot’s.

“Welcome to the Stormriven Vanguard, Leina,” he says, extending his arm around my shoulder and walking me out of the Hall of Vanishing Light.

Footsteps approach from behind me, and I turn as massive arms envelope me in a bear hug that lifts me off the ground. Nyrica flashes me his dimpled grin. “You didn’t pass out! That’s a good omen.” He’s laughing as he sets me down, and then Thalric is there, sharp-eyed.

“Welcome, Leina,” my new commander tells me. “We’ll take good care of you.” He’s more focused on Ryot than me, though.

They surround me—this strange, wild, weirdly loyal group. I should feel overwhelmed. I should. But I don’t. Kiernan is blushing, but he gives me an awkward side-hug as he mumbles a “welcome, sister.” Faelon grabs me by the other shoulder, pulling me into his side. “She’s too pretty to be our sister,” he says with a wicked grin.

“At least you didn’t scream,” Caius says with a wicked gleam in his eyes. “That’s more than Faelon can say from his unnaming.”

“I screamed for the drama,” Faelon says, sweeping a theatrical hand over his heart. Then he winks at me and starts dragging me down the hall. “If you wanted an excuse to hold Ryot’s hand, Leina, you could’ve asked.”

I trip a little on my own feet, sputtering. “What? I—no⁠—”

Ryot glares at Faelon but then turns to me. “It’s time to train.”

“Training? Now?” Faelon halts suddenly. I stand under his arm, my head spinning, heart pounding, hand bleeding.

“What are you talking about? She’s a ward now. First, we cut her hair and shave her—” Faelon stops and stares awkwardly at my smooth, hairless face and my already short hair. Ryot quirks an eyebrow at him.

“Ok, so no shaving or cutting hair,” Faelon says. “But still, we celebrate after an unnaming. We go to the Crimson Feather as a cast. All of us. We have drinks. We eat cake. Leif gets drunk and sings his stupid folk songs from the coast too loud, and we all laugh at him. Nyrica and Thalric sit in a corner and whisper. You sit in a corner and brood.” Faelon’s voice gets louder and more desperate with each word and his arm tightens around my shoulder. I don’t know what he’s talking about with the Crimson Feather, but a celebration sounds much better than training.

Ryot’s hard eyes flick to Faelon for a brief second before he focuses on me. Faelon drops his arm. “Not this time,” he says. “Leina’s already behind, which means the whole cast is behind.”

The festive atmosphere dies out, like someone snuffed out a candle. Nyrica is watching Ryot carefully now, too. “Ryot, she’s not⁠—”

But it’s Thalric who cuts him off, holding up a hand. “Ryot’s right,” he says. “We’re only as strong as our weakest, and we can’t afford weakness. Not now, not with Kheris turning her gaze toward us.”

Toward me, he means.

No one’s laughing now. Faelon mutters something under his breath and leans back against the wall, arms crossed, visibly sulking but not arguing.

My palm is still bleeding, and I’m exhausted down to my bones, but I meet his eyes anyway.

“Then let’s train,” I say.

Ryot nods once. Behind me, the cast—my cast—says nothing, but I can feel their presence like a wall at my back. Solid.

We turn, as a unit, and head for the training grounds.
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“Sigurd is no beast of burden, no wild animal. He is the other half of every step I take. We have not survived three centuries by fighting beside each other. We survived by fighting as one.”

	E 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


This is my first wardcall, and I’m exhausted.

The kind that makes your limbs feel like rusted steel and your thoughts swim like they’re treading water in a bog.

We trained in the Stormriven yard well into the night, until the moon had climbed high and the rest of the world had gone still. We used no weapons, no armor—nothing to “fall back on,” Thalric said. Just hands and bodies and pain. We never even made it back to the barracks to sleep.

Ryot was merciless. He calls it foundational. My only consolation is that Leif and Kiernan are as exhausted as I am, as we wait in our rigid formation for the archons’ inspection.

The wards at the Synod gather each month when the moon turns, before the sun fully rises over the cliffs, when the first hints of daylight start to soften the night and the stars fade. Here, the archons conduct inspection on any wards in residence. Today, Archon Robias walks through the lines, taking roll. There’s a nasty-looking whip hanging at his side.

I’m in the middle of a small group of wards, and some of the boys keep shooting me nervous glances. The one to my left even went so far as to edge slightly more to the left, one step out of the neat column. Like if he stood too close to me, he was at risk of being struck down by the gods.

“Aeron,” Robias calls out.

“Present,” the boy to my left calls out. I hate to use the term “boy,” since “girl” has been used so pejoratively, but in this case I think it’s accurate. Aeron still has a spattering of acne across his nose and forehead; he’s that kind of skinny that means he recently had a growth spurt, and his weight hasn’t yet caught up with his height.

The whip flies out and snaps Aeron across the shoulders and the back of his neck, the tip missing me by the slightest margin. His cry is muffled, because he bites his own lip until it bleeds. He doesn’t react otherwise.

“Fix the line, Ward Aeron.”

Aeron shuffles precisely one step to the right, the column of Fellsworn wards now perfectly even. “Archon,” he answers. The back of Aeron’s neck starts to ooze blood, and the tang of it is sharp on my tongue.

Satisfied, Robias moves on.

“Velorin.”

“Present,” Velorin replies.

Robias moves to the front of my row.

“Leif.”

“Present.”

I’m already sad that Leif is in his last year of ward training before he becomes a sentinel like Faelon. I only have a few months left with him. There’s shockingly few of us—only 6 wards in Stormriven and 41 total in the entire Synod. Faelon told me last night they’ve already lost half of the boys who are in their first year of training. They will lose about another quarter of them before the year is over.

Lose them. Like they’ve been misplaced.

“Leina,” Robias calls out, standing in front of me with the book he’s making notes in.

“Present,” I answer, and I’m proud that my voice doesn’t quaver. I brace for a strike from the whip. The guys warned me they’re aggressive with whipping and a plethora of other physical punishments for even the most minor infractions. They want to desensitize us to the pain, so that when we’re in a battle we’re not immobilized by it.

Robias pauses to look me up and down, and he makes a scribble in his notebook, though I don’t dare move a muscle to see what he’s writing. He taps his quill against the pages, examining me.

I’m not dressed like the other wards. Not quite. Like them, I’m wearing a black tunic, black leather pants, black boots, and a simple chainmail that covers my chest and shoulders. But a silver scrawl crawls down the seams of my tunic and pants, the boots lace up to my knees instead of stopping at my ankles, and the chainmail is a shimmering gold instead of black adamas. But it is as strong as adamas and is much lighter.

“This was gifted to you by Thayana?” Robias asks, using his quill to gesture at my attire.

“Yes.” 

“Mmm.” He tries to curl a finger into the chainmail, but it’s too finely woven for him to get a grip. He takes the shredwhip from his side and whips it out. I can’t help the flinch as the whip cracks across my chest, but I don’t feel anything when it strikes. I hiss out a breath of relief.

Robias scribbles in his notebook. “I want you to bring your chainmail to the armorer for examination. I don’t know what this metal is. It’s way too strong to be gold.”

Then he crouches down to examine the boots closer, using the other end of his quill to test the lacings. He even pulls out a dagger to test the strength of the leather. Oh goddess, what is happening? But I stand there without moving, even as he pokes a dagger at my toes.

When he stands, he starts writing in the book again. “I want you to get an alternate pair of boots made by the cobbler, and a set of training clothes from the tailor,” he says. “Once you have the alternates, I want you to bring these to the archons for us to study.”

My tired brain is struggling to catch up. “Study?”

He nods once, clipped. “The boots appear to be made of simple leather, but it’s possible there’s a design advantage we’ve overlooked in combat. It’s worth analyzing.”

“Yes, Archon Robias.” I answer, though I’m nearly hysterical with exhaustion and … Sweet Thayana, is that humor? In any other setting, I would be laughing right now at Robias wanting to examine my boots for combat efficiency, when I’m pretty sure the goddess designed them this way because she wanted to look pretty.

But I keep that to myself. I love these boots.

He eyes my weapons next. My scythe is strapped to my back diagonally. I have one dagger strapped to my thigh, the other at my waist. He touches the blade of the scythe and whistles, pulling his finger back already bloodied. “And the next time you’re scheduled for hand-to-hand combat, take your weapons to the armorer for the same purpose.”

His eyes land on my new leather wrist cuffs with the Stormriven insignia. I hadn’t even had time to look at them properly during wardcall, not really. But now, under the quiet scrutiny of Robias’s attention, I finally take it all in. Each cuff is made of dark leather but dyed subtly enough that when it catches the light, a pattern emerges—fine, swirling embossments, like wind and water caught mid-chaos. Above the storm, an inscription of our cast’s motto—Rav’eth or all for honor—sheens in painstaking black stitches.

It’s the only piece of my uniform not gifted by Thayana. Ryot handed them to me before Leif, Kiernan, and I left for wardcall.

Robias wings up an eyebrow at the cuffs, tapping them with his quill. “He made those extraordinarily fast.” Robias raises his eyes to mine. “He must’ve started making them when you first arrived.”

At first, I almost ask who? But I realize the answer before I can open my mouth.

Ryot. He said nothing about where they’d come from, just shoved them into my hands and walked away. I assumed he’d ordered them from a tanner after I’d asked him to be my master, that someone else had spent endless hours crafting them.

But Robias’ tone says otherwise.

He walks away without another comment, his inspection complete. He calls the name of the boy behind me, but I don’t catch it.

My eyes drop to the cuffs. The stitching is artwork. They fit perfectly, as if the maker already knew the shape of me. Ryot made these. For me.

My thoughts stumble, trip, spiral into places I don’t have the time—or clarity—to explore. I should be thinking about how to overthrow a king. About what the gods want from me and what it will cost. About faravars and battle formations and blood and survival and the Kher’zenn and rebellions.

But every time I try to push my mind toward those monumental tasks, it slips. Because I’m thinking about soft, storm-marked leather cuffs made by a man who’s supposed to be my master, and might even be my enemy.

“Wardcall is dismissed,” Robias calls from the front of the courtyard. “Report to your masters for training.”

As one, the boys—men—around me click their heels and turn to file through the large columns separating the courtyard from the field beyond. I don’t manage the click with my boots quite like they do, but I do make the turn and start to file out of the courtyard behind Leif and Kiernan.

We return once more to the Stormriven training area to find Ryot, Caius, and Thalric—our masters—leaning against the columns that separate the smaller pits from the larger grounds. Nyrica and Faelon are with them. Maybe they managed a nap while we were in wardcall, because none of them look as exhausted as the three of us.

Ryot’s arms are crossed, and he’s leaned a shoulder against one of the pillars. Even relaxed like this, he’s intimidating. There’s something about the stillness of him that’s measured and watchful, so that you know violence pulses under the calm. A fresh bandage wraps his cut from the unnaming ceremony, a mirror to mine. Nyrica brought bandages and an ointment to the training grounds last night, since we didn’t take a break.

Thalric pushes off the column he’d been propping up, standing to full height with the kind of subtle authority that makes you want to stand straighter without realizing you’ve done it.

Leif manages a tired grin. “I don’t imagine we’re getting a nap, eh?”

Thalric curls his lips up. “Do you get a nap in battle?”

Leif sighs a little, running his palm over the hilt of his sword. “What’ve you got for us today, Master Thalric?”

“The galehold,” Thalric says without hesitation.

Leif chokes on a laugh. “What? For them?” He jerks a thumb toward Kiernan and me.

“The galehold?” Kiernan echoes, eyes wide. “Now?”

“I didn’t go until my fifth month. Kiernan hasn’t even been yet,” Leif protests. “It’s not safe until⁠—”

“She doesn’t have time,” Ryot cuts in, looking only at me now, daring me to question him. So, I do.

“What’s the galehold?” I ask.

“The galehold is where the faravars live. It’s their sanctuary, carved into the upper mountain behind the Synod,” Ryot says.

“Like … stables?” I ask.

All of the men, even Kiernan, kind of scoff as if I’ve said something incredibly stupid.

All of them, that is, except Ryot, who tilts his head and asks me, “You’ve seen Einarr, and ridden him. Do you think he could be confined in a stable?”

Well, when he puts it like that ...

Ryot steps toward me. “The galehold isn’t a stable or a pen. It’s open—wild, sacred ground. The faravars come and go as they please.”

Thalric picks up where Ryot leaves off. “New wards normally aren’t brought to the galehold this early, not until they’ve proven discipline, mental clarity, and physical readiness. The wind up there could rip you off the cliff. Or, if the faravars are so inclined, they could rip you to shreds. They’re territorial and unpredictable.”

My mouth has gone dry, and my hands have a little tremble. I hide them behind my back. “Well,” I say. “Let’s not rush on my account.”

Kiernan laughs weakly at my joke. “Why do I need to go now?” he asks. “I’m not marked by the gods. I shouldn’t have to go now.”

Thalric turns hard eyes onto Kiernan. “You think our entire cast isn’t in more danger now? Now that we hold Thayana’s marked one in our care?”

Kiernan’s eyes flare even wider, and fear churns around him. It tastes like copper and lands sharp on my tongue.

“Even more dangerous?” he almost wails. “How could it be even more dangerous? We already lost half our cast this year! Ryot’s and Nyrica’s new wards, dead. Zal, dead. Torin, dead. Kaveh, dead. All three of their wards, dead. Aelric, disappeared. And that’s just this year!”

Kiernan’s voice rises with each word, and so does his fear.

I never went to school. I only learned numbers from my mother, and only enough to help at market. But I’m no idiot—that’s eight men dead and one missing. In half a year. Godsdammit, that can’t be normal. Right?

Faelon plugs his nose, crinkling his face in disgust. I try to breathe through my mouth, but even then I can taste it, Kiernan’s fear.

“Your shields are failing, Kiernan,” Caius barks out. “You don’t want the faravars to know your fear, boy.”

The harsh words make the stench of his fear that much more potent, that much more alarming. I’m no wild beast, but the way it clogs my nostrils and bites at my tongue makes me want to fight something.

I flick a side glance at Kiernan, and finally ask the question I’ve been wondering since Ryot captured me in the forest. “How do we block our emotions? How do we shield?”

Thalric wings an eyebrow up like he’s surprised by the question and then looks at Ryot questioningly. “You haven’t taught her already? She does it so well.”

Ryot stares at me, quiet and enigmatic. “I haven’t.”

Thalric hums low in his throat, a sound that’s both amused and impressed. “Then she’s either lucky … or dangerous.”

Nyrica grins, his dimple winking out. “Or both. I do love a dangerous lucky charm.”

I glance between the three of them, not sure what to say, until Kiernan shoots me a look that’s filled with both awe and panic. “How do you do it?” he whispers. “It’s so hard.”

“I just …” I think back to that moment in the sand with Maxim, when I desperately wanted him out of my head, when I wanted to die alone, in peace, and I felt something snap in place. “I just … I closed the curtain.”

Kiernan looks at me helplessly, eyes wide and confused.

It’s Faelon who laughs, breaking the tension. “That’s all there is to it, Kiernan. Just close the curtain.”

I don’t have to taste the panic on the air—coming from Kiernan—to know that my advice was unilaterally unhelpful. “It wasn’t—” I shake my head. “I don’t know how to explain it. I didn’t even know I was doing anything.”

Ryot curls his lips at the corners, in the faintest hint of amusement. “Most wards train for months before they manage to shield.”

“If she’s doing that untrained …” Thalric mutters.

“But she’s not untrained,” Ryot says, shocking all of us—me most of all.

I shoot him a glare sharp enough to slice wheat. “Oh, please, Ryot. You’re the one who keeps reminding everyone I’m untrained. Isn’t that why we spent all night sparring? Because I’m the weak one?”

Ryot takes a threatening step toward me, but I don’t back down.

Why do I think he likes that?

“You think training starts with a blade in your hand?” His voice is low. Lethal. “Tell them, Leina. Go ahead. Tell them what it’s like to wake before the sun just to survive. To bury people you loved and keep moving because no one else was coming to save you. To give your food to your baby brother, to go hungry day after day so he could eat. Tell them how you learned to bite down on grief, to swallow rage, to choke on endurance.”

The words punch through me. I hate how accurate they are. How much they ring true.

I hate that he knows.

“I never said you were weak,” he continues, low and steady now, as if he can sense the turmoil in my soul. “We didn’t stay up all night sparring because you’re fragile. We stayed up because you’re behind. But you’re behind in mechanics—technique, footwork, weapons, timing. And that?” He takes another step closer, until our breaths mingle in the frosted air. “That we can teach. We can stay up all night, every night, until you’re caught up.”

There’s a danger that tinges his words. He stays close to me like that, our chests almost touching when we take deep breaths. He leans down, his words barely a whisper, meant for my ears alone. “And that’s Master Ryot to you, now, rebel girl.”

My breath stutters and my heart accelerates, until Thalric speaks. I jerk back.

“Alright, let’s move. The sooner we get there, the less chance we have of being caught in an outraged squall after dark.”

Faelon smirks. “First faravars trip! I hope you packed extra trousers.”

Ryot stays in front of me, his gaze locked on mine, even as the others walk away, toward an iron gate at the back of the fortress.

“Let’s go, rebel girl.”

I tilt my head back, so I can look directly in his eyes. “Yes. Master Ryot.”

I mean to say it sarcastically, but it comes out something else altogether. There’s a flash in his eyes—it’s primal and it burns, and it starts a fire that stirs something in my own soul.

He liked that.

And gods help me, so did I.
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Mind your steps, and heed this rhyme.

The gods left Elandors Veil outside mortal grime.

A tear in the world where lost souls climb.

Venture too high and the Veil will keep you for all time.

	Traditional Faraengardian rhyme 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Kiernan doesn’t speak. He’s fallen to the back of our little group as we climb the mountains. Leif’s at my side, muttering curses under his breath. Faelon’s ahead, making pithy comments we’re all ignoring.

The path twists higher through the mountains than I expect—narrow and steep. Fog swallows the Synod behind us, until all that remains is stone, wind, and sky. The crown of Godswatch Peak is buried in these dense clouds.

“Why did you lose so many men this year?” I ask Leif, my voice a murmur. For once, I don’t worry about others overhearing. This fog absorbs everything. “Is that normal?”

He looks over at me but takes a minute to answer as he methodically navigates each treacherous step.

“No,” he finally answers, his voice carefully even. “It’s not normal.” There’s another heavy pause before he goes on. “Aelric disappeared right before you arrived, actually. He didn’t come back from a patrol mission. I want to think he’s alive, but normally when someone goes missing on a patrol mission the archons send out search and rescue teams. This time, though, the Elder refused to send out teams, so the rumor is he somehow knows that Aelric’s dead.”

“As for the rest … They died in a single battle. I was the only ward they managed to save, and Kiernan wasn’t there because he doesn’t have his faravar yet.”

“But I thought Stormriven had one of the highest survival rates in the Synod?”

“We do,” Leif said. “Thanks to Ryot. But that battle was—” He stops. Just cuts off, as if he can’t get the words out.

Faelon—who I didn’t even know was listening—finishes, as serious as I’ve ever heard him. “That battle was like Kheris herself tore open the Veil and reached out with bloodied claws to drag us from the sky.”

Fuck.

“You’re falling behind!” Thalric shouts.

“Get up here or there’ll be hells to pay!” This from Caius.

We bolt—Kiernan, Leif, Faelon, and me. The air’s thinner here, and I’m doing my best not to sound like I’m choking on it. My legs ache. My vision tunnels. But I don’t stop.

Several grueling minutes later, we catch up, chests heaving. The silence stretches for so long I’m sure no one has the breath to speak, until Faelon says quietly, “Sweet Serephelle, Kiernan. You stink, man.”

Kiernan flushes a bright red. “Fuck you, Faelon.”

“Hush, you two,” Caius says, but he puts a hand on Kiernan’s shoulder. “You men,” Caius stops himself, shoots me an embarrassed look. “You all—go ahead. We’ll catch up.”

Thalric nods and we continue up the path. Kiernan and Caius disappear from view within seconds as we climb on, but I can still smell Kiernan’s fear and hear the beginning of their conversation.

“Building a wall around your mind doesn’t make sense, Master Caius. Is there a different metaphor?” Kiernan asks, his voice cracking with panic.

“It’s not a metaphorical wall, Kiernan,” Caius replies, his patience clearly stretched thin. “It’s one you train into existence. Like this …”

I prick my ears, eager to hear the lesson, but the fog is so thick it blocks the sound.

Our group moves on in near silence, and we climb for three more hours before the fog disappears, rolling away as if it had never been to reveal the sun nearing mid-day. Here, the air is thin and sharp with the altitude. A metallic scent rides the breeze—lightning and rain and sun-warmed feathers. My skin prickles. The hairs on my arms lift. We round the final bend, and the mountain opens before us.

The galehold is unlike anything I could’ve imagined.

The side of the mountain looks as if the gods reached down and scooped out a piece of the world to make space for something divine. Massive ledges spiral along the rock face, and sunlight glitters on shallow pools of water dotting natural terraces. Black feathers litter the stone like windblown offerings. High above, the open sky yawns wide—no ceiling, no walls, just clouds and possibility.

And they’re here. The faravars.

They don’t line up in neat rows or wait in tidy stalls. They’re scattered across the ledges, their bodies gleaming in the sun. Some perch on high crags, wings half-unfurled. Others doze, heads bowed, feathers ruffling in the shifting wind. They are huge—larger, somehow, than I remembered. And there are hundreds of them.

Countless obsidian eyes turn to face us in eerie unison—ancient, unblinking, and impossibly aware.

The wind presses against my skin and carries the scent of something unbearably old. A dozen of them flutter their wings, but even that soft whisper of feathers bends the wind. A few tilt their heads, curious; others look like they’re simply stretching.

A dark faravar lifts his head, his nostrils flaring, and I swear he almost grins before he ambles over to Faelon. They meet like friends, pushing and shoving on each other with a joy that feels out of place coming from a creature so massive, so clearly built for war. Another peels away from the group and moves toward Thalric. A third makes a deliberate approach to Nyrica, and a fourth prances over to Leif.

They’re all black at first glance. But up close, there are subtle differences. In fact, they almost look like the men who ride them. Thalric’s has a silver streak down the bridge of its nose, and silver streaks through its mane. Leif’s moves more like a companion than a warrior, and its eyes are gentler than the others’. Nyrica’s is as bulky as he is.

A darker one near the center flaps its wings once, sending a gust of air spiraling across the stone.

Einarr.

He comes to Ryot not like a beast answering a call, but like a shadow drawn to its source. His steps are heavy but controlled, the kind of movement that speaks of unfathomable power barely contained. For the first time, I notice that Einarr has wings that glimmer with hints of midnight blue when they catch the light; they reflect the color of Ryot’s eyes.

And then Einarr turns to me and lowers his massive head to press his forehead against mine. My breath whooshes out of my body as everything else vanishes. The wind, the cliffs, the others—they all cease to exist while his warm, coarse fur presses against my skin. Then, the moment is gone, and Einarr pulls away, stepping back.

Following his lead, the other faravars return to the clearing. They took our coming as the tribute it was, and now we’ve been dismissed.

As we leave the clearing to re-enter the fog, I glance at Ryot. Somehow, the two of us have ended up walking side-by-side as we take one cautious step after another down the path.

“Why did we go to the galehold today?”

“You needed to see them, and they needed to see you.”

I snort. “That’s the most non-answer answer I’ve ever been given, and my mother was an expert at hedging her vague responses.”

He smiles, as if his mother was the same. But then he stops and turns to me, and his eyes are hard.

“Something’s coming,” he says.

I quirk an eyebrow at him, and gesture to the golden-edged scar that covers my face. “What was your first clue, there?”

He slashes a hand through the air. “This isn’t a joke, Leina.”

I stop, cutting off the sarcasm. He’s right.

“I’m not a superstitious man,” he continues. “And I refuse to live my life based on fear, especially fear of inevitable death. But I feel—” He clears his throat, awkwardly. He breaks eye contact and starts walking down the mountain again.

“We need to be ready,” he settles on. “I don’t know for what. I don’t know when. I don’t even know why. But we—you—need to be ready.”

I stand there, the wind tugging at my cloak. I think about my nightmares, about how they’ve changed since he found me. I don’t dream of Alden anymore or of Irielle’s screams. I dream of darkness. Suffocating, unending, darkness.

I catch up to Ryot, falling into step beside him.

“I’m never ready,” I warn him. “It used to drive my father crazy. But I show up anyway.”

He doesn’t look at me, but the corner of his mouth twitches. Not a smile. A smirk of annoyance, like he knows exactly what I’m talking about. It makes me think he grew up with sisters.

“I guess that’ll have to be enough,” he mutters.

I smile, feeling lighter than I have in years. Experiencing the faravars loosened something in me. I can feel them in the wind, distant but present, watching from somewhere above the cliffs.

I fall behind, and my eyes catch on Ryot’s back as he strides forward with sure, confident steps. But … maybe it’s not just the winged beasts.

“I have a lot to learn.”

He snorts a little, like what I’ve said is an understatement. Well, there’s no time like the present.

“How do you talk to them, the faravars? How do you communicate with something like that?”

“You don’t. Not at first.”

“You communicate with Einarr. The Elder talks to Sigurd.” I protest. “You won’t convince me otherwise.”

He smiles. “I do, yes. And yes, the Elder talks to Sigurd.” He calls up to the men ahead of us. “Leif, what’s your beast’s name?”

Leif sighs, and the sound is defeated. “I don’t know,” he mumbles, clearly embarrassed.

“What do you mean?”

Leif mumbles something else that I don’t catch.

“Like everything that matters, your bond with your faravar grows strong over time, from the time you meet at Elandors Veil,” Ryot explains.

Thalric cuts a hard look at Ryot, and cuts in. “There’s no ‘catching up’ with that bond, no staying up all night to rush it. You have to nurture it, work at it. As your trust in each other grows stronger, so does your bond. Eventually, you’ll get flashes of your beast’s intentions, and they’ll know yours. Your understanding of each other will grow until you can sense each other’s emotions. Someday—it could take years, like with Leif—you’ll learn your beast’s name.”

I let that settle. The thought of not bonding with my faravar is terrifying, but I don’t let it show. Leif has survived four years without even knowing his beast’s name. I wait another few seconds, catching my breath from the steep, downhill-trek, and then ask my next question.

“What’s Elandors Veil?”

All the men stop so abruptly I almost run into Ryot’s back.

Like one, they each turn on their heels to study me through the fog. I can’t read their faces, but the shock on the air is cold and sharp.

Faelon mutters, “You really are fresh.”

Someone whacks the back of Faelon’s head. “Dammit, Nyrica!” Faelon says. “What was that for?”

“Someone had to do it, and Caius isn’t here,” Nyrica replies, dryly.

Thalric ignores them and takes a step closer to me, his features emerging from the mist. “It’s the mountain where the gods tore existence in two and left us on this side of the Veil. They sealed themselves on the other.”

“The summit of Elandors Veil is where the Veil between the realms is the thinnest,” Ryot adds.

“It’s like you can feel the gods watching,” Leif adds.

“Feel them watching?” Faelon scowls. “Fuck that. I heard them. Those nonsensical voices were the most terrifying thing I’ve ever experienced.”

“No Altor has ever reached the summit and come back without a faravar,” Ryot says. “And those who fail don’t come back at all.”

“Some—like Faelon—say the mountain speaks, that it tempts you or lies to you. It drives some of them mad, until they run or jump to the bottomless chasms below,” Nyrica adds.

Faelon shivers, wrapping his arms around himself like he’s unbearably cold.

“But for most of us, the difficult thing is the climb,” Thalric says. “The gods made it impossible on purpose. They don’t want mortals reaching their grubby hands into the divine.”

I shiver when I remember the price of my time in Sol’vaalen with Thayana. I don’t want to imagine how they’ve guarded the Veil that separates our realms.

“This is something I’ll need to do?” I ask.

Thalric’s mouth is tight. He looks at me, and for the first time, something close to pity is in his eyes. That scares me more than any glare.

“If you want a faravar. And there’s no being an Altor without one,” he says.

“Sweet Serephelle,” I mutter.

Nyrica glances at me, one brow lifting. “You’re praying to the wrong goddess, love. It’s not the goddess of luck who will see you through.”

I swallow the lump rising in my throat. Climbing a mountain is one thing. Climbing a mountain the gods themselves designed to kill you is something else entirely.

“Lovely,” I mutter. “You guys don’t make it easy around here, do you?”

Faelon smiles, quick and flirty. “Easy is for soft hands and silk sheets.”

Nyrica snorts. “I don’t know what kind of sex you’re having, Faelon, but you’re doing it wrong.”

“Hey!” He turns to Thalric. “Can I whack him on the back of the head?”

Ryot interrupts. “Easy is for people who stay on the ground—the grounded.” His eyes are hard on me. “Do you want to stay on the ground, Leina of Stormriven?”

I meet his gaze, though my pulse is racing. He’s not trying to scare me, I don’t think. Maybe he’s giving me a choice. Choices in my life are rare enough to taste like honey, even when they’re laced with something bitter.

“No,” I say. “I don’t.”

He jerks out a nod and then continues making his way down the mountain.

“That’s Master Ryot to you, rebel girl,” he tosses back over his shoulder.

My lips twitch, and I fall in line behind the guys. “Yes, Master Ryot.”

He snorts, and I know the sarcasm landed this time.

If this is what it takes to earn a faravar, to rise above the dirt and bleed for something bigger than survival⁠—

Then I’ll climb.

Even if I have to bleed every step of the way to the top.

Even if it kills me.
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They say blood makes you family, and I think that is true.

But not birthright blood.

It’s the blood that’s spilled, the blood that’s given, that does it.

The man who taught me how to stand was not the one who gave me life, but the one who charged into battle next to me, who held the line when I faltered, who called me son before I ever believed I could be one.

That’s the blood that matters.

	Faelon’s book of poetry, tentatively titled Blood Between the Lines 





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The crushed petals in my palm unnerve me. They remind me of Leo’s broken arm—and the scream that tore from his throat the last time I touched him.

Touched him.

Like Leo’s arm, the bloom is ruined. The parchment-thin petals of the buttercup are torn, their silky softness bruised. The delicate pink is already turning gray at the edges, darkening toward black. What was once a perfect flower squelches under the pressure of my fist. With a low growl, I open my hand and let the mangled remains fall to the ground. They land among the others I’ve already destroyed.

I don’t look up. I don’t need to. I can feel the weight of Caius’ gaze. He’s watching me with that quiet understanding only fathers carry, tempered by the sharp edge of a commander who can’t quite afford sentiment.

“Try again, Leina,” he says, endlessly patient. “Temperance training isn’t about walling off your emotions. It’s about facing them. Meeting them head-on and accepting the danger that simmers inside you. If you can’t do that, you won’t be able to control yourself.”

Beside me, Kiernan hums softly, as if he understands perfectly. He may not be very good at masking his emotions, but he certainly excels at meeting them. He lifts the next blossom with careful fingers and begins separating each petal from the corolla. His hands are steady.

“Don’t worry, Leina. It’s like folding silk.” Kiernan’s voice is gentle. “You just have to let it fall into place.”

He is trying to be helpful, to soothe. But his words land wrong. Silk. I’ve never folded silk in my life. I’ve never even touched it. I grew up stitching old burlap sacks into underwear.

My hands twitch around the bloom. I don’t want metaphors soaked in privilege. I want this to be easier. I want to be good at it already.

Each buttercup holds hundreds of petals. Every ward must collect thousands of them in pristine condition and sew them together with gossamer thread to create a veil that stretches to the floor. When it’s complete, we’ve passed temperance training.

We’ve been at this for hours and I don’t have a single unbruised petal.

I flex my fingers, willing them to obey. I breathe in slowly, trying to soften the tension threading through my body. Then I reach down and pick up another buttercup.

They’re from Elowen’s garden, these perfect flowers that have the most delicate blooms.

My fingers tremble as I reach for the first petal. I try to still them. I try to still myself.

But my control slips. My hand spasms. And the flower crumples in my palm.

Leo’s screams echo in my ear.

“Fuck!” I whisper, but it doesn’t matter. Not here. These men hear my whispered frustrations as if I’d stood up on the table, danced around, and sang them. Kiernan fumbles on his bloom at my whispered shout. He drops his damaged flower and starts over. Faelon, reading a book in the corner, flips to the next page without looking up. He acts like he didn’t notice, but he did. It’s only the four of us in this little room.

Caius comes to sit down next to me. His large, calloused hand settles over mine. I close my eyes against the wave of grief that reminds me of my father. “Leina⁠—”

I shove back from the table with enough force to topple my chair. The crack of the wood against stone is satisfying in a way the petals falling silently to the floor never could be.

Just two weeks ago, I would’ve given this training everything I had. But that was before.

I’ll never see Leo again. What’s the point?

I stab a finger at the curling petals on the ground. “Why is this even important?” I demand. “I don’t gently stab the Kher’zenn to death, do I?”

Faelon snorts a little in the corner but doesn’t look up from his book. I don’t know what he’s reading. The smooth leather binding doesn’t have a title, but he occasionally scratches out a note on the parchment.

“It’s about control, Leina. You want to have control over your emotions, don’t you?” Caius’ voice is steady, the kind that won’t rise to meet my anger. Instead, he’ll wait for me to bring it back down.

I cross my arms over my chest. A little flicker of embarrassment flames to life, but I squash it.

“I do have control. I haven’t thrown anyone across the room, have I?”

“Yet,” Faelon mutters from the corner, turning another page.

I shoot him a glare even as Caius rubs an exasperated hand over his face. “Not helping, son,” he mutters to Faelon. “You’re supposed to be learning to train a ward today, not hiding in the corner with your poems. This isn’t ‘Faelon’s free hour.’”

His tone carries a reprimand, but it’s softened with a hint of apology. Like he wishes he had more free hours to give him.

Faelon slaps his book closed and pushes himself out of the simple wooden chair he plopped himself in at dawn. He bends over to set the book on the ground, next to an open crate of buttercup blossoms. “You want to throw me across the room, Leina?”

Caius’ eyes go sharp, but I heave out a relieved breath and crack my neck, releasing some of the pressure of sitting for so long. Finally. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

Faelon grins, but it’s the kind that says you just walked into something, sister. It’s a look I know well. It’s a look Levvi shot my way dozens or even hundreds of times.

“Great. Come try,” he says as he rises from dealing with his book. “I’ll even fight you one handed.”

His posture is loose, casual, with one hand tucked behind his back. I’ve seen Faelon fight, though. He only looks lazy when he’s planning to make someone regret underestimating him.

Caius groans a little, but he doesn’t stop us. He steps back, arms crossed, watching like he already knows how this ends. Kiernan stops peeling petals to watch with wide eyes and a slight grin.

“You’ve got this, Leina!” Kiernan shouts.

I don’t think I do, actually. I roll my shoulders anyway. Anything is better than one more minute in that chair. “You sure?” I ask Faelon. “I’ve been known to punch above my weight.”

Faelon tilts his head. “You’ve also been known to punch first, think second.”

I lunge, trying to grab his arm, maybe sweep his legs. But he moves too fast, sidestepping me with an infuriating lack of effort. I spin to face him, and he just raises an eyebrow.

“Is that it?” he asks.

I growl and lunge at him again, more forcefully this time. He ducks, spins me around, and taps two fingers to the back of my neck before stepping neatly out of reach.

“Dead,” he says matter-of-factly. “Twice.”

“Shut up.”

“Nope.” He flashes me a grin. But then he holds up the hand he’d kept tucked behind his back. In it rests a perfect buttercup blossom, its petals open and unbruised. “You see this?”

I roll my eyes. “The flower? Yes.”

“This isn’t a flower,” he says. “It’s a baby. A Kher’zenn is holding it by the blanket, dangling it high in the air. It’s taunting you with the baby, Leina. The baby is crying. His arms are pumping, his legs kicking frantically. You have seconds to act. What do you do?”

I freeze. My mouth opens, but no words come out.

Because I see it. Not in this room, not with the table and petals littering the floor, Caius standing in front of me and Kiernan watching without blinking—but in Faelon’s eyes. Faelon’s not teasing anymore.

He’s there, in that moment. One with a baby dangling by a blanket.

Caius shifts. Not a word, not a sound, but tension radiates off him like heat. The way his jaw is clenched, the way he looks at that buttercup—he’s not watching a lesson. He’s watching a memory walk back into the room.

Faelon lets the flower drop.

My knees scrape stone. My palms slide. My hands form a cup in midair, like a prayer I didn’t know I was whispering.

I catch it. Of course I do. I’m as fast as the gods.

But the petals curl in on themselves from the pressure. I crushed it trying to save it.

And in the silence that follows, I can’t breathe. Faelon turns away. All I see are his boots returning to the corner, and his hands as he scoops up his book off the floor. Still, I don’t look up.

Caius crouches beside me. His voice is barely more than breath, but I know we all hear it. “It’s not about the flower, Leina. We’re trying to make sure that when something like that happens—and it will—you don’t crush the very thing you came to save.”

I don’t want to look at Caius. I don’t want to look at Faelon, either, once more on his uncomfortable wooden chair, one foot crossed over another on an unopened crate, immersed in his book.

I don’t want to look because I already know what’s there. It’s thick in the room.

Loss.

I stare down at the crushed petals in my hands and, for the first time all day, acknowledge that I’m not angry. Or at least, not only angry.

I’m terrified. I raise my eyes, and Caius is still crouching next to me. He offers me a fresh buttercup. Its petals are open like it still has faith in this awful, terrible world it bloomed into.

I don’t take it.

“Strength without control is just destruction, Leina,” Caius says. “Try again.”

I swallow hard.

My hands are still shaking. But I reach out anyway. He transfers the bloom with shocking gentleness—for one so large, one so strong, one so capable of devastation. It lands in my palms with a whisper. This time, I don’t crush it. I don’t let fear command my fingers, and I don’t let shame tighten my grip.

I stand slowly, careful not to jostle the delicate petals in my hands. Then I walk back to the table and take my place beside Kiernan, who’s begun sewing his petals. He’s pinching a gossamer strand between his teeth as he works to thread the impossibly tiny needle.

I swallow the dryness from my mouth. This time, I don’t think of Leo’s screams.

I think about what would happen if I’m ever sent to save him.

And what failure would look like if all I can create is destruction. I peel a single petal back from the bloom with a shuddering breath, but my fingers are shockingly steady. I deposit the one petal in my otherwise empty basket and just stare at it. It’s whole.

Caius claps a hand on my shoulder.

“Well done, Leina,” he says, and the pride in his voice fills the room.

Faelon looks up briefly from his book, that saucy grin back in place. “Let’s get that veil done so I can beat you up in the ring.”

I scoff, but it sounds weak, even to my ears. “I’ll put you on the floor someday.”

Faelon’s grin widens, but it’s not quite so arrogant this time. The teasing is still there, but so is something else. Something that reminds me so much of Levvi it makes me ache.

“I expect nothing less,” he replies.
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You ask why I hate him, so I’ll tell you. I hate him because he smiles with the same mouth that commands our chains. I hate him because his blood runs Faraengardian, and no matter how sweetly it sings to you, it was born from a land built on our broken backs.

You cannot trust one born of the enemy, Maeravel—not with your freedom, not with your heart.

Especially not with your heart.

Mother

	Letter from Zyrenna Kastrel, commander of the Selencian rebels, to her daughter, Maeravel Kastrel 





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Everyone from the youngest ward to the most senior archon is on edge, waiting restlessly for the relative safety that winter provides Faraengard. But fall hangs on with both hands, pushing everyone to their limits—in training, in patrols, and on watch duty.

Tonight, the training yard is almost empty, stripped down to nothing but shadows and the fading scent of dust and sweat. All the others drifted off hours ago toward the baths, the Crimson Feather, and other things easier than another hour of drills.

But Ryot and I stayed, fighting until we were both ragged. Now, the stars are out and the air bites colder against my skin with every passing minute. I sit on the ground, breath heaving, downing a flask of laomai before I fall over. Across from me, Ryot wipes down his blades.

“You’re getting faster,” Ryot says, his voice rough from too many hours shouting commands.

“Or you’re getting slower,” I say, a faint smile tugging at my mouth.

He exhales sharply—a sound that could be a laugh if he allowed it. But he won’t. I haven’t heard him laugh at all these last few weeks. He’s too wrapped up in all the things that can go wrong.

He finishes cleaning the last training blade, setting it carefully beside him.

“You’re getting harder to read. That’s good. It makes you harder to kill.”

“Harder to kill,” I echo. “It’s strange to think of that as a goal. Isn’t it?”

He rolls his broad shoulders and looks up at the stars. “In war, being hard to kill is everything. It means you get another day. Another chance to fight.”

I fall backward to the ground with a sigh, my eyes finding the heavens. “I’m not even sure what I’m fighting,” I admit. “Some days I’m clawing at nothing, for nothing.”

“You’re not clawing at nothing,” he says. “You’re still here. That can be enough for now.”

I don’t think he’s trying to comfort me with pretty words. He says it like it’s a truth.

“I miss them,” I confess, the words slipping past my lips before I can stop them. “My family, my parents, my brothers. But sometimes … Sometimes what I miss the most is who I was before all of this.”

“I miss my family, too,” he says quietly. “And I miss who I was when I was theirs.”

Maybe it’s the simple understanding in his answer that prompts more. “I used to think that if I could survive long enough, if I could endure, I could get back to her. The girl I used to be. How sad is that?”

He sighs, but it’s not one of exasperation. “It’s not sad, rebel girl, but you can’t go back. None of us can.”

I close my eyes, breathing against the ache in my chest. There’s a rustle in the dirt as he crosses the yard, and I don’t have to open my eyes to know he’s lain down next to me—the heat of him seeps into the ground, into the little bit of empty space between us. For a while, we just breathe. When I finally open my eyes, it’s to see the stars blink overhead.

They’re beautiful, but I can’t help but think they must be cold. Like the gods I don’t understand, they’re distant and uncaring, far away from a world that’s not theirs.

Next to me, Ryot shifts and our arms brush, in a brief, accidental touch that sends a shock of heat through the night’s chill. I ignore it.

“I don’t know who I’m supposed to be now,” I whisper.

“You don’t owe that answer to anyone. Not the archons. Not the gods. No one gets to decide that but you.”

I turn my head toward him. He’s already looking at me. Without thinking, I reach out and brush the backs of my fingers against his hand. At first, he doesn’t move, but then he shifts to turn his hand palm-up. His fingers curl loosely over my own, which rest on the jagged gash that marks him as mine.

A crash behind us shatters the moment. I snap my hand back as Ryot sits up and grabs his sword in one smooth motion. Faelon stands at the gate to our Ra’veth training area with his arms crossed.

“Am I interrupting?” Faelon asks, a shit-eating grin on his mouth.

Ryot sighs but climbs to his feet. “You’re always interrupting, Faelon.” Ryot slides his sword into the holster he wears on his back and then points a finger at me. “Get some rest. We leave for our patrol rotation tomorrow.”

I smirk up at him. “Yes, Master.”

His lips twitch before he turns to walk away. I’ve seen other wards—from other vanguards—get whipped for this kind of insolence, but Ryot likes it when I’m snarky.

He slaps Faelon on the shoulder as he walks past. “How was the Crimson Feather?”

Faelon’s grin widens. He shoves his hands in his pockets as he rocks back on his heels. “Oh, you know,” he says. “Full of bad decisions wrapped in beautiful packaging.”

Ryot grunts, and then he’s pushing out the gate and striding away. My gaze follows his retreating back until Faelon lets out a low whistle.

“You keep looking at him like that, and people are going to start making bets.”

Heat crawls up my neck. “Bets?” I ask, aiming for casual, but probably missing it by a league.

He smirks. “On how long it’ll take before one of you breaks—and then breaks the rules.”

I open my mouth to argue, but Faelon holds up a hand.

“Relax,” he says. “I won’t say anything. You two wouldn’t be the first to develop feelings around here. But a word of advice? Try to keep it casual. Loving someone gets you whipped harder than straight insubordination.”

I huff out a breath that’s part embarrassment, part exasperation. “Thanks for the unsolicited advice.”

“Anytime,” Faelon says, flashing a grin, but it falters a hair. He shifts his weight and slides a hand from his pocket. “Speaking of bad decisions.” He tosses an envelope at me. “This was handed to me at the Crimson Feather by a beautiful blue-eyed woman with the barest traces of a Selencian accent.” Faelon shrugs a shoulder casually, but his eyes are sharp and trained on me. “She asked me to give it to the new female Altor.”

A chill runs up my spine. A beautiful blue-eyed woman with a Selencian accent … He must mean Maeravel, the rebel commander’s daughter. There aren’t many beautiful Selencian girls left—most of their parents scar them before they grow so the soldiers don’t pay them much attention.

I clutch the envelope to my chest. “You didn’t know her?”

Faelon tilts his head, studying me. His grin is gone now. “I might’ve seen her once before, but I can’t be certain. She didn’t give me a name.”

His grin comes back, saucy and full of attitude. “She didn’t give me a kiss, either, can you believe?”

I huff a laugh, even as my fingers tighten on the letter. “Shocking, Faelon. Truly shocking.” I desperately try to ignore the way I want to rip open the envelope clutched in my hand.

He presses a hand dramatically to his chest. “It still hurts.” Faelon chuckles and winks, then turns to go inside, whistling low under his breath like he doesn’t have a care in the world. I wait until the whistle fades, until the air is still and the only sound is the steady drum of my own heart pounding in my ears.

Only then do I tear open the envelope. Inside, there’s a single sheet of parchment, written in a familiar, looping scrawl that makes my breath catch in my throat. Seb.

It’s written in the stilted, secret language my mother taught us, and the one her mother taught her. It’s one we used when the soldiers came to raid the villages, one that lives only in old prayers and even older songs.

Leina—

We’re safe. We found them. Leo’s become friends with a little girl named Bri.

I press a fist to my mouth, blinking hard against the sudden sting behind my eyes. They're alive. Seb and Leo are alive, and they’re safe. For now.

We have a chance, Leina. There’s an Altor here; his name is Aelric. He’s Maera’s husband, can you believe it? He’s found out for us that you’re safe, too, and I’m so relieved.

Oh, my gods. The missing Altor from my cast! My breath comes faster as I keep reading.

Aelric wants us to find all the information we can on the Kingdom of Aish. There’ve been no diplomatic ties between Aish and Faraengard, and he says we may need their support to succeed in the rebellion. He thinks you might be able to find out more in the Reckoning Hall.

All our love,

Seb

I jump to my feet, crumbling the letter in my hands. I’m tempted to keep it, but I toss it into a lantern as I turn the corner. I watch it burn—this one piece of my brothers I have. I don’t even shed a tear, because Archon Lyathin is right. The Synod is no place for false comforts.

And then I stride toward the Reckoning Hall. Ryot’s warning to get rest before our patrol echoes distantly in my mind, but I can’t rest. Not now.

Aish. All I know about it is that it’s an isolated, desert land that lies to the south of the Valespire Peaks.

But I’m going to find out more—right now.
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“The desert of Aish does not forgive, and neither do its people.”

	The Unspoken Histories, author unknown 





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The Ebonmere Sea stretches to the west in an endless blue that swallows the horizon. There’s no wind today, and the water is deceptively serene, but every so often the surface breaks to reveal what lies beneath—scales that flash silver and violet before sliding back under the water or a massive tail that slams against the serenity, creating waves that crash and roll.

Ahead, a cluster of spires pierce the surface. At first, I think it’s an outcropping of jagged rocks, but then one of the spires flexes and moves, revealing the long, armored back of some creature, basking half-asleep in the shallows.

“What is that?” I shout to Ryot, sitting in front of me as we glide through the air.

He follows my pointing finger out to the drifting mass of armored spines. It barely seems to notice us, but even from this height, I can sense its power, like a mountain slumbering.

“Sea-wardens,” he says. “They’re apparently as old as the Veil itself, if the stories are true.”

Einarr tilts his wings slightly, banking us farther inland, away from the creature.

“Don’t worry. They won’t bother with anything that flies. They’re lazy.”

The spined back drifts farther from view as Einarr beats his powerful wings.

We hug a jagged ribbon of cliffs and black sand beaches that stretch along the coastline. Watchtowers rise from the rocks. Ryot raises a hand to acknowledge the guards, always standing near massive pyres—each of them ready to light a signal that traces all the way back to the Synod. It’s a warning system if any of the Kher’zenn make it this far south, though I’m told they usually don’t. There hasn’t been a sighting down this far in over a decade.

I hunch lower, pressing myself against Ryot, the cold wind of the higher altitude cutting through the thickness of my leather. My brain is fuzzy, but it’s not the altitude, the cold, or Einarr’s speed that’s making me dizzy. It’s exhaustion. My eyelids start to droop again—I was in the Reckoning Hall until dawn broke through the windows, though I didn’t find anything helpful. No old treaties, no formal records, no information on the culture, on historic trade, or even the language that’s spoken in Aish. Only a warning that the Aish were too proud to kneel before the gods, and an old notice that any Aishan spies discovered in Faraengard would be executed.

My eyes close, and my body slides. Ryot jerks around at the movement, catching the edge of my fur coat.

“By the Veil, Leina—!” Ryot snaps, hauling Einarr into a tight, banking turn that makes my stomach lurch. He curses. “Did you stay up all night with Faelon?”

I grimace, cheeks burning under the cold. “No—” But I stop, because it’s only technically true. I did stay up all night.

Ryot doesn't wait for an explanation. He motions Einarr into a sharp descent, heading for a narrow strip of rocky cliffs below. Einarr rumbles, but he sweeps down in a steep glide that forces me to cling tighter to Ryot’s back.

We hit the ground hard, the beast’s hooves skidding against the loose gravel before he settles with a huff that sends a cloud of sand into the air. Ryot swings off in one fluid motion, then rounds on me as I half-climb, half-stumble to the ground.

“You need to start listening to orders.” His voice is biting. “It’s not safe to be on patrol and sliding off your faravar out of exhaustion.”

I open my mouth to protest, but he cuts me off with a sharp gesture.

“I don’t care why. I don’t care if you were up drinking or fighting or writing damn poetry in the barracks.” Einarr snorts behind him, stamping a hoof against the stone as if to add his own agreement.

“I’m sorry,” I manage. “It won’t happen again.”

“Good,” he says. “Because on patrol, we’re on our own. Any mistake could be your last.”

He turns back to Einarr, running a gloved hand down the faravar’s neck with a touch far gentler than his voice.

“Are we stopping for the day?” We’ve only been flying for about six hours. We were supposed to go until nightfall.

“Well, we’re certainly not flying further if you’re going to fall into the ocean. Einarr doesn’t like getting wet. He won’t go in after you.” Einarr paws the ground and glares at me.

“Good to know where I rank.” I shift my weight, wincing at the stiffness in my thighs. My legs are quivering from the hours spent on Einarr’s back—and we didn’t even make half the time we were supposed to. I stretch out my legs, first one and then the other. “How long does it normally take to get used to riding?”

Ryot smirks at me, like he’s glad I’m being punished somehow. “You won’t get used to it until you have your own beast.” Even still, he comes over to my corner of our rocks and gestures to a mostly flat section of the cliff. “Sit down.”

I know a command when I hear one. My lips tilt. “Yes, Master.”

His eyes flash, but he says nothing—just waits, arms crossed, until I lower myself onto the flattest section of the rock. Once I sit, the stiffness hits harder, a deep ache in my thighs and calves that makes me inhale sharply. Without a word, Ryot crouches in front of me. His gloves are already stripped off and tucked into his belt, and his hands—callused, scarred, steady—close around my right calf.

I jolt, instinctively trying to pull away, but his grip tightens—not painful, but firm enough to hold me there.

"Stay still," he mutters, and starts working the muscle with slow, sure pressure. I squeeze my eyes shut for a second as he finds the worst knot on my inner thigh and pushes into it with his thumb. Pain flares, bright and hot, before it bleeds out into something that almost feels like relief. I exhale, shuddering slightly when he moves to the other leg. Einarr stands nearby, watching the horizon with the kind of patience only a faravar possesses, tail flicking lazily in the breeze.

“You won’t get used to it overnight,” Ryot says after a minute.

He presses into the top of my thigh, and I gasp as the ache there unknots under his touch. It’s an intimate thing, being massaged by a man, but it isn’t sexual at all. He’s clinical about it, doing it only to release my pain.

Still, the closeness hums between us. His thumb circles once more, before sliding up along my thigh, checking for tightness. It’s the kind of attention I’ve only ever seen him give to his weapons or Einarr.

“You hide it well,” he says.

“Hide what?”

He doesn’t look up, just digs into a cramping muscle in my thigh. “How much it hurts.” His lips curl upward in the hint of a smile, and he raises his gaze to meet mine. “I’m not so old I don’t remember how much it hurts.”

I grin a wicked smile, despite myself. “You’re what, forty?”

Ryot makes a wounded sound. “I’m thirty-one.”

I widen my eyes, feigning shock. “Gods, you’re practically ancient. Should we be worried about your back giving out mid-flight?”

His hands still on my thigh for half a heartbeat. Then he presses into a particularly sore knot hard enough to make me yelp.

“Mind your tongue,” he says dryly, but there’s a glint of amusement in his midnight-blue eyes now. “This old man’s the one keeping you from falling into the sea, remember?”

I huff a laugh, the sound slipping out before I can catch it. The ache in my legs is still there, but it’s manageable. The ache in my chest ... That's something else entirely.

He withdraws his hand from my leg but stays there, squatting in front of me, the sea wind pulling the strands of his hair loose from his half-up ponytail. The far-off crash from the waves, Einarr, the biting wind—it all falls away to leave only the thrum of something fragile rising between us.

I panic, my mind scrambling for a distraction for us both.

“So,” I blurt, my voice too loud, too sharp. “What do you know about Aish?”

Ryot blinks once, as if reeling himself back from wherever his thoughts had gone. Not to Aish, clearly. The corner of his mouth twitches—whether in amusement or irritation, I can’t tell—but he lets me have the escape without comment. He stands, his movements smooth. His legs aren’t sore at all, the bastard.

“As much as anyone,” he says. “Which isn’t much.”

“Why is that? Why do we know so little about them?”

Ryot’s gaze turns southward, where—somewhere past the Valespire Peaks that cut through the land like a scar the gods made—lies Aish.

“They don’t trade. They won’t accept ambassadors or envoys. They won’t even communicate about the Kher’zenn. It’s always been that way.”

“But why?” I press. “There has to be a reason.”

He pauses, turning back to me. “Why do you want to know?”

I scowl at him. “I’m a serf who is just now learning about the entire world. I want to know it all.” It’s the truth, but it’s also not … and given the way his face shutters, and he turns back to Einarr, I think he knows.

“We’ll make camp here for the night,” he says. He starts to pull a meal for Einarr from his bag. He’s halfway to unfastening it when Einarr’s ears flick forward, his whole body tensing.

The great beast lets out a low, vibrating sound—a warning that Ryot heeds immediately.

He slides his sword from his back and scans the horizon. I follow his lead, hand cradling my scythe as I rise from the rock.

Einarr steps once to the side, angling his body between us and the open cliffs, wings half-spread, shielding us.

Ryot’s eyes narrow.

“There,” he murmurs, voice barely a breath.

I follow his gaze south. Two pale shapes skimming the air above the waves, winged and wrong, their movements too sharp, too unnatural to belong to anything born of this world.

Draegoths.

My heart kicks hard against my ribs, and my deadened fingers tingle.

Even at this distance, I can see the glint of their clawed feet, the savage curve of their tails slicing the air behind them, and the way the air seems to tremble in their wake.

Ryot shifts his weight, calculating.

“They haven’t seen us yet,” he says.

Einarr lets out another low sound, a growl trapped in his chest.

“What do we do?” I whisper, my fingers tight around the snath of my scythe.

Ryot’s jaw clenches, and he looks at me and then Einarr. I can see the calculations he’s making—two Altor, but one of them untrained. And we have one faravar against two draegoths.

“If they turn west toward Morendahl, we stay down.” His voice is clipped and precise. “But if they follow the coast …”

He doesn’t finish, and he doesn’t need to. If they follow the coast, they’re looking for something to kill.

The creatures sweep closer. They’re not headed for Morendahl.

He points toward a small cave behind us, tucked into the rocks. “Hide in there.”

I stare at him, aghast. “I’m not letting you fight them alone!”

He gives me a little shake. “For once in your life, Leina, listen to fucking orders. You don’t have a faravar. It will be impossible to fight them with both of us on Einarr’s back. And if they see you here, grounded, you’re dead.”

I nod, throat too tight to speak, hating the logic in his words. I back into the mouth of the cave, my scythe gripped against my chest. Ryot doesn’t wait for more. He vaults onto Einarr’s back in one practiced movement, and then they’re airborne. The Kher’zenn spot their dark black shadows against the bright, blue sky instantly.

They peel off from their flight path to angle toward him. Einarr wheels once, then twice, drawing them farther from the cliff—farther from me. When they’re in range, Einarr dives and Ryot’s sword slices through the air, aiming for the first creature.

But the second one doesn’t follow Ryot. He jerks his draegoth around, toward me. I force myself to breathe, pressing back against the rough stone as the Kher’zenn smiles. He knows I’m here.

The draegoth dives in a spin, but the mouth of my cave is too narrow and far too low for a draegoth to wedge itself fully inside. I scramble backward, swinging my scythe in warning as I go.

The draegoth manages to get its head inside the cave. It snaps its teeth at me, but it can’t reach me—not without bringing the rocks down on us both. The Kher’zenn, though, slides from the back of his creature.

He lands with a grace that’s wrong in its perfection. He’s tall—taller than Ryot—and lean, his armor a strange weave of metal and leather. His hair is a silvery white, falling long around his shoulders, and his eyes⁠—

His pale eyes catch mine and hold. He’s beautiful in a way that’s not meant for mortals. Something unseen tugs at me, deep in my chest, threading through my ribs and pulling me toward him. I tighten my grip on my scythe, digging my boots into the rock.

No. Not this time.

I plant my feet and swing.

The Kher’zenn slips sideways with an inhuman ease, my scythe missing his throat by a hair. He doesn’t draw a weapon. He doesn’t even seem alarmed. He watches me with an expression that’s curious.

I swing again, aiming to sweep his legs out from under him. He jumps effortlessly, impossibly high, and lands a few paces closer to me.

“Leina Haverlyn,” he says, his tone an admonishment.

I stiffen. How does he know my name?

“You don’t have to fight.” He tilts his head in a way that’s more animal than human. “I have a message for you.”

I keep the scythe between us, edging back toward the deeper shadows of the cave. It’s only then that I realize the swirling, silver text on my scythe is glowing. But I can’t inspect it now.

“A message? Seems doubtful, as we don’t share any acquaintances.”

His pale lips curl into something that might be a smile. “Don’t we?”

I lunge, swinging the scythe in a vicious arc. He ducks, moving almost too fast to track. His hand snaps out, catching the snath near the blade with his bare hand. I wrench the scythe free with a snarl, driving the butt of it into his ribs. He grunts, stumbling back, but it’s not enough—not nearly enough. He’s already regaining his balance, but this time, he pulls the shredwhip free of his belt and snaps it with a deafening crack.

A roar splits the air.

The draegoth at the cave mouth rears, its massive head swinging wildly. Einarr’s wings beat the air in a thunderous gust as Ryot drives his sword deep into the base of the creature’s skull. Blood sprays, dark and hot, and the draegoth collapses with a crash, blocking the cave mouth with its dead weight.

He snaps his head toward the entrance, distracted.

I don’t waste it.

I drive forward, scythe arcing upward in a two-handed strike. The blade finds his chest, punching through with a wet, scraping sound. The Kher’zenn simply stares at me, his pale eyes wide with something like wonder.

“She will find you,” he whispers.

Then he collapses at my feet, blood pooling black in the dim light.

I stagger back, gasping, my hands slick on the handle, my whole body weak with an exhaustion that’s beyond the physical. Behind me, Ryot calls my name—but it’s distant, like he’s calling from across a vast, endless space. Something swirls around me, brushing against my skin like a living thing.

“Leina!” Ryot’s voice cuts through the fog that’s surrounded my brain. “Sweet Serephelle, you’re pale as death and cold as the frost. Did it touch you?”

His hands cup my cheeks, rough and unsteady, his blessed warmth seeping into my skin. The world is tilted sideways—but Ryot is an anchor in the chaos, his blue eyes blazing.

“I’m fine,” I rasp, though my knees threaten to buckle underneath me.

His fingers tighten almost painfully on my face.

“Don’t lie to me.”

“Really, I—” I stop, take a deep breath. I place my hands on top of his, to calm us both. “He didn’t touch me.”

He holds me there, his forehead almost touching mine, breathing hard. His thumbs brush over my cheekbones, slow and reverent, as if he's trying to memorize every line of me—proof that I am still here, still breathing.

“I thought you—” He breaks off, his jaw clenching. “When I saw it diving for the cave⁠—”

“I know,” I whisper.

He lets out a shuddering breath and presses closer, until our foreheads touch. His scent—leather, adamas, the faintest hint of cinnamon—grounds me more firmly than the cave floor beneath my boots. He tangles one hand in my hair and another grasps under my chin, angling my face toward him. Our lips are a hairsbreadth apart. I can’t help the way my hands grip his shoulders, trying to pull him closer.

Einarr snorts and stomps outside, frantic because he can’t see his Altor. Ryot pulls back, just a hair.

“You scared the hells out of me,” he says, voice so low and raw it scrapes at the hollow places inside me.

“You scared me, too, charging into the air like that.”

He draws back further, and his brow draws into a quizzical line. “How did it know you were in here?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t draw their attention. He—” I stop again, terrified to put this into words. “He knew my name, Ryot.”

He stiffens, the hand still braced against my cheek going rigid.

“What?” he says, voice dropping.

“He knew my name,” I whisper again, like maybe saying it softer will make it less real.

Ryot's jaw clenches so tightly I can see the muscle twitch. His hand drops from my face, only to hold my shoulder instead, grounding me with the weight of his touch.

Behind us, Einnar stomps around, trying to squeeze himself into the narrow opening of the cave, around the draegoth. Get out here, he seems to say. The scent of the creature’s blood is thick in the air, metallic and wrong in a sweet, cloying way.

Ryot looks me over again, from the crown of my head to the tip of my boots. “Can you ride?”

“Yes,” I lie, because the truth is I don’t think my legs could carry me ten feet—but I would drag myself through the dirt before I slowed him down.

He gives me a tight nod, then reaches down and retrieves my scythe from where it clattered to the stone when he grabbed me. He slides it onto his own back. Without another word, he turns, pulling us past the dead creature sprawling across the cave’s entrance.

“Are we continuing on?” I ask.

“No. We’re going back to report to the Synod that the Kher’zenn are hunting. And that they know your godsdamn name.”

He swings us both onto Einarr’s back, but he doesn’t put me behind him, the way a second rider would usually sit in formation. Instead, he tucks me in front of him, against his chest. He wraps one arm around me as Einarr launches us into the air, the beast’s massive body trembling from either exhaustion or rage. I’m guessing rage.

Ryot tightens his hold on me, his palm spread over my stomach. I give into temptation and lean back, resting my head against his chest. My heartbeat eases, my breathing slows, as the wind slices through my hair and Einarr’s feathers. I know the danger hasn’t passed. It’s only distant. But here, against Ryot, the chaos of it is muted, like it can’t quite reach me.

A dozen words skim the edge of my mind, as I try to name the sensation unfurling through my body. Relief. Gratitude. Exhaustion.

But none of them are quite right. I sift through the fragile, half-formed pieces of my thoughts, trying to understand it, trying to pin it down, and when realization dawns, it almost knocks the breath from my lungs.

I feel safe. Not because the world has stopped trying to tear itself apart or because the danger is gone. No, I feel safe because of him.

The last time I felt this way, I was a child—small and unknowing, tucked between my parents’ sides, their voices murmuring soft stories into the dark, protecting me from the worst of the world’s cruelty. Before I learned how easily everything can be ripped away, before I learned safety is just a pretty lie we weave for children to ward against nightmares.

I close my eyes, pressing in closer to Ryot’s chest, letting the steady rise and fall of his breathing be enough.

For now, I let myself believe the lie again.
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“Chaos is not blind. She watches. She listens.”

	Faraengardian folklore 





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


The darkness isn’t as suffocating this time.

It’s not dragging me down like mud. It’s more like water, something I can swim through. So I do. I kick forward, and cut through the black with my arms, weightless and soundless. My breath moves easily, even though there’s no air. No pressure. Cold that hums against my skin—not cruel, not sharp. Somewhere distant, there’s wind. A low, endless howl that doesn’t quite touch me, but still makes my chest tighten. There’s no light here, but I’m not afraid. It’s just that nothing wants to be seen.

Until something does. A flicker. A figure.

I stop swimming and float until I can make out the shape in the darkness.

It’s Ryot. He’s sitting on a jagged stone outcropping that juts from nothing, his back to me. He’s shirtless, scars a pale map across his shoulder blades, and his head is bowed like he’s listening for something. Or praying.

“Ryot?” My voice skips, a stone across the water. The sound of it sends out soft ripples in this water-like darkness.

Ryot lifts his gaze, and his midnight-blue eyes are lit from within—blue embers smoldering at the end of a fire. Or the beginning of it. “What are you doing here?” he asks me.

I walk—swim?—forward, my limbs moving without resistance, like the darkness is holding me up instead of dragging me down.

“Dreaming,” I tell him. “But this is much nicer than my normal dreams.”

He kind of smirks, and that, at least, is the same even here. “Agreed,” he says.

His gaze lingers on me as I leave the blanket of darkness behind and then his eyes heat, like those embers caught fire. I look down to find I’m naked.

I laugh. “Well, at least this is a dream. Otherwise, this might be awkward.”

His smile finally breaks through—real, crooked, and far too pleased. “If it helps, I’m not complaining.”

I sit next to him on the rocks. There’s something familiar about this place, but I don’t know what it is. It’s hazy, covered in mist. I can’t make it out. But I’m not worried about it. I’m more interested in him.

“Tell me something about yourself. Something no one knows,” I demand.

His smile fades—not in a bad way, just in that quiet, serious Ryot way that says he’s thinking. “You don’t ask easy things, do you?”

“I thought we established that easy isn’t really our thing.”

That earns a soft huff of a laugh, but he doesn’t look at me. He leans forward, forearms braced on his knees, fingers laced loosely together. The embers in his eyes have dimmed—not gone cold, simply banked.

“Something no one knows…” he repeats, then goes silent long enough that I almost take it back. Finally, he says, “I’m afraid of deep water.”

“Seriously?”

He nods, mouth twitching like he knows exactly how strange that sounds coming from someone who’s wrestled death demons and climbed gods-cursed mountains.

“You can’t see the bottom,” he explains. “You never know what’s down there. Could be nothing. Could be everything.”

I kick my feet against the rocks, and the darkness circles like water. “But you still swim?”

“Of course, but I hate every second of it.”

I bump his shoulders with mine. “I thought you were fearless,” I tease.

He cuts me a sidelong glance, the corner of his mouth lifting. “I’m afraid of plenty of things, but I don’t let the fear control me.”

“That's the difference between cowards and warriors?”

He meets my gaze fully now. “No. That’s the difference between survivors and ghosts.”

And just like that, the mist feels a little heavier, a little closer. Still, I’m not cold. I could never be cold when he’s looking at me like that.

I lean forward, close enough that my lips hover over his. He doesn’t pull away, doesn’t move at all. He watches me, like he’s waiting to see if I’ll really do it. His eyes are a dare.

So, of course, I do. I press my lips against his, firmly. I’m surprised by the realness of it, the way his mouth moves with mine. It’s not a hungry kiss, not desperate. It’s quiet, careful, as if we’re both afraid to break this spell we’re under, afraid the dream itself might shatter if we press too hard.

His lips are warm—warmer than they have any right to be in this place of shadows and mist. One of his hands rises, hesitates, then finally finds my jaw, his thumb grazing the edge of my cheekbone. I pull back a little, enough to see his eyes. They’re burning now—no longer embers, but full flame.

“I’ve never had a dream this sweet,” I whisper.

“I’ve never had anything this sweet,” he murmurs back.

My breath catches, and I reach my own hand forward to touch him.

But then I’m falling. Backward. Upward. He reaches for me. I think.

“Leina!”

The darkness breaks apart. Or maybe it comes together.
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“The Altor are sworn to the Synod alone. They may not marry, sire, or bond beyond these walls. Their lives are given in service to the Eternal Wars; their deaths are offered as tribute to the gods. There is no room for other vows.”

	The Annals of the Winged, a canon text in the Synod Reckoning Hall 





CHAPTER THIRTY


Cold slaps me in the face.

Literally.

I jolt upright with a choking gasp, ice water dripping down my neck and soaking into my blanket. My short hair is plastered to my forehead, my tunic clinging to my skin.

“What in the—Leif!”

He’s standing over me with an empty bucket and a completely unrepentant look on his face.

“By the gods, Leina,” he says, shaking his head and tossing the bucket into the corner, “you can’t sleep that deeply. You’re a warrior, not a stone.”

“I was exhausted,” I grumble, peeling the wet blanket off my chest and glaring up at him.

“We’re all exhausted, all the time. You still can’t sleep like that. I called your name five times. Shook you. Poked you with my sword.”

“You what?”

“Gently!” he says, throwing his hands up. “You think I’m reckless with sharp adamas before I’ve even had coffee?”

I groan and swing my legs over the side of the cot, water dripping off my shirt. Godsdammit. I’ve been in the barracks for nearly two months, and this is the first time I wasn’t the first one awake. With “you’re an abomination” Tyrston nearby, half the time I don’t think I sleep at all.

And, unfortunately, now that we know the Kher’zenn are hunting me, I’ve not been allowed to escape the barracks to go on any more patrols. Not until winter is finally here, though there’ve been no more attacks.

“You could’ve shaken me harder.”

“I did! You growled and rolled over. And then mumbled something about swimming in the darkness and Ryot and kissing⁠—”

“Leif!” I jump up on my tiptoes to slap my hand over his mouth, looking over his shoulder to find we’re the only ones left in the barracks. The heat of a flush spreads up my chest and my neck until it warms my cheeks. Sweet Serephelle, I had a sex dream about Ryot.

Leif smirks, taking a dramatic step back. “Sounded like a great dream. I wouldn’t want to wake up either.”

I grab at my holsters and my weapons, my hands clumsy, like they’re still swimming around in the darkness. I fumble the buckles—twice—before I get them latched. “You better hope I forget this by the time I’m holding a blade.”

He grins, already halfway to the door. “You’ll thank me when you’re not doing laps up Godswatch Peak for being late.”

“Wait—what day is it?”

“Weapons training,” he calls. “And if you don’t get all that—” he gestures broadly to the chaotic mess of me trying to strap on my scythe, half-dressed and still dripping wet, “—together in the next twenty seconds, we’re going to be very, very late.”

I curse under my breath, dragging on my boots. The holster strap refuses to buckle properly, so I give up and carry the damn scythe. Leif’s already out the door. By the time I catch up with him I’m a little out of breath, and Leif looks a lot more serious, the thrill of waking me up with a bucket of ice water apparently gone. The corridors are empty as we make our way toward the training grounds. We really are the last ones out.

“You know the part in your vows,” he starts, voice quieter now, more careful, “about forsaking your family?”

“Yeah,” I say dryly. “I think I remember the part where I bind my life to the gods and give up everything I’ve ever loved or wanted. That bit really sticks with you.”

He flushes a little, but nods. “Right, well. About that.”

His eyes skirt to me before he looks forward again, avoiding my gaze. “The Synod doesn’t mean forsaking your past family. They mean forsaking any family—past, present, or future.”

I crinkle my brow a little in confusion. Any kind of family is the last thing on my mind. I’m not exactly daydreaming about little scythe-wielding toddlers.

“So?” I ask him.

He clears his throat awkwardly but stops. He looks down at the floor, his cheeks flushed. This must be serious if he’s going to risk being late.

“Altor aren’t allowed to have relationships,” he says. “We’re not allowed the distractions of anything serious, of anything … emotional.”

I frown. “Okay. I wasn’t exactly planning to settle down and raise goats, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“That’s not what I’m getting at,” he says, and finally looks at me. “You’ve been spending time with Ryot.”

“Well, yeah. He’s my master.”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I mean.”

I flush now, because I do. I don’t want to talk about it. I open my mouth, then close it.

“Leina, I’m not judging. But I am warning you.”

“I don’t need⁠—”

“Yes. Yes, you do.” His voice is firmer now. “Look, you wouldn’t be the first two to couple off. But I don’t think it’s an easy life. And if something were to happen between you two—something real—it wouldn’t end in anything good. Not for you. Not for him.”

I exhale sharply, turning my eyes forward. “Nothing’s happening.”

“Maybe not yet,” he says.

“It’s the bond from the unnaming ceremony,” I say. “It’s stirred up all these feelings. You know?”

Leif looks at me like I sprouted wings. “No,” he says, flatly. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“When you mixed blood with Thalric, you didn’t like, change a little? You can’t feel him?”

Leif’s eyebrows wing straight up into his hairline. “I’m sorry. What?”

Now it’s my turn be confused. “You know. Like a … current? An awareness? A weird sense that he’s close, or⁠—”

“Leina,” he cuts in. “No. I cannot feel Thalric because of the unnaming ceremony. The cuts are just symbolic.”

My stomach knots. “Oh.”

Leif narrows his eyes. “Wait. You can feel Ryot?”

“No!” I say, far too fast. “Not—no. Not feel him. Just … sense him. Maybe. Occasionally.”

Leif’s looking more bewildered and freaked out by the second, and now panic rises in my chest at the realization that this connection isn’t normal, isn’t part of the oath.

“I’ve had weird dreams my whole life,” I tell him. “It’s nothing. It’s always nothing.”

He looks at me doubtfully.

“It’s nothing,” I say again, and I ignore the hint of desperation that lines my voice.

We both jolt when the door to the training grounds bangs open, and one of the men from Atherclad stalks inside, Tyrston on his heels.

His gaze falls on me, and it’s not kind. “Do you two have permission to be late?” he growls at us. Tyrston glares behind the man’s back, like he’d be glad to watch us receive a whipping.

Leif turns on his heel toward the door. “Yes,” he says curtly, and shoves open the door to the training grounds, dragging me behind him. I think Leif is even more nervous about Tyrston than I am. The other ward definitely doesn’t like me, but for the most part we barely see each other.

The Atherclad man grumbles something about how soft Stormriven is as we dart past him, and Tyrston’s vicious eyes follow us until the door closes. We break into a run when we both see that the grounds are full, morning meal well and truly over. Godsdammit, making it through a full day of training without a meal is going to be a bitch.

We sprint toward the Rav’eth section, and skid to a stop when we burst through the iron gate to find the session is in full swing—literally.

Nyrica’s in the ring, lazily striking arcs with his axe as Faelon circles him with his daggers. Faelon darts in and out, his footwork smooth and taunting, each strike designed to irritate more than injure. To the side, Kiernan’s soaked in sweat, chest heaving as he powers through a round of pushups. His shirt’s discarded, and his skin is streaked with dust. Kiernan’s the only one who looks over at us when we enter.

Of course, Thalric still doesn’t miss us.

“You’re late,” he clips, arms crossed. He doesn’t turn around.

We don’t answer. There’s no excuse worth giving, and he wouldn’t listen even if there was. Leif peels off toward the weapons racks, already reaching for the cover that will blunt his blade. I follow, scythe still clutched in my hand because I never did get it holstered properly.

In the ring, Faelon and Nyrica are still going. Faelon ducks under a wild swing, rolls, and pops back up grinning like this is the best part of his day. Nyrica doesn’t chase him. He pivots, lets the axe drag through the dirt, and waits for Faelon to try something clever again.

I grip my scythe a little tighter, trying to focus, to breathe, but my eyes betray me. They drag toward Ryot. He’s off to the side, talking with Caius. But he’s … off, somehow. His posture is too stiff, not fluid at all. He turns to me, jerkily, like he can feel the heat from my gaze.

“Leina,” he says.

I incline my head, careful to keep my expression blank, neutral. Not that it stops my pulse from slamming against my ribs like a war drum.

“Master,” I answer.

I don’t miss the way his eyes narrow, the way his midnight blue eyes bleed into storm black.

Before I can make sense of it, Faelon comes flying out of the ring in a spectacular arc and lands in the dirt at my feet with a grunt.

“That was cheating!” He groans out, holding his hand to his side.

“All is fair in love and war, boy,” comes Nyrica’s clichéd reply. He twirls that axe in his hand and flashes his dimples at us. “Who’s next?”

Ryot calls his blunted sword from the weapons rack, and the whoosh of it sliding through the air cuts through the busy yard, bringing all chatter and motion to a stop.

“Me and Leina,” he says. “She has something to learn today.”

My palms go damp on my scythe, and it almost slips from my grasp. “What’s that, Master?”

He stalks toward me, furious. “That this isn’t a game. That every single man here has already risked their life for you, and they’ll have to do it again. The least you can do is be on fucking time.”

My scythe nearly slips from my grasp, but it’s not nerves now. It’s rage. Anger twists my insides, snarling in my chest like a beast rattling its cage. He’s been harder on me since the patrol a month ago.

But godsdammit, in the last two months I’ve lost my parents. I left my brothers behind, swore to forsake them. I was kidnapped—by him. I’ve killed in cold blood, and been beaten, cut, and strangled. I’ve survived an encounter with a goddess. Been deprived of sleep. And somehow walked away from not one, but two encounters with death demons.

And he’s upset that I slept five fucking minutes past sunrise?

I step into the ring, boots grinding into the packed dirt, and try to breathe past the thudding of my pulse. Ryot’s broadsword gleams under the morning sun, slung easily in his hand, as if it weighs nothing, though adamas is the heaviest of metals. He rolls his shoulders back and angles his stance, all calm brutality and simmering command.

I grip my scythe tightly. “I’m here now,” I say again, voice flat, masking the storm inside me. “Let’s train.”

He nods once—and then he moves.

Like the last time I fought him, he’s there and gone. The first strike is a feint—his blade comes in low before pivoting up in a wide, arcing slash. I jump back, barely clearing it, and my scythe swings up instinctively to block the follow-through. The force of his blow jostles my grip and sends vibrations up my arms.

“Don’t block me like I’m your equal,” he snaps. “I’m stronger. I’m bigger. That’s not how you win.”

I grit my teeth and spin, letting the scythe arc around me. He steps out of reach.

“Use the length of the scythe,” he says, circling me. “Don’t pull in close unless you want to die.”

I swing again, wide and clean. He ducks under it and barrels toward me, shoving me with his shoulder and knocking me off balance. I stumble, catch myself, and whirl back into position.

“You’ve got speed,” he growls. “So move. You stay still too long, you die. Again.”

He charges, his blade coming down. I pivot and swing my weapon in a sweeping arc toward his legs. It whistles through the air. I nearly nick him before I realize my scythe isn’t blunted for training yet. I abort the swing.

He’s livid, but not that I nearly hit him.

He’s furious that I missed.

“Disarm me, Leina. Swing wide. Cut the angle. Take my weapon, or I take your life.”

His next swing comes hard, and I duck low, sliding beneath it. My scythe lashes out. He hops back, but only barely.

“That’s better,” he says.

We crash again—his blade meets my shaft with a resounding crack. I twist, using the curve of the scythe to hook his sword, like he’s been teaching me.

He yanks it free before I can leverage it. “Faster.”

I’m panting now, arms trembling. I strike high, then low, then pivot around his left side and drag the scythe across in a tight arc aimed for his wrist.

He grunts and jerks back.

I almost smile. Then he slams the flat of his blade into my thigh. Pain lances through with enough force to drop me. I hit the dirt, gasping for breath, hands white-knuckled on my thigh.

He stands over me, breathing hard.

“This is what failure feels like,” he says, voice low and rough. “This is what it feels like when you’re too slow. When you miss your shot. When your hesitation gets someone killed.”

I stare up at him, breathing hard. I want to scream that I’m trying, that I’ve lost too much, that I’m holding everything together with frayed threads and stubbornness. I want to cry.

But I don’t. Instead, I try to stand. My leg buckles, sending me back into the dirt.

He tosses a thick, leather-bound book to the ground beside me. It lands in the dust with a solid thud.

“You’re done with weapons training for the day,” he says. “Go to Elowen and have her do something about that leg. While you’re there, study. If you can’t outmatch their strength, outthink them.”

I slide my bad leg out to the side and use my good leg to come to standing. “Yes, Master.”

There’s a flicker in his eyes, but this time it’s not heat. It’s regret, maybe. It’s there and gone so fast I don’t know.

He turns to Leif with jerking movements. “Get her there.”

Leif moves to wrap an arm around my waist. I take the support, because if I don’t, I’ll eat more dirt.

But I’m not humiliated. I’m furious.

I hold the book with dirty fingers. After Leif and I turn the corner, I look at it.

The Treatise on Tactical Collapse. I’ll learn everything inside this damn thing.

So next time, I’m the one knocking him into the dirt.
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“The one thing I have learned about the gods in my paltry three centuries of existence is this: When you are nothing but vast power, when you are eternal, change is a threat. Change means you can lose. Change means you can fall. But this—this is change. A blessing where there should be none. A Selencian girl where there should be silence. A call stirring where the Veil should be still.

Why now? Why her? Why Selencia?

What do the gods want?

And why am I the only one asking?”

	E 





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Sleep is a gift here, not a certainty, and I should grab onto it with both hands and give thanks to the gods that I’ve found myself in my bed at lights out. I should drift away, restless or not, and let sleep heal my newest spattering of bruises, cuts, and aching muscles. Instead, I toss and turn in my little cot, trying to block out the reek of unwashed bodies—why these boys don’t bathe regularly, I cannot fathom. Kiernan says he’s too exhausted at the end of the day, but to me, the warm water of the baths and the lavender soaps Elowen has started making for me are a balm on my aching muscles and bruised soul, even if I have to wait until all the men are done before I take my turn.

As always, I have one dagger strapped to my thigh, and another fisted under my pillow. My grip on it is tight until Tyrston’s glares stop as his eyes close, as his breath evens out and he starts to snore. Normally, that snore is my lullaby and eases me into a restless, dream-filled slumber.

But not tonight.

Tonight, I slip out from under my thin blanket, careful not to shift the frame of the cot. The cold stone floor shocks my bare feet, but I don’t put my boots on—they’d wake every man and boy in this room. Instead, I silently grab the book Ryot gave me and make my way out of the barracks. I lift the hinges of the door, barely, to stop the creak. I figured that out weeks ago, experimenting with both opening and closing it while all the boys were at dinner.

I move through the hallways like a whisper. The torches are out, but moonlight spills through the arrow-slit windows that guide me to the Reckoning Hall, the room where old scrolls go to die. It smells like parchment and forgotten things. I open this door silently, too, but this time I push down on the hinges. I sneak in here as often as I can, sifting through scrolls and maps and leather-bound books. I’ve not found much that’s interesting, really.

Most of the real library, I’ve been told, is locked away with the priests in the temple at the base of Elandors Veil. Here, they left us the military texts—things that teach you how to die better.

Tonight, though, I don’t dig into Aish or study the maps.

I move between the shelves, careful not to bump the warped wooden cases. A single stub of a candle waits for me in the corner under a window, tucked beside an overturned crate of brittle scrolls no one’s touched in years. I crouch beside it and strike flint against the wick. I don’t need it, not really. Even without the light, I could read the pages—one of the perks of being an Altor. But it helps me focus on the book that’s been burning a hole through my thoughts this entire week.

I tuck myself behind the crate and start reading the Treatise on Tactical Collapse.

It’s not like any book I’ve seen. The pages feel like they’re older than this room, like they should be brittle, but they’re not.

I’ve made my way through the first chapter, though it took me longer than I care to admit. Each sentence feels like a heavy stone I have to turn over. Making it through Chapter One—Of Force Applied Indirectly—was a triumph. I was bored at first, with the cold, academic way it’s written. I prefer my mother’s kind of stories. Stories of warriors who loved fiercely and died well, or myths of when the gods walked the earth wearing mortal skins in a time before the mountains shoved out of the earth, ragged and broken.

This book is nothing like that. The words are large and cumbersome—many of them altogether foreign—and I have to piece together the meaning. It’s a kind of reading that gives me a headache and leaves my pride bruised.

I keep reading, though, because it’s working. Chapter One talked about finding pressure points, not only in war but in people. An explanation of why we are weakest in the moments before decisions are made; a lesson on leveraging the weight of silence; a passage on how to shift the ground beneath your opponent until they fall without ever being touched. Timing. Manipulation. Moving a stone to cause an avalanche. Transferring your weight and letting your enemy break themselves.

This morning, I’d tried one of the principles sparring with Leif. I’d pretended to trip, and when he’d come in for the advantage, I’d put him flat on his back before he’d even realized I’d moved. He called it luck; I called it chapter one.

So, tonight I move on to chapter two: The Illusion of Strength. I know this chapter. I’ve lived this chapter in a hundred sideways glances and a thousand too-casual sneers.

Every time someone calls me quick instead of dangerous; or they say I’m lucky instead of good. When the villagers called me loud or bossy instead of a leader. When grandmothers would ask, “why don’t you smile? You’d be so pretty if only you would smile.”

When I was little, I watched them tell my mother don’t be so sensitive—like her breadth of emotion wasn’t her greatest strength, her softness the very thing that kept our family together. And then, after Levvi died and she made herself hard, the villagers said she was a cold bitch.

When the soldiers who came for Seb looked at me like I was too small, too nothing at all, to be a threat. And now? It’s every time I’m dismissed with a smile—like I should be flattered the men at the Synod noticed me at all.

I run my finger down the first line. “Power is loud. Control is quiet.”

That makes me smirk, thinking about the men who shout when they fight, who roar when they win. The masters who yell constantly and the archons who drone on and on at wardcall. They think the noise makes them stronger.

I’m still smirking when my finger runs over ink scrawled in the margins—text in a different hand than the original scribe. I tilt the candle so that the light spreads more evenly on the pages and catch the dripping wax with my other hand. The heat is searing, but if I ruin a single page of this book, I’ll never forgive myself.

The words are frantic, the ink pressed hard into the page. “If a blade breaks into shards, do you fear the pieces? You should.”

I read it once. Then again. And again. I don’t know why it bothers me so much.

No, that’s not true. … I’m that way, aren’t I? Haven’t I shattered, splintered? I know what it means to be broken into pieces and still be dangerous. I lean closer, fingers brushing the edge of the ink like I can feel the pressure of the hand that wrote it. And that’s when I realize—unlike the rest of the book, this little note is scribbled in the old tongue, the one my mother taught us. The one the soldiers don’t know.

But then the door of the Reckoning Hall creaks open. I close the book gently, coming to my feet, one hand on the dagger sheathed at my thigh and the other grasping the book as the treasure it is.

I’m not sure what or who I expected to see when I peek around the crate, but it wasn’t the Elder.

He doesn’t speak at first. Just stands in the doorway with his cane and that cloudy gaze that sees parts of me I haven’t discovered yet.

“You’re not supposed to be here at this hour.” His voice is as dry and old as the parchment lining these shelves.

“We don’t have any other hours for me to be here,” I tell him. I’m not snarky about it—or I don’t intend to be, anyway. It’s the truth.

He huffs, not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh. His cane clicks against the stone as he steps into the hall. I don’t move from behind the crate. I’m still holding the book like it might vanish if I let go.

“No,” he agrees. “I suppose you don’t.”

He comes further into the room and settles himself heavily onto a wooden chair positioned near a chaotic table—it’s covered in maps and unbound scrolls. It’s the only piece of furniture in here lacking a layer of dust. He lights a lantern sitting on the table, and the additional light makes me squint.

He doesn’t look at me when he speaks next, already engrossed in the map that he’s unfurled, small stones holding the corners down. “It’s rare for a ward to give up sleep to study. What are you doing in here, Leina of Stormriven?”

I stare at him, furiously trying to figure out how he can see anything with his cloudy eyes, much less a complex map in a dimly-lit room. I thought he was blind. I take a cautious step forward, pulled by curiosity.

“It’s considered rude to ignore your Elder. Ruder still to ignore him to satiate your own morbid curiosity.” He lifts his head now, staring directly at me, one brow quirked.

“I wasn’t ignoring you.” I step out fully from behind the crate. “I was deciding if you were real.”

That earns me a sound—half-chuckle, half-gravel caught in his throat. “I’ve been accused of many things, but being a ghost is a new one.”

I cross the floor, drawn toward him despite myself. I’ve never seen his table this close—I’ve never wanted to disturb it. The map is marked in so many colors it’s like a battle raged across it.

His gaze is still on me, waiting.

“I come here for answers,” I answer him. “I have many questions, and few answers.”

He nods firmly before he turns back to his map. He picks up a protractor and lays it across the map, measuring something out.

I take another step closer. “Why are you here?”

He doesn’t look up. “I, too, have questions.”

“Really?” I don’t disguise the surprise in my voice. There’s something about him that inspires honesty.

His lips press together. He’s either withholding a laugh or a biting remark. “You think because I’m old, I shouldn’t have any more questions?”

I flush. “No, of course not.” It’s a lie, though. That’s exactly what I thought.

He laughs, and the sound is even dustier than the shelves, like he hasn’t used that sound in a long time.

“The trouble, Leina of Stormriven, is that the older you get, the more you realize you don’t know. And I am very, very old. The only thing I am certain of these days is that I am certain of nothing at all.”

“How old?”

He smirks. “I have 312 years.”

I choke on something—dust maybe. The strangled sound that comes out of my throat is part shock, part awe. It’s an impossible age, but Ryot says the Altor who aren’t killed in battle—most are—can live long, long lives due to the bond with their faravar.

I take a last step forward, my fingers brushing against the table. He dips a quill into an ink pot and then it scratches across the paper as he draws out a line on his map. My eyebrows draw together as I realize he’s marked a line from Lalica—the biggest city in Selencia, further to the east—to my village, nestled against the Weeping Forest.

“What’re you working on?” I ask him. My voice is sharp, laced with anger. And fear. I don’t know why I thought they’d all forgotten about my family, about my brothers. No one has mentioned anything, and it seemed like any threat had passed. That my oath was all they wanted—the loyalty of the girl kissed by the gods.

Apparently not.

He drops the quill, muttering, like he’s complaining to someone else. “So full of questions, this one.”

He rubs a tired hand over his forehead before he meets my gaze. “You think you’re the only one with questions, Leina, daughter of Selencia?” I almost start at his words—that’s what Thayana called me. My skin rises with gooseflesh. “You think you’re the only one who wonders—why now? Why did the gods bless a girl—a daughter of Selencia? The first time they’ve handed down a personal blessing in hundreds of years?”

He holds my gaze, unwavering. When I don’t answer, he continues.

“Unlike some of the others—I don’t wonder if there’s a reason,” he says. “I only wonder how long we’ve been ignoring it. I wonder what your existence means for us all—the Altor, the grounded, the Kher’zenn, the gods.”

The room feels smaller suddenly. The candle flickers as if it, too, is holding its breath.

“I didn’t ask for any of this,” I say. I don’t know why it feels like he’s accusing me of something.

His expression doesn’t change. “That’s the way of so-called blessings. To ones who bear them, they’re most often a curse.”

His eyes fall to the book I’m gripping against my chest like it’s a lifeline. His head tilts. “I thought I’d read everything in here.”

I clutch it tighter. “This was given to me.”

He leans back in his chair, fingering his long beard as the lantern throws his shadow against the wall. He stares at the book, with a look that makes me afraid he’ll try to take it from me. But I won’t let it go, not even if he whips me. I’ll fight him for it.

It’s the one thing that’s mine.

Then he sighs, and he drops his eyes back to his map. “Since you’re here, Leina of Stormriven, you’ll help me.” He points to a section of the map on Selencia. “What is this place?”

I tuck my book under my arm, and lean forward, hands pressed against the table. The Elder has recreated a new version of a much older map. The original map—it’s at the top of the table, under a glass—looks like it could be older than the gods. The Elder’s copy is full of lines and squiggles, and his haphazard scrawl crisscrosses the entire thing, with questions like, “Fragment?” And “Cradle—of what?” scratched in the margins. Arrows connect locations I don’t recognize to names I’ve never heard of. These obscure places are circled three or four times over in bright red ink. Other places, like Edessa and Elandors Veil, have been ignored.

He taps again at the blank stretch near the western edge of the border with Faraengard, drawing my attention back to his question. “Here,” he says. “This place. You grew up near it. What is it?”

I’m not great with maps, and my knowledge of Selencia is as limited as anything else. But I force my eyes to struggle over each letter and word for where he’s pointing, inside the Weeping Forest. The Cradle Below.

It’s not a name I recognize. My brow furrows, and my eyes wander around the other names on the map. Swyre—that’s my village—is on the other side of the Weeping Forest.

Realization dawns. “That must be the ruins.” I point to the Cradle Below.

I don’t remember hearing that name before. Not from my mother, or my grandmother, though they told ancient stories aplenty. Not from the old men around the fire during winter, when stories passed for currency. Not from the soldiers, who boasted of their knowledge for all to hear.

But I do remember the ruins.

The part of the forest no one talked about, where the trees grew too close and too tall, and the wind never sounded quite right. Where Levvi and Alden once dared each other to get close—and then both of them came back quiet and pale, refusing to talk about what they’d seen.

The Elder gestures to a chair that’s tucked back in the corner of the room.

“Bring over that chair, daughter of Selencia. You’ll answer my questions this night, until we both have more questions to ask.”
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“A god is not feared because it is strong. It is strong because it is feared.”

	The Illusion of Strength, The Treatise on Tactical Collapse 





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


I sit cross-legged on the cliffs, facing the sea. The sun is warm on my face, even if the autumn air has the kind of chill in it that whispers of winter coming. Salt clings to the breeze, and the ocean rolls and breaks far below. I try to match my breath to that roll and break—inhaling as the water draws back, exhaling as it crashes forward. The wind is gentle, unusual for this spot on the cliffs, where it normally howls. Today, as if Zepharion, god of the skies, is trying to help me meditate, it only hums.

It should be easy to find stillness, to find peace in this. But the stillness only makes the unrest inside even louder. While nothing but a cloudless sky stretches beyond my closed eyelids, a storm rages under my skin. My fingers tap, restless, against my knees. My eyes twitch behind my eyelids. The days are slipping by too hard and too fast, each grinding me down a little more than the one before. The training is a beating, but even that, I know, is only preparing me for the battles that will come. I’m not ready.

Like the others, I’m just lucky the Kher’zenn haven’t attacked again. It’s been eerily quiet even on the islands, though we still have a few weeks before winter will settle across the ragged cliffs of Faraengard.

And the nights … The nights bring no rest, not with my thoughts circling like carrion birds, hungry and restless—Broken shards. The Cradle Below. Daughter of Selencia. Every night I’m with the Elder in the Reckoning Hall, pouring over maps and scrolls, but every supposed answer we find brings more questions.

And when I finally cave to exhaustion and sleep follows me, my dreams are even worse. The darkness drags me under. It doesn’t soothe; it drowns. A silent voice calls to me—Strider, it says from somewhere in that suffocating darkness, but I can never reach it before something—a creature?—chases me away. And that’s the easiest dream.

The hard ones are worse than faceless monsters and shadows. They’re my father’s and mother’s eyes, wide and empty. They’re hundreds of other eyes, lifeless and glassy, surrounding theirs. Faces I don’t know, but I’m somehow responsible for. Sometimes it’s Irielle, screaming herself raw, even after the flames subside to ashes. Sometimes it’s Alden, crumpling dead to the ground. My dreams are caught in a loop I can’t break.

No matter what I do, I’m always too late—to my mother and father, to the voice that needs me, to Irielle, to Alden. I wake up gasping, sweat cold on my skin, heart pounding.

“You’re not trying hard enough,” Ryot says. His voice is calm, but I can still sense the judgment in it. We’ve been at this for hours.

I scrunch my nose and squeeze my fists, as if force alone could make the thoughts stop. My fingers tremble, so I dig them into my palms. My breath hitches.

I am trying. Gods, I’m always trying.

But trying isn’t good enough.

“Actually…” Ryot mutters, his voice lower now, almost tired, “…maybe you’re trying too hard.”

I crack one eye open and glance at him. He’s standing a few paces behind me, arms crossed over his chest. Einarr shifts, flicking one massive wing with quiet irritation. Why Einarr is here today, I can’t say, but he’s been finding Ryot and me no matter where we’re training. There’s an urgency in him, too. Like we’re running out of time.

I unclench my hands to find my palms bleeding from my nails.

Trying too hard. Not trying enough. Trying the wrong way.

I let out a breath through my nose and straighten my spine, to reset. Trying. Again.

It lasts all of ten seconds.

Then my right knee starts bouncing. Then the left. My shoulders inch higher with every breath. My jaw locks.

Einarr lets out a low, drawn-out chuff as if to say you’re not doing it right, and I snap.

“I’m not good at this!” I shout, lurching to my feet like I can physically throw off the frustration clawing at my chest.

The words echo over the cliffs, swallowed by the ocean breeze. Ryot doesn’t flinch. He watches me, unruffled. I pace a few steps, dragging my hands down my face.

This is supposed to be the easy part. Sitting. Breathing. But I’d rather be bruised and bleeding from the sparring ring than try to wrestle with this silence, than give my thoughts space to wander. I turn toward Ryot again, expecting more correction, a lecture on the importance of control. Instead, Ryot sighs, rolls his shoulders back, and lowers himself to the ground.

“Watch,” he says, voice softer now. He closes his eyes. Breathes in. Breathes out. Something in the air around him settles. Einarr, too, settles. He lowers to his knees, wings tucked against his sides, and lowers his head, eyes closed. Despite everything, despite the ache and the noise and the weight in my chest, I sit again, next to Ryot this time. Our knees brush.

“It’s not about perfection,” Ryot says. “It’s not even about letting go. It’s about staying. Right here, with yourself, wherever that might be. It’s about meeting yourself where you already are—nowhere else. If it’s somewhere loud, then it’s loud. If it’s somewhere broken, then it’s broken. You don’t fix it by forcing silence. You heal by being willing to listen—even when all you hear is the storm.”

His eyes stay closed, but he must know I’m watching him. He breathes like it’s the only thing that matters. I close my eyes and inhale. Even with my eyes closed, I feel his smile.

“I used to fight it, too. I thought if I wasn’t fighting with my fists or my sword that I was failing or wasting time,” he says. I peek open one eye to look at him, barely, enough to see him through my eyelashes.

“Aren’t we?”

“No. Any Altor can fight with a blade, but if you can’t control your mind—if fear rules you in the quiet—then it’ll own you in the battle. This. This is the training that counts.” He opens his eyes then and they meet mine, steady and unflinching. “This is how you win before the fight even starts. You have to learn to hold your ground when everything turns unfamiliar. When the world shifts and nothing feels real. You don’t slash through that with a blade. You breathe through it. Anchor to something—your breath, your body, your name. That’s how you stay you, even when the dark tries to take that from you.”

He closes his eyes again and exhales, soft and even. “Don’t wait until you're lost to start learning how to stay.”

Why does that feel more like an omen than a warning? His chest rises, falls. Intentionally. I match his rhythm without meaning to. Inhale as the waves roll back. Exhale as they crash forward. I close my eyes again and focus on my breath. My body softens by the tiniest margin. I manage to uncurl my fingers, to rest them gently on my knees. I roll my neck back and forth, and the tension that lives there goes sharp and then softer. The storm inside doesn’t vanish, but I float on the waves instead of fighting them. Suddenly, I’m drowning.

When we both finally open our eyes, the sun has dropped lower in the sky, casting gold across the water. My breath feels deeper. My shoulders lighter.

“You’re getting it,” he says eventually, his voice quiet. I glance down at my hands, curled gently in my lap. We sit in silence for a while. The kind that doesn't ask to be filled. Einarr is still nearby, wings tucked in, his watchful eyes half-lidded.

Ryot is the one who breaks the peace. “What was your family like?”

I let out a tired laugh. “Didn’t we swear to forsake all that?”

He nods. I expect him to tell me never mind, that it’s time for weapons training or survival training or field medic training. Instead, he says, “I must have missed the part where we swore to forget it.”

That’s dangerously close to blasphemy. Not quite crossing the line, maybe, but straddling it. “You really don’t care about the rules, do you?”

He gives me a half-smile. “I care about what matters.”

“I don’t want to talk about them.” I’ve curled my fingers back into my palms without thinking about it.

“I get that. It’s hard to think about what you’ve lost.” He says it like he understands. He lets it be, looking out over the horizon. I study him, the way the fading sunlight has softened the sharp lines of his face, the way the wind brushes through his hair, leaving it tangled and messy. He’s so often all hard edges and order, but right now, under a sky fading to pinks and purples, he looks almost human. Breakable, even.

“Tell me about your family. Before you were an Altor.”

He answers without hesitation. “I had six sisters,” he says, with a wry grin. “They ruled me, like queens in our own little kingdom.”

My eyebrows lift. “Six?”

He huffs out a laugh. “It was chaos. Braids and ribbons and squeals and secrets. I barely made it out alive.”

That makes me laugh. “Were you close to them?”

He nods. “The older two were like second mothers to me. Fierce. Loud. Gods, they could fight.” He lets out a breath, almost wistful. “I used to think if I could survive dinner with them, I could survive anything. The younger ones would follow me everywhere. I loved to pretend to hate it.”

“But you didn’t,” I whisper, because I can see it all so clearly.

“No,” a sad smile ghosts over his mouth.

I imagine a younger Ryot running through a house filled with laughter and little girls tugging at his sleeves. I imagine him happy. It’s a strange picture, but not an unwelcome one.

It’s what makes me start talking.

“My father used to play the recorder,” I say, turning my face toward the horizon, too, and closing my eyes. “Badly, but we’d dance anyway. My brother Levvi would twirl in the moonlight with his beau, my friend Irielle, until they collapsed from exhaustion. In the spring, my mother would make these honey cakes with lavender—the whole house would smell like sunshine. There was so much to hate—the soldiers, the work, the Collection that hung over us like a noose. But I loved home. Gods, I loved it so much.”

He nods once, an acknowledgement that loving is the sharpest ache of all.

“You can carry them with you,” he says.

“Is that what you do?”

“Every battle I fight—every swing of my sword, every bruise I earn, every bone that breaks, every drop of blood I lose—is for them.”

I search his eyes now, the color of blue right before the world goes black. They’re a dangerous swirl of banked emotion.

“Not for the gods?”

He looks to Einarr, who hasn’t moved but is watching us with those sharp, sharp eyes. The setting sun brushes over his wings, and they catch the light, as if they’re drinking in the colors around them. They’re a shade darker than shadow, with hints of indigo and violet when he shifts.

“The gods get the victory,” Ryot finally says. “The glory. The temples built in their names, the people singing hymns in the streets, the priests on their knees. But my sisters? My sisters get what’s left of me. Even if only I know it.”

Ryot jumps to his feet, all lithe movement and grace. “It’s time for evening meal.”

Just like that, this moment between us is folded away, tucked behind that shield he wears so well. His mask is back in place, his blue eyes have gone hard, like black ice. Gone is the boy who ran from his sisters; the man before me is a weapon. He’s once again the Ryot the gods and the Synod shaped in their image—a warrior, through and through.

But now I know. Ryot of Stormriven doesn’t fight for duty—he fights for love.
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“The Veil is shrouded in myth and mystery, and its meaning shifts with every border crossed as you travel throughout Aesgroth. In Nyrrhild, the people of the frozen north whisper of a graveyard for fallen gods. In Aish, the nomads speak of a paradise beyond death, a heaven in place of Lako’s Seven Hells. In Selencia, the ignorant waifs trust that the Veil itself is alive. But here in Faraengard—the last true cradle of wisdom in all Aesgroth—we understand the truth: the Veil is no god, no grave, no afterlife. It is simply a wall. One that divides the divine from the mortal.

	Notes of an unknown scribe at Elandors Veil in Year 287 of the Eternal Wars. 





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Winter is days away.

The trees have surrendered the last of their leaves and stand brittle against the sky. The ground has gone stiff and hard, as if it is bracing for the ice and snow that will blanket it soon. Frost laces the stone walls of the Synod every morning, and even the light is thinner now, washed out and weary. With winter imminent, a strange quiet has descended across the Synod—a false kind of peace.

The Kher’zenn don’t attack in the winter. The Elder says the cold weakens their draegoths. It makes them slow and sluggish. They’ve never attacked after the snow falls. I look up at the bleary sky, heavy with the promise of snow, and cup my hands over my mouth, blowing out a warm exhale.

For the first time since I’ve arrived, warriors laugh freely. The tension that used to spark in the air—as man and beast kept a constant eye on the horizon and on the sky above—has dulled. Even Ryot has eased up slightly. Maybe, for once, he doesn’t feel like the world is about to end. We’ve shifted from combat drills to survival training—how to endure, how to survive the cold, where to find food, how to dress a wound in the field. Before, we were preparing for the Kher’zenn. Now, we’re preparing for the spring—when I’ll climb Elandors Veil to claim a faravar of my own.

And when the worst of winter sets in, Ryot will leave. He’ll fly with Einarr to Selencia. He’ll see the rot that’s been festering for years. He’ll see the broken villages, the hollow-eyed children, the empty granaries.

He’ll finally see what I’ve been trying to make them understand—that Selencia is dying behind them while the Altor keep their eyes trained across the sea.

Every day that we wait, another mouth goes unfed; another body weakens under the harvest that was stolen; another child cries themselves to sleep. Because the Kher’zenn aren’t the only ones who threaten to destroy us. Humans can be just as brutal as the monsters from our nightmares. We’re perfectly capable of ending ourselves.

We don’t need death demons to do it for us.

Time is a knife against my people’s throat, and every delay cuts a little deeper. So, for once, I welcome the bite in my toes, the sting in my nose, the way the cold gnaws straight through my skin. Because every shiver, every breath that freezes in my lungs, brings us closer to the day help might finally come to my people.

I spare a fleeting glance for my blackened fingertips—the chill bites deeper there than it ever did, but Elowen says there’s nothing to do for it. I shove my hands into the pockets of my new fur coat and continue my walk to her herb garden, which is tucked on the east-facing side of the Synod. It gets bright morning light, but I don’t like coming here—the grandeur of Edessa in the valley below symbolizes everything I hate about this place, about these people. It reminds me of everything my brothers are lacking, things as simple as food and warm coats.

But I need some kind of root that treats frostbite, which Ryot says I must learn to identify and harvest myself. If I can’t treat frostbite in the field, he said, I won’t survive the climb up Elandors Veil. I expect to find Elowen elbow-deep in the soil, muttering about how no one respects her tinctures, and I plaster a friendly smile on my face for my friend.

But that’s not what I find when I turn the corner.

King Agis is there, kneeling in the dirt in front of a young girl with blonde, curly hair. She’s an absolute miniature of him, probably 12, and she’s grinning at the King of Faraengard with trust, excitement, and a look that says she’s the powerful one in that relationship. He holds both her hands like he’s loath to let her go.

“Father,” the little girl placates him, “don’t worry. I’m ready for this. I’m ready to train with Elowen.”

Her coat is a little big, giving her room to grow over the winter. And he … he’s staring at her like she hung the stars, as if she lit the moon with her bare hands and guided it into the night sky. Seeing it steals the breath from my lungs, because that’s how my father used to look at me.

It guts me.

King Agis is the reason Levvi and Alden and Irielle are dead. The reason my parents are dead. The reason my people starve and huddle and scrape. I hate him. I hate him. But now, he doesn’t look like the architect of all my nightmares.

Here, he’s just a father with his daughter, and I don’t know what to do with that. Elowen, standing behind the little girl, laughs and places a hand on the child’s shoulder. There’s a deep kindness and compassion as she stares down at King Agis.

“I’ll take good care of her, Father.” Elowen says.

Father.

I’d forgotten Elowen is a princess of the very realm I hate—not only my friend, not only the healer with dirt under her fingernails and a friendly hug. She’s his daughter. The same blood that ordered The Collection, that turns homes into ashes and children into corpses, runs in her veins.

I stumble back, desperate to get away from this, but my steps are clunky and the frost crunches beneath my feet. The king’s head snaps up, and his eyes find mine. The father disappears before my eyes as he comes to his feet, regal and proud and so fucking arrogant.

He scrutinizes me like I’m nothing at all and, somehow, also a threat to everything he’s ever worked for.

Elowen steps forward, reaching for me, “Leina—” But King Agis holds up his arm, blocking her, holding her back from me as if I’m a threat.

I’m not a threat to Elowen.

Right?

“I hear you’re excelling in your training, Leina of Stormriven,” he says.

I stiffen my back, tearing my gaze from Elowen, from the empathy in her eyes, and the confusion puckering the young child’s brow. “Keeping tabs on me, King Agis?”

His face is a wall. Not a smile, not a frown. Nothing. “I would be stupid not to.” He steps toward me and looms. But I keep my eyes trained on his, reminding myself that I’m not a serf anymore. I’m a godsdamn Altor, and I bow to no one. Not even him.

“And you’re not stupid,” I say, my voice shockingly level. It occurs to me, as if I’m observing both of us from a distance, that I’m a wall, too. Any warmth, any hint of softness, of humanity, is gone—buried under an avalanche of ice. He studies me for a beat, the kind of silence that prickles along your spine. Then he tilts his head slightly, like I’ve confirmed something for him.

“No,” he agrees. “Which is why I tend to remove threats before they become untouchable.”

Elowen stiffens, her hands dropping to the poultice she carries at her belt, as if there were any herbs in the world that could deal with this. “Fath—” she starts, but he raises that hand and cuts her off again.

I ignore her. So does he.

“I believe you’ve already tried that,” I taunt. I smile, but not with warmth. I make sure of it. Something flickers behind his eyes. Not anger. More like interest, as though I shifted from annoyance to complication.

“You've survived things that would break most,” he admits. He smiles now, too. “That kind of tenacity is admirable.”

“How is the investigation of the treatment of Selencia progressing?” I ask, taunting him.

“Slowly,” he says, his voice smooth. “Bureaucracy is a stubborn thing, even for a king.”

He’s taunting me back, but he’s much better at it. My stomach twists. We both know what he means—nothing’s changed. The people are cold. They’re hungry.

His smile is a blade wrapped in silk, and the sting of it aches even as he turns away. I’m already forgotten. He offers Elowen the faintest nod, and then he leans down and flicks a finger down the girl’s nose. She giggles like the world is still bright and whole.

That small gesture, the tenderness of it after everything he said, makes me tremble.

“You listen to your sister, now,” he says to the child, sternly, but you can hear the softness under the words. “You’ll make an excellent healer, Siofra.”

“Yes, Father,” she says, with a reverence that’s reserved for the best of fathers.

Without sparing me another glance, he leaves the herb garden, making his way back toward Edessa.

“Leina, I’m so sor—” Elowen starts when he’s turned the corner.

But like the king, I hold a hand in the air and Elowen stops—she wrings her hands in front of her chest, but she stops. I don’t look at the girl. I don’t meet Elowen’s pleading eyes.

“I need frostroot,” I say, my voice hard. Whatever softness I’d managed to salvage these last few weeks is gone.

Elowen hesitates for a heartbeat before she nods. “Wait here, Siofra,” she tells the girl, who looks at me with distrust and dislike, then Elowen leads me toward a row of dormant plants. Elowen kneels, grabbing one of the plants by the base of its gnarled stem.

“It looks dead,” she says, pulling a little knife from her belt. “It has to shed everything to survive the harshness of winter—leaves, petals, even the softness to its stem. It becomes something hard, something the cold can’t kill.”

She uses her knife to prick the stem. Bright green gleams beneath the brittle brown.

“But it’s alive,” she finishes. “It protects what matters by letting go of what doesn’t, and then it waits. It endures.”

She looks up at me, her eyes full of meaning. I hate that I understand. I take a step back, confusion and fury roiling in my chest.

I want to scream at her that I’m not a plant, that I’m not some silent thing that should have to bury itself to weather extremes.

But that’s the nature of endurance, isn’t it? It doesn’t care for fairness, or what we must become.

Her gaze doesn’t waver, but I do.

For the first time, I wonder—when does survival become unworthy of its price?
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“In the first tremors of collapse, distraction is the deadliest weapon. It need not kill—it need only draw the enemy’s eyes away from their survival.”

	Collapse the Line, Not the Blade in The Treatise on Tactical Collapse 





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


“You packed the book, but where are the furs?” Ryot fairly growls at me. He’s holding the Treatise on Tactical Collapse with his left hand as he frantically digs through the pack with his right. I flounder, because I know exactly what he’s going to find in my survival pack—dry rations, frostroot, laomai, flint and steel, a waterskin, aldersigh, a needle and thread, rope, a compass, and bandages.

No furs.

“I think I forgot to pack furs,” I say, my voice small. I don’t think. I know.

“What do you mean you forgot your furs?”

I wince. He’s livid—and I can’t blame him. We’ve made it to the top of Brackenfold Peak—the second highest mountain of the Valespire Peaks—on a practice climb of Elandors Veil. It’s a kind of cold I’ve not experienced before. Wind cuts at my face like a blade. Ice coats every rock and crevice, making every step and handhold treacherous. My fingers are nearly numb and would be frostbitten without the frostroot lining my gloves. My toes, too. Now, we’ve made it nearly to the top, right as the sun has dipped below the horizon. The temperature is plummeting faster than the light is waning. We don’t even have Einarr with us, because this is something I’ll have to do without a faravar.

We need to make camp, and I forgot furs to make shelter.

“For fuck’s sake,” he says, dragging a hand down his face—it scrapes when he gets to his beard, and then he throws his head back and looks up at the heavens above as if the gods might have answers for him. He tosses the book down on top of my pack like it’s an afterthought, and I scramble for it, holding it against my chest.

“I brought frostroot,” I say.

Ryot’s nostrils flare. His eye twitches. He glares at me as if I suggested I cuddle a snow cat for body heat. He turns around, muttering about wards and commonsense, as he drags the furs he brought out of his pack and starts building his little one-man tent. It’s something you can tell he’s done time and time again. Even here, with no warmth and the wind clawing at us, he moves with practiced efficiency.

Stakes in the stone. Lines taut. Furs stretched over the frame.

I clutch my book tighter, at a loss. He crouches down and tugs the last corner into place with more force than necessary—his knuckles go white.

“I’m sorry I screwed up,” I say. “But I’ll be fine with my coat. It’s the warmest thing I’ve ever owned.”

Ryot lets out a low, unamused laugh. “You’ll be dead in an hour.”

He doesn’t look at me, just keeps working. I stand there, the wind whipping my hair into my face. He finishes and stands. Without looking at me, he rips open the flap of his tent. “Get in.”

I hesitate. We’ve both been avoiding—as much as we can—moments that leave us alone together. Definitely anything that has us touching. Ryot hasn’t even done hand-to-hand with me since that day he put me on the ground—he always has me fight Faelon or Nyrica or Leif.

My hesitation is one second too long.

“Get. In,” he growls.

I duck inside, because the warmth is draining from my blood with every breath, every beat of my heart, and he’s probably just as cold. It’s small. No, tight. The kind of space built for one body, and even then, it’s barely big enough. I press my back against the far side and wrap my shivering arms around my knees, which I’ve pulled up to my chest. Ryot ducks in next, his broad shoulders brushing the sides. He smells like leather and cinnamon and wind.

Sweet Serephelle, this is bad.

He doesn’t look at me, but starts undoing the clasps on his leather cuffs, methodical and efficient. Every time he moves, he brushes against me. I sit still, my hands still wrapped around the Treatise on Tactical Collapse as if it’s going to teach me how to survive this.

After a long silence, he says, “Next time you forget furs, I’m throwing you off the mountain.”

I huff. “You’d miss me.”

He finally glances at me, a flicker of those blue eyes in the dark. “Don’t make me test that.” A beat. Then, quieter, “You’re shivering.”

“I’m fine.”

He sighs, long and low and so very tired. “You’re not. Come here.”

“What?”

“I’m not going to let you freeze because you’re too stubborn to admit you're human.”

I shift closer to him, and he reaches across the space between us and pulls me in.

We both inhale sharply once he’s holding me tight against his body, my back to his chest, and he lays us down on our sides, his arms around me. He exhales, breath stirring the hair at the nape of my neck, but neither of us speaks. Outside, the wind howls as if it’s furious we’ve found even a scrap of warmth. But in here, in this cramped little tent gradually warming with our combined body heat, it’s just him and me and the beat of our hearts, beginning to sync.

Then he shifts, barely, his nose brushes against the curve where my neck meets my shoulder. He breathes in deep, and it’s not accidental. It’s deliberate.

A soft, involuntary sound escapes my throat.

He stops, but I don’t. I lean back into him, every part of me saying yes. His teeth scrape down the side of my neck, and I whimper. I latch my hands on his forearm, where he’s got it wrapped around my stomach, and I hold tight to him, seeking his skin wherever I can find it. I push my hips back into him, and the feel of his hard length against my ass provokes a groan from both of us. He tightens his grip and flips me over so that we’re face to face and he’s on top of me, his wandering lips finding mine. Our mouths collide on a desperate breath—teeth scraping and lips crashing. It’s not gentle. It’s not sweet.

No, this is hard. Like we are. It’s heat and hunger, the kind that lives in your bones and makes you ache, the kind that says I need you not I want you.

Ryot kisses like he fights—commanding, relentless, like he doesn’t know how to hold back, and I don’t want him to try. His hand slides beneath my coat, up my ribs, fingers skating the curve of my breast, testing me.

I arch into him. I’m breathless. I’m alive. I tangle my hands in his hair, fisting tight. His teeth catch on my lower lip, and I groan. Want surges, leaving me hot and helpless. His hips grind into mine, and gods, his hardness pressed against me pulls a whimper from deep in my throat.

I want him. I want him now. I hook my leg around his waist⁠—

And he stops.

“Leina,” he whispers my name like it’s a prayer. Or maybe a curse. “Fuck.”

He presses his forehead into mine and pants. “We can’t do this.”

“I—” My mind circles, trying to think about the rules, but they elude me.

“We’re not allowed to kiss?” I finally ask.

“Kiss?” He echoes, bewildered. “That’s what you call that?”

I look at him, still panting, still very much pressed beneath the full weight of his body. “Well, I don’t know what you call it in Faraengard, but where I’m from, when someone slams their mouth onto mine and groans, that’s usually a kiss.”

“That wasn’t a kiss, Leina. That was a fucking confession.”

I freeze. Because oh.

Oh.

He leans back, just enough that I can see his face, the way his eyes flick over mine.

“I can’t have you, not the way I want. Not without losing everything.”

My breath catches on a burst of anger. “Then why did you start?”

He lets me go, angling his body away in the small space.

“Because I’m tired,” he rasps. “Because you were in my arms. Because for half a second, I let myself forget that I’m not allowed to have you. Not like that.”

He’s staring at some fixed point beyond the tent, like if he doesn’t look at me, he can pretend I’m not there. It shouldn’t hurt—I know the rules. No distractions.

I took the vows myself—forsaking my family and my past and my future. But it does. It does hurt. I don’t move; I don’t break the silence. Because I’m afraid if I do, I’ll beg.

But after a few minutes, he does.

“You’re shivering,” he mutters.

“I’m cold,” I say, defiantly, and wrap my arms tighter around myself.

He shifts slightly, repositioning us so that he’s holding me with my back to his chest again. He tries to make it more clinical, less intimate, as if he’s simply offering body heat to another warrior in need of shelter. But his breath stutters against my neck as I relax into his arms.

“You forgot the furs,” he scoffs, trying to break the tension.

Because I’m a coward, I let him. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

“Not a chance.”

Despite everything—the cold, the exhaustion from the climb, the weight of this distance we’ve spent months building and we’ll spend years keeping—the corners of my mouth tug upward. His chin brushes the top of my head as he settles in.

As my eyelids begin to droop, another shiver of cold rips through me. Even wrapped in his arms, the brutal wind outside claws at our tent, dragging the heat from the air. Then—for a breath—it feels like something shimmers around us. The cold recedes, and our shared warmth thickens, soft and golden.

We don’t speak. I lie in the dark with him, wrapped in his arms, until our breaths sync and our bodies relax. I let myself enjoy it.

In the morning, we’ll need to pretend again.

But right now, in this moment between oaths and longing, I let myself be his.

And I let him be mine.
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“They made us forget with holy songs and rewritten scrolls. But memory is war. And I remember everything.”

	Margin note in The Treatise on Tactical Collapse, inked in what appears to be dried blood 





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


I step into the copse of trees just before the path that leads toward the galehold, my boots crunching softly over the frost-stiffened grass. These trees are slim and silver-barked, their limbs swaying gently in the wind.

It’s quiet here, and even better, I’m alone. I’m never alone anymore.

There’s always someone. Ryot, training me. Leif or Kiernan, watching out for me in the barracks. Thalric monitoring me in training, Nyrica following me around when Leif is on watchtower duty. In the infirmary, there’s Elowen. In the Reckoning Hall, there’s the Elder.

I can’t breathe without someone waiting to see if I’ll explode into something divine or dangerous, or guarding my back against the vague threats and outright animosity that still simmers from some of the men. But here, tucked out of sight of the Synod, I get a single breath of peace.

I close my eyes. Inhale. The sea wind carries salt and cold and something faintly foreign, the winds blowing in a strange scent from the islands located to the west—some fruit or flower. It smells nothing like home, but it’s still better than the smell of unwashed boys from the barracks.

I can’t stop thinking about that kiss.

I honestly thought I would never kiss again, not since we received the news that Alden died in the mines. And Alden’s kisses … they’d been something altogether different. We were little more than children, Alden and I, and our kisses had been sweet, soft, and innocent. Sweet like the boy who used to sit on the banks of the river with me when I was too scared to swim. Soft like the boy who would hold my hand as we traipsed from my house to his house and back. Innocent like the boy who would bring me wildflowers to braid into my hair and then blush when he said I looked like a princess.

Kissing Ryot was none of those things, because he is none of those things. There was no gentleness; no whispers, hesitant touches, or sharing of smiles. Kissing Ryot was hard, rough, and fast.

And, worst of all, I liked it. I’ve spent the last two days wavering between anticipation of it happening again and guilt that it happened at all. Ryot’s avoiding me. Again. Maybe that should make it easier, but all it does is leave me with questions I don’t know how to ask. There’s a hollow space beneath my ribs that only he fills.

A branch snaps behind me.

I stiffen and turn—expecting to find Ryot, expecting him to scold me for slipping away without a word. Ready to snap back at him for his distance.

But it’s not him.

Tyrston steps into view. “I’ve been wondering when I’d find you alone,” he says.

“I won’t be for long,” I lie. “My cast is meeting me here.”

He grins, malicious and dark, the same way Maxim smiled down at me in the sand. “What a pretty little liar you are.” His fingers tighten around the haft of the hammer, and he lifts it off the ground.

“I’m not looking for trouble,” I tell him, but I still reach for my scythe, unsheathing it in a smooth motion.

“That’s not what I hear,” Tyrston says. “In fact, I hear you’ve made some powerful enemies in Faraengard.”

“Enemies? You must be mistaken.” I’m only ever with my cast, training, or with the Elder, studying.

Tyrston tilts his head. “No?” His eyes gleam. “Thrones are built on graves. And the last thing a king wants is one of the dead knocking at his door.”

My blood runs cold. My body reacts before my mind catches up. My stance tightens. My pulse thrums hard in my throat.

“What did you say?” I whisper.

Tyrston smiles, a cruel thing that doesn’t reach his eyes. We both hear the crunch of boots on gravel as someone runs toward us.

“I’d keep that scythe close,” Tyrston says. Tyrston lifts the hammer, slinging it over his shoulder with a lazy ease.

“Leina!” Ryot storms into the clearing, his expression thunderous. For one breath—just one—there’s real fear in Tyrston’s eyes before he masks it behind a smirk.

“Well,” Tyrston drawls, stepping back. He winks at me. “Looks like your leash is here, pet.”

Ryot doesn’t speak. He stalks forward, putting himself directly between us—his body a wall of fury. One hand rests on the hilt of his sword, and the other is clenched in a fist so tight his knuckles are white.

“Leave,” he demands, his voice low and lethal.

Tyrston’s gaze lands on me, standing behind Ryot, before he smiles and turns away. Ryot waits until long after Tyrston has vanished into the trees, until we can’t hear his steps at all anymore.

He turns to me, and gods, he’s furious.

“I told you not to be alone!” he shouts at me, gripping my shoulders in a way that hurts.

“I just needed a minute to breathe!” I shoot back, but I don’t wrench free from his hold. Even with the sting, I want his hands on me.

“Sweet Serephelle,” he mutters, releasing me. He paces a step away, then spins on me again, eyes blazing.

“This isn’t a fucking game, Leina! You think you don’t have enemies here? You think people are thrilled to see a Selencian woman—the first—training as an Altor?” He practically spits the words. The words, which land harder than his grip. I open my mouth—then close it again, my heartbeat thudding in my ears.

Beneath all that fury, there’s fear. And beneath that … something else. Something I don’t think he knows how to name. And he’s right. I’ve been protected by the raw might of Ryot, by the loyalty of our own cast, and sheltered by Stormriven after that. This was a reminder that not everyone welcomes me here.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Truly. And I won’t go off on my own again.”

Ryot comes back to me, pressing his forehead to mine. He cups my face in his cold hands and then just breathes, as if trying to calm his heartbeat through sheer force of will. Or maybe, by assuring himself that I’m alright.

I cover his hands with mine, and he relaxes.

“Ryot!” A voice calls out from down the hill, behind the trees that block us from view of the Synod.

Ryot drops his hands from my face and falls back.

“Ryot,” the voice calls out urgently. I manage to rip my eyes from Ryot’s and turn to the trees before Nyrica comes into view. He’s running up the hill. “A larkling arrived from Carrisfal. There’s been an attack,” he says, as he jogs over to us. “They’re holding them back, but you’re to ride out now with a contingent to provide reinforcements.”

Carrisfal, Carrisfal … I work to recall the maps I’ve been studying, maps of places I didn’t even know existed a few months ago. Carrisfal is an island to the south of us. It’s the only inhabited island in the Ebonmere Sea since the outbreak of the Eternal Wars. The Synod maintains a presence on Carrisfal and some of the other islands to make sure the Kher’zenn can’t establish a physical presence that much closer to Faraengard.

Ryot’s face shutters, his walls go up. “How bad?”

Nyrica’s own face is grim. “I don’t know. Bad enough that they’re sending a full contingent.”

Sweet Serephelle. A full contingent is 100 Altor warriors, 25 from each vanguard. Ryot starts for the Synod, his long stride eating up the ground. I’m nearly running to keep up with him, Nyrica keeping pace with me.

Ryot spins on Nyrica before we break through the tree line. “I can’t abandon Leina’s training now.”

I open my mouth to ask why they’re sending Ryot, if they’re not sending the rest of our cast, but Nyrica gets to it first. “You know they won’t let you stay behind to train a ward, not with something like this.”

“Fuck!” Ryot shouts, shoving his hand into his friend’s chest. “You keep Leina with you at all times. You watch over her like she’s …”

Ryot trails off, his sharp words coming to a grinding halt.

Nyrica quirks an eyebrow, a hint of humor sneaking through, despite the palpable tension.

“Like she’s what?” I ask.

“Yes, Ryot. Watch over her like she’s what?” Nyrica eggs him on.

“Like she’s blessed by the gods,” Ryot finishes, his tone weirdly flat, as he turns away from us and marches down the hill.

“Ryot!” I call out. He stops, but he doesn’t reply; he doesn’t even turn around. I’m at a loss for words. What do you tell your enemy-turned-ally-turned-something-else-entirely before he runs off to a dangerous battle? He doesn’t give me much time to figure it out before he restarts his aggressive stalking toward the Synod.

“Silent skies upon you, Ryot of Stormriven,” I finally get out the standard Faraengardian benediction. His stride falters, the only indication that he heard me, before he continues down the hill.

Nyrica flashes me a grin and slaps me on the shoulder before slinging his arm around me, pulling me into his side. The two of us continue back to the towering fortress at a much more relaxed pace.

I twine my arm around Nyrica’s back, relieved at the simple comfort in his touch. It’s so different from the push-and-pull tension when I’m with Ryot.

“Well, Miss Blessed-by-the-Gods, now that your tyrant is gone, do you have time in your busy training schedule for a drink?”

I watch Ryot until he disappears from view, my mind already filling with unwanted worry.

Fuck it. Maybe a drink—or ten—is exactly what I need right now.

“Mmm,” I answer, clearly distracted. “Only if we can get very, very drunk.”

He throws back his head and laughs. “I’ll get you drunk, love, if that’s what you’re after. But I don’t drink.”

I raise a brow at him. Godsdamn, I’ve been very distracted by Ryot to have never noticed this. I thought all the men here drank. “Oh? Why not?”

He offers me a sad smile. “I gave it up years ago. We’ll say alcohol doesn’t encourage me to be the person I want to be and leave it at that.”

I twine my arm into his. “Alright, then. You can get me very drunk.”

“Deal, love.”

I smile at the easy affection in Nyrica’s voice. It’s incredibly good to have a friend again, but even that isn’t enough to distract me from thinking about Ryot riding off into battle to fight with demons created by an evil goddess.

I sigh.

Nyrica offers me a quick smile and a side hug.

“Let’s get you that drink,” he says.
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I didn’t expect each vanguard to have a soul of its own—but they do. Perhaps it’s the choosing. Wards and masters aren’t assigned; they find each other. And over time, each vanguard has become a mirror of those choices, a reflection of itself.

Atherclad worships strength. Every blade, every breath, every heartbeat is bent toward battle prowess. Fellsworn favors the mind—a place where strategy is sharper than steel. Skyforge endures. Not the brute strength of muscle, but the quiet, stubborn kind. The kind that stands up, again and again, no matter how many times it falls.

And Stormriven … Stormriven is loyal. Not to the Elder, not to the archons—but to each other. Fiercely. Entirely. It might be heresy to even suspect it, but I don’t think they’re loyal to the gods, either.

	Letter from a visiting priest of Elandors Veil in Year 756 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


“Tell me about the Kher’zenn,” I demand.

“What do you want to know?” Nyrica asks, his fingers tapping out a pleasant rhythm on the wooden table. I think, if he wasn’t a warrior, he’d be a musician. He’s always humming a tune or clapping out a beat.

“Do you find the Kher’zenn … attractive?”

He hums an affirmative as he cuts into a hunk of venison that’s bigger than his head. “Very, though I don’t think that’s the right word. More like … irresistible.”

Interesting.

“Do the Kher’zenn have any … gifts? From the gods?”

“From Kheris. Yes.”

I stare at him expectantly, but he doesn’t elaborate, just shovels another bite of meat into his mouth. “Nyrica!”

He shoots me a grin but swallows his food before he answers. “They ride a beast straight from the fiery depths of Lako’s hells, they’re fast and strong as hells, and they’re made even stronger by death.”

I lean forward, hands on the table. “And?”

Nyrica’s easy smile twists down. “They ride savage, monstrous creatures that are nothing but sharp teeth and claws—even their godsdamn wings have serrated edges. They are made stronger by every life they take, and they look like something you’d want to fuck while they’re sucking out your soul. What other powers do you want them to have, Leina?”

I growl a little in frustration. “But what does that mean?”

Nyrica drops his knife and fork, and they clatter as they land on his ceramic plate. He also leans forward, his jovial face going unnaturally somber.

“Ryot’s going to be fine,” Nyrica tells me, his voice set in a low whisper.

“You don’t know that,” I argue, deciding to abandon all effort at pretense. “You can’t possibly know that.”

“It’s actually a very good assumption on my part,” he says. “Ryot’s gifted, remember?”

I roll my eyes a little. “We’re all gifted.”

“Arrogant little thing, aren’t you?” He smirks at me as Thalric takes a seat next to him. I pretend not to notice the slight brush of their hands when Thalric takes his seat, and the way Nyrica’s posture shifts toward Thalric, like a flower seeking the sun.

I notice the twitch of a smile that plays at the corner of Thalric’s mouth when Nyrica says something under his breath. I notice the way they don’t quite look at each other, not directly, but how their awareness of each other is… constant.

And I start thinking back, to the way Thalric always ends up seated next to Nyrica, to the way they spar harder than anyone else, but never leave bruises. The way they disappear sometimes, and none of the other cast members ask where they’ve gone.

My eyes flick to Nyrica as he leans in slightly, bumping Thalric’s shoulder with his own. Thalric doesn’t react, but I swear his oh-so-serious face almost grins.

No distractions … But this doesn’t look like a distraction. It looks like a lifeline.

I jerk in confusion and anger and want, and slam my fork down on my plate. The ceramic cracks down the middle.

Nyrica barely looks up from his food. “You either need a good rest or a good fuck, love. You’re getting moody.”

“I vote a good fuck,” says Faelon as he slides his tray of food onto the table to my right. “We could all use a good fuck. It’s been too long.”

“For Serephelle’s sake, man, you can’t say that in front of Leina!” Caius says, plopping down to my left. Kiernan and Leif follow.

Nyrica snorts out a laugh. “What, you think because she’s a woman she doesn’t enjoy sex?”

Caius, the poor man, starts to blush, and I take pity on him as the blush starts to creep up into his hairline. I pat his hand and smile at him. It’s not entirely his fault he was raised to treat women like they’re made of glass. Of boring, tedious, lifeless, sexless glass.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s not like any of us will ever have sex again, so it’s a moot point,” I placate the group, and dig into my own food. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how much food is readily available here. I shove back the guilt that always comes at mealtime and tell myself, for the one thousandth time, if I don’t eat, I won’t be strong enough to protect Seb and Leo.

I’m so focused on my food, it takes me a few breaths to realize the table has gone unusually quiet—none of the usual teasing or raucous laughter I’ve come to expect from my cast—and I look up from my venison to find six sets of intense eyes trained on me, their expressions all showing some level of discomfort and bafflement.

“Uhhh … what do you mean by that?” Nyrica is the one to ask, breaking the awkward silence that fell over the table.

“You know…” I slash my fork in the air in an X gesture, probably looking as confused as they do right now.

Nyrica’s brow wrinkles as he squints at me. “No,” he says, mimicking the way I motioned with my fork, but making the mark for a question, instead. “I absolutely do not know what you’re talking about.”

I lean forward over the table—I do not want the rest of the men in the provisionary to overhear this—and the six men seated around me lean in toward the center of the table. “You know,” I make a tiny little X in the air with my fork again. “The no sex rule,” I whisper.

Faelon looks absolutely horrified. Caius and Kiernan both look awkward. Nyrica looks like he’s about to burst into either tears or laughter—and knowing him, I can guess which. Thalric and Leif both look confused. It doesn’t take long at all for Nyrica to lose his battle with his self-control, and he snorts out the first hint of laughter. The sound causes even Thalric to tip his lips into a hint of a smile. He only ever smiles when Nyrica laughs.

“Why is this funny?” I hiss at Nyrica.

“Who told you we’re not allowed to have sex?” Nyrica counters.

“Well.” I think back to what Ryot said when he kissed me in the tent, and I wonder how much of that to share. Probably none. “It’s something I picked up on,” I decide to say. “That Altor aren’t allowed to have sex.”

Nyrica snorts again. “Uh huh.”

Faelon has abandoned any effort at eating, and he looks utterly, completely serious when he turns to me, as if the fate of the world—or the fate of my vagina—is riding on what he says next.

“Of course we’re allowed to have sex. The Crimson Feather is a pleasure house at the outskirts of Edessa that caters to us,” he explains. “We rotate when we’re allowed to go.”

“But—” I start, but then I stop, desperately trying to remember exactly what Ryot said. The specifics are hazy, probably because my brain glitched about the same time Ryot pressed his mouth to mine. “The Crimson Feather is a brothel? I thought it was a gaming hell.”

“No, it’s not a brothel,” Faelon says the last word with some disdain. “It’s a pleasure house. Don’t worry. There are men there, too, if you lean that way.”

My mouth drops open, and even Caius laughs. I cannot imagine the look on my face. This is so … dirty. Thalric is the only one eyeing me with a hint of understanding.

“But—what about ‘no distractions’?”

“We’re allowed to have emotionless sex,” Thalric says, his watchful gaze on me. “Where birth control is carefully controlled and the relationships are meticulously monitored to ensure no competing loyalties are formed—either through a relationship with a sexual partner, or through the creation of a child. The Crimson Feather is an outlet and a reward—not a distraction.”

“Exactly!” Faelon says with a grin, going back to inhaling his dinner. “The best kind of sex!”

I force out a laugh, but Thalric keeps his eyes on me. I think maybe he sees too much. Maybe he senses the way my insides have turned to mush, and maybe he hears the way my heart has started to pound. Maybe he can see the way I can’t quite laugh this off. I clear my throat. I don’t want to push the issue, but I want to make sure I understand. “So, it isn’t sex that’s banned,” I confirm.

Faelon snorts. Thalric shakes his head, a quick negative motion.

“It’s the forming of emotional bonds that’s forbidden?” I ask.

“Correct,” Thalric says, and his eyes are full of understanding.

Faelon snorts derisively. “Who wants those anyway?”

I set my fork back on the table and reach instead for the tankard of mead. I trace a bead of moisture lining the outside of the tankard with my finger. Nyrica clears his throat, and I whip my gaze up to his. All of the men are watching me. When I look back at my mug, I realize I’ve made little lines in the condensation all around the mug, twisting it around and around.

“So,” Nyrica starts, offering a subject change. “Leina was asking about the Kher’zenn when you guys sat down.”

Faelon’s eyes light up, and he’s about to open his mouth, but Thalric cuts him off with a stern look.

“Ryot doesn’t want her thinking about that yet,” Thalric says, holding up a hand to stop Faelon. “He wants her focused on Elandors Veil. One step at a time.”

Faelon nods, knowingly. “Yes, one step at a time,” he jokes. “Exactly how you’ll need to climb to the Veil.” His jokes are awful, and we all roll our eyes. Caius throws a buttered roll at him, but he catches it handily. With that, he starts in on how he almost died when he climbed Elandors Veil, about the voices that nearly walked him right off the cliff. I look back at Nyrica and mouth thank you. His smile widens, but otherwise he doesn’t acknowledge me.

I’ve already heard Faelon’s gruesome story—twice—so instead of listening I take the time to look around the provisionary. The hall can hold something like 400 men, but I’ve never seen it that full. We aren’t scheduled to eat in shifts, exactly, but it happens that way anyway, correlating closely with guard duty and patrol duty. And some of the men, about 60 at any given time, are stationed on the islands scattered across the Ebonmere Sea and down the coast, acting as a first line of warning for a Kher’zenn attack.

Long wooden tables stretch the length of the room, with benches that could seat dozens of men, but we still sit in small clusters, mostly organized by vanguard and then by cast. There’s a little intermingling—it isn’t forbidden to socialize with others—but the vanguards naturally stick together. Scattered down our table are other Stormriven casts, though there are a handful from Fellsworn mixed in. One table over is the unofficial Fellsworn table, with a few Stormriven sitting over there, too. Stormriven and Fellsworn seem to have formed an alliance of sorts—or at least, the two vanguards are more friendly with each other than they are with Atherclad and Skyforge.

I don’t know why that is, but I can’t say I’m upset by it.

Avoiding Tyrston is a top priority for me.

At the thought, I turn in my seat, looking over my shoulder to the Atherclad table that’s at my back. My gaze is immediately drawn to Tyrston. When he sees me looking at him, he smiles and licks his lips. He throws a dagger into the wooden table. Thwunk. He yanks it back out, giving the handle a quick pull. Thwunk. He pulls the handle forward and backward, and lifts the dagger out of the table again. He kisses the pommel of his dagger, then kisses the air between us. My stomach rolls, but still, my eyes are drawn to his grotesque display.

Until Faelon slams an elbow into my side. “Don’t,” he says, a surprisingly simple reprimand from someone who can’t say two words if twenty will do.

I snap my head back around to find all of the Ra’veth men looking at me with their mouths drawn in tight lines, their eyes solemn.

“Don’t bother with him,” Nyrica tells me. “Your reaction is what he’s after.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one he’s threatening with that dagger.”

Nyrica’s eyes go uncharacteristically hard, and I get a brief glimpse into what he must look like in battle—his expression morphs from friendly and jovial into something menacing and aggressive. It’s chilling, the look on his face, the way his entire body has tensed up.

But it’s Thalric who replies.

“Yes, we are,” Thalric says. “If you threaten one of us, you threaten all of us.”

Like it’s something they rehearsed, each of them—even Kiernan—draw a dagger. In one harmonized motion, they slam the daggers into the table. The entire provisionary goes eerily quiet, the dozens of little conversations dying down to nothing as the distinct sound of those six daggers slamming into the table at the same time resonates up and down the hall.

No one says anything, but Nyrica throws up his fist in a rude gesture toward the Atherclad table. I can’t help the laugh that bubbles in my throat—sharp, surprised, a little unhinged. It’s what Levvi might’ve done. Or Alden. Or Seb. My father.

I think about pretending this never happened—about pretending I’m above it. But Nyrica’s right, and he’s also wrong. Tyrston wants my reaction, but not just any reaction. He wants my fear, my panic, and with my cast beside me, I feel none of those things. So, I turn back toward Tyrston, meeting his gaze evenly. He’s still watching, but this time, his face is flushed red with fury.

I smile, saccharine sweet—a fuck you from across the room.

Tyrston jumps to standing so quickly that his chair falls over. But in the time it takes for the back of his chair to hit the ground, the sound of 50 chairs scraping across the stone floor echoes against the walls, as each and every man in Stormriven and Fellsworn rises around me.

Someone sitting next to Tyrston puts a hand on his arm and whispers in his ear. Tyrston jerks his arm back and storms out of the provisionary.

The air in the room is decidedly fraught, no one moving, until Faelon mutters, “I told you we all need a good fuck. This shit doesn’t happen when everyone is freshly fucked.”

I swing wide eyes over to Faelon.

Caius stares him down. “And I told you, you can’t say shit like that anymore.”

“What?!” Faelon gripes. “I’m sure Leina understands the stress-relieving power of a good fucking.”

I blink once. Twice. Then I burst out laughing. The others around me start to chuckle, everyone retaking their seats.

“You’re right, Faelon. When is it our turn to go to the brothel?” I ask.

He grins at me. “It’s a pleasure house,” he says overly offended. “And we’ll definitely go when you get back from Elandors Veil. To celebrate.”

When I get back from Elandors Veil. Not if.

I hold up my tankard of mead. “A toast then,” I say. “To sex and to Elandors Veil.”

Faelon eagerly raises his glass in the air, but Thalric puts his hand on Faelon’s arm, holding his cup down.

“No,” Thalric says, holding up his own cup. “To family.”

My eyes are a bit wet as I raise my mug, but I don’t cry. I refuse to cry.

“To family,” I echo.

The others follow, their voices layered and strong. It’s better than friendship. It’s belonging.

But that night, I dream of fire and screaming, of blood in the soil, and of shadows reaching for people I love.

And I remember how fragile a family can be.
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Lie down, little one, and close your eyes,

The Veil winds call with ancient sighs.

They thread through bone, through breath, through flame,

And bind all souls with secret names.

So fear no dark, nor death’s domain,

No whispered curse, no creeping pain⁠—

For though you sleep in shadowed light,

The Veil will claim you.

And hold you tight.

	"Songs of the River-Veil," a traditional Selencian cradlesong 





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


I don’t understand why sometimes I slide into the darkness and sometimes I fight it. Some nights, it claws at me—smoke and shadow and screams I desperately want to forget.

But tonight … tonight, I slide. No resistance. No fear. Just a surrender to something quieter, softer. And when the darkness clears, I’m not in Sol’vaelen, or a field of wheat, or back in the ruins of home.

I’m in Ryot’s tent … or at least, something like it.

The sensation of the furs beneath me is familiar even if it’s not quite real. The space smells like him—leather, cinnamon, and salt. I’m naked, stretched out on his bedroll, my body warm and thrumming like it already knows what's coming. I’m already touching myself, slowly, lazily, not in a hurry to chase the heat building under my skin—only to savor it.

The flap opens, and Ryot steps inside. His eyes find me instantly—those deep, storm-dark eyes going wide and raw with need and possession. He moves quickly, snapping the tent closed behind him with a hard tug.

“Master,” I whisper, breathless. I don’t know why I’m not surprised to see him here.

His eyes burn into mine as I freeze beneath his gaze, my fingers going still. There’s a moment, suspended in silence, where I could pretend to be embarrassed, to cover myself. But I don’t. I can’t. Because I want him to see me.

He brings his eyes from where my fingers play, tracing a path up my body until his eyes burn into mine. “You’re the master here, rebel girl.”

He drops to his knees, and crawls toward me. “Don’t stop,” he says, his voice rough and low. “Don’t you dare stop.”

I should feel scandalized, but I don’t. I’m powerful.

I circle my fingers again, slow and deliberate. I drop my eyes to watch my hand, but he growls low in his throat. “Eyes on me, rebel girl. You watch me when you stroke yourself. You think of me.”

“I always do.” My heart stutters at the truth of it.

He shakes his head. He’s already between my thighs, sliding his hands up to their juncture, pinning me to the furs with reverent strength. “I know,” he murmurs.

His mouth is on me before I can speak again, and my body bows in answer. Heat rolls through me. He licks with long, leisurely strokes, tasting me. My hands tangle in his hair—gods, I don’t even know when I grabbed him—and I hold on because the world might disappear if I don’t.

He watches me while he works me apart. Eyes dark, demanding, worshipful. Every flick of his tongue builds me higher. Every press of his fingers brings me closer. And when I come, it’s with a cry that shakes me open—something real and terrifying in its intensity. Something very not-a-dream. He groans and presses his mouth onto my stomach, breathing hard. I carve my fingers through his hair, still shuddering, and it hits me—how tender this feels.

How dangerous this is.

“I don’t know what you’re doing in my dreams again,” I say, breaking the silence. “I usually dream of darkness or fire. The screams of the dying or the silence of the dead.”

“Mine are the same. Dreams are where the dead live,” he says, voice muffled against my skin. He’s unbearably sad in that moment, until he flashes me a wicked grin. “This is better.”

The darkness twirls around my ankles, wrapping around my feet with phantom fingers. Has it come to take me away? I tense.

“Do I need to give you another orgasm to make that worried look go away?” he teases.

I laugh. Soft, breathy, surprised. “That’s what Faelon said I needed, too.”

His smile drops. His whole body tenses. “Faelon is not for you.”

His fierceness distracts me from the shadowed fingers that have twirled around my wrists. “What?”

“If he so much as looks at you like this, I’ll kill him.”

It should scare me, the possessiveness in his voice. But it doesn’t. Not here. Not in this place. I shake my head, still laughing. “No, not like that. He said he wants to take me to a brothel. The Crimson Feather.”

Ryot crawls up my body, wraps me in his arms, and buries his face in my neck. He breathes deeply, inhaling my scent.

“The Crimson Feather is not for you, either,” he growls.

“You can’t tell me what to do,” I murmur, wrapping my arms around him.

“I can try,” he says, a laugh in his voice. “At least here, I can try.”

Here. In this place that’s not real—where nothing is real, not even us. Only darkness. Here, the rules don’t exist.

He holds me tighter, as if he can feel the dream unraveling at the seams. Can he see the way the obsidian has curled around me, too?

“I’m so tired,” I whisper, eyelids growing heavy. My grip on him slackens.

“No,” he says softly, but I’m already slipping away.

He dissolves.

Or maybe I do.
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Most of the men in this stronghold are blind as molebats. Strong warriors, every one of them, but put a tender thing like love in front of their noses and they’ll miss it entirely.

Still, for those of us who do have eyes, Thalric and Nyrica are something extraordinary. Not loud or performative. Not the kind of bond that demands attention. Just… steady. Fierce in its quiet. A love that’s been forged in fire, tempered by grief, and bound not just by history, but by choice. Truly, it is the kind of love the bards would write about, if we hadn’t banished both love and music from these stone halls long ago.

The archons? Also blind as molebats. But I suspect the Ra’veth cast sees it too. How could they not? That kind of devotion doesn’t hide. It glows.

Let the archons and the others pretend otherwise. I’ll keep watching. It is, after all, an inspiration.

	E 





CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Nyrica slams Thalric to the ground in an incredibly masculine display that would have my blood pumping—if Nyrica wasn’t grinning down at Thalric with his heart in his eyes. And if I hadn’t spent the last two nights having entirely inappropriate and exhausting sex dreams about Ryot of fucking Stormriven. I’ve awakened in a tangle of sweaty sheets and with want that spirals through my blood like a virus.

I’ll admit, I’d started to fear my dreams were some kind of divine power from the gods. I snort and then slap my hand over my mouth to cover a delirious laugh, because I highly doubt the gods are blessing me with sex dreams of Ryot. My restless sleep is nothing but my own nightmarish past, my own forebodings, my own desires. Still, I wish I could somehow snuff them out altogether. They always leave me feeling muddled the next morning. I cradle my head in my hands and rub at the ache that spreads out from my right temple, my fingers gliding over the raised edges of my scar.

In a motion that’s a blur, Thalric intertwines his feet with Nyrica’s, tripping him and pulling him to the sand. The pit—where the men engage in less formal fighting and sparring than in the outdoor arena—is in an indoor area of the Synod reserved for training. There’s also an enclosed gymnasium, a weaponry, and a weights room. This room is slightly sunken, with a sandy pit at the center.

A flash of lightning momentarily brightens the poorly lit chamber through its one high window. The quick burst of light—followed by the boom of thunder overhead—makes me wince as my head pounds.

There’s been no news from Carrisfal. The men blame the lack of word on this behemoth of a storm that rolled in yesterday afternoon and hasn’t eased up since, not even for a few minutes. The faravars won’t fly in it, they tell me, not unless they have to. Still, worry for Ryot has haunted my waking hours, just like need for him haunts my sleep.

Nyrica quickly pins Thalric beneath him. The two of them stay like that—chests flush together, hands intertwined, heavy breaths intermingling. I avert my eyes from the match, giving them a little privacy. My eyes drift upward, to look toward the high window. Even today, most of the men are outside taking advantage of the foul weather to get in elements training.

My time spent training in the godforsaken elements did not help my headache. I struggled through a lesson on building a protective shelter with Caius, before deciding it was literally impossible. The wind ripped the hides that were supposed to form the walls of my tent to shreds. The incessant rain and mud made anchoring anything impossible. My lesson ended with me wrapped up in one of the animal hides on high ground, curled up in a ball trying to retain body heat.

Caius laughed, told me I looked like a drowned rat, and sent me here to learn sparring. That was an hour ago. My wet hair is still plastered against my face, my drenched tunic is clinging to my skin, and my feet are soaked in muddy, water-saturated leather. I’m fucking freezing. It would’ve been heavenly to have taken a warm bath or, at the very least, change my clothes. But wards aren’t permitted to clean up or warm up until the end of the day. It’s part of our resilience training. Godsdamned elements training and resilience training are for the birds. My mouth twists down in a sardonic smile. My entire life has been a lesson in resilience training.

I don’t need to walk around in soggy boots to know my own strength.

“Leina,” Nyrica calls out. “You’re not paying attention.”

I jerk my gaze over to see Nyrica standing in the center of the pit with his legs spread wide and his arms crossed over his chest. He’s covered in sand. Thalric is rising from the ground, meticulously wiping the white sand from his black leather pants.

I sigh and get up from my seated position on the cold floor.

“Why don’t you two go into the bathing chamber and clean up?” I nod toward the door on the other side of the room. It leads to one of the many bathing chambers scattered around the Synod. Every training area has its own, most of them located in the depths of the earth, where hot springs bubble up and fill natural caverns with delicious warmth.

They both stiffen.

“What did you say?” Thalric asks, his voice low. I shift my gaze between the two of them. I can’t tell if they’re offended, so I tread carefully.

“I’ll stay here,” I gesture vaguely at the sparring room. “And review …” my pounding, frozen head is having a hard time coming up with anything. “Meditation.” I’ll keep watch, I try to tell them with my eyes. “You two can go get cleaned up before we move on to the next session.”

Please, go relieve some of that sexual tension for all our sakes.

We all stand there, paralyzed. Them with indecision; me with a growing unease. Finally, after what feels like hours scrutinizing my face, Nyrica cuts his gaze toward Thalric and inclines his head back as if to say, how about it? Thalric is breathing heavily—heavier than he was at the end of their match—and he turns wide eyes to Nyrica. Again, I avert my gaze.

Nyrica clears his throat, and I look back toward them, more than a bit terrified that I’ve overstepped. That outrage and disgust will shine on their faces. But that’s not it at all. They’re stunned, sure. But also … excited.

“That’s a great plan, love,” Nyrica smiles, his dimple flashing out.

“We can’t leave her alone,” Thalric says.

Nyrica’s smile dims. “That’s true.”

I scoff and gesture to my scythe. “I’m a grown woman, marked by a goddess, with gods-blessed fighting skills and a temper,” I assure them. “I’ll be fine.”

Nyrica is considering, but Thalric hesitates again, until Leif walks into the pit from outside. Rain and lighting fill the small chamber until he closes the door behind him.

Nyrica grins so wide, both dimples wink out.

“Perfect timing, Leif!” Nyrica takes a step backward, toward Thalric. He gestures between Leif and me. “You and Leina work on hand-to-hand until Thalric and I get back.”

Nyrica and Thalric intertwine their hands together in a move that’s so natural, I know they’ve done it hundreds or even thousands of times before. My smile is so wide it’s hurting my face. I’m delighted for them and for me, that I’m officially in on what I know is a cast-kept, sacred secret.

“We’ll take you to Tempest Reach, Leina,” Thalric says, as they walk through the door that leads to the bathing chamber. “It would be a good day to get some climbing practice in. In the elements.”

My joy is so complete and real that Thalric’s words about more elements training doesn’t register until they’ve disappeared down the stairs. Immediately my smile turns into a frown. Climbing practice? In this weather?

“More elements training? Those bastards,” I groan, turning to Leif.

Leif stares forlornly at the closed door to the bathing chamber, his wet hair plastered to his forehead and his wet clothes plastered to his body. He shakes himself to get some of the water off, and then he sighs. “It’s really not fair that wards can’t even dry off,” he mutters.

I cast a side eye at the sand pit. I do not want to add to my mud-soaked misery with sand. “So,” I hedge. “Did we think the hand-to-hand thing was an actual command, or more of a suggestion?”

Leif grins at me. “Definitely a suggestion.”

“Oh good,” I say, sliding down to resettle onto the cold floor with a huff. I lean my head back against the stone wall and let my fingers rest on the scythe propped next to me. It’s comforting.

Leif does the same on the other side of the sand pit, as if he’s too tired to even walk across the room. The storm is still raging outside. The rain slams into the stone fortress in a cacophony of sound that’s punctuated by regular blasts of thunder. The noise from the storm is nearly deafening, easily drowning out any noises from the bathing chamber below. Thank Serephelle.

But it doesn’t take long before my headache intensifies. My troubled thoughts circle back like an ugly swarm of whispers flitting and buzzing about in a swarm. What if Ryot didn’t make it through the battle? What if he’s injured? What if he tried to fly back, but he and Einarr were caught in the storm?

Pound, goes the rain. What if, says my mind. Pound, goes my headache. Boom, goes the thunder. Pound. What if. Pound. Boom.

Oh, blessed Thayana. How do I make it stop?

Meditation. I’ll try meditation. It certainly can’t hurt.

I allow my eyelids to drift closed and inhale a lungful of cold air.

The exterior door—the one that leads to the training field—slams against the wall, and my eyes snap open. Leif jumps to his feet. A handful of wards strut in like they own the place.

And one of them is Tyrston.
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The Primordial Gods—those who breathe celestial fire and strength—bestowed a breath upon humanity. And with that breath, they left behind the Gifted: a small drop of divinity among men.

	Scroll at Elandors Veil 





CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


I wrap my fingers more solidly around my scythe and stand as they come to a halt on the other side of the room. We’re separated by the sandpit in the middle. Tyrston smiles, and it reminds me so much of Maxim’s smile that I cringe. He even looks like his dead master, both of them broad and hulking men with reddish-brown hair, though Tyrston’s face is clean shaven because wards aren’t allowed to grow facial hair. But really, more than any physical likeness, he brings a similar energy, a malevolent presence that wrinkles the air. I felt it around Maxim, and it’s here now, too.

Tyrston has several daggers strapped to his chest, but his main weapon is the same hammer he had in the clearing. Fenrir and Varek both prefer spears, and their weapons are strapped to their backs. All three of them are drenched from the rain.

You avoid Tyrston at all costs, Leina. He’s gifted. If he walks into a room, you walk out of it. Ryot’s warning echoes in my mind, but I don’t leave.

“Well, well,” Tyrston drawls. “If it isn’t the gods’ favorite.”

I tighten my fingers on my scythe.

Leif takes a step toward Tyrston. “We’re training here, Tyrston. You need to go somewhere else.”

Tyrston tsks, but he doesn’t take his eyes off me. “You’re not in here training. You’re hiding. Can’t handle a little rain.”

“Maybe they’re planning to get warm in the bathing chamber,” Fenrir says, a predatory smirk on his lips.

Tyrston’s smile widens. “Ah, I knew you were a naughty girl,” he whispers, shrugging out of his soaked coat. “Well, we were planning to break the rules ourselves and get warm. We’ll let you join us.”

My knees quake, but I hold my gaze steady.

“No,” I say, moving to take a wide stance in front of the door to the bathing chamber. “No one will be breaking the rules today.”

Tyrston’s face darkens, his hand dropping to the hammer hanging on his belt.

“Did you tell me no?” he asks, his voice a humming threat. “Did you hear that, boys? She thinks she can tell me no.” Fenrir and Varek both laugh. Tyrston indicates they should try to circle the room on the outer edges.

Leif pulls his sword, and the sound is a warning. Varek stops, his hands on his own spear. “Back off, Varek. This is dumb. You’re not an idiot, are you?”

Varek says something else, but I don’t catch it, because Tyrston steps into the sand pit, coming toward me.

No.

“I’m sure someone like you is well-accustomed to ignoring the ladies when they reject you, Tyrston, but you would do well to remember that this lady has a weapon.” I bare my teeth at him in a facsimile of a smile. “And I’m not afraid to rip you apart with it.”

Tyrston laughs. “You’re surprisingly confident for one so outnumbered.”

I swing my scythe up in front of me, recalling Ryot’s lessons in weapons training. A scythe is designed for wide, sweeping arcs. Use it to keep your enemies at a distance. I swing the scythe, and it’s enough to have Fenrir jumping back. “Well, I am currently undefeated in duels to the death.”

Tyrston smiles wider. “You think you can defeat me because you took out an old, unarmed man? I’m like nothing you’ve fought before,” he says. “I’m better. I’m gifted.”

Gifted … gifted …

Stay balanced on your toes to avoid telegraphing attacks. I change the position of my feet.

I snort. “I highly doubt that. In fact, everything about you screams ordinary.” I shoot a mockingly compassionate look at his pants. “Some might even say below average.”

He flushes red. “I’ll not accept any lip from you, bitch.”

“Haven’t you heard, Tyrston? I’m Thayana’s bitch. Best for you if you walk away now.”

“Ah. Yes, blessed by the goddess Thayana herself. Should we test the blessing of Thayana against that of the old gods? Thayana’s kiss against the raw magic of creation? Against the gift bestowed on my bloodline long before the Altor were even a thought, long before they were so much as a murmur in Sol’vaelen.”

He frees his hammer from his belt. One side has a blunt edge, like for battering, and the other side is like the bladed end of an axe. The entire thing is made of adamas and is about as long as his arm. The air around the hammer sizzles. My gaze swings up from the weapon to its wielder, whose anger is tangible, almost a living, breathing thing. And he’s feeding all that energy into the hammer somehow. It’s hissing, and wisps of smoke are rising from the end.

Like it’s … otherworldly.

Gifted. Bloodline.

Oh, my gods. My mind flashes back to every time I’ve heard that phrase.

Elowen—I’m a gifted healer.

Ryot—Avoid Tyrston. He’s gifted.

Nyrica—Ryot will be fine. He’s gifted.

They didn’t mean gifted, as in very talented or as in gifted with Altor abilities. They meant gifted, as in endowed with something else. Something magical.

I inhale deeply, trying to maintain my calm. There are rules about this in the Synod. We’re not allowed to randomly attack one another. We’re too valuable, each one of us is too instrumental in this war with the Kher’zenn. There’s a method to dealing with disputes, and this is not it.

By the Veil, this is not good.

Tyrston takes another step toward me. He’s at the base of the steps in the sand pit, and my scythe is within reach. “Leif, you can join us,” he calls back.

Leif pales. He keeps one eye on Varek, but steps into the sandpit with Tyrston.

“Fuck. Off,” Leif growls.

“Nah,” Tyrston says. “She wants this. Clearly.”

“No.” For some reason it sounds weak coming out of my mouth. “No!” I try again, and I’m relieved at the rage and venom that laces the word this time. “Let me be perfectly clear—no woman wants this. Wants you. Not. One.”

He growls at me.

“Tyrston, we’ll all be punished if something happens here. Let’s all take a step back and—” Leif tries to reason with him, but Tyrston is beyond hearing. Or beyond caring.

His eyes roll back in his head and then he’s letting that fury swallow him up. When his eyes focus on me again, they’re crazed. He’s gleeful with rage, drunk with it. Fenrir and Varek both look less certain now that this is actually happening, but they take their cue from Tyrston and edge in closer to me.

I swing out again in a wide arc, trying to get them all to back off. But Tyrston lunges forward and blocks the swing with his hammer. The force of it rattles my scythe and sets my teeth chattering, sending me slamming back into the stone wall.

The movement lights a match in the room, and Leif is on top of Tyrston with a roar. I block a strike from Fenrir and swing the scythe around like a staff to ward off Varek, who’s run at me, too. I keep my back pressed against the stone wall.

Ryot’s lessons spring forward. You can’t depend on raw force. Your strength lies in your speed and your control. Focus on precision.

I stay back, letting them come to me, and wait for an opening in their wild, aggressive thrusts with their spears. It doesn’t take long—only enough time for them to strike four or five times each—before I find an opening. Fenrir goes in for a wild jab, and I use the curved blade of the scythe to hook his weapon, yanking it from his hands. I then drop to the ground, swiping my hook under Varek’s feet. With a shriek, he collides with Fenrir, and the two of them topple into the pit. Varek is screaming wildly but I don’t stop to see how injured he is.

It’s probably only been seconds, but it still took too long. Tyrston is steadily driving Leif back with that hammer. Leif is kneeling on the ground, his sword raised as a shield, as Tyrston drives the hammer down again and again. Finally, the force of it sends Leif crashing into the stone steps, and his body collapses when his head strikes the stone.

“Leif!” I scream, jumping into the blood-streaked pit. My voice is enough to pull Tyrston back, and he abandons his assault on Leif, turning for me with a twisted smirk.

“Leina,” he purrs as he stalks toward me. “You say my name.”

“What was your name again?” I manage to gasp out. “I’m afraid I don’t recall.” Leif is prone at the base of the steps. Unconscious. Oh gods. I refuse to let someone else die while I watch.

Tyrston’s face twists, and he swings out with the hammer, just as I shove my scythe up in the air horizontally, holding on with both hands. The hammer connects with my scythe, and the force of it shakes down my arms and all through my body. In the last few months, I’ve had countless hours of weapons training. Broadsword with Ryot, shredwhip with Caius, axes with Nyrica, spear with Thalric, a bow and arrows with Faelon. Lances, daggers, even a battering ram. But nothing … nothing has felt like this.

Tyrston swings his hammer in an upward motion, knocking the scythe from my hands.

Thayana, help me.

Tyrston rears back, bringing that hammer down with otherworldly strength. It’s not even the strength of an Altor, it’s something else. A jagged, skull-splitting pain crashes through my body when the hammer hits Thayana’s mark on my temple and I go limp, weaving in and out of conscious thought. I can’t think anymore. I can barely open my eyes. But somehow, I do. I pull my face out of the sand to see Tyrston has been shoved backward to the other side of the pit—the scar repelling him. He looks dazed, but he’s still coming to his feet. I manage to roll, and slip one of my daggers out of the holster at my thigh and fling it into the shoulder of his hammer-wielding arm.

He screams, dropping the hammer, but he almost immediately calls it back up with his left. He’s more awkward with his non-dominant hand, noticeably so. My eyes snap back to Leif—still unconscious, still vulnerable. I struggle to my knees, sliding my other dagger free.

I will end Tyrston. Or I will die trying.

Everything feels dreamlike as he swings the hammer over his head, and I struggle to convince myself this is real. Finally, I grip my dagger with the tips of my fingers, prepared to hurl it at his throat—the most vulnerable spot for an Altor. A mortal wound, not covered by chainmail.

I throw the dagger.

There’s a roar and a crack of thunder.

My weapon falls back to the ground, useless. And I’m covered. Protected. Shielded. A force slams into place around me, hard and unyielding. It seals me in, locks out the world. The hammer comes down, but I feel nothing at all. Maybe this is a dream. Just a dream. Gods know, I’ve had enough of them.

I crumble, folding to the floor under the weight of the pain, as Tyrston is thrown again, his body whipping across the room and hitting the far wall with a sickening crunch. My eyelids drag down.

When I’m able to drag my eyes open again, Ryot is kneeling at my side.

“Hi,” I murmur to him, my voice slurring.

He’s frantic, and he’s staring at me like I’m the last star in his sky—something precious, and at risk of falling. This is the way he looks at me in my dreams. Yes, this must be a dream. His hands hover over me, as if he’s not entirely sure what to do with them. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so unsure. I manage a smile as I slide my eyes closed. I like him in my dreams. Dream Ryot isn’t so … surly.

“Hey, rebel girl,” he murmurs. I slide into unconsciousness on the sound of his soft voice, only to be roused later by his anger.

“You were supposed to fucking watch her,” Ryot is shouting, and I struggle to open my eyes.

“I’m so sorry,” Nyrica says. “I don’t …”

I blink my eyes open again. Nyrica and Ryot are both leaning over me. Ryot has a hand under my face, keeping my eyes and mouth out of the sand, but I don’t think he’s moved me otherwise.

Nyrica’s alright. The relief is almost blinding.

“Leif,” I manage to get out.

Ryot turns back to me, his fingers cradling my cheek. “Leif will be fine,” he says. “Thalric is with him.” His hand feels so blessedly real. “Can you move your fingers and toes, Leina?”

What a weird thing to have to do in a dream, but I obediently wiggle my fingers and toes.

“Thank Thera,” he mutters. “I’m taking her to Elowen.”

Soft hands pick me up like I’m fragile, cherished. I rest my palm against his heart and nestle my nose into his neck. I breathe in cinnamon, leather, and salt and I know beyond a doubt that I’m safe.

“Y’r’okay.” I have a hard time getting my mouth to form over the words.

“Yeah, my rebel girl. I’m okay,” he says. “And you will be, too.”

That shimmering warmth that I now recognize as him slides over and under and around me and settles against my skin like a caress. It even blankets my mind, and I know I can relax my death grip on my thoughts. I’ve felt this before, I realize. When the Kher’zenn attacked. When Maxim was choking me. When I was cold on the mountain in our tent.

It’s Ryot. It’s him somehow.

“Back the fuck up,” he snaps, his voice low and sharp, as he holds me tighter against his chest.

“You can’t speak to me that way,” Archon Lyathin says. “I demand⁠—”

But whatever surrounds me strengthens, sealing tight around the two of us. It walls us in—not like a prison, but a shield. Nothing gets through. Lyathin’s voice is gone. The rain, the thunder—they vanish into silence. Even the sharp pulse in my skull dulls, as if the shield presses everything back, everything but him.

“I had whadifs” I tell him, now that I know it’s just us.

“Whiffs?” Ryot asks me, his voice shockingly gentle as he continues walking. He’s moving quickly, but the movement is soothing, almost like a rocking chair. “What are whiffs?”

I focus, trying to enunciate. “What. Ifs.” I manage to get out, but my breath is jagged around each word. “About you.” I pull my eyes open, but the light and the movement are enough to have me crying out in pain.

“Shhhh,” he tells me. “Rest now. I’m safe. And so are you. Safe.”

Yes. I’m safe. And it’s enough that I let myself drift, my thoughts falling into a space somewhere between consciousness and dreams. Angry voices interrupt the serenity I’ve found. With them comes a jagged, agonizing pain. But I’m still trapped in this semi-conscious river of thought, and I can’t move. Not even to beg everyone to be quiet.

“They’re going to punish you.” It’s a woman’s sharp, angry voice. Who is that? Is that my mother?

“Let them.”

“This isn’t you, Ryot. You can’t go around snapping necks of wards.”

A growl, and a rough hand grasps my arm, tightly. “Do you see her, Rissa? Look at her.”

“You know how Tyrston’s gift worked. It thrived on fury. He lost control.”

I crack my eyes open to see Princess Rissa. My eyes slide back closed on a wave of confusion. What is she doing here?

“Then he wasn’t fit to be an Altor. He wasn’t fit to even breathe the same air as her.”

There’s a pause, and it’s heavy. I try to swim for the surface, but I can’t break through.

“What is it about this girl? This is dangerous, Ryot. You’re a hairsbreadth away from going against the Synod. Against the crown. This kind of … attachment …” she trails off. “It’s forbidden. You know this.”

He doesn’t answer, or maybe I don’t stay alert long enough to hear him. I’m dragged back under, floating in a river of pain. I’m so tired of pain.

Why must life hurt like this?
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Despite humanity’s frailty, its filth, its endless failings, we let them live. If that is not selflessness, I suppose I do not know the meaning of the word. And yet, they still demand more. More. More. More. Always more, from creatures who have so little to give.

	Letter from the goddess Thayana to Rene, Goddess of Patience 





CHAPTER FORTY


Strider, a voice calls to me in the darkness.

I fight back. I don’t want to be here, not without Ryot. Where is he? I try to run away—swim away, claw away—but it’s suffocating. It’s in my eyes and my ears and it surrounds me like smoke and sorrow. It wraps around my limbs, pulling me down, deeper. My scream is silent, swallowed by the heaviness.

Strider! That voice calls again. More insistent, with a sense of urgency, cracking like lighting in a storm.

My heart lurches, but not from fear. That voice … I know it. Even tangled in the dark, even muffled by whatever this obsidian place is, I know it. I reach out blindly, hands grasping through thick air, but there’s nothing.

“Where are you?” I whisper, but I don’t know if the words even make it past my lips.

It’s time, Strider.

The voice isn’t human. It hums beneath the surface of my thoughts, vibrating in my bones. The closest thing to it is a forgotten lullaby—one of the ancient songs my mother would sing us to sleep with. The darkness stirs around me, and it’s living. Watching.

Strider! Time is short, the voice says. Come now. Come to where you’ve always belonged.

A ragged cry breaks free, even here. “I don’t belong anywhere. Not anymore.”

The thought weighs me down, as if I’d tied boulders to my feet and jumped into the ocean. Obsidian darkness drags me through the depths and then shatters. But like a whisper on the wind, the voice follows me. It weaves through my panic, even as I flounder and fight and claw against the heavy obsidian.

The Veil waits for you.
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When the Veil calls, do not run⁠—

There’s nowhere to hide, not under the sun.

When it calls your soul, your flesh must obey,

Or all that you are may wither away.

	A Selencian warning 





CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Cool fingers brush against my forehead, and the suffering eases just enough to swim for the surface.

“Shhh,” a familiar voice says. “I’ve got you.”

I manage to scrape my eyes open, and I’m staring into the most beautiful blue eyes. At first, I think Ryot is the one bent over my bed, but when I flutter my eyes closed and back open I realize it’s not him.

Of course it’s not. Why would he be next to my bed? It must have been a dream. But how much of it was a dream?

“Elowen,” I whisper.

She smiles, and it eases something twisted within me. “You’re suffering,” she murmurs, “Such suffering.”

And she runs her delicate fingers across my forehead, tracing the outer edges of my scar. The pain recedes little by little. Her eyes close, but not before torment flashes there. I slap her hand away from my face, though I’m so weak it’s more like a kitten trying to bat at a string. She jerks her eyes wide.

“It’s hurting you,” I accuse, as I sit up further in the bed. The movement brings to life a battering ram inside my skull, but I ignore it. I won’t show weakness, not to Elowen. Not if using her gift pains her. “Healing hurts you.”

There’s a flurry of movement from the corner of the room and a little whirlwind of white skirts and white, springy curls hurls herself in front of Elowen. “Don’t hurt my sister!” she shouts, one hand holding Elowen back, and the other held up toward me as if to block against a blow. My stomach sinks at the stark fear on her face, but Elowen runs a comforting hand over the little girl’s mop of curls before firmly pushing her out of the way. “She didn’t hurt me, Siofra,” Elowen says. “Go back to mixing the tonic, now.”

Siofra. Her white hair—so like Princess Rissa’s and the king’s—is pulled back in a bright blue ribbon. Her eyes are fierce, but she still has the plump cheeks of a child. We watch each other warily as she backs up toward the table at the back of the room. She gives me one last dark look that says I’m watching you before she goes back to mashing a thick paste with a mortar. She sprinkles in some black powder—with a glare and a smirk for me—and starts slamming the pestle down. Whatever she’s mixing smells rank. Elowen takes a seat at the edge of my bed, and I drag my gaze from Siofra.

“Magic always comes at a cost,” Elowen says, reaching toward my forehead.

I swat her hand away again, pressing further into the pillow at my back. “Well, the cost is unnecessary today. I’m fine.”

She presses her lips together in a firm line. “Maybe you don’t understand how this works, Leina, but you can’t lie to me about the state of your body. I know exactly what you’re feeling right now. You’re far from fine. It’s either a miracle or a testament to your own asinine hardheadedness that you’re even able to sit up.”

She reaches her hand for me again, and I swat her away. “Dammit, Elowen, haven’t you ever heard of boundaries? I said no!”

Elowen crosses her arms, ready to fire back at me, but Siofra reappears, a smug little sprite, proudly offering a cup of what looks like tar. She hands it to Elowen while aiming a devilish grin squarely at me.

Without hesitation, Elowen thrusts the cup into my hands—harder than expected from someone usually all softness and calm. “You're drinking every last drop of this, Leina. And I don't want to hear a single complaint.”

The command in her voice allows no argument. That royal bloodline? It’s showing.

“Fine,” I grumble, raising the cup. The smell alone nearly knocks me out, but I steel myself and down it like the godsdamn warrior I am. Barely.

“Gods, Elowen, are you trying to kill me?”

A snort of laughter comes from the corner. I look up to see Siofra poorly concealing a giggle behind her hands.

“I added extra bitterroot,” she says sweetly. “For flavor.”

The little menace. But … the pain starts to ease. The fog lifts.

“Leif!” I burst out. “How is Leif?”

Elowen brings me a cup of laomai. “Leif is fine. He left the infirmary yesterday.”

I’m nervous to ask about the others—I’m not sure I want to know. That nauseating crack as bone hit the wall echoes in my mind. Elowen senses my trepidation, though, and she tackles it head-on.

“Fenrir was only slightly injured and is now recovered. Varek was more seriously hurt—he lost a foot—” I wince, remembering his bloodcurdling shrieks after the swipe of my scythe knocked him over. “But I’m re-attaching it. It will take time, but I think it will be successful.”

I gape up at her. “You can … do that?”

“If I begin in time, yes.”

I steel myself to ask the next question.

“Tyrston?”

“Dead.”

I close my eyes. How did he die? I remember that crack as he hit the wall. Did I do that?

“Thalric and Nyrica?” I ask.

“Unharmed.”

“Thank Thera,” I breathe out. “Where—” I stop. I can’t quite bring myself to ask where Ryot is. He must have been a figment of my weird, wild dreams. And I don’t want anyone to know about my dreams.

Elowen refills the water cup and brings it back to me. “Thank you,” I tell her, and our fingers brush when she takes the cup back from me. The contact agitates her, and she slams the cup onto the worktable at the back of the room with a noncommittal “mmm.” I slant a look at Siofra and raise my eyebrows. What’s that about?

Siofra shrugs. “Elowen gets grumpy when people are hurting,” she says.

“Siofra,” Elowen says in a warning tone, but the girl ignores her.

“Not me, though,” Siofra whispers. “I don’t mind so much. Elowen says it makes me ill-suited for healing and that I should have more empathy.” She says empathy like it’s a dirty word and rolls her eyes. I’m taking a drink of water when she speaks, and I laugh so hard at her frankness that I snort water out my nose.

“Siofra!” Elowen reprimands, but my sniggering undermines the rebuke.

“I completely understand, Siofra,” I say. “I don’t think I’d make a very good healer, either.”

Siofra grins at me, coming closer to the edge of my bed. I guess we’re not enemies, anymore. Snorting water out of your nose—a tried and true trick to win over children, whether they’re serf or princess.

“Then it’s a good thing you don’t have the obligation of blood magic, Leina,” Elowen snaps. “But Siofra does. She is a gifted healer. And healers help when people are hurting.”

I sober. Siofra stops laughing, too, looking more contrite. I clear my throat, eager both for a way to ease some of the tension between the two sisters and to learn more about the gifted. It’s clearly much more complicated than I thought it was.

“What is blood magic?” I ask. Elowen looks taken aback. Either she’s unsure how to describe it or uncertain what to tell me.

“You don’t know?” she asks.

“No.”

Her eyes widen, and she doesn’t speak at first, but Siofra has no such problems. “Blood magic is from the True Gods, from literally forever ago. We all have different gifts.” She cuts a resentful glance over at Elowen. “Different obligations. Elowen and I are healers. Rissa is⁠—”

“That’s enough, Siofra.” The sharp command from the doorway has all three of us—Elowen, Siofra, and me—jumping.

Princess Rissa is in the doorway, flanked by two guards. I hate that she’s the royal emissary to the Synod. I don’t see her often—she’s normally closeted with the archons and the Elder when she’s here—but every time I do, part of me bristles.

I. Don’t. Like. Her.

Her ice-blue eyes settle on Siofra with the cold precision of someone accustomed to being obeyed. “You know we don’t speak of our gifts,” she tells the girl, her voice laced with hard reprimand. Her eyes find mine, and they’re hard and unforgiving. “Not to outsiders.”

Siofra’s lips seal tight, and she backs up against Elowen. The child tucks her hand into Elowen’s palm, and Elowen gives her a gentle squeeze before speaking to Rissa. “You know she doesn’t think about it,” Elowen says. Her tone is respectful, but not meek. “Healing isn’t a gift that’s hidden.”

My mind catches on that. I glance at Rissa again, but this time I really look—not at the polished exterior, the perfect posture, or the imperious tilt of her chin. What kind of gift needs hiding? For the first time, I wonder if Princess Rissa’s icy control isn't just about keeping others in line but keeping whatever’s inside her from slipping out.

Princess Rissa ignores her sisters, turning to me. She speaks to the room, but she doesn’t remove her gaze from mine. “Leave us.” Her guards obey without question. Elowen nudges Siofra toward the door, and the girl leaves with quiet reluctance, glaring at Rissa’s back as she closes the door.

Elowen, though, squares her shoulders, and stays. “Why are you here, Rissa? You’re disturbing my injured.”

Rissa’s gaze snaps to Elowen, and for the first time, fury flares behind those glacier eyes. “You think to be so informal—in front of her?” She points to me like I’m the trash someone forgot to take outside.

Elowen drops her hand to my arm and squeezes. “Leina is my friend,” she says. “I’ll not change how I act around her to suit your hunger for hierarchy.”

Rissa jerks her head back, but it’s not a flinch of pain. It’s controlled rage. They’ve fought like this before. Ice rushes in to cover the fire, freezing every line of her face into something sharp and deadly.

Rissa points at me again—not a wild jab, not an impulsive thrust—but a single, measured gesture. Precise.

On some instinct I don’t understand, I jump out of the way. Even as I jump, embarrassment flares. Why would I be afraid of Rissa pointing at me?

But a hairline crack splits the stone wall behind where I was with a sharp, brittle sound. The noise is small, barely noticeable. But I’m an Altor. Oh my gods.

“Ryot’s life is in danger because of her. He was sent to Solmire Island for his involvement in this whole mess,” Rissa says. Like she’s embarrassed, she tucks that finger behind her.

“Ryot’s on Solmire because the archons bowed to political pressure and punished him for defending his ward,” Elowen snaps back. “Don’t rewrite history because it’s easier to blame her.”

My breath catches, and the room tilts. Ryot was here? He’s being punished?

It shreds through me with raw urgency, tearing open panic I hadn’t even known was lying in wait. My mind scrambles, frantic, trying to pull pieces together from the haze of the attack. But maybe what’s already happened doesn’t matter as much as what’s happening now.

“Ryot’s been sent where?” I ask, my voice thin and too high, shame burning beneath it. I’ve devoured every book placed in my hands, everything I can muddle through with the Elder, but it’s never enough. I’ve not been here long enough to make up for a lifetime of being so far removed from this world; from a lifetime of only knowing about Village Swyre and our little stretch of forest. Now I’m standing in the center of something vast and violent, and I don’t even know the shape of the map.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed and shove myself upright. The floor bucks under my feet, and pain spikes like lightning through my ribs, but I stay standing. Elowen reaches out, her hand on my arm—whether to hold me back or hold me up, I’m not sure.

“To Solmire Island,” Rissa snaps, like the name alone should explain everything. She must see the confusion on my face because she elaborates. “The gods-forsaken patch of dirt halfway to Morendahl. It was abandoned 987 years ago, when the Kher’zenn obliterated the native population on their way to Aesgroth. We don’t settle it. We don’t guard it. We only send scouting parties—groups of a dozen or more—to torch it now and then, to make sure the Kher’zenn haven’t dug in and built another nest.”

“And he was sent alone?” I ask, my horrified voice cracking.

The silence that follows is worse than a yes. Even Elowen is silent, her lips pressed together in a worried line. Elowen levels her eyes at me in apology, but Rissa takes pleasure in my pain. “Yes. Thanks to you.”

Elowen steps closer, her hand settling gently on my arm. Her touch doesn’t ease the pain lancing through me, but it does something to the ache in my chest—the grief that’s squeezing my heart like a clenched fist. It loosens.

“He’s gifted,” Elowen murmurs, voice low and sure. “And winter is almost upon us. He’ll be fine. They wouldn’t have sent him alone if they didn’t believe he could survive it. The real punishment is that they’ve separated him from you.”

Rissa’s head snaps to Elowen and she strides deeper into the room, lowering her voice to a hiss. “You can’t say that, Elowen! For Serephelle’s sake, do you want to put him in even more danger?”

My head is spinning. My body is screaming. I can’t keep up.

“What’s his gift?” I manage.

Elowen glances to Rissa, then back to me. Rissa, too, looks stunned that I don’t know. How do I not know about this?

Elowen draws in a breath and lifts her hands, gesturing wide. “He can create shields,” she says. “Barriers strong enough to hold back the Kher’zenn in open combat. He can shield an entire contingent, though not for long.”

This is why Stormriven has such a low mortality rate compared to the others. Ryot. “And… that’s not something all Altor can do?”

“Oh for Serephelle’s sake, you cannot be this ignorant!” Princess Rissa shouts.

My own anger flares to match hers. “I’m only as ignorant as your father created me to be!”

She’s shaking her head. “Don’t blame your inadequacies on others. It’s distasteful.”

“Distasteful?” I echo, my voice jagged—but not with weakness. With rage. “Have you ever even been to Selencia, to see the way your father runs his protectorate? How the people have been abused and beaten and exploited for generations?”

Princess Rissa’s confidence slips, just a fraction. But it’s enough to know that she’s not ever been to the land she’s supposed to inherit.

I shake my head in disgust. I step closer to her. I can’t imagine the look on my face, because she retreats. Princess Rissa, the heir to the Faraengardian throne, retreats.

“Don’t you dare lecture me about things that are distasteful. You don’t have the faintest idea of what that word means. Distasteful is working from sunup until sundown only for all the food you slaved over to get shipped somewhere else, to feed others. Distasteful is watching your father starve himself so you can eat. Distasteful is watching your best friend burn to death on her wedding day because she was too fucking beautiful. Distasteful is watching the soldiers that should protect you kill your mother while she begs for their mercy.”

Princess Rissa’s face pales. “You’re lying,” she says. “My father would never allow this.”

I stare at her, my glare a dare. “It would be easy enough for you to find out, wouldn’t it?”

Elowen steps between us, putting a hand on each of our chests.

“This isn’t helping,” Elowen says. She turns to me. “You’re too weak for this. You should be lying down.”

But I barely hear her, because something is stirring, something old and deep and dark. It begins as a whisper behind my thoughts, threading itself between pain and memory.

Come now.

The dream comes rushing back, though it doesn’t feel like a dream at all.

The Veil waits for you.

It wasn’t a dream. It was a summons.

I sway on my feet.

“Leina?” Elowen’s voice sounds distant. My heart pounds as the pieces lock together, sudden and clear. The Veil. Elandors Veil. That’s where the dream was pointing. That’s where I have to go. The Veil—it’s calling me.

“I have to go,” I breathe, almost in disbelief as the words leave me. “Now. I have to climb Elandors Veil.”

Elowen’s head snaps toward me, horror flashing across her face. “What?”

“The Veil. The voice in the dream—it’s pulling me there. It wasn’t just a dream. It was a summons.” I’m rambling, I know. Rissa looks confused. Elowen—horrified.

“You’re delirious,” Rissa mutters.

“No,” I say, sharper now. “I’m not delirious. I’m called.”

Elowen steps forward, hands raised like she’s approaching a spooked horse. “Leina, listen to yourself. You want to climb Elandors Veil as we come into winter? That’s a death sentence. The wards only climb it in the spring or summer, and even then, you’re as likely to die as not.”

Rissa’s lips curl in disdain, and she flicks her hand as if batting away a gnat. “Let her go. She’s a big girl, isn’t she? And if she dies on that godsdamn rock, that’s one less burden for us to carry.”

Elowen’s head snaps toward her so fast it’s a wonder her neck doesn’t break. Her glare could strip flesh from bone. “Will you be telling Ryot you said that about his ward, or should I?”

Rissa pales, and I look away. I refuse to think about whatever history might exist between Rissa and Ryot—about what she might know of him that I don’t. About why she hates me so godsdamn much. It’s a sharp edge I’m not ready to bleed on.

“Elowen …” My voice comes out thinner than I mean it to. “I’m sorry.” I don’t even know what I’m apologizing for—hurting her, worrying her, leaving her. All of it. None of it.

I lower myself onto the edge of the bed, breath catching as I reach for my boots. Elowen watches as I struggle, arms folded tightly across her chest, fury radiating from her like heat off a furnace.

“This is madness,” she says, low and pleading. “You should be flat on your back for another week at least. Let me heal you. Please. You⁠—”

“No.”

I cut her off, breathless but resolute. I shake my head, and the movement makes stars dance behind my eyes. I reach down with my free hand, and my scythe—propped quietly in the corner—pulls itself into my palm. It’s been waiting for me. The moment my fingers wrap around the shaft, I steady. My spine straightens. My heart quiets.

Elowen’s expression shifts. Maybe she sees the change in me. She nods, slow and solemn. “Silent skies upon you, Leina of Stormriven.”

“May the gods have more mercy on you than I would,” Rissa mutters, her voice is cool, but there’s less of her typical bite in her words. “That’s the most honest benediction I can offer.”

She’s still furious—not because I’m going to Elandors Veil or the risk I’m taking. She’s angry because I put Ryot in danger.

I don’t like her. And not just because she’s a spoiled, sharp-tongued princess. Not only because she’s heir to a throne that’s crushed my people under its heel. Not even because she wields her words like weapons.

No—right now, I don’t like her because there’s history between her and Ryot, and it twists in my gut like rotten milk.

Still, I offer her a grim smile. “I appreciate your honesty, Princess.”

And I mean it. At least she’s not pretending to care. Not the way others do, with pitying eyes and honeyed lies. Without another word, Rissa spins on her heel. She opens the door with such calm grace you’d never have guessed the fury that hides under the surface.

She steps into the corridor but pauses in the doorway, shoulders stiff, chin high.

Over her shoulder, she says, voice cool and cutting, “Don’t die, Leina. Not because I care, but because if Ryot loses another ward, I’m afraid he’ll never come back from it. And frankly, I’d rather deal with your attitude than watch him carry another ghost.”

Then she’s gone, her boots striking hard against the stone as the silence folds in behind her.

Elowen doesn’t argue, doesn’t try to stop me. She watches me with sad eyes, like I’m already dead.

But I was born with death looming over me like a noose. Death doesn’t scare me.

Something’s waiting for me in the Veil. And I’m from Selencia—we don’t run from the Veil. We crawl into it, on our hands and knees, if we’re called.

So that’s what I’ll do.

On my godsdamn hands and knees.

I turn to leave, but Elowen stops me, grabbing with gentle fingers on my elbow.

“I’m sorry, Leina.”

“For what—” I start to ask, but I cut off with a shriek as Elowen’s fingers dig into my flesh and ice floods my veins, followed by a heat that races through from my blood, through my bones, down to my very marrow. It’s the shock of it that makes me stagger, but I still catch Elowen before she falls backwards.

Her skin is so pale it’s translucent. I can see the blue of her veins as if they’re little blue rivers. There’s a listlessness in her eyes that terrifies, and dark circles, like bruises, bloom down her arms.

The dark circles under her eyes are so deep she looks … dead.

And I’m … whole. Healed. But furious.

“Why? Why would you do that, Elowen?”

“Because people need you to live, Leina. And sometimes… refusing help is the most selfish thing you can do.”
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The Gifted are not truly human. Nor are they gods. They are something other—woven of strength and fragility, of divinity and death. They are a paradox given form. At times, even I fear them. For there is power—raw, wild, unknowable, unpredictable—in the mingling of the eternal and the ephemeral.

Mortals call it good fortune when they’re born gifted, as if I’ve smiled upon them. They’re wrong. To be envied by the gods is no blessing.

On that note, I’ve found another. You’ll want to see this one.

	Letter from Serephelle, Goddess of Luck and Fortune, to Thayana, Goddess of War 





CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Snow like I’ve never seen continues to blanket everything, creating an unnatural quiet. A frozen waterfall cascades down Elandors Veil, with one terraced section leading into the next, beginning at the highest reaches of the mountain.

The temple at the base of the mountain is stunning—and wholly, completely impossible. It sits in the center of the frozen waterfall, situated on an icy terrace. The columns that make up the temple wind upward and outward, like swirling water that froze as it moved. Everything is covered in a coating of ice so thick, I almost wonder if the temple itself is made of the stuff. Priests wrapped in white furs watch me from the frosted windows, their faces pressed up against the fogged-up glass in morbid curiosity.

But I don’t stop at the temple.

It’s not for me.

When I step forward, there’s a faint pull. The mountain feels my presence, and it’s waiting—waiting to see if I belong in the sky.

Or if I’ll be thrown from it.

My breath comes in puffs that form droplets of ice in the air. Every step forward is soundless, swallowed by snow. My footprints are quickly covered with fresh powder, as if the gods want no witnesses to what happens here.

I climb higher and higher until the snow disappears, and I skid on the layered sheets of ice. It catches me so unprepared that I slide backward a full body length before I slam my scythe down. The blade cracks through the top layer with a sharp snap, anchoring me in place. My breath is ragged now, not from the climb but from the presence.

Something is watching me.

The wind screams overhead, howling through the jagged crags like a warning—or a song, if I were foolish enough to call it that. My knuckles blanche on the scythe’s shaft. I pull myself forward inch by inch until I find my footing again, the tread of my boots crunching on cruel ice.

The path narrows into a spine of ice that winds around the face of the cliff, vanishing into a wall of mist where the waterfall freezes midair. That’s where the pull leads me.

Not to safety. Not to warmth. But into the mouth of something vast and silent and sacred.

The sky above is impossibly close now. If I reached just a little farther, I could press my palm to the clouds and feel the pulse of the gods themselves. It makes you ache for it—for the divine.

But I know better. This place doesn’t welcome. It judges. Here, it is brutally clear that the gods don’t want us. They need us. We are tools. Pawns. Weapons made flesh. And when we break, they forge new ones. No mourning. No mercy. Just another name etched into wax.

A gust tears across the narrow ridge, nearly knocking me sideways, as if the mountain heard my thoughts and disapproved.

Good. Let it be angry. I’m angry too.

The air grows thinner as I climb, sharp with the sting of altitude. My lungs burn. My ribs ache. The climb carves pieces from me, little by little, an offering to the peak. Still, I keep going, because if the gods think I’ve come to beg, they’re wrong.

I’ve come to demand.

Here, the incline goes nearly vertical, with only rock and ice as far as the eye can see. And that’s not particularly far, because there’s a dark cluster of clouds—if I were fanciful, I would say a veil—that conceals the upper slope. What’s beyond the clouds could be anyone’s guess, but I don’t imagine it’s a set of stairs.

A trickle of sweat slides down my face but freezes before it reaches my chin.

As I continue making my way up the mountain, putting one foot in front of another, the snowfall shifts to a nasty mix of ice and slush. The sun lowers, quickly sliding from view behind the snow-capped Valespire Peaks that surround me. I truly didn’t think it was possible, but the creeping darkness makes it even colder. The wet slush gleefully soaks through my wool overcoat before it hardens to ice against my skin. Within a few minutes, my coat, my gloves, my trousers, the pack strapped to my back, my boots, my scythe, which I’m using like an axe—all are covered in a thick layer of ice.

The unrelenting cold is agony, at least until my body goes blessedly numb. It’s a false relief, I know. A dangerous one, even. But I’m still thankful for the respite. Numbness is the only thing going for me as I claw my way upward, hanging from the side of this mountain of death.

Not for the first time in the hours I’ve been trekking up this cursed mountain, I get a tingle at the base of my neck and whip my head around to peer through the unrelenting darkness. But each time there’s only ice and the unending pile of jagged rocks that make up Elandors Veil. No one is stalking me through an ice storm. There’s no one else here, I tell myself. Again.

I pull my shoulders over a ledge and heave the rest of my body up and over, rolling until my back presses against the mountain. I take the time to run my fingers through my hair, causing the icicles that have formed in it to fall and shatter, and then I stagger to my feet. Only, my numb body no longer responds to commands, and I tumble down an embankment, the jagged rocks slicing through my coat as I fall and fall and fall.

My heart beats a fierce rhythm when I finally slide to a stop, wedged up against an outcropping of rocks. My breath heaves in and out, until I work up the energy to sit up and catalogue the damage. My pack is ripped, but still functional. My weapons are fine; no surprise there. Me, though … I cough, and it burns. I rub my gloved fingers against the back of my head, and they come away bloody. My skin is torn all down the backs of my arms and legs, although, I realize with a vague sense of detachment, the wounds aren’t bleeding like they should.

I’m too cold. My blood has started to slow.

There’s a fog over my brain that I can’t quite work around. Still, I’m lucid enough to know that this is not good.

It occurs to me that I might die. This night, this mountain, could very easily be the death of me. In fact, my death is looking more and more likely with every breath—each time I struggle and fight and gasp to inhale the smallest wisp of this thin, cold air. I drop my head heavily against the frozen ground at my back and close my eyes. The snow continues to fall, and I open my cracked and bloodied lips to let the moisture in. The cold wet is a soothing balm.

My thoughts turn to my brothers. A single tear slides free from the corner of my eye but freezes before it can trail down my cheek. I’m sad that they’ll never know peace. That I failed them.

At that thought, the familiar whisperings of anger stir. It’s fuel, and it gives me the push I need. I clamber awkwardly to my knees and take a breath, as deep as I can, before I heave myself off the ground with a roar.

I will not fail Seb and Leo. I will fight for their future.

I take a stumbling step forward, and then another. I consider pitching my tent where I stand to ride out the rest of this storm. But even that is a dangerous move. It would get me out of the worst of the wind. But I’m more likely to fall asleep—and never wake up—if I stop moving. I stagger to a stop, resting against a boulder. My eyes flutter closed. I stop shivering, and I’m almost warm. I could take a quick nap.

“No.”

I snap my eyes open and shove my body forward, driven by the sharp command in the voice. I stop when I reach a dead end—a sheer wall of smooth ice. I run my fingers against the ice, looking for rock, for handholds, for somewhere to set an anchor to keep climbing. Nothing. I heave out a sob, the sound echoing in the pass I’ve found myself in. I’ll set up my tent here. I don’t have another choice.

“No.”

That voice is so real, like someone is standing right next to me. I turn in a full circle, looking up and down and all around. No one. No one is here. My brow crinkles. I’m going crazy, hearing voices in my head. Maybe Faelon wasn’t just being dramatic. I look up again. It’s hard to see in the darkness, even for me. There’s no light from the night sky shining through the clouds that cover the summit. But I’m close, so tantalizingly close, to the peak of Elandors Veil.

The Veil is pulling at me, urging me forward. Urging me upward.

A wave of dizziness slides through me, and my arms fall to my sides. They’re so heavy. Holding myself upright is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

But not the hardest, I resolve grimly.

I’m not going to die here. I refuse to die here, mere steps away from a new future for us all.

I keep running my hands along the smooth ice, trying to see with my hands what I can’t make out in the darkness. It’s the waterfall, I think. My hands slide off the ice and continue in the air before sliding back across that smooth, smooth ice. There’s a gap in the ice, like something was parting the water of the falls when it froze.

There’s a stillness beyond.

“Hello!”

Hello. Hello. Hello. Hello. Hello.

The echoes bounce backward. I hesitate before I step through. It could be a crevasse. I could easily slide through to unknown depths, my bones trapped in these cursed mountains. With Alden.

And yet …

There’s that pull urging me forward. I jam my scythe into the ice wall and take as firm a grip as I can. I take a cautious step forward, praying that I’m not stepping right off this peak. Another step, and another. The wind dies down. Another step. The snow stops falling.

A cave. It’s a cave.

“Bless you, Thayana. Bless you.” My voice is ragged, my mouth and throat dry. My broken voice echoes endlessly. Bless you. Bless you. Bless you.

I surge farther inside, using the walls of the cave to find my way. There’s warmth in here.

Impossible. It must be my body, shutting down from the cold.

I drop my pack to the ground and rip it open, digging through for the flint and steel and the small torch. It would have been useless out in the constant wet, but in here … I slam the flint against the torch with clumsy fingers, and with a hiss and a sputter, the flames burst to life, casting flickering shadows against the cave walls. There, in the back of the cave, steam rises from a spring. I moan in a relief that is so visceral it hurts. I try to run, but I can barely get one foot to move in front of the other as I stagger into the depths of the cave.

I slide into the hot water fully clothed. I whimper, and then I scream, the warmth returning to my body first in pins and needles and then in an excruciating stabbing, my numbed nerves reawakening in searing intensity, sending shockwaves of agony through my body. I arch my back against the pain, but stay in the pool of spring-fed, hot water as the cold’s merciless grip fades, replaced with a searing fire.

Once the pain has eased, and the worst of the danger has passed, I slip back out of the spring, lunging for my pack and the flask of laomai Elowen packed for me. A hissing sound catches my attention, and I notice steam rising from a crack in the ground near my feet. Vaguely, I wonder if anyone knows Elandors Veil is a volcano. I don’t think it was ever mentioned.

Once the fog starts to clear, my survival lessons start to jab at the edges of my thoughts. Find or make shelter. Done. A hysterical giggle leaves my mouth and then bounces back and around me.

Get out of wet clothes. I strip, and drip my soaking wet clothes against the warm, almost uncomfortably hot rocks that line the cave.

Treat injuries. I grab the aldersigh paste that all Altor carry with them and apply it to my now-bleeding wounds. They start to heal almost immediately.

Make a fire. Thoroughly unnecessary.

Eat. Drink. I pull a frozen hunk of dried meat from my pack and start to gnaw on it, but by this point my eyes are starting to close. I need to eat, but sleep is calling to me, like the cave did. It is an enticement. A seduction. My hand slides down to the ground, the meat falls from my grasp.

I let my eyes slip closed, the heavy weight of sleep pulling me under, into the darkness.

“Yes. Sleep. I’m here.”
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“Truly, I cannot understand the Veil. It is almost as vexing to me as humans—almost.”

	Thayana, Goddess of War and Justice 





CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


The darkness is so complete that I shudder, my bones once again chilled. But this time, I’m not afraid. This time, I don’t let the darkness overtake me.

I sink into it, and it cradles me close. I stride through the shadowless obsidian, pulled forward and forward still. Curious, whispery, feather-light touches brush against my skin and I shudder, goosebumps covering my flesh.

A light flares in the dark. A golden, ethereal light that seems all the brighter because of the void that surrounds it. And now, there are shadows. They twist unnaturally, forming fleeting shapes. Eyes blink, claws reach, and faces leer before becoming the shadows once again. Silhouettes sweep from overhead, creatures too vast and too indistinct for my mortal mind to comprehend.

But those creatures—they’re not for me.

Another light flares, glowing from cracks in the ground this time, a silvery glow running through veins of the void. It highlights towering structures that are jagged and asymmetrical, both ancient and impossibly timeless.

Murmuring surrounds me, tangled up in a language I don’t understand but that is somehow familiar. The murmurs are interrupted by growls and howls and hisses.

Where the air at the peak of Elandors Veil was thin and cool, the air here is dense and heavy, and it presses against my chest like it’s trying to push me out. There’s a cloying, sweet aroma, and the faint, musty scent of time itself. As though nothing living need breathe here.

The ground shifts as I walk, crumbling and reshaping at will. Like it’s rejecting me, trying to push me off course. Or maybe push me forward.

I stop in front of one of the shadows, and obsidian eyes stare back at me from the void.

“I’ve waited for you, Strider.”
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“In Faraengard, the faravars are divine beasts—a gift from the gods, slipped through the Veil, wrapped in wonder. And perhaps—perhaps—there is some truth in that. But here in Aish, we remember it differently. Here, the faravars aren’t a gift, but a test, and we have far to go before we are worthy of them. Bless the faravars and their endless patience, for we may never be worthy.”

	Aishan folklore, on the origin of the faravars 





CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


I’m snowed in.

Godsdamn snowed in.

Buried alive, more like. The second the realization hits, something sharp spikes in my chest. I slam my boot into the narrow cave entrance, now a solid wall of packed snow and ice. It doesn’t budge, but pain ricochets up my leg. I curse through gritted teeth.

Fine.

I whirl back toward my things, throw my pack over my shoulder, snatch my scythe from its holster, and march straight to the blockade like it personally offended me. You know what? It has.

I swing. The blade bites into the ice with a satisfying crack.

Again. I will reach the summit. I will climb this gods-cursed peak even if I have to carve a staircase with my bare hands. Because I’m not fucking finished.

Again. A shard of ice fractures away.

Again. A sliver of daylight appears, barely bigger than a coin.

Again. The hole grows wider. My hands are numb, breath heavy, muscles screaming—but I don’t stop.

Again. Cracks bloom like veins across the ice.

I throw my body against it, shoulder-first, and the wall shatters. Snow and ice burst outward as I tumble through the opening. I inhale a lungful of frigid air—triumphant—only for something to slap me across the face with a gust of snow.

It smacks into my eyes, nose, mouth. I choke, cough, spit. My vision blurs.

Still half-blind, I swing my scythe in a wide, defensive arc, hook down. Just in case. Maybe it’s a startled bird. Or a snow hare. Or some skittish mountain goat bolting from the noise.

But as I blink the snow from my lashes, my grip tightens—and then slackens completely, until I drop my scythe to the ground. It clatters on the ice.

It’s not a goat.

There’s a faravar shaking off the snow I dumped on her, prancing light-footed across the frozen river stretched beneath our feet.

The world tilts.

My heart slams against my ribs. The edges of my vision blur. A sound rushes into my ears—not words, but something older. Deeper. Truer. I take an unthinking step toward her, drawn by an invisible tether.

She tilts her head, eyes like polished obsidian catching the light. And in those bottomless depths—I see myself. A current of recognition sweeps through me, and a thread—invisible until this moment—pulls taught, binding us.

Her coat shimmers. It’s an otherworldly white, even more pristine than the freshly fallen snow that covers the canyon floor. She spreads her wings and flutters them, sending a flurry of snow arcing through the air, and it cascades over me, covering my hair and my newly dried coat in a smattering of snow.

She whinnies, and the sound is musical and light. She’s laughing, I realize with a start, her light amusement filling the hard, bitter spaces in my heart. I smile, the weight of the world falling away. The stars could shatter above us, the earth could crumble below, and I’m not sure I would even notice.

I bend down and pick up a fistful of snow, packing it together in a perfect snowball, and lob it right for her. She prances easily away and the snowball misses, smashing against the canyon wall behind her. But she’s still laughing as she dances around with playful grace, and her hooves barely touch the ground as she moves. Her wings flutter lightly, catching the morning sunlight and reflecting a subtle opalescence, like a pearl. Her mane and tail are like silver thread, and wave wildly in the wind as she moves. Her eyes spark with intelligence and mischief.

“Hello, gorgeous.” I step forward, still in complete awe.

She throws her mane back and prances forward, as excited about this meeting as I am. I reach for her as she nudges her nose against my hand. One more step from each of us and we’re touching, bodies pressed together. Every other sound fades away, replaced by the shared rhythm of our heartbeats. I press my lips to her smooth, soft coat and am overwhelmed with something ethereal and sweet. She presses her nostrils into my hair, and runs her long muzzle up and down, rubbing her cheek against mine.

I glide my hands up and down her neck, patting and petting her. Despite her stunning beauty, she’s very clearly a beast of war like the other faravars I’ve encountered. Every inch of her body radiates power. She has strong, sinewy legs and a proud, arched neck. Her wings span the full width of the chasm. Each movement radiates a fierce elegance—hooves striking the ice with a clang like a blacksmith's hammer, wings stirring the air with the whispered promise of a storm to come. At first glance, she looks almost delicate with her silken coat. But beneath that sleek surface lies a strength that does not bend.

She’s smaller than the male faravars I’ve seen, but she’s no less intimidating for it. In fact, there are some subtle differences that might make her more menacing. I slide my fingers down the front edge of one wing, and a trickle of blood blossoms like I ran them down a freshly honed sword.

“Magnificent.”

She tosses her voluminous mane, knowing exactly how splendid she is and making sure I do, too. Pride rolls off her in waves, and I can’t help but grin.

I keep walking around her, admiring her, reverently sliding my hands down her body as I go. The feathers on the backside of her wing are no less deadly—they’re sharp, too, their ends pointed like daggers. I whistle through my teeth, low and impressed.

“Ah. Beautiful and lethal.”

She preens. The same white feathers are interspersed through her tail, too, though these look less sharp. Soft, even. Almost like they’re there for decoration. She flicks her tail, and I run my fingers through the silvery strands.

“Aren’t you gorgeous, mmm?”

There’s no doubt—she’s a she. And though I’ve never heard of a female faravar before, it feels right. There’s never been a female Altor, either.

“Looks like it’s up to us to keep things interesting, huh?" I say, and she lets out a snort, tosses her head, and whinnies, like she’s telling me she’s already planned out our dramatic entrance.

Her emotions rush into me—bright and undeniable. A flicker of joy. A flash of playfulness. But underneath that … something steadier. Something earned. Courage. She stares at me with eyes that are ancient and bright. There’s so much there. She knows things, feels things I might never comprehend.

I push at the edges of my mind, searching for her. Inviting her in. I try to imagine her voice, to shape it out of memory and magic and bond. I focus. I will her in.

But there’s nothing.

No answering voice. No echo of thought.

I don’t even know her name.

For now, all I have are the things she feels. And though they’re rich and real and glorious—they’re not enough.

“I’m Leina Hav—” I stop. “I’m Leina of Stormriven.”

She spreads her wings out, and the wind whistling through the canyon picks her up, her hooves coming up off the ground. She whinnies again, her excitement a catching thing. She wants to fly.

Her excitement becomes my own, and adrenaline shoots through my veins.

Still, wariness creeps in. I have no idea what I’m doing.

With a flourish, she extends her wing again, and light catches on her feathers, scattering brilliant colors across the snow and ice. Her emotions pulse into me—eager, insistent. Let’s go.

“Alright,” I mutter.

I cinch my scythe tightly to my back and secure my pack. My hands won’t stop trembling. I pretend it’s from the cold.

I take a breath and step toward her, slower this time. Stalling.

She’s smaller than Einarr, but she’s still huge. She’s more than twice my height from her hooves to head. I try to spread my hands out on her back, bracing against her as I pull myself up, but I can’t quite get the leverage to jump. Instead, I wrap a hand in her mane and give a testing little tug, making sure I’m not hurting her.

She blows air through her nostrils, and I swear she rolls her eyes at me. I fist my hand in her mane and use it to swing myself up, landing on her back with far less grace than I would like, pitching forward so hard I slam my head into her neck and knock the wind from my lungs.

But she doesn’t notice, because she’s already sprinting through the little canyon, rushing into the wind. I wrap my arms around her neck with a little shriek and dig my knees into her body to stay upright, and then we’re gliding up and over Elandors Veil. The temple at the base of the mountain looks puny and insignificant from here. Just yesterday, I’d never seen anything more impressive. But this … Nothing is more perfect than this.

Her powerful body is rippling beneath mine. Her feathers rustle with the sound of a thousand winds, and each beat of her wings sends a vibration through my body. I’m sitting on top of a living storm. As we glide through the air, my fear turns to awe and then settles into something like coming home.

This must be how it feels to be a god.

I let her set our course, trusting her instincts far more than my own. The horizon stretches out endlessly. We bank hard. The horizon spins. My arms are shaking, fingers dug deep into her mane as she carves through the air like a blade. I can feel her reading the currents, adjusting pitch and angle with fluid, instinctive grace.

We’re flying higher and higher still, but we’re not headed in the direction of the Synod. I lean closer to her ears, shouting to be heard over the wind and the furious beat of her wings.

“We need to go that way,” I say, pointing my finger toward the northwest. She ignores me, and continues along her distinctly northeast heading.

I think about pushing, about nudging her in the right direction.

But today is for her. Tomorrow, we’ll fly back to the Synod. To politics and subterfuge; to training and war; to expectations and others.

But not today.

She swoops down, and with a shriek I latch my arms around her neck and squeeze my thighs into her belly, before she lowers into a full dive toward the earth, powerful wings beating into the air and driving us down, down, down. The ground rushes up at us, and I scream again, but it’s not one filled with fear.

This is fun. She pumps her wings and we climb again, so high I think I could reach the sun.

She folds her wings in suddenly, and we drop. The wind shreds past me. I open my mouth to scream again—but no sound comes out. I have no breath; I can’t even move my lips. I cling to her as we dive. We’re falling so fast the pressure makes my ears pop and my bones vibrate.

Then she spins.

The world corkscrews around us. My lungs flatten until I think they might break from the pressure. Her wings angle, and she levels out above the tree line, skimming the tops of pine trees so fast the wind from our wake snaps trunks and sends younger trees rebounding in our aftermath, snow from the branches flinging up into the air.

With my breath back, I throw my head back and laugh.

She whinnies, a wild sound full of delight, and rockets back upward—an explosion of force that sends the earth dropping away until it is nothing but a patchwork quilt of greens and whites and browns, with rivers sparkling like they’re blue threads. The air thins. The cold sharpens. I can taste the sky, clean and vast and terrifying.

She sends me a flash—an intention, maybe—and I squeeze my legs tighter against her belly as she dips into a full body roll that continues in a circle, creating a corkscrew-like path. She rolls again, a perfect loop that drags every organ in my body sideways. I squeeze my thighs tighter, my entire body screaming under the force of the pressure trying to crush me.

My vision tunnels. My head throbs. But I don’t close my eyes—even with the wind trying to rip me off her back.

We level out.

I suck in breath like I’m breaking the surface of deep water.

“We’re gonna need to practice that again!” I yell into the wind, half laughing, half wheezing.

She answers with a hard bank and does it again.

And again.

Each time my body feels like it is shutting down under the pressure. By the end, exhaustion is tugging at my eyes and the muscles in my neck are aching, but I’ve at least gained the ability to turn my head left and right. I’m able to keep my eyes open.

When we started, the morning sun had barely eased over the height of the peaks. Now, it’s sliding to its resting place on the horizon. She must either sense my exhaustion, or she’s exhausted herself, because she begins a gradual descent. We’re nowhere close to the Valespire Peaks—or to the Synod. I lower my eyes in confusion as my eyes rake over the Weeping Forest.

The ground rushes up to meet us as we land. That initial thrill of fear returns, but not of landing. It’s a fear of being grounded when you know you’re meant to be in the clouds. When her hooves touch the ground, the world is heavier.

She continues, tucking her wings against her side as we enter the forest and she meanders through the trees until she finds the River Eleris. Her sides are heaving, and she’s soaked in sweat. I slide from her back and drop down to the ground, where I immediately fall on my ass. My legs can’t hold me up. I squeak out something between a moan and a laugh as she turns her head around to look at me. I think she smirks at me before she turns to drink in big gulps from the gentle-flowing river.

I drop my scythe and pack to the ground and then slide on my hands and knees across the ground, until I come to the edge of the water, too. I cup my hands around the water and guzzle the water down. Once I’ve sated my own thirst, I drop back on my heels and watch her, still a bit stunned. This is so … surreal. I blink, half-expecting her to vanish like a mirage. My eyes catch on her strong, sinewy body to see the sweat pulling on her soft coat.

How in the Veil am I supposed to take care of her? I stumble to my feet, my legs shaky and unsteady, but I make it to my pack and find a fur. I bring it over to her, and start rubbing it down her body, taking the sweat and dirt off in gentle sweeps.

She gives a full-body shake, a little sass in the motion, like she’s letting me know I passed some invisible test. I let out a breath of a laugh and smooth her mane back from her face, fingers threading through the tangled strands.

“Brilliant girl,” I whisper. “Beautiful girl.” Her eyes meet mine. Deep, endless, knowing. There’s so much she wants to say. This wall between us is unacceptable.

“I don’t even know your name,” I whisper, defeated.

Frustration claws through me. Unacceptable. I step back from her, and sweep my hand out behind me, calling my scythe into my palm. I swipe it through the air, as a release for some of this godsdamn anger.

The world in front of us shudders, and a seam splits open, like reality itself forgot how to stay stitched. I step in front of her, my scythe raised now as a defense against this … thing. But she’s not worried.

In fact, she nudges her nose into my back, pushing me forward toward—whatever this is. I glance over my shoulder. She’s calm, as if she’s been waiting for this all along. I keep the scythe up, but I reach my left hand forward now, too, and black wisps wrap around my finger—familiar, cool, and strangely tender. It’s holding my hand.

I recognize this. It’s the darkness of my dreams. It’s vast and unending. It stretches in all directions, oppressive yet intimate. I take another step forward, and she follows. With that single step, the ground vanishes. There’s no dirt beneath my boots, no sky above, no air to breathe. And yet, I move forward. The darkness twists around me, making each step more disorienting than the last.

It’s like walking through water, but with no resistance; like trying to think in a dream where meaning slips through your fingers faster than thought.

It grows thicker, clinging to my skin. I start to feel like I’m suffocating, and my thoughts stutter. I want to run away. Doubt creeps in, but my beast spreads out a wing, sheltering me at her side.

I shove past the fear and push on. Cold explodes across my skin, and something ancient brushes against the edges of my soul. I stagger. The darkness shimmers—not with light, but with something else entirely. Something impossible. As though the void itself is breathing, alive and waiting.

The darkness isn’t a dream.

It never was.

It’s a Veil.

Obsidian eyes meet mine—deep, endless, and knowing.

“I’m Vaeloria,” she says, and her voice isn’t sound. It’s sensation or memory or maybe truth. I reach for her. Not with my hands, but with everything I am. Our connection locks into place, and it’s not twine or thread. It’s something forged in the dark, stronger even than adamas.

The Veil ripples around us.

She steps forward—if “step” is the right word for movement in this space without form. Her mane ripples in slow motion, like molten silver caught underwater, and her wings flare outward, vast and gleaming. With a simple thought, I’m astride her.

“Together, we fly.”
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The faravars cross the Veil cloaked in riddles. I suspect that something about leaving the Veil makes it difficult for them to remember life on the other side of it. They speak to their Altor of the Veil in paradox—it is somehow both darkness and light, life and death, destruction and creation, chaos and order. It is a beautiful concept. Poetic, even. But beyond the poetry? Nothing. Utterly unhelpful.

	An unnamed priest from Elandors Veil 





CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


I twirl my scythe around in my palm, its weight a familiar anchor in the disorientation, and the ancient words engraved on it glow. I turn in a slow circle, trying to make sense of this place. Shadows stretch and shift like they’re alive, curling in and out of vision. I don’t know where I am—I don’t even think that there is a here—only that I’m not alone.

“Never alone again, Strider.”

Her words sink into me, and I shudder. I grasp her mane tight. “Where are we?”

“You’re asking the wrong question, Strider.”

She breathes, and the air cackles with something more than sound.

I still. “Then what’s the right one?”

Her wings shift, her feathers parting the darkness ahead of us, just enough to show the gleam of something silver moving in the dark. Not sky. Not stars. Eyes.

“What thread pulled at you, and who holds the other end?”

What? I’m going to ask her more, to understand, when there’s a desperate battle cry from ahead.

I turn toward it. Then, I run, drawn toward that cry like it’s my own soul pulled from my chest.

Beyond the darkness, draegoths cut through the air, white as the moonlight. They’re hiding in the clouds above and the fog below. And there is so much fog. It is thick and noxious, and falls from the heavens, more and more of it gathering on the ground and building up in great heaps.

“Not fog. Ash,” Vaeloria says to me.

I jerk around. Oh, my gods, I have to keep her safe here. But where is here? I sweep my gaze over the horizon and see the volcano in the distance, spewing great swaths of ash and golden, molten lava from the bowels of the earth. Is this Elandors Veil? No, definitely not Elandors Veil. This is an island—the ocean surrounds it. I’m looking down at it, as if we’re in the sky, even though my feet are on the … ground?

“What are they doing?” I whisper to her.

“Attacking your heart.”

I jerk my head around, but I can’t see. Vaeloria and I are still tucked in the darkness, in our cocoon. I reach out with my other hand, parting the dark like it’s a curtain. Ryot is on Einarr’s back, the two of them being driven further and further into a pile of ruins at the base of the volcano, beaten back by the Kher’zenn and their creatures.

“Oh, my gods,” I whisper in horror. “We have to save them.”

“Yes. These two we can save.” Vaeloria raises her wings. “We ride, Strider.”

I go to mount her, but … “I can’t risk you.” I grip my scythe tighter, preparing to walk through the curtain alone. I hold my hands out to her, motioning for her to stay. “You wait here.”

She chuffs furiously, pawing at the ground that’s not there. “We were made for this, you and I.”

“We’ve never trained! No. Absolutely not.”

She shakes her mane back, irate. “Those demon spawn won’t even touch my tail feathers. You do not battle alone. Not anymore.”

She will not be left behind. Her determination, her resolution, fills me and becomes my own. I launch myself onto her back. “Alright, Vaeloria. If we do this, we win.”

“There is nothing else.”

She lifts into the sky in a flurry of thunderous sound, her wings swirling the darkness that surrounds us. “Scythe up, Strider.” I clasp my knees around her flanks and raise my scythe as we drop directly into the battle, leaving the darkness behind us.

Oh, sweet Thayana. How did we do that?

But there’s no time for questions, because she’s already banking hard to the left.

I swing my scythe in a wide arc, slicing the stunned draegoth we’re facing across the neck. It tries to bellow, but no sound escapes. It falls from the sky, taking its rider with it. There’s no time to gloat in the easy victory. Vaeloria banks again, and I swing the scythe back around, striking the Kher’zenn in front of me in the chest. His pure, white eyes latch onto mine in shocked disbelief. They’re not cloudy, like the Elder’s. They’re crisp, almost reflective. He stretches out a hand for me, and I reach for him. His perfection is alluring—white hair swirling around his angelic face, rune-like markings etched into his bare chest.

Vaeloria shouts at me—not with words, but with feelings. She blasts with me a NO that is so loud I jerk my scarred, blackened fingers back into my chest.

I’m an idiot. I almost did it again. I snatch the blade from his chest with a vicious twist, and he plummets to the ground with a shriek. The draegoth opens its mouth to display row upon row of wicked, gleaming teeth. The creature’s sickly white scales glint, and it flaps membrane-like wings stretched over ridges that could shred the air itself. It swings its tail—a weapon in and of itself, long and whip-like with a nasty-looking tip at the end—toward Vaeloria. I swing my scythe down. The severed tail curls over the bladed edge of my scythe.

Vaeloria screams back, and flicks out with a wing, hurling one of those dagger-like feathers through the air and striking the beast in the chest. Sweet Thayana, I didn’t know she could do that.

But now our surprise attack is over. The Kher’zenn that are left turn from their assault on Ryot and Einarr. Ryot is covered in blood and staring up at me, mouth agape, in shock. And he’s fucking furious.

I spare another stolen second to watch Ryot with something like awe. A shield shimmers and ripples around him and Einarr, and he’s using the distraction we provided to launch a fresh attack on the Kher’zenn. He drives forward with his sword, bringing another Kher’zenn down. But he looks like he’s fading.

“How long has he been fighting?” I ask. It’s impossible to hide the worry from her, but she shakes her head furiously at me, as if to say it doesn’t matter.

“Right,” I murmur, shifting my eyes to the Kher’zenn and their beasts. “Who do we rip apart next?”

Her vicious glee fills my veins. She beats her wings furiously, climbing higher and higher into that billowing plume of ash. Already, a thick coating of ash covers our skin. It’s not a terrible thing, as it creates a camouflage that hides us from those things screeching and chasing after us. Even Vaeloria, usually radiant in her pale brilliance, is dulled now. The ash softens her glow, dulls the shine of her feathers. Something scrapes every time I close my eyes. The more I blink, the worse it gets—ash grinding against the tender rim of my eye until my lashes are thick with soot and tears. My vision clouds, burns, screams.

My body begs me to shut them.

Ryot’s words echo in my ears: “If you’re in a sandstorm, if the heavens have opened in a deluge, if there’s blood running down your face so thick that everything you see is coated in red—Keep. Your. Eyes. Open.”

He didn’t say anything about ash, but I don’t close my eyes.

Vaeloria hits me with a glimpse of her intention before we fall from the sky like a bolt of fury, her wings tucked into her sides, spinning in a dizzying frenzy that almost makes me pass out.

Almost.

But I don’t. I keep my seat. I even manage to fist a dagger, and we burst out of the cloud of ash on top of two of the draegoths and their riders. Vaeloria doesn’t slow, doesn’t even pause. She spreads her wings and slices through the first pair with the sword-like edges, cutting them in half. I throw the dagger at the other Kher’zenn. Even as it impales him in his forehead, I’m already calling it back into my hand, and swinging up with my scythe into the draegoth’s neck.

“Leina!”

I turn in my seat at Ryot’s shout, as a draegoth flies out of the cloud of ash, its grotesque alabaster skin blending in perfectly with the surroundings. The Kher’zenn lashes out with a whip. It snaps through the air, dripping with venom pulled from their creatures. This is why the archons are so relentless with inflicting pain.

Vaeloria tenses beneath me, both of us preparing for the blow. But the shredwhip hits a shield, glimmering around us.

Ryot.

His shield knocks the Kher’zenn back and I throw my dagger at the same time that Vaeloria flicks out with her wing, loosing another feather-blade. Kher’zenn and draegoth fall from the sky.

My eyes find Ryot as he rams his sword through a draegoth. Draegoth and rider plummet from the sky.

I spin around in my seat, scanning the skies. There. Far in the distance—the last one. A draegoth and Kher’zenn fly for Morendahl. My blood heats, ready for a chase—it will only make the kill sweeter.

“Vaeloria!” I cry out. “We can reach him.”

But she doesn’t fly on after the escaping rider. She swings us around, and Ryot is prone on the ground. Einarr is prancing around him wildly, shrieking. I don’t have to say a word. Vaeloria swoops around, bringing us in to land next to them, her hooves striking the ruins of a decaying palace with a thud. I dive from her back, frantically running my hands over Ryot’s chest. Blood is pouring out of a gaping wound across his neck.

“You’re an idiot,” I tell Ryot angrily.

He manages a smile, but it’s terrifyingly weak. “Good… t’see you… too… r-rebel… girl…”

I rip off a piece of my tunic and press it against the wound. Hard. He grunts a little and mumbles something.

“What?”

“I… like th' sex'dreams... bedder.”

I ignore him. His blood is already seeping through the cloth.

What did Nyrica say about field dressings? Sew it up. Apply aldersigh directly into the wound.

Simple. It always seemed so simple in training. “Do you have aldersigh? A needle?” I ask him desperately.

“Mmm,” he replies, his eyes closing. “Y’r… so damn d’manding… even in my dreams…”

“Ryot!” I smack him, and Einarr screams in his ear.

He rouses. “Inn’r… left p’cket… my r-rebel girl…”

I rip open the pocket on his pack and then weave the thread through his skin in big, erratic sweeps. My fingers are clumsy and I know some of the gaps are too wide and some are too tight, the skin puckering awkwardly. There’s no time to make it neat. I’m racing against—something, but I don’t know what—to get these stitches in. I keep going until the wound is closed.

Vaeloria whinnies at my side, as if to say: quicker.

I fumble the lid of the aldersigh jar, my bloodied fingers slipping. The lid stays firmly closed.

The darkness—once my friend, now my enemy—starts to creep closer to me. I snarl at it. “Stay back! I’m not finished!”

It doesn’t listen to me. It slithers closer and closer still, the tendrils reaching out for me and Vaeloria with gnarled hands. It wraps around my feet first, then Vaeloria’s hooves.

Einarr screams, his terror a jagged knife in my heart.

Sobbing, I smash the jar of aldersigh on the stone ruins at our feet. I scoop the paste into my hands, slicing my fingers on the jagged remnants of the jar, and heave it in a mess of blood and ash onto Ryot’s wound, as those dark tendrils climb up my legs.

The darkness seizes us.

It rips us back, Vaeloria and me, in a violent lurch. My scream never makes it past my lips. There’s no air, no light. There’s only pressure, crushing and cold.

And then there’s nothing at all.
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“They called us monsters because they couldn’t stomach what they’d done to us.”

	Margin note from The Treatise on Tactical Collapse 





CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


I claw my way out of the darkness, even as it clings to me. I heave and shove at it, but each time I manage to shake free of one piece, another wraps around me again until I’m tangled in it. It’s not ready to let me go.

Rest, it tells me. You must rest.

But there’s something urgent outside of the darkness. Something that compels me to fight. Finally, my eyes spring open and I gasp in a deep breath of fresh forest air. It triggers a coughing fit that rips me open. My chest heaves as spasms take hold, squeezing my ribs with such force that I’m left gasping. I vomit ash, sharp and metallic.

My eyes stream tears, trying to expel something that’s gritty and scratchy, coating the surface of my eyeballs and my eyelids. But the tears offer little relief; the burn seems to amplify the more they flow down. I squint, but the harsh ray of sunlight shining through the trees is a sharp jab, forcing my eyes closed again.

I clutch fingers into the dirt to steady myself, and a snout brushes into my hair.

Vaeloria. I heave out a sob, and run my hands over her, seeing with my fingers that she’s uninjured. But she, too, is covered in the gritty, abrasive powder. The shattered rock and glass buried in her coat scrapes against the skin on my palms.

“Just a dream. Just a dream. Just a dream,” I chant out through coughing attacks.

The babbling and gurgling of the river reaches my ears, and I stumble to my feet, pulling at Vaeloria. I find the water through red-rimmed eyes, then grasp a hand in her mane and lead her to the river’s edge. We lurch our way into the water until we’re completely submerged, and I sink below the surface, the fresh water a balm on aching, dry skin, on my poisoned eyes, in my burning mouth. The water around us goes cloudy and thick, as I work to scrub the ash from Vaeloria’s coat and her wings, running my fingers over her again and again until the water around us runs clear once more.

We both stay like that, completely submerged in the center of the river, for entire minutes at a time, forced to the surface only by a driving need for air. The water is the only thing that counteracts the agony, and so we float there in the deepest part of the River Eleris. Every creature—the fish, the frogs, the whispering insects that once danced along the surface—vanished from this part of the river when ash swirled into the water, thick and choking.

Through it all, I keep my eyes on Vaeloria’s. She’s not afraid. She’s in pain, too, but she’s calm and her calm lends me strength. Finally, the sharp edges of the pain start to dull; the heat of the pain gives way to a coolness that leaves my body tender but no longer searing.

Vaeloria swims for the river’s edge, and I follow. When she reaches the shallows, she snorts, blowing out a harsh spray of water and air. Her legs are spent, and she sinks back down onto the ground, her sides heaving as she takes big gulps of air.

I drag myself out of the river, arms and legs quivering as I crawl onto the bank. I heave again, but there’s no more sick left to come up. I collapse onto my side on the riverbank, Vaeloria beside me. I lay there like that, my mind thick and coated. I reach a hand out for Vaeloria—I need to be touching her—and my gaze is caught by my bloodstained fingers.

Despite the time we spent in the water, the underneath of my fingernails and my nail cuticles are caked in blood. There’s no actual blood on my pruny fingers, but they’re stained red, like they soaked in blood all through the night. Like they soaked in it for days.

I let out one hysterical breath.

“Oh, sweet Thayana, it was real,” I whisper.

Vaeloria and I were with Ryot on Solmire Island. My dreams aren’t dreams. They’re not visions or hallucinations or desires or grief.

They’re real.

“Oh, my gods!” I shout, trying to jump to my feet. I fall back into the shallow water with a splash and try again. This time I manage to get to my feet, though I stumble as a drunk would. “We left him there! We left Ryot on Solmire to die. We have to go get him!”

Vaeloria stumbles, too, coming to stand on trembling legs. She unfurls her wings, shaking the water off her beautiful feathers. Even like this—battered, drenched—she’s still breathtaking. Still trying. And my heart breaks in two. I cannot ask her to fly me to Solmire, though I can see clearly that she would try. We’re a full night’s ride away from the coast, and Solmire is far beyond that. It’s a journey that, in this condition, could kill her.

But I can’t leave Ryot there to rot.

I snap my fingers. The sound is muted thanks to my shriveled, waterlogged hands. “I’ll try to take us there like I did last night. Through … through the darkness.”

She shakes her head at me, telling me it’s not possible. Because we’re too tired? Because I’m not tired enough? I don’t know, but I pull my scythe free from its holster and scrape it through the air—nothing. Again and again, I try to cut a hole in the fabric of the Veil but every swipe ends in silence.

“Godsdammit!” I shout.

My head throbs the instant I move. I drag my trembling hands down my face, fingers automatically finding the scar at my temple, tracing it like it might unlock something. A door. A key. Anything.

“Can you make it to the Synod?” I ask Vaeloria. “They’ll send someone after Ryot.” I’ll make them if they don’t believe me.

Vaeloria nods, chuffing impatiently. Let’s go, she seems to say.

Wait. She spoke to me on Solmire, with words. Now she can’t. Why?

I stomp over to my pack. It’s the only thing not covered in ash. It didn’t make the trip with us to Solmire. Why?

Or, by far the better question, how did Vaeloria and I end up in Solmire?

But they’re questions that will have to wait.

I mount Vaeloria and she launches into the sky with a hoarse cry. She stumbles once, and then her wings beat a frantic rhythm, each stroke driven by sheer will. We cut through the night with a speed that should be impossible. Even during sky drills, when the faravars and their riders are pushed to the edge of endurance, I’ve never seen anything like this. She flies as if the wind itself is trying to catch us—and failing.

Sweat slicks her coat, her breath heaves. I lean close, pressing a hand to her neck, murmuring fierce words—praise, gratitude, love. All I have to give. She doesn’t stop to rest, she doesn’t falter.

She knows the urgency, maybe better than I.

Ryot and Einarr—if they haven’t already—are running out of time.
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“Of all the magics that trace through my bloodline—healing, oath-binding, velvet-tongue, fury, shadow-binding, light-bending, illusion-weaving, firecalling, stormshaping, pathfinding, rotcraft, mindreach... and so many more⁠—

The gods gave me nothing of value. No, the gods cursed me. They named me a veilstrider.

But whatever the priests may say, the Veil is no bridge, no curtain, no sacred divide between the mortal and the divine. It is chaos. It is a place where emotion takes form and time forgets itself. There is no path. No map. No logic. Only feeling. Only fragments. Only fear.

I do not understand it. I do not want to understand it.

I just want it gone from me.”

	Personal journal of Aerion of Fellsworn, the last veilstrider 





CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


“You don’t understand!” I shout.

“Clearly,” Archon Lyathin snaps back, voice clipped with exasperation. He looks as frustrated as I feel.

I don’t even think I fault him for not understanding. I’ve been living this for years, and I’m only now beginning to understand.

“We cannot send a full contingent of warriors to Solmire because you had a bad dream.” He scoffs, like I’m a child who woke him because of a nightmare. The other archons are just as annoyed, just as skeptical.

“But it wasn’t a dream,” I try again to explain. Again.

“Let’s go back,” the Elder says, his milky eyes flicking to Vaeloria, standing next to me. We’re in the courtyard because she refuses to leave my side. I wasn’t ready to be parted from her, either. The Elder cleared the outdoor spaces, aside from the watch tower, trying to secure some level of privacy when I demanded an emergency assembly of the archons. But I’m sure there are Altor listening from every available nook and cranny.

I shove my hands into my curls, tugging, clawing, frustration burning like fire beneath my skin. My exasperation is a living, breathing thing—practically vibrating off me. Every second we waste here is another second Ryot and Einarr are stranded—alone—on Solmire.

But Vaeloria cannot make the trip to Solmire. I know she can’t. She pushed with all she had to make it here as quickly as she did, her pace a brutal, magnificent thing. Now, as we stand in the courtyard, awash in the bright light of the high moon, her body trembles next to me. I need to take her to the galehold. She needs to rest.

But first—I have to convince these men that I’m not insane.

“Tell us how you received your faravar,” the Elder continues, and all the men nod. Each of them is morbidly curious about my white, petite, female beast. None of them have seen such a thing, not even in the priests’ accounts of our history.

But the Elder must sense my fury boiling over—he lifts a hand, stilling me with a quiet authority I can’t ignore.

“She came to me on Elandors Veil,” I grit out through clenched teeth.

“After you’d summited the peak?” he asks, his cloudy eyes still somehow sharp.

“Ye—” I start to say yes, then stop. The memory catches, slippery and half-lost in the corners of my mind.

“Noooo,” I say, drawing it out. I dig in the dark corners of my memory where the impressions of my dreams—that aren’t fucking dreams—seem to live, most of them covered in layers and layers of darkness. Forgotten. Forgotten, sometimes, before I even open my eyes.

But this one—this one breaks through.

“I’d made it nearly to the top, but an ice storm started, and I camped in a cave for the night. I dreamed of her, of entering a dark place. There were creatures I didn’t recognize and looming towers. An old language was spoken on stale air. I found her in the darkness. When I woke the next morning, she was with me.”

The Elder is nodding seriously, stroking his chin as I speak. He’s not surprised—not in the least. He knows. It takes the others longer. It’s Archon Lyathin who pales first.

“Veilstrider,” he murmurs, a sick fascination blooming across his face.

Strider. I cast a glance at Vaeloria. That’s what she calls me—but it’s not spoken like that. She says it like it’s my name, a name that’s always been mine.

But now… hearing it from Archon Lyathin … it feels wrong. Corrupted.

Across the courtyard, the three remaining archons have gone pale, but it’s not fear that hollows out their faces—it’s something worse. Their eyes gleam with the sharp glint of discovery. Nausea surges up my throat, sudden and hot, because they’re not looking at me like a fellow warrior, a student to train, or even a nuisance.

They’re looking at me like I’m a weapon. A thing to wield.

Vaeloria shifts beside me, feathers rustling softly, grounding me in the storm. I press my fingers to her coat, anchoring myself to her warmth.

“And your beast?” the Elder demands. “What is her name?”

Lyathin scoffs. “She couldn’t possibly know that yet. Their bond won’t be strong enough.”

But the Elder doesn’t back down, doesn’t tear his gaze from mine, and the others go unnaturally still in anticipation, waiting for my reply.

“Vaeloria,” I murmur, my fist clenching in her mane.

“Veil guide,” Robias breathes out. “She’s your guide to crossing the Veil, the link to bring you home.” He jumps to his feet, clapping his hands together. “This is incredible! There hasn’t been a veilstrider recorded among the gifted in nearly 700 years!”

They all start speaking at once.

“In a battle, she could⁠—”

“Her training needs to be handed over⁠—”

“Can you send someone after Ryot now?” I snap, my patience for this performance at an end. My beast is shuddering on her hooves. Ryot is laying in a pile of ash, dying. Or already dead.

Robias pales again. This time, there’s no skepticism in his face. There’s fear, guilt, and concern—now that he knows I’m not crazy. Resentment rises in my throat, hot and acidic. We’ve lost hours on this. Hours we didn’t have.

“Oh gods,” he gasps. “Of course. Right away!”

We’ve all given up pretending that the entire Synod isn’t spying on the proceedings, because he raises his voice a little. “We need a contingent of volunteers to ride for Solmire at once.”

Dozens of men step out from the shadows, hands raised.

Most of them are from Stormriven. Nyrica, Thalric, Caius, Leif, and Kiernan emerge from the shadows.

Robias comes over to me, clapping me on the shoulder.

“See to your beast and then go see Elowen,” he tells me. “I’ll lead the contingent myself. We’ll ride hard, not yielding to storms or exhaustion until we’ve brought Ryot home.”

I’m still angry—at him, at all of them, at the arrogance that runs like rot through this place, the assumption that I must prove myself before they will act.

It’s exhausting. But despite everything, relief crashes over me. They’re going.

Robias turns and strides away, already barking orders. The courtyard erupts into motion around me. The watchtower guard blows the horn, calling for the beasts. The men all rush for the towers to take to their mounts.

I close my eyes and lean into Vaeloria, resting my forehead against her damp, quivering neck. Thalric and Nyrica pause as the chaos swirls. Thalric grips my arm.

“We’ll bring him home,” he says.

It’s a vow.

And then he’s gone, swept into the movement.

All I can do now is pray—to gods I don’t trust—that they make it in time to bring him home alive.
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Dear Mother,

I worry for all my children. Gods, how could I not? They’ll each face the sharp edge of this world soon enough—sooner than I ever feared now that I won’t be around to shield them until their maturity. This sickness is taking me fast.

But my dread—my waking, sweating, bone-deep fear—is for Ryot. My boy was born with a heart too soft for a world this hard. He is so full of love it bleeds out of him. But this world doesn’t cradle love. It stomps it out as if it’s a weakness. Especially in our boys.

And when I’m nothing but bones and rot in the ground … Who’s going to protect that heart of his from being crushed?

With all my love,

Calisandra


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
RYOT


I hate the infirmary.

Always have. Always will.

The stench hits first—vinegar sharp enough to burn, layered over by cloying herbs: aloe, calendula, yarrow. The ones they use when things start dying.

The ones they used on my mother. Just breathing it in sets my teeth on edge.

There’s no godsdamn privacy.

Elowen’s hovering again. Her soft hands are always there, reaching, fussing, full of well-meaning pity. She pokes into things that aren’t hers—injuries I didn’t ask her to see. Pain I’d rather keep mine. At least now that I’m conscious, I can growl at her to back off and be an asshole until she listens.

But I don’t know what she did when I was under.

Four days. Four whole godsdamn days flat on my back in this bed, unconscious while she pulled pain from my marrow, dug into memories that were never meant to be touched.

And judging by the look of her—jaw clenched, eyes shadowed, cheeks sunken—she did too much.

Siofra’s been in and out of the room, all sharp elbows and boundless energy, fetching whatever Elowen asks of her like she’s on some sort of divine mission. Honestly, if you ask me, the kid’s still young enough to need a nursemaid. She shouldn’t be elbow-deep in someone else’s blood.

Of course, no one does ask me, so her constant chatter fills the room. At least she’s talking about something useful.

“...and then Leina demanded they go after you! And then⁠—”

“How does a little girl know so much about Synod business?” I cut in, not even trying to hide the edge in my voice. Judging by the way Siofra’s describing it, she was practically in the courtyard when Leina lit the world on fire.

Sweet Thayana. What a godsdamn disaster. Because Leina didn’t have enough problems or enemies, she needed to publicly announce that she’s a walking, talking, breathing harbinger of death. Likely the most dangerous gifted of our times.

I run a shaking hand over my face. Again.

Siofra, oblivious to my inner turmoil, huffs, putting her hands on her hips. “I’m not a little girl.”

“Indeed you’re not,” Elowen says, playing peacemaker. “You’re a healer. Very grownup indeed.”

Siofra stands taller, taking a more regal stance, her chin lifted with pride and her shoulders squared, looking every bit the princess she is. She smirks, raising an eyebrow at me as if to say, you see, peasant?

“And then an entire contingent flew after you, mostly Stormriven because Archon Robias led the contingent himself,” Siofra continues. My eyebrows jerk up at that little bit of information. I didn’t think anything would surprise me after hearing that Leina is a godsdamn veilstrider, but an archon leaving the Synod is a rare thing, indeed.

Elowen, never oblivious, watches me carefully, her eyes taking in every nuance of my expression even as she prepares another tonic. But I’m also watching her. And her hands shake before she sets down the jar she’s working on with a bit more force than necessary. The liquid sloshes to the rim.

“Siofra, come pour this,” she says. I narrow my eyes at her, to say: I saw that.

She meets my gaze, lips pressed tight in silent defiance.

Siofra doesn’t seem to notice the tension crackling between us. She bounces over, still chattering.

“...they were going to fly all the way to Solmire Island,” she says, grabbing the jar, “but Einarr had already gotten you to Carrisfal! Isn’t that wild? They say he didn’t stop at any of the other islands, which shouldn’t even be possible, especially with the condition of his lungs from all the ash!”

My jaw tightens. There's a weight settling in my chest again, slow and familiar.

Guilt.

Godsdammit, Einarr.

Elowen told me he was out cold for days, too. But he finally came around yesterday, and from what she said, the healers for the faravars have been working on him nonstop in Carrisfal. I can feel him now, tucked up against my mind like a stone wall—unyielding, silent, solid. Even when he's irritated beyond reason—and he is right now—he’s still there. Still with me.

He’s making the flight from Carrisfal to the Synod today. Alone.

I hate that.

I’m restless. Edgy, and pacing even if only in my mind, waiting for him to arrive. Neither of us likes being this far apart.

Siofra brings over the tonic—a nasty mix of golden thread and yarrow—but I down it without comment. I know better than to complain to Elowen.

“When they brought you in, Leina was still supposed to be in the infirmary, too, but she convinced Elowen to let her make a pallet in your room. She slept on the floor with us, like she was a healer herself. She even changed your⁠—”

“Siofra,” Elowen says sharply. The girl blinks, startled, then clamps her mouth shut. I’m pretty sure Elowen is the only person she listens to. A rare silence follows—but not when I wanted it.

“I think that’s quite enough. It’s time for our patient to rest.”

I glare at Elowen. The princess-turned-healer looks away, avoiding eye contact with me. That’s another detail Elowen left out in her rendition of this story. Leina was here, with me. And knowing that ... Gods. It soothes something in me I didn’t even realize was raw.

I don’t know what exactly she changed while I was unconscious—and frankly, I’m not sure I want to. The possibilities are enough to make me cringe. But even so, I’d take all the embarrassment in the world if it meant she was close.

Safe.

I still ache to see her. The need crawls under my skin, fierce and quiet.

My mind won’t stop feeding me images—Leina, fierce and proud in a forest, defending her brothers. Leina curled in the sand of the pit after Tyrston’s attack. Leina falling from the sky into a battle she should’ve never had to face. Over and over, she’s hurting.

And then, like the gods decided to humor me for once, there’s a soft knock on the door.

Before anyone can speak, Siofra darts to it and flings it wide.

“Leina!” Siofra shouts. It takes every bit of willpower I have not to react to her presence; not to leap over the bed that separates us and scoop her into my arms. Not to rage at her for putting herself in danger. Not to beg, plead, and trick her into staying behind stone walls forever. Not to shove her back against the wall and show her exactly what she does to me.

Siofra wraps her skinny arms around Leina’s middle like they’re two old friends, then grabs her by the hand and drags her into the room. I crinkle my brow. When did that mismatched friendship develop?

Leina looks a little bemused but doesn’t hesitate to squeeze Siofra’s hand gently in hers.

“Look!” Siofra points at me. “He’s much better. You make a great healer.”

Then Leina’s eyes land on me—those amber eyes, flecked with gold—and just like that, everything else fades. Siofra’s endless chatter, Elowen’s subtle watching. Gone.

There’s only her.

And godsdamn, she looks good.

No—she looks dangerous.

She’s glowing, but not in some delicate, soft way. Her magic hums around her. There’s a wildness to her now, like she stepped straight out of a storm and brought it with her.

Being tethered to her beast agrees with her. It’s in the way she stands—rooted, solid. She knows exactly who the hell she is now. She’s freshly bathed, the scent of lavender curling in the air, grounding and sharp. Damp curls cling to her skin in wild spirals, unruly, framing her face with a kind of effortless rebellion. There’s a flush to her cheeks, a glow that speaks of warmth and vitality.

And then there’s the scar—the golden spiderweb at her temple catches the light, a delicate, gleaming latticework that only deepens her beauty. The touch of a goddess lingers there, etched into her like fire into stone, but it is not the goddess's power that takes my breath away.

It’s hers.

And she’s wearing my shirt—the one I gave her before her first meeting with the archons. It hangs on her like a promise I never meant to say aloud. And deep in my chest, something snarls. Mine.

“So he is,” she murmurs to Siofra, running an easy hand over the girl’s messy hair. Leina tugs on her braid with the easy familiarity of sisters. “Though I can’t take credit for all your hard work.”

“It was Elowen,” Siofra says, her tone suddenly very old and knowledgeable. “Her healing is unmatched.”

I watch them—the easy way Leina folds into the space, how Elowen seems to breathe easier with her in the room. The way Leina’s hand trails gently down Elowen’s arm, grounding her. “I’ll stay with him.”

Elowen deflates, the exhaustion dragging her down. She gives Leina a tired, thankful smile. “Siofra,” she calls. “We need to go to the herb garden and harvest more yarrow.”

Siofra throws her head back in a dramatic roll. “Ugh. But we collected it yesterday,” she complains. “And Leina’s here! I haven’t seen her since she left for training this morning.”

“Come along,” Elowen says simply. Her eyes track knowingly between Leina and me. Siofra storms out of the chamber like only a 12-year-old girl can, arms swinging at her sides, mumbling angrily as she goes. Elowen closes the door with a last, hard look for me as Leina crosses the room. Be careful, it says.

Elowen sees too much. She always has. The door closes with a quiet click, and Leina comes to an awkward stop at the end of the bed.

“You’re very close to the healers,” I say, probing.

A wry smile. “Well. I’m in here a lot.” She runs nervous fingers over the wooden footboard of my bed. Her smile widens. “I have to admit, it’s nice to be the one on this side of the bed.”

That pulls a smile from me, but it doesn’t last very long.

There’s a hesitancy in her eyes, in the careful way she stands, that exasperates me. Like she’s unsure of me.

I know what I should do—drive that uncertainty between us like a blade. It would make things easier, safer.

But this girl? She’s a fracture in all my defenses.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed to go to her. I will always go to her.

Her eyes widen, and she’s moving before I can even plant my feet. “Don’t you dare get up!” she cries out. “Elowen will have my head if you pull a stitch or fall on your face.”

But I’ve no desire for her to see me in a sick bed. Not when I’m awake and can do something about it. The stitches that crisscross jaggedly across my neck ache and stretch with the motion, but I don’t dissolve into a coughing fit, so there’s some progress.

She scowls at me. “I should have known you’d make a horrible patient.”

“I think you know what kind of patient I am firsthand,” I tell her, one eyebrow quirked. “Veilstrider.” I gesture to the patched-up gash over my throat that should’ve killed me. “Thank you.”

She winces as she lowers her eyes to the jagged scar. “I’m sorry I stitched it so poorly.” She smiles ruefully. “I’ve been working with Siofra to improve my field dressing so that I don’t curse anyone else with a scar quite so horrific again.”

I scoff. “An Altor that cares about a little scar isn’t a real Altor.”

“Little?” she questions. “I wouldn’t call it little.”

A wicked grin winks out before I can control myself. “No,” I drawl. “I don’t think you would.”

She blushes, a beautiful pink flush covering her chest and her cheeks. Thank Serephelle for Elowen and the gift of privacy.

My voice is still hoarse from the ash. The volcano on Solmire started blasting thick plumes of it before the Kher’zenn attacked. It was like they knew. Like they knew I was there alone; like they knew the volcano was going to erupt ash, creating the perfect camouflage for them. When Einarr and I were ambushed, it had seemed like the worst kind of luck.

Or the gods reaching down with a blade.

And then our fate changed again when Leina dropped from the sky. An avenging goddess on wings of fury, born for death and war. But the truth is, my fate didn’t change then. It changed in the woods, when I first found her.

And gods, I’m so tired of fighting it.

She clears her throat, awkwardly. “I’m sorry about …” She waves her hand in the air a bit helplessly.

I quirk an eyebrow at her in question.

She blushes an even brighter red. “About the dreams,” she mumbles.

The sex dreams. The dreams that weren’t quite dreams. The implications have us both standing incredibly still, until I take a measured step toward her.

“Are you?” I ask, my already-hoarse voice going deeper.

“Mmm,” she answers. “I didn’t know of course, but even still.”

“I’m sure it won’t happen again,” I say, but my voice is a challenge. What the fuck am I doing?

“Of course, I-I-I. I wouldn’t—” she stammers, and then stops, unable to get a promise out. Because she still wants me. Because she can’t control it. Not yet.

She throws her shoulders back, raising her chin up at me, and narrows her eyes. There’s that fire.

“The Elder wants to take over my training for a while,” she says, her voice firmer as she changes the subject. “There’s not another veilstrider to work with me, and he believes he’s the best to help me understand my gift, given his experience and knowledge.”

I nod. I expected this.

Her lips part on a silent exhale. “The archons said you’ll still be my master, that I’ll still ride out with you in battles,” she continues. “But I’ll spend the winter training with the Elder while you’re in Selencia.”

The distance will likely be good for us.

Not because I want to leave her—gods, the last thing I want is to leave her, especially now that we know the danger surrounding her is greater than anything I’d prepared for. And I’d prepared for a lot—every worst-case scenario, every shadow at her back, I’d already counted. But this?

She’s not just a threat to the traditions, the authority, the sacred little systems. She’s a threat to control, to the lies I suspect our entire kingdom has been built on. They won’t come for her out of fear or hate—they’ll come for her out of desperation.

But even so, going to Selencia gives me the opportunity to step beyond the bounds of my oath and chase answers I was never meant to seek.

Because Leina’s existence calls into question the entire foundation the Synod stands on. And this—this forbidden desire, this unrelenting need that crosses godsdamned veils and transcends realms—it calls into question the entire structure of our way of life.

I’ll stand by my oath, but not the way the Synod interprets it—not with blind obedience or fear masquerading as faith. I’ll honor it in the way it was meant to be honored. If that means standing against kings, against temples, even against the gods themselves … So be it.

Because I am Altor. Because it’s time the Synod stood for more than simply not dying. It’s time it stood for living.

I rub a hand over my face, trying not to picture all the trouble she’ll be able to get into when I’m gone. “Just, don’t veilstride into any more battles until we’ve done some more weapons training and air maneuvers, yeah?”

She gives a noncommittal “mmm.”

And I don’t think she’s trying to be smart with me. Her lack of control over her gift is a truly terrifying thing, and I don’t even understand all the ways it’s terrifying. There hasn’t been a veilstrider in hundreds of years. It’s never been common. It’s a gift I know next to nothing about, but I keep picturing her dropping out of the sky into the middle of half a dozen Kher’zenn, with no training and riding a new, untried faravar.

What if she drops right into Morendahl, alone? What if … What if she drops into a different realm altogether? Fuck, what if she gets lost?

I’ve already requested Elowen bring me all the texts on veilstriding she can get her hands on, though I gather that I’m probably last in line to request them—behind the Elder, the archons, the king, and every other godsdamn Altor who was here when she revealed everything.

It takes me a moment to realize she started talking again. I pull my attention back to her.

“… can’t believe I left you on Solmire. How is Einarr doing?”

“I can’t believe you made it there, at all. You saved us,” I reply. “And Einarr is fine. He’s on his way here from Carrisfal. How is your beast?”

Contentment blooms across her face, and her entire expression softens. “Perfect,” she whispers. “Vaeloria is perfect. I can’t wait for you and Einarr to really meet her.”

“Her?” I ask, not bothering to cover the surprise in my voice.

“Yes,” Leina says. “I’m not the only female warrior in the Synod anymore.”

Another knock sounds on the door, and a young ward enters with a tray of food. Leina steps to the side, giving him space in the little room to maneuver.

“Archon Robias wants to know if you’re ready to give your post-mission account?” the boy asks me.

I give a nod.

“He’ll be here shortly,” the boy says, and then leaves as quietly and quickly as he arrived.

There’s so much more to say. Too much for mere minutes.

“Heal well, Ryot.” She turns to leave. “And I’ll see you soon, when you’re back from Selencia.” Her voice breaks on the word Selencia, gutting me.

“Leina.”

She turns back, one hand poised to open the door.

“Thank you again. For saving my life.”

She tilts her head. “I never thanked you for all the times you’ve saved mine. So, I guess … now we’re even.”

The door clicks open as her hand twists the knob.

No. We’re not leaving it like this.

I step forward, pressing my palm above hers, easing the door shut before she can open it any wider. I stop close, just behind her, but I don’t touch her. Not yet.

I feel the shift in her breath, the subtle hitch in her chest. And gods, her scent—lavender and heat and her—wraps around me like a tether.

I drop my lips to her ear. She shivers, as she’s done every godsdamn time I’ve done this from the first moment we met. It makes me want to drag my tongue along the curve of her ear, to tease that soft, vulnerable place at her neck until she can’t hold back that sound she makes in my dreams.

“We stopped being about debts owed and paid a long time ago,” I whisper, voice low, breath brushing her skin.

She gasps. Her hand trembles on the door. But when she speaks, her voice is steady.

“What are we about, then?”

I give in—finally. I lick that sweet curve of her ear and then give a quick tug with my teeth. She moans, and the sound is everything I knew it would be. Everything I’ve dreamed it would be. Sweet Serephelle—it’s everything she dreamed it would be. What a godsdamn mindfuck to know that this pull between us isn’t just lust. It never was. We don’t only find each other in our sleep. We reach for each other across the Veil—through whatever both gods and man put between us.

“Fate,” I breathe, hoarse and wrecked in a way that has nothing to do with the ash still clinging to my lungs. “Because even the gods didn’t see us coming, my rebel girl.”


PART III

THE GIFTED
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“Truly, I’ve heard the myths. That the First could step between realms as easily as breath. That he drifted through our world without tether. They say he was untouchable in battle—able to shatter someone from the inside before a blade ever left its sheath.

Some even whisper he spoke with gods. Some say ... with the dead. (And between the two, I’m not sure which terrifies me more.)

But I tell you this, Master: I don’t believe it. The Veil is not a path. It is not a gift. It is chaos—pure and hungry. And we are children of order, are we not? Children of the True Gods?

The Veil offers none of that. So perhaps it was never meant to be salvation. Perhaps it is our undoing, and best avoided.”

	Letter from Aerion of Fellsworn, the last veilstrider 





CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
LEINA


There’s a fine sheen of sweat on my forehead, and my heart is pounding so hard against my chest that it echoes in my ears. My hands are damp and sticky, and my fingers cramp as I uncurl my fists. The sweat cools on my skin, the frosted winter air causing me to shiver. I lie in the snow, gasping, letting the world spin back into place. Then the pain hits.

Not sharp. Not clean. It burns. I try to sit up and hiss through my teeth.

Vaeloria lands beside me, snow flurrying around her, her wings folded as she lowers her head to mine. Her breath mists in the cold, her body tense.

“I’m okay,” I rasp.

It’s a lie, and she knows it. We’ve been at this for nearly four months now, and I’m never okay.

We both look down at my injured arm, but I’m not bleeding. Well, not technically. No, the substance trickling out of me is darker. Thicker. It glimmers faintly, like ink in moonlight. The edges of the wound don’t look torn or sliced. They look … unstitched. As if the skin itself was peeled apart, thread by thread.

Footsteps crunch lightly on the snow. The Elder stands a short distance away, hunched over a slab of stone he’s shaped into a desk, long fingers scrawling something with charcoal. He doesn’t look up.

“Does the wound itch this time?” he asks, mildly.

“No,” I say through gritted teeth. “It burns.”

He nods once, then tosses me a small jar. I catch it awkwardly with my good hand.

“Elowen’s latest,” he says. “Specifically mixed for Veil wounds. She’s experimenting with lay leaf this time.”

Elowen has never worked harder than she has in the last few months. If she’s not buried in some ancient tome about the Veil, she’s elbow-deep in her workroom mixing tonics that smell like death.

Thank the gods for Elowen.

Fuck the Veil.

Vaeloria snorts and shifts closer.

“You’re doing very well,” the Elder says, as he makes another note on his parchment.

“Well?” I manage to squeak out between dry, cracked lips. “I almost got eaten by a creature that didn’t even have a mouth!” I try to shout, but my words eek out.

“The shadow of what could have been doesn’t linger.”

I can’t even manage a groan, but fuck. I hate his quips.

Vaeloria prances nervously beside me, hooves crunching the snow in tight, anxious patterns. She didn’t like that one bit either. I reach up and tangle a hand in her mane, grounding myself. Calming her. Calming us. I want to ask her what the hell that thing was, but we can’t speak here. Not outside the Veil.

I settle for sharing the flood of emotion instead—relief, gratitude, the aching, dizzy high of not dying. She answers with a pulse of her own: matching relief, and sharp-edged frustration that I was hurt.

Yeah. I know. I know.

I’m always getting hurt in the Veil. It’s a miracle—a divine accident, or a cruel joke of fate—that I didn’t die in the Veil long before I even knew what it was. That place is treacherous as all hells. I still don’t understand what it is.

None of us do.

It’s neither land nor sky. Not dream or death. It’s not made of rules or roads or borders. I couldn’t chart it on a map. I can’t even look at it the same way twice. I can’t claim it for Faraengard with flags or laws. I don’t even think the gods claim it as theirs.

The Veil just … is. It watches. It waits. It remembers. Sometimes, I think it feels like a memory trying to become real. Other times, it feels like grief that’s learned how to breathe.

And when I step inside it awakens. When I try to control it, it pushes back, as if it’s testing whether I’ll survive the shape it chooses to take that day. And today? Today it nearly ate me.

I slam my fist into the nearest tree trunk with a frustrated scream, a volatile mix of emotions exploding inside me. The trunk groans under the pressure, shudders violently⁠—

“The Veil makes you less stable,” the Elder says calmly.

—and then the tree snaps in half with a violent crack. Branches snap as snow bursts into the air in a fine spray.

I cradle my now-throbbing hand against my chest, gritting my teeth. It’s already swelling.

Vaeloria snorts, unimpressed, and rolls her eyes in that extremely unhelpful way she’s mastered. Then she turns her back to me entirely and goes to stand beneath a different tree, next to Sigurd—who, like the Elder, looks completely unbothered by my minor emotional outburst. The Elder’s faravar often stands, patient and still, with a vague detachment, his gaze locked on some distant horizon only he can see. He didn’t so much as shift when the tree fell. Now, with a low breath that stirs the snow, he makes room for Vaeloria beneath the branches.

The Elder doesn’t look up from his writing.

“I believe the Veil may be imprinting on you,” he says mildly. “Given that you've described it as unstable, dark, and reactive, it wouldn’t be unreasonable to assume that repeated exposure is disrupting your mental state.”

“Well, that’s great,” I mutter, cradling my hand. “Was the last veilstrider a moody bitch, too?” In all of recorded history, there have only been three of us.

The Elder’s lips twitch. He has a sense of humor, though it’s so dry it’s practically a desert. We’ve progressed into a certain familiarity these last few months. I’ve stopped bowing to him. He’s stopped with his air of indifference. Now, if I could get him to tell me his actual name so that I don’t have to call him “Elder” all the time, we’d finally be getting somewhere. So far, though, I’ve got nothing. These people are weird about names and titles.

“I couldn’t say,” he tells me. “I’ve no memories of the previous veilstrider.” He purses his lips, clearly thinking back. “But after reading Aerion’s journals, I don’t think he was as powerful as you. And I don’t think he spent nearly as much time in the Veil as you have been these past few months.”

I’ve been reading Aerion’s journals, too, though much slower than the Elder. The last veilstrider was afraid of the Veil and hardly used it at all. And the first one died young—apparently in the Veil. There’s not even a record of his name.

“Let’s try something else. Something simpler,” the Elder says.

Anger flares, bright and hot. He doesn’t understand. Just go here, he’ll tell me, and point to another room or across the expanse. But I never make it—even something as simple as crossing a room is impossible to me through the Veil.

I swallow my frustration as the Elder points with his stick of charcoal toward an outcropping of rocks that’s so close I can reach out and touch it.

“Try to move to that rock,” The Elder says. “Just that rock.”

Because being contrary is practically a survival skill by now, I push to my feet and take one exaggerated step so that I’m standing on that rock. The Elder bites the inside of his cheek, as if he might laugh, but he doesn’t. He raises an unimpressed brow, instead. “Through the Veil.” He moves his charcoal stick a little more to the left. “To that rock, then, through the Veil.”

Right.

Of course.

Simple.

With a frustrated huff, I twirl my scythe in an exaggerated twist and then slam it back down. The Veil opens for me—a place of shifting madness in a realm that doesn’t obey logic, physics, time, or mercy. I blow out a breath, clench my fists, and step through, Vaeloria close to my side.

Simple shatters.

It breaks. It falls apart. It becomes everything.
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“I am pulled toward the Veil with a hunger few understand. As the first mortal to walk its shifting paths, I owe it to myself—and to everyone who might follow—to learn all I can.

What is the Veil? That depends on when you ask. And where. And who.

A place? Sometimes. A presence? Sometimes. A feeling? A shadow? A burst of light that blinds more than it reveals? Yes.

Its nature is contradiction wrapped in mist—so much so, I sometimes wonder if it has a nature at all. Maybe it's not meant to be known.

But here's the heresy that keeps me awake: I suspect even the gods are just as lost in the Veil as we are. The Veil is the riddle that undoes minds—divine and mortal alike.”

	Personal journal of the First Veilstrider, unnamed and unsigned 





CHAPTER FIFTY
LEINA


I stride through the darkness, my anger pushing me forward in a way my legs can’t.

“He doesn’t understand,” I complain to Vaeloria, as I spin in a false imitation of a circle, looking for the outcropping of rocks. But they’re not here.

There’s nothing here.

“No,” she agrees. “But then, do you?”

“No,” I mutter. I look toward her and marvel again at the … shape she takes here. She’s all feathers and brightness. I’ve tried to bring in mirrors so I can see myself, but they never make it through with me.

I try again to jog Vaeloria’s memory. “Do you remember anything else about it?”

She huffs, too, just as frustrated as me. “The Veil … it’s part of me. But remembering? No. I don’t think I’m meant to.”

I run a hand along her side, a quiet comfort. “It’s alright. We’ll figure this out together.”

The Veil shifts around me, pulsing like a living thing. It doesn’t look like anything—not exactly. It’s light and shadow folding in on each other, breathing in silence. It shouldn’t be disorienting by now. I’ve been training here for months. Every day. Pushing farther. Reaching deeper. Failing harder. There are colors that aren’t colors. Space that stretches and contracts. Sometimes it is endless. Sometimes it’s closing in.

I swing my scythe behind me. “Although part of me thinks we would figure it out a lot faster without the Elder giving us assignments.”

Vaeloria makes a sound that might be a chortle. “He’s quite determined to send you places, isn’t he?”

I scan the shifting dark for movement—not that eyes help here, with the shadow-creatures that slither between thought and form. “Well, if I could drop into Morendahl and snap back on command, I’m sure he’d find that convenient.”

“Yes,” she says, turning slowly, her feathers catching glimmers of nothing. “But I don’t think the Veil is about convenience. I think it’s about existence.”

Existence.

I draw in a breath, focus on the thrum inside—the thread that connects me to the Veil. I pull. It responds, sluggish, something rousing from sleep.

I step forward.

The Veil snaps taut and twists. It seizes, jerking me sideways like a marionette with tangled strings. I stumble, lose balance. The world around us fragments—pieces collapse in the wrong direction, light shatters into something too sharp to be light.

I’m so tired. I want to cry—not again. I want to rest like I haven’t in months, maybe even years. I want gentle hands to anchor me, soft murmurs in the dark, and my mother’s voice whispering that everything will be alright with that fierce certainty only a mother can summon.

I almost fall. But … The Veil stills.

Something soft flickers in the distance ahead. It doesn’t shift or warp or lurch. I take a step toward it. The closer I get to it, the more everything else fades away. The Veil is quieter here, softer. My fists unclench without me meaning to. My breath evens out. The ache behind my eyes dulls. That softness ripples and takes the shape of something not quite human. A silhouette? A suggestion of curved lines and warmth. It’s a presence I almost recognize though I don’t understand how or why. The sensation that washes over me is small—like a hand brushing my hair back or a hum I used to know.

Something in my chest cracks open. Then, just as softly as it came, the silhouette begins to drift. I chase after it.

“Wait!” I cry out. “Wait, please!”

“Strider!” Vaeloria chases me, too, but I don’t stop. I’m almost … almost there.

I reach out—too late. It dissolves into nothing, swallowed by the shifting folds of the Veil.

But the warmth lingers. Not in the air. Not in my skin.

I scan this new part of the Veil with something that’s not quite eyes. There. There’s another source of that soft warmth.

I reach for it, grasping with both hands.

We tumble into the cold snow, hitting the ground hard. I land on my side with a grunt, half-buried in the cold, my breath stolen by the sudden return to air and gravity. My fingers dig into the powdery white, and I gasp, blinking against the brightness. The disorientation is always the same when we leave the Veil—utterly jarring.

We’re not at the Synod.

The cold here is gentler. The snow beneath me is thick and soft, untouched, more like a blanket than the hardness of the ice on the Faraengardian cliffs. There’s no salt on the wind, no sting from the Ebonmere Sea. Just stillness. And the trees here—they’re nothing like the spindly ones near the Synod. They’re towering giants, with trunks so wide I couldn’t span them with both arms, and branches that reach for the clouds. The air is thick with the scent of sap and something like grief, as droplets bead on the branches and slip down, silent and steady.

The Weeping Forest.

I push up on my hands and knees, as Vaeloria shifts beside me with a huff, her wings half-furled and dusted with snow. Her ears twitch as she catches a sound before I do.

“Tag! You’re it!”

I snap my head around.

Leo.

He’s barreling between the trees, all arms and clumsy enthusiasm, the snowshoes on his feet flopping comically as he runs. His grin is so wide it practically splits his face in half. Behind him, an older girl with a mess of dark curls shrieks with laughter as she lunges to tag him back, but she trips on her snowshoes and collapses into a heap of giggles and flailing limbs.

I slap my hand over my mouth to cover a sob, but Leo hears it anyway. He whips his head around to us. So does the girl, who looks at me with stark terror in her pretty grey eyes until she sees Vaeloria behind me. Then she grins.

“Hello, Vaeloria!” she says, as if they’re old friends.

But even with the complete impossibility of it—of this strange child knowing Vaeloria by name, speaking to her with ease—I can’t form any questions for her.

I can’t take my eyes off Leo. He’s right there, whole and laughing and alive. He stares at me in disbelief for only a moment, and then his expression crumples.

He stumbles forward, trying to run to me, but trips over his snowshoes. “Leina!”

I lurch to my feet and close the distance between us in a sprint, catching him up in my arms and clutching him to my chest. Carefully, mindful of the strength I know how to control now.

“Leo! Oh, my gods, Leo! You’re alright!”

His little arms curl tightly around my neck. I breathe him in—earth and snow and that unmistakable smell of little boy—and press my face against his curls, heart pounding. Too soon, he starts to squirm in my arms. Still, he doesn’t let go completely. He grabs my hand and tugs me forward, grinning.

“Come meet Bri!” he says.

My eyes snap back up to the little girl. Bri. Seb mentioned her in his letter. But she has little interest in me. She’s walked right up to Vaeloria and is running her hands over the winged war horse’s chest with a smile.

“You’re much prettier than Cairwyn,” she tells Vaeloria. Then she giggles and puts her finger over her lips in a hush hush motion. “But don’t tell Cairwyn I said that. He’s sensitive.”

“Who is Cairwyn?” I ask, and I’m surprised by how calm my voice sounds—how normal it feels to speak, when nothing else about this moment is.

The girl turns back to me, startled. It’s as if she’d forgotten Leo and I were even here. Her gaze slides over me, lingering on the scythe slung across my back, the daggers strapped to my thighs. She studies me with the wide-eyed solemnity of a child raised around power—cautious, but not afraid.

“Cairwyn is my father’s faravar,” she says matter-of-factly. She lifts her chin and squares her shoulders, pride blooming across her face. “He’s the best one there is.”

Then, with a glance at Vaeloria, she softens. As if realizing she might’ve offended someone important, she casts the winged beast a sheepish smile and gently pats her leg—just high enough for her little arm to reach.

My eyes drift back to Leo, who’s watching Bri like she’s the sun and the snow and every adventure rolled into one. This entire scene seems like a strange dream. I crouch back down to Leo and gather his hands in mine. “You’ve grown so much, Leo!”

He stands even taller, and grins. “I’m learning to fight, Leina!”

I resist a wince at that. He’s so proud. But no child should have to learn how to fight, and it stirs that familiar anger again. I look around, taking in the Weeping Forest that wraps around us, and there—through a break in the trunks—I catch a curl of smoke. A camp.

I don’t know why the Veil brought me here. I don’t know what it wants. But for the first time in what feels like forever, I’m not angry about it.

“Leo,” I ask. “Is Seb at your camp?”

Leo nods furiously and grasps my hand tightly. “Yes! It’s only a little ways from here. Let’s go see him. He’ll be so happy.”

But Bri grabs my arm, stopping me before I can take a step. “You don’t have that kind of time,” she says.

I start to brush her off—what does a child know of any of this?—but the tendrils have wrapped around my ankles.

“Oh gods, no!” I drop to my knees and gather Leo into in my chest again. “I need more time!” I demand, though to whom I’m not sure. The gods. The Veil. Anyone who might be listening.

Bri touches my face, and her eyes aren’t the laughing, care-free eyes of a child anymore. They’re not old and wise, they’re just … timeless. Gooseflesh covers my arms.

“Don’t be afraid of the Veil,” she says.

A shiver runs down my spine, gooseflesh rising on my arms. How does she know about any of this?

Then she sings.

“So, fear no dark, and fear no sky, The Veil will catch you when you fly.”

My breath hitches. “Oh, my gods,” I whisper. That song—it’s the lullaby my mother used to sing when we were small, when the nights were long and cold.

The dark tendrils slip higher, coiling around my wrists now.

Leo clings tighter to my neck. “Don’t worry, Leina,” he whispers into my ear. “If Bri says you don’t have to be afraid, then you don’t. She’s always right.”

I want to believe them. I do.

Bri tilts her head as if something is whispering to her out of earshot. Her eyes flutter closed. She turns slightly, like she’s listening. But there’s nothing—no wind, no voice, no sign of what she’s hearing. Just the soft breath of the trees, and the tightening pull of the Veil.

“My father says it’s smart to be afraid sometimes,” she murmurs, almost to herself. “To be cautious.” Her voice is low, thoughtful. “You should be wary of hammers, Leina. But don’t fear the Veil.”

My skin prickles, as I think about Tyrston and his hammer. How does she know about that? Then she opens her eyes again, and they’re bright and young and entirely her—the child I met only moments ago. She flashes me a grin and turns to Vaeloria, who’s remained unnaturally still. Bri steps forward and lays a gentle hand along Vaeloria’s gleaming coat. “I’ll see you again, Vaeloria,” she whispers. “You have time for one more hug, Leo.”

A man with dark hair and Bri’s grey eyes bursts through the trees, sword at the ready. “Bri! Leo!” he shouts. His eyes land on me and they’re hard. Almost feral. He brings his sword up. I tense. This must be Aelric.

Leo wraps his arms around me, fiercely—so fiercely I think maybe, just maybe, he could anchor me here. That the warmth of his hug might be enough to tether me to this place.

But it isn’t. The Veil rips us back.
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Dear Mother,

I found Ryot sneaking into the priests’ sacred library again, for the third time this month. That boy would choose a book over breakfast, I swear it. Like every mother, I fear the day the gods might call him to become Altor. Who would wish that life on their child? A path paved in war, shadowed by death, starved of love. If the summons ever comes, the only thing Ryot will miss more than his sisters is his books.

With all my love,

Calisandra


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
LEINA


I land hard, flat on my ass on the hard rock.

I’m not surprised to find myself back on the same outcropping of stone where I first stepped into the Veil. That part, at least, is reliable. No matter what chaos I wade through on the other side, the Veil always returns me to where I began. It’s the one constant I can count on.

Well—that, and the exhaustion. It’s a kind of exhaustion that goes deeper than swinging your scythe all day, reaping wheat. Or swinging your scythe all day, reaping death. It drags at me, makes me beg for oblivion.

But this? This is different. I rub my chest where my heart hurts, and Vaeloria nuzzles her snout against my chest, like she’s trying to ease the hurt, too. Sweet Serephelle, I saw Leo.

The Elder taps his charcoal against the paper, his brow crinkled in concentration. I think I’m one of the only people in the Synod who gets to see him like this, unguarded, human, and terribly brilliant.

“Well, you did not make it to the rock,” he confirms. As an afterthought, I look dazedly at the rock I’ve missed by a length no longer than my leg.

But I saw Leo.

The Elder doesn’t look up from his scratching notes. “Where did you go?”

I clear my throat. I’ve not lied to him before, but I’m also not ready to tell him this. “I’m not sure,” I say. Not quite a lie.

But not the truth either. The charcoal scratches against the paper, he stops writing so quickly. He knows.

The discomfort hangs between us, but I don’t change my answer and he doesn’t push me for more.

“I think you need to rest,” he says finally, nodding firmly. “Yes. You need a break from the Veil.”

Relief wars with a need to keep going. What if I could go to Seb, next?

“I don’t have time to rest,” I tell him, sitting up and crossing my legs. He tosses me a carafe, and I drain it.

“Time spent in rest is not lost. It is the foundation upon which strength is built.”

“Oh, my gods,” I say, water spewing out of my mouth with my laughter. “You have to stop with those.”

The Elder gifts me a full grin, and it’s a tapestry of movement. His eyes crinkle up into little crescents, made more prominent by the wrinkles across his forehead and the exaggerated crow’s feet at his eyes. The wrinkles around his mouth deepen, tracing the history of the countless smiles that came before. It lingers as he slides his book closed.

“Go rest, Ward Leina of Stormriven. That’s an order. Tomorrow, I want you to join Ryot again. You haven’t had enough time in flight maneuvers and weapons training. We’ll break from Veilwork for a time.”

My heart slams against my chest. Ryot. No matter how hard I’ve tried to find him in the Veil, tried to dream of him since he’s been gone, there’s been nothing. “He’s back from Selencia?”

“Yes.”

That hurts, more than I want it to. He didn’t come looking for me? I jump to my feet.

“What was his report on Selencia?”

“He hasn’t given it.”

I clench my hands against my sides, nails biting into my palms. “When will he give it?” I ask through clenched teeth.

The Elder doesn’t even look at me as he scans his notes.

“When all the players are in place to hear it.”

I take deep breaths, trying to leash the panic clawing its way up my throat. Because I know exactly what Ryot—and Princess Rissa, who demanded to go with him—would have seen in Selencia. The question is, what is the Synod going to do about it?

But if there’s one thing, I’ve learned about the Elder these last few months, it’s that he doesn’t have a sense of urgency. He won’t be rushed.

“How long will we break from Veil training?”

The Elder raises his nose to the air, like he’s sniffing for snow or rain. “Spring should be upon us in another two or three weeks. And then I’m sure the attacks will resume, as they do each year. As to when we resume your Veil training …” He trails off. “Let’s wait and see how your recovery goes.”

Which is Elder-speak for “you’re barely holding it together, and I’d rather not scrape your soul off the Veil’s floor today.”

Since Solmire, the rest of my training—blades, close-quarters combat, survival drills, even aerial maneuvers—has been sparse at best, scattered between long stretches in the Veil. The Elder’s more concerned I’ll vanish into the Veil and never return.

I force myself upright, every movement a quiet war against the pounding in my skull. The headache is vicious—though by now, it’s as familiar to me as my own shadow.

I’m barely steady on my feet when someone crashes into our clearing, their footfalls sharp and deliberate, brimming with fury.

I squint into the gathering dusk, trying to make out the figure weaving through the trees, but the dim light and dense forest blur their edges. I take a step closer to the Elder. Sigurd and Vaeloria stir uneasily, ears twitching, feathers ruffling, both unsettled by the storm of fury bleeding into our quiet clearing. They drift to our side, drawn not by command but instinct.

I’m stunned when it’s Ryot who emerges from the cover of the trees. Sweet Serephelle. Even angry, he’s appealing in a way that makes my knees wobble. His wounds from Solmire are long gone, and the lighter burdens of winter have treated him exceptionally well. His skin is tanned from weeks of scouting. His tunic stretches over broad shoulders, his leather trousers mold to his legs. Strength rolls beneath the fabric with every furious step.

I cross my arms tightly over my chest. I will not be swayed by cheekbones and biceps. Not this time.

“What are you—” I start to ask, but he cuts me off, slamming a heavy book down onto the Elder’s makeshift stone desk with enough force to echo through the trees.

I gasp and lunge forward, snatching up the book.

“What in the hells are you doing?” I shriek, cradling the book protectively. “You can’t treat books like this—do you have any idea how old this is? Look! You’ve torn the spine!” I hold it up for inspection, horrified.

But Ryot doesn’t even glance at me. His gaze is locked on the Elder, eyes blazing.

“Did you know?” he whispers, but it might as well have been a shout for the way it carries.

My mouth falls open. I don’t know which is more shocking—his treatment of the book or the fact that he’s yelling at the Elder. Either offense could get him whipped.

The Elder doesn’t move, but Sigurd surges forward a step, wings flexing, ears pinned, every muscle taut with warning. The Elder raises one hand, calm and deliberate. The great beast halts but doesn’t retreat. He snorts, low and threatening, eyes fixed on Ryot.

“Know what, Ryot?” I ask, looking down at the tome, trying to piece together whatever madness has sent him into this spiral. There’s no title. The cover is bare. The pages are brittle, crinkling beneath my touch like they might dissolve into dust. Gods above. This volume is ancient. It never should have been pulled from the shelves.

“Of course you know! You train her every godsdamn day.” Ryot is fuming. I’ve never seen him like this.

Sigurd snorts a warning.

“Know what, Ryot?”

He swings around on me. “That you leave your body behind when you enter the Veil. That your body is left out here,” he gestures around, hands in the air, circling wildly, “completely vulnerable to man or beast while your soul is traipsing around in the godsdamn Veil.”

I squint my eyes at him. He’s gone mad.

“No, it doesn’t,” I counter. That can’t be true—not with the way Vaeloria and I were covered with ash from Solmire. I turn to the Elder for confirmation. “Vaeloria and I—we both go into the Veil. Don’t we?”

The Elder nods his head, but there’s a question in his eyes as he stares at the book I’ve clutched to my chest. “Where did you get that?”

He’s speaking to Ryot. The cold gnaws at my cheeks as I tighten my grip on the book, the battered leather stiff against my frozen fingers. Breath curls from Ryot’s mouth in angry plumes. Even Sigurd’s breath hangs heavy in the air. He can sense the wrongness between us.

“Elandors Veil,” Ryot says, quiet and defiant.

“You stole it.”

It’s not a question. The priests don’t allow anyone else into the temple, not even the Elder. I shift on my feet, the snow crunching beneath my boots. A sharp knot of fear twists low in my gut. My fingers dig deeper into the crumbling book, as if I could somehow erase what’s already been done. Gods, Ryot. What have you gotten yourself into?

Ryot squares his shoulders, defiant.

The Elder steps closer, his voice dropping even lower, colder, like the icicles that hang from the trees.

“You broke your oath?”

Ryot’s hands clench into fists at his sides. His face flushes, a spot of furious color against the stark whiteness of the world. His voice quakes—not with fear, but with fury barely kept in check. “I didn't break my oath. Our oath was never to obedience. It’s to protection, to saving the world from death. I broke rules—rules meant to keep us blind and obedient.”

My heart twists painfully as I watch Ryot stand his ground. There’s no hesitation in him, no apology. And Veil help me, something inside me soars. I close the gap between us, coming to stand in between him and the Elder. I hold the mystery book to my chest, not caring nearly so much about its contents as I do about Ryot.

The Elder stands very still, his expression unreadable. Snowflakes cling to the folds of his cloak, to the lines at the corners of his eyes. For a long, agonizing heartbeat, I expect punishment to fall, but it doesn't come.

Instead, the Elder exhales, his breath curling in the air. Something flashes across his face—too fast for me to name it. Not approval, exactly. But not anger either.

“What’s the book, Ryot?”

Ryot’s chest still heaves, his fists still clenched at his sides. He's still furious—still ready to fight whatever comes next. But the fire in him eases. He jerks his chin toward the book clutched against my chest. “It’s a journal. The journal of the first Veilstrider.”

“The one who died in the Veil?” I ask.

Ryot jerks his head. “He didn’t die in the Veil. He was murdered—stabbed through the heart while his soul was still walking in the Veil. His mother wrote his last entry, after someone killed him.”

The Elder’s mouth tightens.

“That can’t be right. When I train ... When I enter the Veil ... my body doesn't stay behind, empty and vulnerable. I go in. Vaeloria and I go in together,” I say.

I turn sharply, seeking her. Vaeloria stands a few paces away, her wings tucked tight against her sides, her silver mane rippling in the cold breeze. Her dark eyes are fixed on me. She moves closer, lowering her head until her muzzle brushes my shoulder. She tells me. Not words but emotions—a surge of certainty, fierce and protective, like a hand closing tight around my soul.

“Vaeloria,” I whisper, understanding washing over me. “Vaeloria is of the Veil itself—born of it, shaped by it. When I go with her, she carries me there—body and soul.”

Ryot’s mouth presses into a thin, grim line. His gaze slices to the Elder. “It’s when she’s sleeping. That’s when she’s vulnerable, when she crosses the Veil without Vaeloria.”

The Elder’s eyes narrow slightly—he knows Ryot’s right. Ryot steps past me. “She needs to be moved out of the barracks. Tonight, somewhere secure. And she needs a guard posted whenever she sleeps.”

Guarded? In my sleep? I’m still scrambling to wrap my thoughts around this new reality when the Elder speaks.

“If we do that, people will wonder why.”

Ryot pales, actually pales.

“We can move her to my room,” he says quickly, desperately. “We can find a reasonable excuse about her Veil training.”

I open my mouth, anger bubbling fast and sharp. They’re talking about me like I’m not even standing here.

“I don’t need to be moved or guarded,” I snap. “I’ve been fine this entire time. No one needs to watch me while I sleep—because that would be weird—and I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

Ryot’s hands find my shoulders and he gives me a little shake. “Not if you’re not present in your own godsdamn body, you’re not!”

I jerk out of his grip, bristling. “It’s fine. I haven’t been veilstriding in my sleep. Not once all winter. I’m too exhausted.”

He stares at me like I sprouted feathers. “And that makes it better?" he demands. His hands fly up, exasperated. “‘Don’t worry, Ryot, I’m too exhausted to function normally.’ Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

Before I can snap back, the Elder cuts in.

“What are you so afraid of, Ryot?” he asks. “What do you think will happen to her while she sleeps within the Synod’s walls?”

Ryot turns back to the Elder, and to my shock, he shifts enough to tuck me subtly behind him—like he thinks the Elder himself might strike.

“Don’t play coy with me,” Ryot says, voice low and vicious. “You know the politics at play. You know the stakes. You know what she is.”

The Elder studies him, eyes sharp and glinting. Then the Elder claps his hands once, the sound loud in the brittle air.

“Excellent,” he says, voice almost amused. “Fear not, Skywarden Ryot. I’m officially releasing Ward Leina back into your care.”

He flicks his hands at us, a dismissive wave.

“Rest, Ward Leina. And move into a private room in the Stormriven hall. We’ll tell the others you require privacy to study your gift.”

And we’re dismissed.

I stand in the freezing forest, clutching a crumbling book to my chest, with an irate warrior practically vibrating beside me—and the uneasy knowledge that the ground beneath my feet shifted.

Again.

I wait until the beat of Sigurd’s wings has faded, and then I swing on Ryot. I want to hit him and kiss him, but I do neither.

“What did you find in Selencia?” I burst out. Everything else will wait.

“Enough,” he says, roughly. He’s not quite looking me in the eyes, his gaze falling over and behind me. My heart tumbles. I can’t read him.

“Enough to burn it all down?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.

He turns to face me fully now. His midnight-blue eyes are a tempest of fury and something far more terrifying—desolation.

“No.” His voice has a strength to it that’s what I imagine adamas would sound like. “Enough to know we have to build it all again.”

Ryot finally—finally—reaches out and grasps my shoulder, steadying me. That simple touch is everything and yet … it’s not enough. I squeeze my eyes closed around the tears that start to leak through.

“Do you think they’ll listen? The archons? Do you think they’ll help?” I ask.

When I open my eyes, he’s watching me, and the look in his eyes is dangerous.

“We’ll make them listen, Leina. The Elder has called for a full accord session between the archons and the crown. King Agis is away—on an annual tour of the mines—but the accord will be held when he returns, in fourteen days.”

My heart stutters. Fourteen days—it seems both like not enough time and far too long.

“They’ll hear my full report then,” Ryot continues. “And not just mine. Rissa’s standing with us. She’s appalled by what we found.”

He pauses, letting that sink in. My mouth falls open slightly. Rissa? The cold, perfect princess of Faraengard, defying her own father?

“And when we stand before them, you won’t stand alone.” He leans closer, the heat of him chasing away the creeping frost in my veins. “We’ll do this together, Leina.”

For the first time in what feels like forever, hope doesn’t feel like a trap. It’s something I can hold. I open my mouth to tell him I found Leo through the Veil. I reach for him, trying to fold myself into his arms, but he steps back, putting a distance between us that’s so much more than physical.

Confusion and rejection unfurl, hurtful and hot.

“Ryot—”

He takes another step back, his eyes fall to the ground, something that looks horribly like guilt swimming there. Surely, he and Rissa didn’t …

“We need to train,” he cuts me off. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover, and not enough time to do it.”
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I didn’t mean to fall in love⁠—

I tripped over your slow smile,

landed in your eyes, and found home.

	Nyrica’s first poem for Thalric, aged 17 





CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
LEINA


I’m limping when I make my way to my chamber, long past sundown.

I hate him. I hate Skywarden Ryot of Stormriven.

I’ve waited for him to get back for months, somehow both terrified and thrilled for him to return, to explore this unnamed, forbidden thing that exists between us.

But all he’s been thinking about is whipping my ass in the sparring ring, which he just accomplished for the second day in a row.

I grab a jar of aldersigh and sink into a boneless puddle on the floor of my new room, stripping out of my chainmail and tunic to smear the foul-smelling ointment over each bruise and sore muscle. I didn’t even make it to the bathing chamber, so the sand from the arena makes a gritty, uncomfortable mess when I rub the ointment directly over it. I hiss out a breath as I get to the open wounds and the blisters on my palms.

The sharp knock on the door, followed by murmured jostling, has me scowling. If Ryot is here … I throw a robe over myself and swing the door open, prepared to tell him to go to any one of the seven hells.

But it’s not Ryot.

Faelon, Thalric, Caius, Nyrica, Kiernan, and Leif all stand outside my door.

“Leina!” Faelon exclaims, slapping a hand on my shoulder in the traditional, manly greeting everyone seems to prefer here. The one that says you belong to us. “We thought the Elder was never going to release you back into the wild.”

I somehow manage a smile, but it doesn’t reach my eyes. Still, I think only Nyrica and Thalric notice. Maybe just Thalric, actually. Faelon, as usual, is oblivious.

He leans further into my chamber, winking conspiratorially. “We’ve come to take you for a good fucking!” he announces proudly. “This is the first time you’ve been released from training before the middle of the night, and it’s finally time to celebrate!”

“I’m sorry. What?”

Nyrica rolls his eyes. “It’s our rotation at the Crimson Feather,” he answers for Faelon. “Faelon here wanted to make sure you didn’t miss another opportunity to … relax.”

Understanding dawns. I haven’t been able to go all winter. Training with the Elder has meant long, exhausting hours.

Of course, I’m exhausted now, too, but when I think back to that flash of guilt on Ryot’s face, to the way he beat me down in the sparring ring …. A night at a brothel might be what I need.

I smile, and it must be predatory, because even the oblivious Faelon shrinks back.

“I would love to go with you to the brothel,” I answer.

“Pleasure house,” Faelon mutters back. He hates it when I call it a brothel. But he’s watching me a bit more cautiously, now.

“Right!” I bare my teeth in a smile. “Pleasure house. Let me go get changed.” I start to close the door on their bemused faces, then swing it back open. “What exactly does one wear to a pleasure house?”

Faelon opens his mouth and closes it, at a loss for words, for once. All the guys look at each other, nonplussed.

It’s Thalric who answers. “We’ll go dressed like this.”

They’re wearing their normal day-to-day wear, tunics and leather pants. Just … cleaner.

But black tunic and leather pants isn’t really the man-eating vibe I’m going for tonight. “What do the women at the Crimson Feather normally wear?”

“Gowns,” all the men answer simultaneously.

“Actually,” I decide, considering my options. “I’ll need some time. Should I meet you there?”

Faelon looks both puzzled and worried at my mention of needing more time. “You don’t know the way! But you look fine. Completely fine. Come on. We don’t want to miss out on any of the, umm, activities.”

“I’m literally in my robe, Faelon.”

That cocky smirk. “Exactly. Very efficient, if you ask me.”

I bark out a laugh at the same time all the guys groan. Caius casts his eyes up to the ceiling and starts mumbling, as if he’s praying for patience.

Thalric steps forward and pushes the others back, out of my room and into the corridor. “I’ll stay here and wait for Leina. You guys go ahead.”

Faelon grins again, content. He points a finger at me. “Don’t bail on us, Leina. I expect to see you at the Crimson Feather for a full night of drinking and debauchery.” He leans in like he’s telling me a secret. “You really do need this. You’ve been a bit … uh … irritable.”

I snort again and pat him on the arm. “So I’ve heard. Don’t worry. I’ll be there.” The men turn down the corridor, Faelon jostling with Leif to be in the lead as they go. I turn to Thalric, who is leaning against the wall of my room with an easy grace.

“I don’t own a dress. I need to go see Elowen.”

He nods easily, pushing off the wall. “Let’s go, then.”

“We’re not allowed to visit the healers after lights out,” I say as I slip into my boots.

He shrugs his shoulder. “You certainly look injured enough after a day in the ring with Ryot.” He opens the door, and we start down the hallway. “If anyone asks, we’ll say we think you have internal bleeding.”

We turn down a corridor, heading toward the infirmary. The corridors are empty, everyone either in bed or at the Crimson Feather.

I lower my voice, so that it’s barely a whisper. “How long have you and Nyrica been together?”

Thalric slants a glance at me. “At the Synod? Twenty-two years.”

I stop, realization at his disclaimer dawning. “You knew each other before you presented?”

He gives a curt nod. “We’ve been together since we were 17,” he says. “But we broke it off for a while when we presented.”

“For a while?” I slow, the math slotting into place in my head. “You were apart for over a decade? Why did you wait so long to get back together?”

Thalric raises a brow. “Nosy little thing.”

Heat climbs up my neck. “I didn’t mean to. I just⁠—”

“You did, but it’s fine. You want to know what it’s like to love someone in a place that demands your whole damn soul and says that love makes you weak.”

I avert my eyes and scowl. “No, I⁠—”

“It’s hell, Leina,” he says, and I swing my eyes back to him. “It’s hell not being able to touch Nyrica when I want. To not reach out when he’s hurting. To stand next to him and pretend he doesn’t matter, not more than anyone else here. But do you know what was even worse?”

Silently, I shake my head. He looks at me, dead-on. “Pretending I could live without him.”

His eyes take on a far-away look. “We made all these plans when we were kids. We’d live in a little house in a quiet village—painted blue, for some reason. I don’t remember why. We’d run a tavern. Nyrica would charm the patrons, sing them songs and stories, and I’d run the books, keep the peace, fix the shelves when they broke. We even talked about adopting a kid someday. Someone small and loud to spoil rotten.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “That you had to live without each other for so long.”

His eyes find mine again, and he smiles but it’s sad and weary. “Me too. But things could’ve been worse. Only one of us could’ve presented. We could’ve ended up in different casts. One of us could’ve died in battle a long time ago. We didn’t get the life we dreamed up in that blue house, but we have a life. One with love in it. And sometimes that has to be enough. You make peace with what is and let go of what’ll never be.”

I ignore the way his eyes seem to stare into my soul and start walking again.

“Ryot’s been hard on you,” he says.

“I don’t want to talk about Ryot.”

“Funny. He said the same thing about you.”

I wave a hand in the air. “Just drop it.”

We walk in silence a bit longer. Thalric waits until we reach Elowen’s door. “You know, he slept in the hallway in front of your room last night. Something about not leaving you unguarded.”

My mouth slides open, but no words escape. Thalric shoots me a sly grin before he knocks on Elowen’s door. She opens it almost immediately, always prepared for a late-night injury or illness.

“Hi, Elowen,” I say, a genuine smile spreading across my face.

“Leina!” she says, her eyes catching on a bruise at the opening of my robe. “Ohh,” she says. “You poor dear. Internal bleeding? Can you head into the first room? I need to get some supplies.”

“Actually,” I hedge. “My emergency is less health related and more—” I gesture to my simple robe “—style related. Can I borrow a dress?”

Her eyebrows zing upward, surprise lighting across her face. “Oh.” Her eyes widen and she claps her hands, excited. “Oh! How fun. Come in, come in.”

She ushers us into her little apartment.

“Are we impressing Ryot?” she asks, her voice in a low whisper. Thalric smirks again.

“What? No!” I stutter. “We’re impressing the … we’re going to the Crimson Feather,” I finish lamely, blushing as I say it out loud. Am I really doing this?

“Oh.” Her excitement dims, but then she brightens just as quickly. “The Crimson Feather is so much fun! And you need a night of fun.”

Why would the princess have been to a brothel?

Thalric has taken up his standard pose—leaning against the door with one foot crossed over the other. “I’m sure Ryot will join us eventually,” he drawls, “about the time he discovers Leina’s not passed out in her chamber from exhaustion.” He raises an eyebrow at Elowen in a question. “Though I’m not entirely sure we should be encouraging this.”

Elowen waves his concerns away, as she studies me. “It will be fine,” she says. “They both need a little distraction in their sad little lives.”

“Hey!” I protest.

Thalric shakes his head dismissively. “There’s no offense to it. We all lead sad little lives here, don’t we, Elowen?” He says it with more than a little bit of bitterness, and my heart breaks for him.

Elowen, too, looks beaten down. Then she forces a smile. “None of that, Thalric,” she says. “Tonight is a night for distraction.” She goes into another chamber, mumbling under her breath. “She’s so short.”

“I heard that!” I call out to her.

“That’s because you can hear everything!” She starts rummaging through a closet, the whispery sound of rustling fabrics proving her point.

Thalric turns to me while she’s gone. “There’s a fine line between distraction and catastrophe. Let’s avoid the latter, shall we?”

I hold my hands up in the air, in a sign of surrender. “I will cause no trouble. Not even a slight mishap.”

He rolls his eyes at me. “I doubt that.” But Elowen emerges before he can say anything else. She’s holding a gown made of the finest silk, with a delicate weave of gossamer threads that glints between an emerald green and deep gold as the fabric shifts.

“I’m much taller than you, so you need one of my mid-thigh lengths, which doesn’t leave us with a lot of options. But I think this one might work.”

I reach hesitant fingers forward and brush them against the cool fabric. It’s so fine it’s almost intangible. I’ve never seen or felt anything so slippery soft. I gulp a little. “I couldn’t borrow something so … so expensive. Could I wear one of your day dresses? Maybe the blue one?”

She shakes her head, her long blonde hair falling into her face as she does. “You won’t want to wear a day dress to the Crimson Feather. Besides, this shade of green doesn’t work well for me, and it’s been years since I’ve even had a need for it. I don’t know why I keep all these dresses—I don’t go anywhere anymore.”

She presses it into my hands. “Go change,” she commands, regally. “Use the bathing chamber through there.” She wrinkles her nose. “Bathe first. You stink.”

“I don’t doubt that,” I agree. I clasp her hands. “Thank you.”

I slip into her dressing room in a bit of a daze. I’m impressed by the expansive nature of her suite. The bathing chamber is immense, much larger than one person needs. I lay the stunning gown on a bench, and then undress before sinking into the warm, spring-fed bathing pool with a groan. Elowen walks in with tentative steps, her eyes closed, and sets a bar of soap on the edge.

I cup the little bar of soap, and tears spring to my eyes when I smell the lavender. But of course, she knows it’s my favorite. I get the lavender from her garden, after all.

When I’m done, I slip my arms into each sleeve of Elowen’s gown. It’s a wrap dress, so I pull one end fully around, then the other, before tying the golden silk belt around my waist so the skirt falls into place. The dress is nothing but a cool whisper against my skin, and drapes down my chest in a perfect V. It leaves me feeling naked, even more bare than my robe. I finger the material, standing in front of Elowen’s full-length mirror. I don’t even recognize myself. I trace the scar on my temple that glitters a soft gold. If it weren’t for the still-raised edges, it could pass for a tattoo. I twirl a finger in my still-wet curls.

I haven’t cut my hair since I came here. It’s well past my ears now, curling down along the edges of my nape. I run my fingers through it, the corkscrew curls pulling down and then bouncing back into place. I reach for a pair of scissors Elowen has on her vanity, to shear the curls off again. Not because Altor wards keep their hair short, though they do, but because it’s a symbol of mourning in Selencia. I’ve kept it short ever since Alden died—a symbol of grief and a sign to other men to stay away.

I fist a section of my hair, but my hand hovers there, my fingers frozen on the grip, with the hair between the blades. Exhaling on a whoosh, I drop my hand. It’s time. Ryot or no Ryot, it’s time to let Alden go. He’s gone. Long gone. And I’m not the same girl who loved him so fiercely and so innocently. I can’t ever be that girl again.

I put the scissors back down on the table and use a towel to smush some of the water out of my longish hair before I open the door to the chamber and step out into the room.

Both Thalric’s and Elowen’s eyes go round. Thalric drops his booted foot from where he’s got it propped up on a table. It lands with a thump.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he mutters.

“What?” I ask, running my fingers down on the dress, twirling in a little circle so I can try to see what’s wrong with it. The end trails behind me. “What’s the matter? Did I already rip it or something?”

He just gets to his feet, a resigned look on his face. “Come on, Catastrophe. We’ve places to be, mobs to incite, and rebellions to start.”

I smile at his dramatic compliment. Only Thalric would tell me I’m pretty in such a surly, grumpy way.

“The dress is divine,” Elowen says, but she purses her lips into a frown. “And I don’t think you need any jewelry, not with the scars. But I don’t have any slippers that will fit you.”

“That’s alright,” I say, slipping my feet back into my combat boots, lacing the straps up all the way to my knees. “Even wearing boots, this still is the most stunning thing I’ve ever worn! Thank you, Elowen.”

Thalric is shaking his head at me. “Sweet Amarielle, how did the combat boots make it even hotter?” He rips the door open with more force than necessary. “Silent skies upon us.”

Elowen laughs.

“Aren’t we just going to a brothel?” I ask him.

“There’s no just about any of this,” he replies ominously. “We’re all in for a very interesting evening, veilstrider.”
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“The Altor give up much. The least we can provide for them is an outlet for simple pleasures. Otherwise, they may revolt.”

	Decree from the Archons in Year 113 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
LEINA


Faelon was right again. The Crimson Feather is a pleasure house, not a brothel.

I’d pictured something dark and ugly, where sex is exchanged like apples and coins at a market. But that’s not what this is.

The Crimson Feather itself is not a building. It’s been carved directly into the heart of the mountain, its entrance a wide set of doors with faravar wings carved into the wood. Red lanterns glow at the entrance and line a path that winds down the mountain. From a distance, it appears as though the mountain itself is bleeding.

There’s a line to enter, and it wraps down the path, a slow-moving serpent of people that stretches so far down the road toward Edessa that I can’t see where it ends. There are hundreds of Faraengardians, men and women alike, all of them brimming with an eager, impatient energy that hums in the cold evening air. A second line stands apart from the first, shorter but somehow heavier, filled with those who walk and speak with the kind of effortless entitlement that comes with wealth and rank. Their clothes are velvet or silk, their boots are polished, and the guards at the entrance move them forward with a careful rhythm.

At the threshold, each woman who enters is handed a drink. The cups are small and silver, and without hesitation, the women swallow the contents in a single, greedy gulp.

Thalric and I walk to a separate door, closer to the Synod, where there’s no line. The muscled man guarding the entrance nods at Thalric and then me. His gaze lingers a tad too long on my scars, and then he drops his eyes to the ground when he hands me that same drink all the other women have been throwing back.

Thalric catches my confused look. “Contraception tonic,” he whispers to me. “All the women take it.”

Ah. I tip the cup back without ceremony, swallowing the bitter liquid in one sharp motion. The guard gives a gruff nod, then swings the heavy wooden door open for us.

“Silent skies upon you, Altor,” he mumbles, stepping aside with awkward reverence.

We pass through into the Crimson Feather, and the first thing that strikes me is the warmth.

The air inside is thick with the scent of burning candles and some kind of sweet, spiced wine.

Lanterns hang from the stone walls, casting pools of soft, golden light and leaving thick shadows to gather in the corners.

Beautiful men and women mingle, drinking wine and fruity cocktails. It’s easy enough to distinguish the Faraengardian civilians from the Altor. The civilians—men and women alike—are dressed in opulence and flair, everything about their appearance designed to draw the eye. There are high-collared jackets and sheer shawls, puffy sleeves and gauzy fabrics, dainty slippers and leather dress boots, dresses that are both scandalously high and scandalously low, and all manner of jewels dangling from necks and ears and wrists and ankles. Even from bellybuttons.

The Altor, like Thalric and the others, are easier to spot. They’re dressed in their simple, severe day-to-day attire, just cleaner.

Even were everyone dressed alike, though, I could pick out the civilians in an instant. All of them are eyeing the Altor scattered around the room like they’re something to be sampled and enjoyed. The room practically buzzes with the excitement of the hunt, a thrill of frenzy and dark desires. It lingers on the air like an intoxicating drug, the energy rippling out and saturating everything it touches, even the chair cushions.

A room to my right offers tables set up for card games, while an area to my left hosts a band—a violinist, a pianist, a flutist, and a horn—whose generic, upbeat dancing music drifts into this room, the main area. A long, polished bar divides the space, a gleaming river of glass and dark wood, where servants bustle back and forth carrying trays of wine, fruit, and more colorful cocktails.

There’s a set of stairs leading to another floor. A dazzling woman in a crimson dress leads Faelon up the stairs with a smoldering look and a breathless laugh. He does a double take when he catches sight of me in Elowen’s dress, and then grins and waves happily, points toward the back of the bottom floor, then disappears from sight. I turn to where he pointed. Tables line the back wall, and that’s where Nyrica and the others sit.

Nyrica has a tankard, but I know it’s full of water, not mead. There’s a man I don’t know sitting next to him—a civilian. Nyrica listens with half an ear, but his eyes are on Thalric as we approach the table. Caius seems content to flirt with a woman to his left as the two exchange constant touches on the arms and legs. Leif is blushing, with a woman hanging on one arm and a man on the other. The man lightly trails his fingers up Leif’s arm and leans down to whisper seductively in his ear. The woman is nearly in his lap and laughs at whatever was said. She grabs his hand, and the three of them also head for the stairs.

“Leina! You look stunning,” Leif tells me, even as the other two keep leading him away.

“Thanks. Have a good time,” I say with a wide grin. He blushes more.

In the span of a breath—the time it takes for Thalric and me to reach the table—a hush falls over the room. I feel the weight of a hundred stares.

“Why are they looking at us?” I whisper, trying not to let my lips move too much.

Nyrica leans forward, resting his elbows on the table, pipe balanced casually between two fingers. He exhales a stream of smoke, the scent curling through the already heavy air.

“Us? They aren’t looking at us, love. They’ve never seen a female Altor before, never mind one as exquisite as you,” He grins, flashing teeth, and tips his glass in my direction. “You clean up really well, Leina.”

The room completely quiets at his words, and the heat of a blush spreads up my chest and my neck. I’m uncomfortably warm in this crush of bodies. Put me in an arena with all eyes on me in a fight to death, and I can handle it. But this? I’ve never been the center of attention in a room like this. I didn’t even know places like this—with people like this—existed.

I tug at Elowen’s dress, feeling naked and exposed. “I shouldn’t have worn this,” I mutter, missing the comfort of my tunic and leather pants.

Nyrica scoffs. “You’ll have them eating out of your hands.” He scrapes out a chair from the table, offering it to me. “Have a seat and enjoy yourself. You’ve earned it.”

A servant appears at my side, carrying a tray of drinks. “Something to drink, miss?”

I clear my throat awkwardly. “I’ll have water, please.”

Nyrica shoots me a shit-eating grin. “Joining the sober?”

I smile back, his easy bantering helping to put me at ease. “Just for tonight.”

Nyrica throws his head back and laughs, and the sound is like a herald’s horn starting a race. The crowd surges forward in a crushing assault, people desperate to approach our table. Civilian guards immediately surround us to block the stampede.

Nyrica gently taps his large tankard against the delicate glass I’m holding. He raises his cup and shouts, “Silent skies upon us!”

The entire room lifts their cups in the air, wine, cocktails, and mead sloshing over the sides and onto the floor, making a sticky mess. “Silent skies!” The room quakes with the force of their shouts.

My eyes round. The man who’d been trying to get Nyrica’s attention shifts, his body angling toward mine. Thalric takes advantage of his distraction and squeezes onto the bench, next to Nyrica.

The man angled toward me is dressed flamboyantly, like all the others. He reminds me of the peacocks that strut around the overlord’s manor, birds raised for nothing but show. Not so good for eating, like duck. Not so good for laying eggs, like chickens. Not so good for defense of the property, like geese. They’re just pretty birds. I never understood why the overlord kept them.

This man, he’s wearing one of those jackets with the puffed-up sleeves that billow around his shoulders. The fabric of his coat is silk, the colors a mix of plum and midnight blue. It’s a startling combination. Each of his fingers is adorned with a silver ring, and his jacket has three different brooches pinned to it—one of the royal crest and two others I don’t recognize. He catches me eyeing them and he smiles proudly.

“Interested in the royal family, are you?” he asks, flashing perfectly white teeth in perfect straight rows.

I resist the urge to throw up on his shiny, plum-colored boots. Instead, I focus on why I’m here—to forget. And if I’m able to learn a little about the royal family while I do that? Well, that’s a boon, too.

I shift a little, leaning closer.

“Is that what you are? A member of the royal family?”

He fingers the brooch on his jacket. “I wouldn’t be able to wear this if I wasn’t in line for the throne.”

I give an appreciative hum, which I’m sure is what he expects. Princess Rissa wears hers high on her shoulder.

“So, you’re a prince, then?” I ask.

His eyes flash with anger. “Not quite. I’m the king’s nephew, Daimor Chasen.”

Sensitive subject for him. There’s apparently a lot of anger that Rissa is the king’s chosen heir. It’s the first time a Faraengardian king has allowed a woman to inherit the throne, instead of passing it to a male cousin or a nephew when there’s no son to inherit.

“Are you next in line, after Princess Rissa?”

The anger grows, leaping out of his eyes and onto the air. It’s spicy and bitter. “Yes.”

I tap one of the brooches I don’t recognize, and the ting of my nail against the metal is swallowed up by the racket in the room. This brooch has a beetle on it. There’s something about that bug that is disturbingly familiar.

“And this? What does this one signify?”

“Curious little thing, aren’t you?” He smiles at me, and I don’t like it. It’s condescending, and he answers me in a tone that matches. Supercilious. “It’s the symbol of the king’s blood oath. It’s a badge of honor I wear proudly—to be bound to the king.”

Oath-binding magic. Horror creeps over me like a low, cold tide. This was the bug that ate the soldier the day they came for Seb. That man was bound … to the king? I’m about to ask more, when the man flicks a finger out, tracing the scar on my temple. I tense.

“I’ve never seen anything so disturbingly beautiful.”

I slap his hand away. “Beauty is not an invitation to touch.” I’ve gotten better at controlling my own strength. I don’t break a bone, but I do leave a red mark. He flushes an angry red, but leans back in his chair, an arm thrown back, hooking on the backrest, his feet spread out.

“Is it not?”

Oh no. Absolutely not. He reminds me too much of the captain who burned Irielle. I’ll ask Thalric later about that last brooch. I push my chair back, and it’s apparently an invitation. Another man comes up to my side before I’ve even fully stood up.

This one is less flashy. The fabrics of his clothes are still exceptional, but the sleeves only puff the tiniest bit, at the cuffs near his wrists. He only wears four rings across his ten fingers. He, too, wears two brooches. The bug brooch—he’s bound in an oath to someone, I’m assuming the king—and the one that I’m not sure what it means. He has dark hair and brown eyes. His boots are black, and that seems like an improvement.

“Do you need some assistance, Leina?” Thalric calls from his spot against the wall.

“That depends,” I drawl, facing the newcomer.

He quirks a dark eyebrow. “On?” His voice is low and rich. Alluring.

“Are you a pompous prick, too?” I ask the new man.

The king’s nephew gives an outraged huff, coming out of his chair in anger, but he’s already being escorted away. Apparently being royalty doesn’t get you much here, except a better place in the line.

The dark-haired man shoots me a grin. “Rarely pompous. Often a prick, but never to a beautiful lady,” he says.

I decide I like his eyes and his honesty. When I sit back down at our table, he sidles up behind me.

“I’m Roran Chasen, House of Briarhelm.”

I wing an eyebrow up at the family name. But he’s not wearing the royal brooch. “Are you the king’s nephew, too?”

He laughs. “No. Simply a distant cousin.”

“I’m Leina.”

He flashes that grin. “I know who you are, Leina of Stormriven.”

“I had no idea I was so well-known.”

He gestures to the room, which is so overflowing with bodies it’s like a hive on the brink of collapse, buzzing with heat and chaos.

“They’re all here for you,” he says. “Every night they come in droves, hoping to catch a glimpse of the only female Altor. The one kissed by the gods. You’re not well-known. You’re renowned.” His eyes scrape down, from my curly brown hair to my laced-up combat boots. He raises his eyes back to mine with a cheeky grin. “And trust me, Leina of Stormriven, you do not disappoint.”

I decide I’m very glad to be borrowing Elowen’s dress. It fits in here in a way I do not. I lean back in my chair, my head buzzing from the noise and the smoke. And maybe, too, from the attention.

“And you, Roran Chasen? Are you here for me, too?”

He leans forward but doesn’t touch me. “I’m here next to you, aren’t I?”

“How did you get past the guards?” They still form a line around our table, a veritable wall of muscle and blades. They’ve not let anyone else pass. It wouldn’t do much to deter an Altor. But then, they’re not there to stop Altor.

“I’m a charming guy,” Roran replies. That quick smile again. It’s nothing like Ryot’s. Ryot’s smile is a glimpse into who he is behind the shields; a window into something deeper. Roran’s is too smooth and practiced. I shove the thought away. Far away. I’m not thinking about Ryot tonight.

Nyrica leans across the table. “Don’t be a cagey bastard, Roran.” Nyrica taps that mystery brooch on Roran’s chest with more force than necessary. Roran grunts at the impact. “Roran’s a gifted.”

Now that the Stormriven men know that I’d never heard of the gifted, they’ve been a lot more aggressive about explaining the various gifts. The brooches, though, are new to me. Gifted Altor don’t wear them.

“Roran’s a velvet voice, which means he has an ability to sway others,” Nyrica finishes.

I do a quick scan of the room for more of those brooches, but I don’t see another.

“Gifted civilians are required to wear them, if their gift can be weaponized,” Thalric explains. “Like Roran’s here.” Thalric slaps Roran on the shoulder, but it doesn’t exactly look friendly.

Roran laughs, and the velvety sound is so obvious it’s a wonder to me that I didn’t figure it out on my own.

“Let’s not be dramatic, Thalric. I’m no weapon.” His eyes shift to me. “Not like you.”

Thalric keeps his eyes on me, ignoring Roran. “Walls up around this one, Leina.”

I nod and spread mental fingers around the obsidian shawl around my mind. There’s no soft velvet sneaking through. There’s just attraction. Normal, no-strings-attached desire. Something that sounds like a relief after the exhausting push-pull around Ryot.

“Do you want to play a game?” Roran asks.

My shoulders relax, and a true smile blossoms across my face.

“Yes.”

“Excellent. It’s called two truths and a lie,” he says. “I tell you two things that are true and one thing that is a lie, and you have to tell me which is the lie.”

I grin, knowing I have an advantage in this game. “Alright.” I push out with my mind, seeking his emotions. He’s shielded, but not like an Altor, or even like the king or Princess Rissa. It’s not a curtain wall; it’s more like a … wooden fence.

He holds up a ringless finger. “One. I’ve danced in the rain.” True. My smile widens. He holds up a second finger. “Two. I’m great at massages.” True. Or at least, he thinks it’s true. “Three. I’ve never thought about kissing you.” Lie.

“Oh, that’s horrible,” I tell him, but there’s laughter in my voice, and he grins like he knows he’s been caught.

“Well?”

“Three is very clearly the lie, in your opinion. But,” I interrupt before he can reply, holding a hand up. “I’ll have to ascertain the truth of your skill with a massage myself before I can make a final determination.”

“That’s only fair,” he replies. He flags down a servant circling with food and snags a plate of breads and cheeses down for us to nibble on. He doesn’t acknowledge the man otherwise. That grates. I murmur a thank you, but he’s already disappearing back into the crowds. I squint at the necklace that looks terribly tight around his neck. How odd.

“Your turn,” Roran says, distracting me.

“Mmmm. I hate being stared at. I’m not ticklish. I’ve never danced with a stranger.”

“The lie has to be that you’re not ticklish, because it would be a tragedy of epic proportions if you’re not.”

I smile, licking cheese off my fingers. “Well done.”

“How about we fix the third one for you now.” He stands and then sinks down in an elegant bow, holding out a hand for me. “Would you like to dance?”

Oh, this is fun. “Yes.”

He holds me close when we get to the dance floor. The music is soft and slow. I compare his arms to Ryot’s, fleetingly, before I shove the thought from my mind. I’m not thinking about Ryot tonight.

Tonight, I’m having fun, godsdammit.

“How is training going?” he asks, seemingly genuinely curious.

“Really well.” I lie. I don’t think he notices.

“Ryot’s treating you well?”

So much for not thinking about Ryot. “You know Ryot?”

He looks at me like I’ve said something funny. I guess I have—I imagine most of Edessa knows everyone else. They all live in one city, don’t they? And I’m sure they all know the Altor.

“Of course,” he answers. “Though I haven’t seen him in years. He doesn’t often come here.”

My heart pounds at the mere mention of Ryot. What is wrong with me? There’s a perfectly nice, perfectly attractive man holding me in his arms, and I’m still thinking about Ryot.

“Mmm,” I answer noncommittally. Don’t ask about Ryot. Don’t ask a question about Ryot.

“How do you know him?” Dammit.

“We were friends before he presented as an Altor,” Roran says, but he doesn’t elaborate.

The noise is building in intensity, the smoke is making my eyes water, and the attention aimed my way is cloyingly sweet. A headache that lingers near my temple beats a steadier, firmer rhythm. I bring my fingers up to press it, like I can force the pain to retreat if I push hard enough.

“Headache?” Roran asks, tutting sympathetically.

“A little one.”

“Do you want to go somewhere quieter?”

“Yes,” I answer immediately, relieved. Roran nods to one of the guards, who clears a path for us through the crowd. I wave at Thalric and Nyrica, though they both look worried. I follow Roran up the twisting stairs to the fourth floor of the building, eager to leave the barrage of sounds and smells behind. But as we enter a dimly lit room—with nothing but a bed—I realize that Roran and I have very different ideas about “going somewhere quieter.”

Pleasure house, I remind myself. Godsdammit.

He wraps his arms around me again, pulling me in for a kiss as he pushes me up against the back wall. He tastes perfectly pleasant, like wine and a hint of something minty. His lips are firm, and they move against mine in all the right ways. His hands are gentle, yet firm, against my waist.

I pull back, pressing my head against the wall. He takes that as an invitation to kiss his way down my neck, to the base of my shoulder. And it does … absolutely nothing except make my skin crawl.

“Actually,” I start. “I don’t think⁠—”

“Shh,” he whispers, “stay.” His voice is velvety sweet as the command glides around me.

But the darkness that guards my mind is having none of it. It shatters the velvet sweet in his voice into little shards, then takes the shards and spits them back out as dust.

I narrow my eyes on him. “Did you try to coerce me?”

His eyes widen. He’s surprised that I noticed. “Of course not,” he says. Lie.

I rip my hand from his arm. “Let’s play a game,” I say. “It’s called two truths and a lie. One.” I call my dagger up from the holster at my thigh, and it lands in my palm with a whisper. His eyes widen. “I’m very, very good with my daggers.”

He takes a step back, and I take a step forward, dagger pressed into his exposed neck. “Two. I’m a very efficient killer. Some might even say the gods created me for killing.” He swallows thickly. The sound echoes in the room.

“Three. I’m a woman, which must mean I’m an idiot. Which do you think is the lie, Roran?”

“I’ll j-j-j-j...”

“Yes?”

“I’ll leave,” he finally spits out.

“That’s probably for the best.”

But before he can turn around, the wooden door to the chamber slams opens with a crash.

Ryot stands in the doorway. My heart pounds at the sight of him. My heart is a godsdamn traitor.

I surreptitiously replace the dagger in its holster, hoping that Roran’s body is blocking his view of me enough that Ryot won’t notice. Because I don’t, in fact, want anyone killed today.

“The fuck do you think you’re doing?” Ryot whispers menacingly, the sound no less intimidating for its near-silence.
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“The Synod declared love taboo for the Altor in Year 156 of the Eternal Wars. It’s a little-known piece of our history. Not erased, exactly, just forgotten. It wasn’t divine will that chained our hearts. It was man, desperate to own it all. As to the gods, I don’t think they care why we fight, so long as we do.”

	E 





CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
RYOT


I’m not even sure who I’m talking to. Her? Roran?

My eyes are drawn to hers, and I’m struck by this overwhelming sense of … inevitability. Roran’s velvet tongue has nothing on the enticement that is Leina’s eyes. And sweet Serephelle, where did she get that dress? Gold threads catch the light, igniting the embers in her eyes, while deep emerald tones make her olive skin glow. And that scar? It isn’t a flaw; it’s a tapestry of her courage and strength that shines in a radiance more tantalizing than jewels ever could be.

I drag my gaze down. The silk skims over her body like it was poured there, dipping low in front, lower in back. My eyes follow its path, helpless, until I get to her combat boots. The delicacy of the silk stands in stark contrast to the battle-ready boots and the black daggers strapped to her thighs. It’s an outfit that perfectly encapsulates the paradox that is Leina—that precious, terrifyingly mortal fragility concealing a resilient, stubborn, fearless soul.

“I was just leaving,” Roran says, breaking through the enchantment Leina weaves over me.

Mistake.

I focus on Roran, the spineless prick, because I don’t actually want to kill her.

Him, on the other hand … him, I’ve wanted to kill for years.

Leina covertly re-holsters one of her daggers. And that decides it.

Roran’s a dead man.

I prowl into the room, closing the door against curious eyes. The door latch slips into place with a soft snap. The sound has Roran spinning around, his hands still up in the air in a universal sign of surrender—exactly how he was when I entered. The relief that Leina’s already handled him doesn’t last, it doesn’t even register against the fury. Roran opens his mouth to speak as I approach, but I snap my hand out, cinching my grip around his neck before he can utter a single sound. His eyes bug out in a very satisfying way.

“You don’t deserve to speak,” I whisper to him. “You don’t deserve to make a single, solitary sound.”

Leina wraps a hand on my arm.

“I’ve already handled him, Ryot. He was leaving.”

But I don’t hear her, not really. I’m too hyper-aware of the gratifying gurgling noises coming from Roran’s throat.

“What did he do to you?” I ask, my voice a deadly whisper. My voice is not velvet. It never has been. It’s coarse and jagged.

“Nothing,” she says. “He wasn’t able to do anything.”

Wasn’t able. Not “he didn’t do anything.” I flex my fingers, cutting off even the little gurgle of air he’d been dragging in. Roran’s eyes start to drain of life, his ineffectual clawing at my arm slows.

“Ryot,” she whispers, bringing a hand to my cheek and turning my face to look at her. Still, I keep my eyes trained on him. “He’s not worth it,” she tells me. “Let him go now. For me.”

My fingers loosen, and Roran sucks in a breath. I drag my gaze from him to her. Her perfect amber eyes stare into mine. She smiles a little, like she’s proud of me. “That’s very good.” She taps my arm. “Now, all the way. Let him go.”

I drop Roran to the ground, realizing that I’d been holding him suspended in the air by his neck. He collapses in a useless heap.

“You’re crazy,” he gets out between coughs, coming to his knees. “I’m going to your⁠—”

I snap a foot out, connecting precisely with his larynx. The cartilage collapses with a dull crackling noise, and Roran crumples fully onto the ground, hands clasped around his throat, as he strangles out a choked gasp and starts wheezing. I bend down to his level, and smile.

“Now,” I tell him, “everyone will see you for exactly what you are.” His eyes widen as he realizes he can’t even scream through the mangled tissue in his throat. “And that is so rewarding, it’s worth whatever little punishment the archons come up with.”

And there will be a punishment for this, despite the loose rules that govern play at the Crimson Feather. There’s a general understanding that civilians will get hurt here; that they understand the risk of wanting to “play” with the god-like Altor. Altor are rarely punished for the injuries, so long as no one dies.

But Roran is—was—the king’s Chancellor of Speech.

After my investigation of Selencia, the thought is disgusting in a way I’d never really considered before; that the monarchy depends on a Gifted to convey their messages and coerce the support of the people through magic somehow never registered. Perhaps Selencia isn’t the only place where the monarchy has turned to rot. Perhaps the rot started here, in Edessa.

The king will no doubt want Roran healed, but there’s only one healer in Faraengard capable of repairing a wound like this, and that's Elowen. And even Elowen—cursed with a dangerously soft heart and an unshakable loyalty to her father—might refuse to heal Roran. She knows better than most what he’s capable of.

Leina is staring down at us, worry etched across her face.

“Let me take out the trash,” I tell her. “And then we’ll talk.”

I grab Roran by the collar, dragging him across the soft carpet. I swing the door open to see Thalric and Nyrica standing sentry, having cleared out the onlookers. I drop Roran in the hallway. “He needs a healer. Make sure it’s not Elowen.”

Nyrica’s eyes widen, but Thalric nods. “Fucking catastrophe of a night. I knew it,” he mutters. He nods his head back toward the room. “Leina alright?”

I jerk my head into a nod. Nyrica bends down, and swings a silent, writhing Roran up over one shoulder, carrying him down the hallway toward the stairs. “You stay here,” he calls back to Thalric. “I’ll deal with this.”

Thalric takes up his spot by the door again, but catches my eye. “I’ll stand guard here. But take it from me—once you go down this path, there’s no turning back.”

I lower my voice to the barest hint of a whisper, something not even Leina can hear a few steps behind me. “Is it worth it?” There’re a few men who have formed bonds, like Thalric and Nyrica. They risk so much to be together, but they do it anyway.

Thalric looks down the hallway where Nyrica disappeared. His eyes are almost unbearably sad. “I don’t know that ‘worth it’ is the right question.” He turns his eyes back to me. “The real question is whether it’s inevitable.”

That word clocks me like a fist to the gut, and I stare at him, a feeling of dread uncurling and taking root.

“Ryot.” Leina’s angry voice yanks me back and I clear my throat at Thalric, nodding my thanks.

“We’ll be a minute,” I say, my voice surprisingly hoarse. Thalric turns, crossing his arms over his chest as he takes up a position outside the door. The only people who will get through him are the archons or the Elder. And even then, I have no doubt that he’d warn us, first.

I turn back to Leina, to the room with the floor blanketed in crimson carpet and the large bed draped in fine ivory silks and crimson pillows. One lantern on the wall lights the space, casting shadows in the corners.

I close the door, leaving us alone inside. The fourth-floor rooms are preternaturally sound-proofed. The walls are a foot thick and stuffed with acoustic absorbers, like rockwool and sound-isolating panels. Turns out, a group of men who can hear a pin drop on a carpeted floor don’t like to have to listen to each other fuck all night. Or at least, not all of them do. Comforts are taken care of here, in a way that they aren’t in the military sparsity of the Synod. But I still flex out a shield, wrapping it around the outside of the room. Making sure no one can see, hear, smell, taste, or touch a godsdamn thing.

And Leina … she’s … I don’t take my hand off the doorknob, clenching it with such strength that I imprint the shape of my fingers into the metal before I consciously loosen my hold.

This is dangerous.

“What the hells was that, Ryot? I’d already handled it.”

“And now I’ve made it so no one else will have to ‘handle it’ again. Or worse, wake up the next morning wishing they’d been able to.”

She pales. I’m a prick. I rub a hand down my face.

“Look, Leina⁠—”

“No,” she takes a step toward me. And then another and another until she’s right there, our breaths intermingling, the scent of lavender on the air. My hand spasms on the doorknob. “Tell me why you did that. You said you’ll be punished.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I growl at her, intentionally rough. To get her to back off. Whatever I need to tell her can wait. “We need to get back to the Synod, get some rest. We have a lot of ground to cover tomorrow.”

She shoves a hand into my chest. I should have taken Roran to the healer myself and let Thalric make sure she was alright. It’s not too late to walk away, to let Thalric take her home. I turn the knob to open the door.

“Don’t walk away from me!” she shouts, furious. The gold in her eyes seems to glow, her faces flushes. “For once, don’t run away! Why are you even here?”

“For you!” I finally roar, and her eyes snap open, going wide. “Because when I found out you were here, I wasn’t just worried. I was jealous beyond belief.”

I let go of the doorknob, and the anchor it represented. I’m unmoored.

I take a step toward her. “Because when I found out Roran was up here with you, I was absolutely furious.”

I bring both hands up to cup her cheeks, and I’m anchored again.

“Because when I burst in and saw you pressed against that wall, that dagger in your hand, I saw red.”

I bring my lips to her forehead and press a kiss there, one that shocks me with how gentle it is because I would have sworn there was nothing gentle in me.

“Because I have no control when it comes to you,” I confess in a broken whisper.

She brings her own hands up to cover mine, pressing my hands closer instead of pushing me away. “I’ve never asked you to have control.”

My mouth goes dry in a way that has nothing to do with fear. But it should, and not just because of the Synod or oaths or rules.

I don’t fucking deserve her.

“Tell me to leave,” I whisper raggedly into her mouth.

“Never,” she says.

There are a dozen reasons I should walk away from her. Hells, I could list them alphabetically, each one louder than the one before. But she rises on her tip toes, stopping just before our lips touch. She runs her hands up my arms, gripping me by the back of my neck, pulling me down to her. Her fingers play with my hair, and I shiver at the sensation.

I should walk away. Now. The savagery I’ve held in check is now a raging beast, battling to break free. I’ll devour her if I don’t walk out that door right now, the violence of my jealousy and rage and the desperation for her mixing into a potent cocktail.

I crave her. I loosen my grip on her face, ready to do the responsible thing. The right thing and walk away. To cage myself once more.

But … she presses her lips against mine.

“Ryot,” she whispers. And gods. My name on her lips, breathed into my own mouth, is the most intoxicating drug I’ve ever experienced. I need to hear it again. Feel it again. And again. The blood pulses in my ears until I’m deaf with it, the fury of desire for her nearly blinding me.

“Don’t make me beg,” she says.

I almost miss the way her lip quivers against mine, the way her eyes fill with vulnerability and nerves before she leans forward again and draws my bottom lip in between her teeth.

But I don’t miss it. And that vulnerable courage—that essence of Leina—is my undoing.

“By the Veil, Leina, you don’t beg for anything. You command and it’s yours. Tell me what you want.”

“You,” she says.

With a groan, I crash my lips into hers and fall into my reason for being.

Inevitable.
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“Love threads the Veil like silver through shadow,

A shimmer between worlds, seen only when the soul is quiet.

It dances where gods fear to tread and binds what fate cannot sever.”

	Selencian folk song 





CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
LEINA


Ryot slides his hands down my exposed back, his fingers burning my skin as they race down my body and then back up, like he can’t decide where he wants to touch me the most, until he finally grabs my ass and yanks me up against him.

I swing my legs around his waist, locking my feet around his back. My boots collide with the sword at his back. I pull away, just far enough to unfasten the holster that belts at the shoulder, sending the sword crashing to the ground. Then I push myself harder against him, pressing my feet into the small of his back for leverage.

Now I can reach him, eye-to-eye. I scoop my hands into his long hair, knocking strands from his neat ponytail. His moan as I pour myself into our kiss is an aphrodisiac.

He turns to press me against the door, and the feel of his body against mine is a thrill. I slide my hands down his back until I can yank his tunic from his leather trousers, pulling it up in bunches until it’s caught around his neck. He rips his lips from mine as I tug it over his head, and his mouth crashes back down again as the garment drifts to the floor. I race my fingers over his chest and his shoulders, greedy for every little touch. Every blaze of warmth. Every raised scar, every finely honed muscle. Greedy for him.

“Not against the door,” he mutters against my mouth. “Not against the door.” He says it like a litany, like he’s lecturing himself. “Not against the godsdamned door.”

He presses his face into my hair as he spins us around, staggering as he moves toward the bed that dominates the small room. I know it’s not because I’m too heavy—this is a man whom the gods gifted with supernatural strength—he’s drunk on this mad desire, on this frenzy to be close to one another.

Knowing that fills me like the first breath after drowning. And still—it’s more. So much more.

There’s a fire burning inside me, but for the first time it’s not the fury of rage or the rush of adrenaline. This fire burns white-hot and makes me feel immensely powerful and free. I chase each new sensation with wild abandon, pursuing each groan that escapes from his lips with growing determination. I bite his ear lobe, then the crook of his neck. He stumbles again.

His mouth lands on my neck and he returns my small bites with nips of his own. My back arches, pressing my sensitive breasts against his chest and the movement rips a cry from my own throat. It’s a shocking sound—like it came from someone else. And that, too, makes me feel powerful and strong. Like I’m being transformed. Reborn, even.

“How do you always smell of lavender?” he mutters against my temple, pressing a tender kiss against my scar there, before we hit the bed and tumble down in a whisper of slippery silk and unyielding leathers. He rises above me, pressing his hard body into mine, with the soft mattress at my back in the best kind of dichotomy.

“Soap,” I mumble, but it’s hard to focus as his hands slide down my arms, and then down my sides, cupping and tantalizing me through the silk of the dress.

“This fucking dress,” he says, and his eyes are a bit glazed before they go fierce. “Never again,” he says, ripping the silk down the middle. “Never again will they see you like this.”

“Oh, my gods!” I try to shout, to reprimand, but it comes out more like a moan. I try again. “This dress isn’t mine, Ryot!”

He gives a vicious tug, and the silk gives way, leaving me in emerald tatters and my combat boots.

“I don’t give a single fuck about this dress and who it belongs to,” he said. “Except that others saw you in it. That Roran felt the softness of it against your silky skin.” There’s murder in his eyes again, and I bring a hand to his cheek.

I smile up at him. “But only you ripped it off of me,” I tell him. I quirk an eyebrow in reprimand. “And only you will be replacing it.”

He grins, but it’s feral. The satisfied smile of a hunter who finally, at long last, snared his prey.

“Worth it,” he says, giving one last yank on the shreds of fabric, and then I’m completely exposed to him, from my breasts to my hot core.

He makes a strangled noise in the back of his throat.

“Oh, sweet Serephelle, you’re not wearing a slip,” he groans out, staring down at me. “I can’t think about you not wearing any underwear downstairs, surrounded by all those vultures. I’ll have to go down and claw all their eyes out.”

“Let’s not do that,” I say on a breathless laugh. “I can think of much better things to do with your hands up here.”

His grin is wicked now.

“Besides, no one has ever seen me like this but you.”

His smile is viciously satisfied. “And they never will,” he says it like it’s a threat. He slides down the bed, pulling me with him, until he’s kneeling at the floor and pulling my legs up over his shoulders.

“What are you doing?” I ask him, breathlessly.

“Finding something to do with my hands down here,” he says, staring at me, his eyes burning with a hunger that feels both dangerous and desperate. He raises his gaze back to mine. His eyes are dilated. “And my tongue. If my dreams—well, our dreams—are accurate, you really enjoy my tongue.”

I flush, still embarrassed that I reached out to him through the Veil for sex. Being with him then felt incredibly real, definitely more real than a mere dream. But now, that memory feels strangely distant. Like it didn’t quite happen to me. I watch, intensely curious as he uses his fingers to brush gently down my center.

“Sweet Serephelle,” he rasps. “Sweet. So Sweet.”

And then his finger, which had been slowly sliding and spreading the wetness at my core, finds my clit. The sensation has me falling against the bed, one hand coming up to tangle in my own hair, and the other coming up to cover the ragged moan that escapes from my mouth.

He reaches for my hand, pulling it away from my mouth, linking his fingers with mine.

“Don’t hide your pleasure from me,” he growls. “Don’t you ever hide from me.”

I moan again, louder. His shield wraps around the room. Protecting us.

His other hand continues to rub my clit. He presses hard, almost to the point of pain, before he backs off and lightly circles. And he does it again and again. The tension at my core is growing, impossibly tighter and higher. I bite my lips to hold myself together, my free hand gripping and releasing the curls at my scalp in rhythm to his attention. He draws his finger back, and I relax at the reprieve, until his mouth replaces it. I shoot up from the bed, and I can’t help but cry out. My breath is panting now as I watch him, first gently suckling and then licking.

I’m coming undone, and I don’t know whether I want it to unravel faster or stop so I can piece myself back together before he sees me come apart. My head falls back as he inserts a single finger inside. The tension winds tighter, and I grip my hands in his hair.

“Let go, Leina,” he says in that rough voice of his. “I’ve got you.”

I fight it, though I don’t know why. But somehow, letting go, going over this precipice with him, is the most terrifying thing I’ve ever done.

“Let it come,” he whispers. “I won’t let you fall.”

And then he covers my clit with his mouth and sucks hard while his finger works deeper to find a place inside that causes me to fall. And fall.

The sensation has me arching up from the bed, toward him, chasing the pleasure even as the fire rages. I shatter, losing pieces of myself. They scatter so far, I wonder if I’ll ever get them back.

But he stays with me, gently bringing me back down. Every part of me is like molten lava, relaxed and flowing. My quivering thighs, which had been tight with tension around his head, fall open. My hand, which had clenched in his hair, drops to my side. I open my eyes to find him watching me, beads of sweat on his brow, his gaze taking in my every tremor, my every breath, my every contented sigh.

He doesn’t miss any of it.

I sit up and reach for his trousers. “Your turn,” I tell him, starting to tug at his leather pants.

But he crawls up over me and then swoops down to catch me in a quick kiss. He wraps his arms around my back, and then flips us, so that I’m straddling his chest.

“Our turn, Leina” he says, his hand sliding down my body as he continues to explore. “It’s always ours.”
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“Let them call love a weakness if they must. But I know the truth. I’ve never fought more fiercely than with Thalric’s life in the balance.”

	Personal journal of Nyrica 





CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
RYOT


Sweet Serephelle, but her pleasure is the most incredible thing I’ve ever witnessed, the sight of it threatening to unravel my control again. I fight with every breath, with every touch, to focus on her pleasure and her passion and not take her now.

I want her drenched from coming on my hand, against my mouth, and around my cock. Her face is bright with passion, but I want her whole body flushed with it, until her blood is on fucking fire. She’s languid with pleasure, smiling in sleepy repose, but I want her exhausted, her entire body sated and limp.

“Did you take the contraception tonic?” I grit out.

She nods, her breasts swaying. I pull her higher, my mouth finding her perfect nipples. I work them with my fingers and my tongue, first one and then the other, sucking and licking as her sweet sounds of pleasure build again. I reach a hand down to her core and find her still achingly wet. I push a finger inside and she drops her head to my shoulder, moaning right next to my ear. When I add a second finger, my mouth still on her breast, she arches against me, trying to get closer to the source of the pleasure clawing through every nerve of her body.

She is so fucking tight. My cock is pulsing. I’m desperate for release, but I want her to come again. I bite my tongue hard enough to taste blood, needing the distraction of the pain and the metallic flavor of it in my mouth.

The only thought I can form—Not. Fucking. Yet.

She moans in disappointment when I remove my mouth from her breast, and her hands start sliding up the bed. Her intentions flash through me in an emotion so strong it’s nearly my own—she plans to fist her hands in my hair and bring my mouth back where she wants it. I grin. She’s incredible.

But before her hands can make it to my hair, I remove my fingers from inside her and grip her at the waist. She’s furious. Her hands flutter, like she doesn’t know which direction to go—to force my mouth back on her breasts or my fingers back inside her.

“Don’t stop!” she commands.

Not fucking likely.

I pull her up higher, arranging her so she’s straddling my face and then I put my mouth at her center. This time, my rhythm is fast and hard, my tongue moving quickly against her already-swollen nub. She screams, her fingers coming down to grip my hair so tightly that it hurts. Her thighs squeeze against my head.

Oh gods, I’ll never tire of tasting her.

The thought is terrifying, almost enough to have me stopping, pulling back.

But then she tumbles into orgasm, hard and fast, her sex already wet and swollen, her body primed for pleasure. I watch her from below, as she throws her head back in abandon, her breasts heaving with each breath. She’s so fucking beautiful.

She sways, sliding back down my body. Boneless.

Now.

I roll her over so quickly, she lets out a little squeak of surprise before she wraps her arms around my neck and smiles up at me. She plays with my hair. I fucking love that. I rise on my elbows, careful not to crush her, and drop my forehead against hers, my lips finding her mouth. I taste a hint of her surprise.

I ease inside her, and we groan.

“You’re so tight,” I mutter. I move slowly, giving her body time to adjust.

“Mmm,” she moans it, her hands moving from my hair to grab my ass. “More,” she demands.

But godsdammit she’s so small. “I don’t want to hurt you,” I grit out.

She smiles, wide and full. “There’s pain and then there’s this,” she says. “They’re not the same.” And she simultaneously raises her hips and draws me closer with her hands. I thrust forward, her tight sheath quivering around me.

“Oh gods,” she cries out, her hands tightening on my ass. She throws her head back again in pleasure.

Her gratification lights another fire. I move in a way that teases us both, working the pleasure back up to a fever pitch. I pull out of her, nudging at her entrance again, before returning to her. She’s soaked, and I find my rhythm picking up, driven by her hands and her cries of pleasure. She raises her hips to meet me stroke for stroke.

“Ohmygods. Ohmygods,” she cries out, her words barely coherent, her legs coming up to wrap around my ass, pushing me deeper, her fingers moving to scrape down my back. “Mooooore,” she groans out.

I give her more. Faster, harder, deeper.

My vision grays at the edges, and my balls draw up for release. Not fucking yet.

I swoop down to capture her mouth with mine and move my hand between us to find her again. I press my thumb there, on that pearl of her pleasure.

She keens, screaming her fulfillment, sobbing it against my mouth. I release with a roar as her walls spasm around me, milking me. I drop my head next to hers, supporting my weight on my forearms. Her hands slide up and down my sweat-slicked back, her lips pressing little feverish kisses against my neck. Her contentment rolls off her in waves. I’ll chase the satisfaction of that feeling for the rest of my life.

I work to get my racing heart under control, my breaths coming in harsh gasps, like I survived a battle or raced up Elandors Veil. Gods, what this woman does to me. I press my lips to her temple. She tastes like salt, and also somehow slightly sweet. I close my eyes, struggling.

She tastes like she’s mine.

Fuck. I’m in so much trouble.

I lay next to her, planning to disentangle myself from her arms, to scoot to the edge of the bed. To get some godsdamn distance. But she curls up next to me, her head falling against my shoulder, like that little crook in my arm was made for her.

And that pressure that’s been building in my chest snaps taut like a rope. With a contented sigh, I wrap my arms around her and pull her in tight.

We’ll get up in a minute. We’ll face the world in a minute.

Right now is ours. This one minute, even if I have to steal it from the gods, is ours.

She runs her fingers through the hair on my chest, and I shiver.

She looks up at me with a little grin. “Ticklish, are you?”

I press a kiss on her forehead. “Warriors aren’t ticklish.”

She smiles and continues playing with my chest hair. My hands tighten on her waist, and I inhale her sweet, simple scent of lavender and sweat. I run my hands through her curls and trace my fingers down the scar on her face until I reach her chin. I press my fingers against the pulse in her neck—it’s a frantic, rapid beat. I smile.

She stretches against me. “Mmm,” she says. “It’s been years since I’ve been so relaxed.”

There’s a sharp rap on the door. Not an urgent call, but a warning, nonetheless.

“We have to get up and get dressed.” I search her eyes, hoping she understands. “We’ll find time to talk later but⁠—”

“No one can know,” she interrupts. “Like Nyrica and Thalric.”

I tilt my head, taken by surprise by her insightfulness. It took me years to work out what she figured out in a few months.

I nod.

She grins and it’s mischievous. “What, exactly, should I get dressed in?”

I look down at the tangled remnants of her dress. I should be embarrassed. Ashamed, even, at my lack of self-control. But all I can feel when I look at her like this is possessive.

She’s mine.

The only thing she’s still wearing is her boots. I groan. No one should look so good in combat boots.

“Well, no one else was going to see you in that dress,” I tell her, and I press a quick kiss to her lips. “Be right back.”

I grab my pants from the floor, quickly fastening them as I head for the door, and crack it open an inch. Thalric is still standing against the wall, and Nyrica is back, as well.

“Leina needs clothes,” I say.

Thalric arches an eyebrow and stares at me.

Nyrica smirks. “Uh-huh,” he says and saunters off down the hallway. “I’ll be back. I’ll steal someone’s dress from the orgy room.”

I narrow my eyes at his retreating back. “Something that will cover her.”

He laughs. I ignore Thalric’s burning gaze as I snap the door closed again and turn back to Leina. She’s sprawled across the bed, her dark curls fanning out against an ivory pillow. She’s cradled by the quiet and soothed by the stillness. Her eyes are closed, her breathing deep. Damn, but she fell asleep fast.

I hate to wake her when I know how exhausted she is, but I brush a hand up her thigh.

“Leina,” I whisper. “We have to get back to the Synod.”

She doesn’t answer, not even a murmur or a groan. What the fuck is this?

I slide into the bed next to her and pull her into my arms. She’s limp, completely.

Her breathing has slowed to the point it’s almost like she’s stopped it altogether. I press frantic fingers against her pulse—it had been beating wild after sex, but now it’s sluggish, like her heart is pumping molasses. She goes ice-cold from one moment to the next.

Fuck.

I wrap my arms around her, and though my own heart stutters in my chest, I murmur in her ear with a confidence that I don’t feel. “You’re safe,” I tell her. “I’m here.”

I wrap her in one of the sheets to keep her chilled body warm, and then I dress with alacrity, gripping the hilt of my sword with a terrified strength.

I’ll keep her safe here.

And I pray to Thayana and to Serephelle and to any god who will listen to keep her safe there.

In the Veil.
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“I don’t choose where I walk. The Veil does.”

	Personal journal of the First Veilstrider 





CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
LEINA


The ground—that’s not really ground at all—beneath me is not solid.

It shifts and crumbles, slipping away whenever I try to anchor myself until I’m not walking anymore at all. I’m swimming—if it can even be called that—dragging myself through a heavy, resistant darkness that clings to my limbs like thick oil.

Without Vaeloria beside me, everything feels wrong. The Veil does not open willingly.

It presses against me, pulling me back, pushing me sideways, as though the very air is alive and angry at my presence.

When I finally break the surface, gasping and choking on it, I’m not alone.

“Hello,” Bri says. She comes forward and grasps … Not my hand. There are no shapes like that here, but the pressure of her touch is real, even if nothing else is. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Are you a veilstrider, Bri?”

She laughs, as if I’ve asked the ridiculous. “No, of course not. That’s you. Don’t you know who you are?”

I huff, holding her tight, pulling her closer. I scan the Veil for the creatures that lurk, the ones who don’t want us here. “Not as well as you, apparently.” And man, does it gall that a child has better command over my gift than me.

“Don’t be afraid, Leina, please. You’re making the Veil afraid.”

I whip my head down to her. “It can feel?”

She tilts hers up to me. “Can’t you tell?”

The Veil pulses around us, like it’s listening. Or breathing. It twists under my skin, a chill racing down my spine. The shadows ripple outward from where we stand, but not with threat—almost as if they’re … watching.

“Bri,” I whisper, tightening my hold, “why are you here?”

Her expression shifts. The laughter behind her eyes fades.

“My father and my amma say I’m not supposed to tell anyone about what I see, about what’s whispered to me in the dark,” she says. Her eyes drop to the side, like a child about to do something they know will get them into trouble. But then—gods, bless her brave little soul—she straightens. She squares her shoulders like a warrior.

“But this is different. If I don’t tell you, then everyone dies.” Her lip quivers. “I don’t want everyone to die.”

Sweet Serephelle. I think of Irielle, burning in her lace, only because she was pretty. And I vow that no harm will come to this special, gifted child because of me. “Bri, I will never tell another soul about you and your gift.”

Her lip still quavers, but she nods. “Ok.” She takes a deep breath. “I have something to show you.”

She touches me, and thoughts shatter.

Darkness explodes behind my eyes. Not the Veil. Not memory. This is something other. This is vision.

Screams rip through the silence—raw and human. The air smells of ash and blood. The ground is black and wet. Draegoth claws slash through bodies like parchment. Pale-eyed Kher’zenn swarm through broken barricades. Faravars fall from the clouds, their feathers circling in the air. An Altor—someone I know, someone I love—is screaming. We fight. But it’s not enough. It’s never enough.

I turn, and it’s to find the face of someone I might know. It might even be my own. The face whispers a single word. I can’t hear it—but I feel it, vibrating in my ribs, etching itself into my lungs.

Run.

And then I’m back. Back in the Veil, gasping like I’ve been held underwater. Bri is holding me. Her fingers dig into my arms, her eyes wide and terrified.

“I didn’t mean to show you all of it,” she says, panicked. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I just—I needed you to understand.”

My legs give out. I collapse to my knees, dragging her with me. By the Veil, how is such a sweet girl living with such horrors?

“What was that, Bri?”

She shivers as I press her closer into me. “It’s what happens to all of us if you don’t leave for Aish, to warn them.”

“To warn them of what Bri?”

“The Kher’zenn are coming.”
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“Why do Altor not argue when told they must live without family? Simple. Most die before the question matters. The rest of us are so broken in ways that make solitude a mercy, not a punishment. Still, I find it a pity. Love is the finest jest the gods ever penned. And I do so miss laughing.”

	E 





CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
RYOT


I’ve kept one hand on Leina’s wrist, two fingers pressed to the pulse point there, for the past day and a half that she’s been unconscious. That slow, steady beat is the only thing that assures me that she’s alive. Her skin is deathly pale, especially around her lips, like she’s not getting enough air. I honestly can’t tell if she’s breathing—she must be, for her heart to still beat. Even Altor can’t survive without air. But there’s no visible rise and fall of her chest, no flutter of air at her lips. She’s clammy and cold, no matter how many furs and blankets Elowen piles on top of her.

I’ve kept my other hand free. Prepared to pull the broadsword from the holster at my back at any moment, even here—in the infirmary at the Synod.

She’s so godsdamn vulnerable when she’s in the Veil. Here, and, if the journal I stole from the temple at Elandors Veil is accurate, also while she’s in there. She’s vulnerable in two realms. In either place, she can fall. The thought is unacceptable, and I press my fingers deeper into the skin at her wrist, and the steady beat under her skin is the only thing that keeps me sane.

We’ll be sharing a room from now on. There’s no godsdamn way I’m leaving her like this, alone, ever again. I can and will protect her here.

The silence in the room is jarring. My ears strain in vain to catch the whoosh of her breathing.

I can’t take it anymore. I bend down, until my lips can brush against her ear. If she were awake—if she were here—that would have made her shiver. But she’s not here.

I start to whisper to her, to try to bring her back to me.

First, I whisper about politics and royal schemes and the history of Faraengard and Selencia. Things she should know but probably doesn’t. When she first arrived, I was always amazed by the things she didn’t know. Now, after seeing the conditions in Selencia, I’m truly shocked she knows anything at all. That she can read is a miracle, a testament to the determination of her mother.

When my voice starts to go hoarse, and she still doesn’t move, I whisper nonsensical things. Words of sentiment and tenderness. Things I should have told her at the Crimson Feather instead of “it’s time to go.” Forbidden things, things that I shouldn’t feel, much less speak aloud. About her smile and her eyes and her quick wit and her courage and her bravery. Footsteps sound in the hallway, I quiet, only to start again after they pass.

“You are a very special person, Leina of Stormriven. But not because you can stride through the veil,” I whisper against her ear. “Not because of your value in this war, or because of what the gods have planned for you.”

I clutch her hand and bring her wrist to my lips, feeling that beat with my kiss.

“You are a very special person, Leina Haverlyn,” I barely utter that forbidden name, so that it’s only a breath in the air. But I want her to come back to herself and it feels right to use it. “Because you claim refuse to be broken. Because of your unwavering resolve to overcome obstacles that were meant to hold you down, and the quiet defiance that drives you to create a better path. You are special to me, Leina Haverlyn, because of the place you hold in my heart.”

I lower her arm back down to the bed and replace my two fingers at her pulse.

There’s movement in the corridor before the doorknob turns, and those were not Elowen’s footsteps. I come to standing, brandishing my sword before the door swings open.

The Elder walks in, his cane clicking against the stone, and I resist the urge to curse. I wanted more time with Leina. I want to be alone when she comes back. To have time before anyone else questions her. I lower my sword and bow deeply—deeper than is expected, even, though I keep that one hand on Leina’s wrist.

Thump, thump, thump goes her slow—terribly slow—heartbeat.

“Elder,” I say, infusing respect into each syllable. I don’t want any trouble from him.

He smirks at me, like he knows the precarious position I’m in. He hasn’t spoken of a punishment for my impudence when I interrupted their training session the other day. He also hasn’t broached a punishment for Roran’s injury, though I’m sure that’s coming.

“Skywarden Ryot,” he acknowledges me, and I rise.

Leaning heavily on his cane, he enters the room and snaps the door closed.

“We will want privacy for this,” he explains the closed door.

I quirk an eyebrow at him. “Privacy for what, Elder?”

He waves his cane at me to back up. With boots that feel they’re weighted, I do, vacating my spot by Leina’s bed. The Elder sinks into my chair with a heavy sigh.

“For when she wakes up.”

We don’t even know if she will fucking come back. She could be stumbling around in the Veil, fucking lost. But then, Leina’s head moves from side-to-side on the pillow. That little movement is a balm on my chafed nerves. I cast an aggrieved look at the Elder, more annoyed by his presence than ever.

“You have auspicious timing, Elder.”

He smiles wider at that—an expression so strange, so unfamiliar on his usually detached face.

Leina’s eyes are twitching underneath her eyelids and her hand spasms. Her back arches as she gasps in a deep breath and I stride over to the other side of the bed regardless of the Elder’s presence. All at once, her skin flushes with a pink color and warmth. Her eyes snap open and she jolts up, reaching out for me and gripping my forearms as she does.

“Kher’zenn,” she says on a ragged exhale. The blood in my veins turns to ice. Sweet Serephelle, was she in another battle with the Kher’zenn?

“The Kher’zenn are coming,” she says.

I whoosh out a breath, relieved. “Yes,” I agree. “As soon as the weather warms, they’ll come.”

But she’s shaking her head, her eyes darting around, frantic, until they land on the Elder. Then they bounce back to me.

“No,” she says, her dry voice cracking. I get her a glass of laomai, but she doesn’t take it from my hands. She keeps speaking, like we don’t even have time for her to take a sip. “They’re coming to Aesgroth. They’re planning to attack Aish first because it’s warmer there. And Aish is weaker, they think. Then they’ll use the strength they gain there to come for Faraengard and Selencia.”

The Elder has his head cocked slightly to the side. He doesn’t question her.

“They can’t reach Aish,” I say, bringing the laomai cup up to her lips. She drains the cup as I’m speaking. “They’ve never been able to reach Aish. It’s too far to the south of Morendahl for the draegoths to fly without a break. There’s nowhere for them to stop and rest.”

Aish has never been as vulnerable to the Kher’zenn, because of geography.

She grips my wrists, hard. Her nails break the skin, her eyes are grave. Focused. “They’ll be able to reach Aish.”

From outside, there’s a commotion, but I don’t tear my eyes from Leina’s.

“We have to at least warn them,” she says. “For their sake and for ours.”

The Elder rises from his seat near the bed.

He turns to face us fully, spreading his arms wide, the heavy folds of his robes billowing outward. He blocks out the light pouring through the window behind him, casting the room in shadows. It’s such a strange movement, I’m momentarily distracted from Leina.

The window shatters. The sound is a sharp, violent crack. I move without thought, throwing myself between Leina and the explosion of glass, sword already in my hand before the shards hit the floor. I brace for an attack—Kher’zenn, a draegoth, some new enemy slipping through the Veil into our world.

But it’s none of those.

It’s Vaeloria.

She kicks and thrashes in the air beyond the broken window, her powerful wings beating a frenzied rhythm that sends a fresh gust of wind howling through the broken frame. Her silvery mane is wild, her dark eyes wide and frantic. She lets out a sharp, furious neigh, the sound of it high and ragged, a call filled with fear and desperate need.

The force of her wings fractured the glass.

Vaeloria’s not waiting for Leina to come to her. She wants Leina now. Behind Vaeloria are Einarr and Sigurd, though both are further back. Einarr’s agitation radiates off him, so raw that I can feel it scraping across my skin. The only reason I hadn’t noticed it sooner is because I was too locked in my own fear for Leina.

Fuck.

Einarr’s been hovering ever since our close call at Solmire, never straying too far, never letting me out of his sight for long. I reach for him with my mind, stretching that invisible tether between us. “It’s fine,” I project sharply. “Everyone’s fine.”

Einarr snorts—a blast of sound that echoes even at this distance, as clear and derisive as if he were standing next to me. The message he sends back is blunt. “Nothing is fine, Lastwall.”

Before I can snap a reply, the Elder steps forward, dislodging shards of glass from his robes. He caught it all. The sound they make—little pieces of broken light falling to the floor—rings out in a high, sing-song chime.

“Come,” the Elder says, his voice calm, almost cheerful. “We ride for Aish.”

I can only stand there, staring at him, the words failing to fit into any sense of reason. We? The Elder is leaving the Synod? Leina throws the blankets off herself without hesitation, revealing the shirt—my shirt—I dressed her in at the Crimson Feather. I needed her to be in something that was mine.

She swings her legs off the bed, her movements quick and determined.

No. No fucking way.

I step between her and the Elder without thinking. I gesture sharply at Leina—at the way my shirt swallows her body, making her appear even smaller, at how she sways when she stands, pale and hollow-eyed. The fury rising in my chest is almost enough to drown out the fear.

“Leina only now woke up from a day and a half trapped in the Veil," I bite out. "She’s not fit to ride. She needs rest. She’s not even fucking dressed.”

The Elder raises an eyebrow at me. “And whose fault is that Skywarden Ryot?”

I flush but maintain my eye contact with the Elder. He can’t know. He may suspect, but he doesn’t know. “She’s not fit to ride,” I bite out.

Leina grabs my arm and tugs me around to face her. “One night together doesn’t give you the right to dictate to me!” she whispers furiously. “I say when I’m fit to ride.”

My eyes flick to the Elder. Well. Now he knows. Leina pulls my face back to hers. Her glare is a fierce, blazing thing, her chin jutting out in stubborn defiance.

She is flushed with anger—and with life—and for a moment, the sheer relief of seeing her burning so brightly after so many hours of stillness nearly blinds me. I have to fight the urge to snake my arms around her and haul her against me.

I don’t think she notices. Her message delivered, she stomps around, grabbing her boots from the foot of the bed. She stomps around a little more, no doubt looking for her weapons, but all she finds are her daggers, which was all she was wearing when she disappeared into the Veil.

She hesitates for a fraction of a second, clearly weighing her options, before squaring her shoulders again. And it’s obvious she would rather march down the corridor half-dressed than ask me for help.

“As soon as I find my scythe and my clothes, I’ll be fit to ride,” she announces sharply, before storming out the door, barefoot, with her boots and daggers clutched in her arms.

“Great. Fucking great.” I take off after her, heading for my own chamber to get a pack together.

“The teachings say love clouds the mind,” the Elder calls after me. I stop. “But what the priests and the teachings don’t understand is the irony of forbidden love. It is like watching a flower bloom in the desert. The more it's denied water, the more determined it becomes to show its colors. In our halls where love is but a whispered taboo, the furtive glances and hidden smiles become the most captivating of spectacles. Who needs tales of old when the most thrilling stories unfold right under our ascetic noses?”

I turn slowly, making eye contact with the Elder’s cloudy, unseeing eyes that miss absolutely nothing. I quirk an eyebrow. “Are you saying that our angst amuses you, Elder?”

He smiles broadly.

“What is romance if not the universe’s finest performance?”

I glare at him, before I turn to stalk down the hallway. He’ll have to punish me for falling in love later because I will be going with Leina to godsforsaken Aish.

“Skywarden Ryot,” the Elder calls out from behind me. I pause, briefly, but don’t turn. I tense, waiting to see if he’ll order a punishment for all the rules I’ve broken. Or … smashed my way through with complete irreverence. But he doesn’t.

“We’ll bring your cast with us to Aish. And we’ll need diplomatic representation. As the king is not available, do find Princess Rissa. Collect them all, mmm? We’ll meet at the galehold.”

Sweet Serephelle, he wants to bring Rissa? And he’s really coming?

Tension drags my shoulders tighter. The Crown hasn’t interacted with Aish in nearly one thousand years. Aish has never allowed representatives of the Synod or the Crown into their territory. Their borders are closed, their alliances sealed off behind centuries of silence.

Now, an entire cast of Altor, their beasts, and the heir to the Faraengardian crown are going to glide right up to the border and request entry into one of the most guarded, most isolated kingdoms known to man.

What could possibly go wrong?
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“We gave you our trust, and you carved it into a weapon. Let it be known—none from Faraengard shall be welcome within the borders of Aish. The Vaelspire Peaks now stand between us, silent and unyielding. There will be no exceptions.”

	Letter from the Prime of Aish to the King of Faraengard in Year 37 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE
LEINA


The flight to Aish takes two days, with a short break for the beasts to rest their wings before we reach the Valespire Peaks. Vaeloria and I could have made it in a fraction of that time. The other beasts in the cast fly at a snail’s pace compared to her, but the Elder would not hear of the two of us splitting off to fly ahead.

And I really, really wanted to fly ahead.

Not because Faelon’s beast, Theryn, is as mischievous and irritating as Faelon. Not because flying in a cast for this long is mind-numbing and incredibly, annoyingly loud. Not even because I believe time is of the essence to reach Aish to warn them of an imminent invasion of soul-stealing demons.

No, I so desperately wanted to fly ahead because watching Ryot with Princess Rissa hurts.

There’s an obvious history there. It’s evident in the casual way they use each other’s names—the syllables are imprinted on their tongues, waiting to slide off. It’s clear in all the little touches—in the way Ryot gently squeezes her hand when she goes to mount Einarr, and the way she rests her hand on his shoulder when she wants his attention. They share little smiles when they think no one is looking, smiles that speak of secrets and private things. They’re comfortable together.

I’ve not seen Ryot like this with anyone, not even with me. And that burns.

I’m not sure if it’s Vaeloria’s impatience or mine that’s swirling in my blood, but either way, it’s making me testy.

I was withdrawn and, according to Faelon, sulky when we stopped to rest. I blamed it on exhaustion and led Vaeloria off to our own little section of the clearing, where I curled up under her downy wings and slept. I was that much more pissy when I woke a few hours later—still sluggish from fatigue—to find Ryot and Einarr within arm’s reach, Ryot sleeping with one hand curled on the hilt of his sword and the other reaching for me, his fingers on my wrist.

And then I went from pissy to bitchy when I rose from the shelter of Vaeloria’s wings to find Princess Rissa’s gaze on me, her expression tight. I stomped around the camp, eating my rations in sulky silence, annoyed as all hells that she didn’t even look windswept after a full day on Einarr. The sun hadn’t even risen, and she was already perfectly attired, not a hair out of place from her elaborate crown braid. But me? I could feel the grainy sweat in my curls and the dark circles under my eyes.

Then we were off again, all of us, with the Elder positioning Vaeloria and me at the back of the formation, where I can’t help but constantly look at the way Ryot holds Rissa close to his chest, and the way she smiles up at him when he talks to her.

So, when Aish finally comes into view after passing over the last of the Valespire Peaks, I almost wilt from the relief. Finally, I have something else to look at besides Ryot’s muscled back and Rissa’s perfect braid—and Aish does not disappoint.

It is like nothing I could have imagined.

It’s endlessly brown. And not like the brown of grass before the snow falls. No, this is a golden brown, like the sun baked the ground too long and turned it into a treasure. Waves and waves of that gold, stretching further than the eye can see. At first, I think it’s hills. But no hills move like this as the wind glides across them. Sand, I realize on a breathless laugh. It’s endless sand, rolling mounds of it, though it looks very different from the sand at a river’s edge or even the sand along some of the stretches of Faraengard’s coastline. This sand isn’t gritty. It’s fine and beautiful.

The air here is dry, sharper than anything I’ve ever breathed before. It’s also warm and getting warmer the further we fly from the peaks. The sun beats down on my skin in an unrelenting presence. The heat clings to you. It’s pleasant at first, after the frosted, cold air of flying over the mountain range. But then it starts to sting. Eventually, the air itself seems to bend, like the heat is warping the wind.

And there, far in the distance, is Amarune. The capital city of Aish sits at the crest of a waterfall that seems to appear from nowhere. No mighty river feeds it, but nevertheless, the water roars down in a thundering cascade before flowing into the Ebonmere Sea. Amarune itself staggers down with it, the city lining the edges of both sides of the waterfall on a steep incline, with elaborate bridges connecting one side with the other. Around the water, there’s lush greenery that stands in contrast to the beiges, browns, and shimmering golds of the desert. Impossibly tall trees tower above the city, their fronds fanning out like emerald canopies, creating shade and dappling the sunlight. They are unlike anything I’ve seen before, rising from the ground on exposed roots that twist around and around, until the trunk of the tree is formed and then grows up and up and up, creating living towers. Within the trees are the makings of little villages—complete with houses and rope bridges stretching from one to another.

Beneath the trees, bushes and shrubs thrive, their leaves all manner of colors—reds, yellows, greens, pinks, even purples. The ground is alive with soft grasses, and vines weave their way up the larger trees, with tiny flowers of every color decorating the trunks as they climb. Thousands of larklings flit amongst it all, their songs achingly beautiful. I’ve never seen so many.

And the people. My eyes are starting to take them in—they’re wearing billowing robes and headscarves of various colors that match the pretty flowers and the pretty birds. When a horn sounds from a high, sandstone watch tower in the background, though, they all run for shelter.

The Elder raises a hand at the head of the formation, bringing us to a slow descent. We land on the rolling sands, still far from the oasis that is Amarune, the beasts snorting their displeasure as the ground shifts beneath their feet. Vaeloria flicks her mane back in annoyance as she tries to stand sturdy. She’s so bright here—the sun is reflecting on her opalescent feathers so strongly she’s almost blinding. I worry that the sand is too hot, but when I reach my hand for that thread that binds us and follow it back to her, I don’t find pain or pressure. Just annoyance and displeasure. I lean forward and pat her neck reassuringly.

“I’m annoyed, too.” Not with the sand, but still.

She snorts like she knows exactly what I’m referring to. I smile quickly, though it fades fast when a horde of faravars launch from a sandstone fortress at the outskirts of Amarune. The walls of the fortress are curved in a way I haven’t seen, like it was built to bend with the wind, instead of stand against it. These faravars look like ours—large, black beasts with wide wings and fierce hooves, but the men riding them are subtly different. Instead of black leather, they wear loose tunics of different shades of brown that cover their entire bodies and wrap around their heads and their faces, shielding them from the sand and the sun. Eight of them fly straight for us—their numbers directly proportional to ours. Another 12, however, hang back.

They’re all armed to the teeth. The men coming to land in front of us are all holding the hilts of close-range weapons—swords, daggers, spears, whips, and absolutely terrifying-looking nets. The twelve men that landed further back are all archers. And they’re all at full draw, bows notched and ready to launch into the air. At us.

This is not a warm welcome. Faelon reaches for the bow he’s slung over his back, but the Elder gives a curt shake of his head.

After they land, an Aishan man nudges his beast forward. He quickly takes in our small cast, but his eyes—the only part of his face that I can see through the scarf that covers most of his face—linger on me before he directs his attention to the Elder. “You’re trespassing, Faraengardians.”

“We don’t seek conflict, Aruveth,” the Elder says. “We come with a warning.”

The man—Aruveth—inclines his head, listening. But his eyes have returned to me and Vaeloria. It’s not a malevolent stare. It’s not even one that makes me uncomfortable, exactly. It’s curious and considering. Even here, we’re unusual.

“The Kher’zenn will attack Aish. Soon,” the Elder announces and the Aishan men—both the men at the foreground and the archers further back—laugh.

I can’t see Aruveth’s mouth, but I can hear the amused disbelief in his voice. “Impossible. We maintain control over all strategic islands to the south. And it’s yet winter to the north.”

“Even so, they come,” the Elder replies. He gestures to me. “Our veilstrider has seen it.”

The tittering among the men stops. There’s a moment of quiet, and then an uneasy murmuring. Aruveth nudges his beast even further still, coming abreast with the Elder, who is at the front of our staggered v-formation.

“If you come only to offer a warning, Elder, why fly with a cast?” He flicks a disdainful glance at Rissa. “And why bring Faraengardian royalty with you?”

Rissa sits straighter, as straight as she can while sitting in Ryot’s lap. “I—” she starts but Aruveth holds up a hand, cutting her off.

“I wasn’t speaking with you.” His tone is sharp. He doesn’t like her. I’ll admit, his reaction soothes my bruised ego and my wounded heart. The petty side of me derives visceral satisfaction from it. But I don’t understand it.

To Rissa’s credit, she snaps her mouth shut and doesn’t interject again.

“We come with the warning, Aruveth, and a desire to share assistance, to share knowledge,” the Elder replies.

Aruveth snorts. “Unlikely. We all know Faraengard cares only for its own—its own people, its own safety, its own power. And we all know the lengths to which the Faraengardian monarchy will go to maintain its hegemony.”

Ryot—who has been remarkably tense this entire time—somehow stiffens even more, his shoulders drawing back. I don’t disagree with Aruveth. I can’t. I’ve been the sacrificial lamb at the altar of Faraengard’s greed and self-interest. But I make a mental note to ask someone, maybe Thalric, what hegemony means. It’s not one my mother ever wrote in the sands of the riverbanks.

“We heed your warning, Elder, and we thank you for it. But we do not trust a Faraengardian offer to share anything,” Aruveth continues, and he starts to turn, angling his beast back toward Amarune.

Vaeloria shifts restlessly underneath me, and she whinnies softly.

“Wait!” I call out. Aruveth turns, so that he’s spun slightly around on his beast, facing me.

“Wait,” I say again, and Vaeloria walks forward. We pass Thalric and his beast, Oryndel; Nyrica and his beast, Caelthar; Faelon and Theryn; Caius and Ascarion; Leif and his beast, although we don’t know his name. Their bond isn’t strong enough for that kind of communication yet. I pass Ryot, Rissa and Einarr. Ryot looks furious. Rissa won’t quite look me in the eyes—she hasn’t since they returned from Selencia.

Vaeloria and I stop next to the Elder and Sigurd. My beast is tiny in comparison to the Elder’s massive faravar, and I think Aruveth is noting the ridiculousness of it, his eyes flicking between me and the Elder, between Vaeloria and Sigurd, before he turns his own beast to face me directly.

The scarf covering the lower half of his face shifts slightly with his breath, and it adds to the mystery, framing his eyes that seem to cut perfectly through the desert heat. Each tuck and fold of the long, layered robes he wears seems perfectly deliberate—practical yet elegant. He has a natural grace with his beast that speaks of years of experience, and his presence is commanding.

He unhooks the scarf from around his face. He’s beautiful, but not in a pretty way. Like so many of the Altor, he’s scarred, a shredwhip having slashed across his mouth, disfiguring his lips and chin. His dark skin is deep, rich. There are wrinkles that line his face, but nothing as deep and dramatic as the Elder’s.

“Veilstrider,” he greets me. He’s impressed, but hesitant. He’s surprised to see me—a female—but he’s not stunned. “Thank you for your warning. We will post additional men at further outposts and be on alert.”

I don’t think he believes me. Really, I’m not sure my own cast believes me. It seems too impossible for them.

But I don’t push Aruveth. I nod, searching for words. I know we need to be here. There are answers here that I need.

“You don’t trust the Faraengardian crown.” It’s not a question, and he doesn’t treat it like one. He doesn’t reply.

“I don’t either,” I tell him. “Faraengard has wronged me deeply.”

His prominent eyebrows fly up, cresting halfway up his forehead before he narrows his eyes on me, raking them down from my hair to my toes. When he makes eye contact again, he’s almost in awe. “Selencian?”

Wordlessly, my mouth dry as if the entire desert has taken root there, I nod.

His eyes fly back to the Elder. “You’ve taken in a Selencian Altor?”

The Elder inclines his head.

“Why? You never have before.”

Before? A giddy zing of excitement travels up my spine, intertwined deeply, interchangeably, with dread. There are answers here, but I don’t think I will like what they are. Vaeloria prances restlessly, her hooves pawing at the moving sand beneath her feet. Her wings rustle out and then she tucks them back. She wants answers, too.

“Are we sharing knowledge, Aruveth? Or are we flying back the way we came?” The Elder counters.

Aruveth seals his lips, considering.

“Have you had more Altor come of age in recent seasons, Aruveth? More than ever before? Many more?”

Aruveth looks agitated, but he gives a quick nod. “Many.”

“Something is coming, Aruveth. The Kher’zenn are coming,” the Elder continues, his voice conveying an urgency that I’ve never heard before. Not once. Not when I was doomed to fight for my life in the arena; not when I left to climb Elandors Veil; not when I was pleading for the Archons to go after a near-dead Ryot; not when I was attacked or lost in the Veil during trainings.

Not. Once.

A shiver wracks my body, despite the heat. It comes on in a fully-body wave, and I don’t think it started from within me. I think it started from Vaeloria.

“The last time we had a veilstrider among us was during the last great invasion. The gods are trying to prepare us, sending us more warriors. More gifted. But I fear …” The Elder trails off, and his cloudy eyes fall to the distance, looking out at the clear, calm Ebonmere Sea. Across that peaceful stretch of blue, the Kher’zenn lurk.

Aruveth’s dark brown eyes search the Elder’s pale ones. I don’t know what he’s looking for there, but he turns and uses his hands to sign to a man behind him that has a larkling perched on his shoulder. Aruveth’s fingers move in a beautiful, practiced way, but I don’t know what he’s saying. Judging by the puzzled looks from the other Stormriven men, they don’t know what he’s saying, either. The other man places a tiny scroll in the larkling’s talons and raises his arm to the sky. The bird lifts with a perfect grace that’s no less mesmerizing, no less magical, for having now flown myself.

Aruveth turns back to me as the larkling flies with jarring speed for Amarune.

“Tell me, veilstrider, what did you see of the Kher’zenn?”

“They fly for Aish. Soon. Within weeks.”

Aruveth’s skin pales, and that looks strange with his dark complexion. “Impossible,” he murmurs.

So everyone keeps saying. Is it ridiculous to trust a vision from a little girl given to you in another realm altogether? Maybe, but I don’t waver.

“I don’t want everyone to die,” I tell him, repeating Bri’s pleading.

But before he can speak, the larkling returns with a quiet hum, landing on the other man’s outstretched arm. The man uncurls the note clasped in its talons and passes it to Aruveth.

When he looks at us again, it’s with grim resolve.

“Welcome to Aish, Faraengardians.” He turns to me with a little bow. “And Selencian.” His eyes turn to Rissa and his expression is borderline hateful. Ryot wraps an arm around her, protectively.

“We extend our hospitality with open arms,” Aruveth says, ostensibly speaking to all of us. But he’s looking directly at Rissa. “But do not mistake our hospitality for naiveté. A betrayal will be met with deadly force.”

He turns again, and his beast lifts into the air with seamless grace, expecting us to follow.

I expel the breath I’ve been holding. The Elder and Sigurd also lift into the hot desert sky, followed one-by-one by the others. Until there’s only Ryot, Rissa, and myself on the shifting sands with two impatient beasts.

“Leina,” Ryot says, but I ignore him. Vaeloria launches into the air, following the others to Amarune.

To answers.
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“It is as we suspected. Faraengard has not changed—nor does it intend to. I will complete my years of service here, as is my duty. But those of you in Amarune should not hope for good news.”

	Aishan spy to the Prime of Aish in Year 986 of the Eternal Wars, delivered via larkling 





CHAPTER SIXTY
RYOT


“Don’t start a fight,” Thalric mutters at me under his breath. His gaze sweeps the elaborate banquet hall, taking in the wary Aishan Altor lining the room wall-to-wall, all of them on high alert. Not one of them are drinking, and they’re all armed.

“Agreed. This is not the place to get into a brawl over a girl,” Caius says. “I’d back you up any other time, but here …”

“Here, we’d get our asses handed to us on one of these silver platters,” Thalric finishes where Caius trailed off, fingering the fancy serving ware the food is brought out on.

He’s not wrong. We’re outnumbered 30 or 40 to 1.

“Well, I’d still back you up,” Nyrica adds with a wry grin. “But we’d lose.”

I scowl into my plate, refusing to look across the table at Leina, sitting next to Aruveth. The sound of her laughter floats around the room. It’s a sound I could easily pick out in any crowd, even one of this size, even with the dozens of other women who are laughing and giggling throughout the large space. Her laughter is normally a sound that somehow both soothes and excites in equal measure. Right now, as she talks to Aruveth, it burns.

I hunch my shoulders and stab viciously at the fish. It’s my only distraction, because I’ve also shoved my drink to the side. Surrounded by distinctly unfriendly Altor, with a Kher’zenn attack apparently imminent, is not the time to indulge. As much as I’d like to.

“Don’t call her a girl,” I mutter to Caius. She’d hate that. I hate that.

Thalric smirks, but he still keeps his eyes on the room. His gaze sweeps to the left and then to the right, and then to the left again, on a constant loop.

Nyrica, too, is on edge. Caius has his eyes on Faelon, even though the boy isn’t his ward anymore. Because Faelon is still a boy, in a way that has nothing to do with age. Even Leif, his junior in both age and rank, can be trusted to keep his godsdamn mouth shut. But not Faelon. Every time Faelon goes to open his mouth, Caius glares him down until he snaps it shut again. Every time Faelon’s eyes spark and land on one of the beautiful Aishan women sashaying around the room, Caius slaps the back of his head to make him look away. And every time Faelon tries to rise to chase after one of those pretty ladies, Caius shoves him back down with a firm hand on his shoulder.

None of us want him to offend our hosts.

Though, things certainly seem to be very different here in Aish. Altor and civilians mingle freely. Many of the Altor are paired up with civilian men and women, and they engage in an easy intimacy that looks like relationships. That suspicion is confirmed when I watch one of the men—the man who’d handled the larkling earlier today, Drennek—press his hand against the belly of a heavily pregnant woman and press a soft kiss to her lips.

I’m not the only one who notices. Nyrica is clenching his fork so hard his knuckles turn white. Thalric lays a calming hand on Nyrica’s clenched fist. When Nyrica relaxes his hand, the fork is a mangled mess of metal.

Leif leans back in his chair, a puzzled look on his face. “Aishan Altor are allowed to have families?” he asks the question we’re all thinking, and not quietly. The question seems to ricochet around the room, making the hall go quiet.

Drennek, sitting directly across from us at the u-shaped table, turns his head toward us, as he links fingers with his woman. “You aren’t?” he asks, his own shocked curiosity answering Leif’s question.

Leif jerks his head to the side. “No.”

Leif is one of the few young ones bothered by the Synod’s prohibition on having families. Most of the wards—hells, even most of the sentinels, like Faelon—still feel like they’ve escaped a dreadful fate. They’re too turned on by the thrill of battle and the hedonistic lifestyle at the Crimson Feather to realize what they’ve given up. Most of them die before they ever know.

I don’t look at Leina. I don’t look at Drennek or the pregnant woman. I don’t look at Thalric and Nyrica. I blame the vicious ache in my chest on the too-rich dinner and shove my plate away. Without the fish to distract me, I look across to the other side of the room where a u-shaped table faces us.

Aruveth sits at the head—a position of honor for the elected leader of the Aishan Altor. They call him the Steward. The Elder sits to his right and Leina to his left.

At another u-shaped table opposite, Rissa sits with the Prime—the elected leader of the civilian Aishan government. I run my tongue over the words again—elected, prime, steward. They’re unfamiliar words. Everything is unfamiliar here. The food, the dress, the weather, the architecture. The people.

Faelon grins broadly and winks at one of the women walking past our table. She ignores him, unimpressed.

“You need to learn some self-control,” I say to Faelon.

He rolls his eyes at me with all the attitude of a teenager talking to his father. “You’re one to talk about self-control,” he mumbles back.

My shoulders stiffen, at the same time Aruveth rises from his seat in the middle of his u-shaped table, holding his drink in the air. The room quiets, the music coming to a stop.

“Brothers and sisters, warriors and citizens,” Aruveth begins. “Friends from near and far. Tonight, we stand together, not as strangers divided by borders, but as one people under the same sky, bound by honor and courage to fight the same war.” He pauses and turns to look down at Leina. He holds the cup toward her in a salute. “Tonight, we raise a toast. For tonight is the first time that Aishan, Faraengardian, and Selencian Altor have stood together—have feasted together, have strategized together—since the Faraengardian massacre of the Selencian Altor 986 years ago.”

“Aldros Vin'Tharak,” he shouts, raising his glass. All for honor.

The Aishans all raise their glasses with him, and Altor and civilians alike shout Aldros Vin'Tharak back to him.

But I’m frozen. Rendered mute and dumb by a toast. My ears are buzzing, so that I barely hear the surge of excited chatter that fills the room or the merry tune the band starts to play. My vision tunnels, narrowing on the only other person in this room—in the godsdamn world—who matters. And she’s frozen, too. Leina’s pale, her eyes are glassy. She looks like someone who witnessed a death.

There’s the sound of glass breaking, and the distant pain of it slicing through my palm. I look down to see I’ve crushed the ornate glass cup I’d grabbed for the toast, and the jeweled fragments are sticking out of my palm. My blood drips onto the table. The smell of it, acrid and sharp, yanks me back. I drop what’s left of the cup and scan the room. The Aishan men and women are all staring at me, their expressions varying levels of distaste and concern. My Stormriven family, though, all look as shaken as I am. Even Rissa—a trained stoic through and through—is staring at Aruveth with open-mouthed horror.

I push my chair back from the table, standing with slow precision. The music stops, the merriment dies down to nothing.

“What did you say?” I whisper. My voice is hoarse.

Aruveth is wary. The Aishan Altor around him finger their weapons, like I’m about to attack because I’m offended by something he said. They don’t understand.

I open my mouth to try again, but Faelon beats me to it.

“What are you talking about? Massacre? Selencian Altor?” Faelon scoffs. “Selencia doesn’t have Altor. That’s why they’re our protectorate.”

But the horror that’s already on Rissa’s face—she’s always been the smartest person in the room—spreads first to Thalric and then to Nyrica, then Caius and Leif, all before Faelon even finishes speaking. The Elder suddenly looks ravaged. His shoulders hunch and he covers his mouth with an old, trembling hand.

Aruveth hardly spares Faelon a glance. He’s considering me, looking at me with something very close to pity.

“Anyone born of Aish—clear the room,” he says, his voice that of a commander. Chairs scrape back immediately, and the hall empties through four sets of wide, double doors—one at each end of the rectangular space—in seconds. Only Aruveth, Rissa, the Prime, the Elder, and our cast remain. It’s too large a chamber for only twelve people. Our voices echo.

“You didn’t know,” Aruveth says, and his eyes travel from me to the other men, then to Rissa. Finally, he looks at Leina. “None of you knew. But …” For the first time since we met him, he looks truly flustered. His hands flutter, his confusion evident.

“How could you not know?” he finally asks. “When the Selencian boys are rounded up every year before maturity like cattle for the slaughter in … what’s it called? The Collection? What did you think that was?”

The blood drains from my face, and I’m so dizzy that I stagger, gripping the back of my chair for balance. But Leina … Leina slaps a hand over her mouth to cover a keening cry. She comes out of her chair, too, but I don’t even know if she sees. She stumbles around, lost.

She’s crying out names. Levvi. Alden. Over and over again, she says their names, her voice breaking with each repetition, until her legs give out and she falls to her knees on the cold stone floor. I’m moving before I realize it.

I vault across the room, reaching for her, desperate to pull her into my arms, desperate to anchor her back to herself. But she jerks away from me with a gasp, stumbling backward across the ground. Her hands scrape against the stone, but she keeps crawling, trying to put distance between us.

“Don't touch me!” she shouts, her voice raw and terrified.

I freeze, hand half-extended toward her. It’s plain in her eyes, which are wide and wet with horror. It’s clear what I am.

I always thought I was the hero. The one standing at the precipice, holding back the tide of evil threatening to consume humanity.

But that was never the truth, not in this ugly, terrible—true—version of history.

The final missing puzzle piece clicks into place, cold and sharp as a blade sliding home.

The picture is complete now. There’s no room left for pretty lies.

I’m not the hero.

I’m the villain.
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“If the Selencians will not stand with us, they will kneel before us. And if their Altor defy us, then they shall have no Altor at all. It is that simple.”

	King of Faraengard in Year 32 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE
LEINA


The full moon shines through the open window, casting its light onto the simple sandstone floor. I roll up to sit in my plush hammock, my legs swung over the side, trying to get my balance before I step from the swaying bed. My head is heavy with grief.

Levvi. Alden.

They didn’t just die. They were murdered.

I drag in a breath, but it’s ragged and doesn’t fill my lungs. This grief isn’t new—they’ve been dead for a long time—but it is sharper. I don’t even remember getting back to this room. I don’t remember anything except Aruveth’s bemused voice explaining the Collection. I rub the edges of the simple, soft robe someone draped over me and then shrug into it for warmth.

I lower my toes to the floor, and only when I’m sure I won’t collapse do I push off the hammock, my muscles straining with the effort. Everything in me feels spent—my limbs too heavy, my thoughts moving through molasses.

Barefoot, I make my way to the window. The sandstone is gritty and rough, so different from the smooth granite of the Synod or the soft wood floor of my family’s cottage. The waterfall outside makes a constant, deafening sound. So unlike the crashing of the ocean waves against the cliffs of the Synod or the quiet gurgling of the River Elris in the Weeping Forest. There’s something sweet on the air, a complex combination of scents from the flowering vines that cover every tree and every building. A world away from the earthier smells of salt or wheat.

Still, it’s these things, these solid, real things, even if they are unfamiliar, that help clear my mind. That calm my frayed nerves. I look down from the moon-lit window. I’m five stories up, but the garden below is too inviting to ignore. I’ll go for a walk.

But when I swing open my door, I trip on a hulking form sleeping against the frame, and then there’s the sound of a sword swishing out from its sheath as the blockade made of black leather jumps to his feet and swivels.

“Sweet Serephelle,” Ryot mutters, rubbing a hand over gritty eyes. That’s his signature “I’m stressed as hells and don’t know what to do” move.

I cross my arms over my chest. That’s my signature move, too—but this time, it’s not about stress. It’s about fury. The kind I’ve been pushing down since I was a little girl.

I’m angry. And not the clean, righteous kind. The ugly kind.

The kind that wants to burn it all to the fucking ground—Faraengard, the Synod, the mother fucking gods. The kind that wants power, and not only to fix things. Not just to make the world a better place, not to find peace or to rebuild.

The power to make them pay.

I’m angry that Ryot gets to walk around in that black chainmail—that might’ve been mined by my own dead brother—and command respect and wield power in it. A kind of power he was born knowing and that I can’t fathom. Even now.

I’m angry that he can stand beside Rissa, wrap his arms around her, comfort her, like she’s not responsible. Like she’s not part of the royalty that’s made a ruin of my life.

And I’m angry because I want to reach for him anyway, to let him hold me and whisper to me that it will be alright. I hate that part of me a little, because I shouldn’t want comfort from someone who’s born of the same system that broke me. But I do. Gods, I do.

So, I cross my arms and I stand my ground and I try to keep it together.

The truth is, though, I’m not sure I can.

He slept outside my door.

“You scared me,” he says quietly.

“I scared you?” I whisper back. “You’re the one that pulled a sword on me.”

He shoves the weapon into the sheath at his back and takes a step away from me, into the hallway. He doesn’t meet my eyes.

“Apologies,” he says. Very formal. Very distant.

And that just makes me even madder. He can’t be the one to walk away from me—not after all of this. Not after I’ve been gutted by the truth, left to drown in grief. I take a step forward, crowding him.

“Did you know?”

His eyes snap to mine. “How could you even ask that?”

I shake my head immediately, but the words still burn on my tongue. “I don’t know. I don’t. I just—” I drag in a breath. “I know you didn’t, you couldn’t. I⁠—”

A clatter of noise interrupts, and Ryot and I both turn to see one of the Aishan men stumble from his quarters in a sleepy daze. He heads straight for the washroom toward the end of the hall.

I step back into my room, and gesture Ryot inside. I don’t want to kill him in the hallway. “Come inside,” I tell him.

He stays firmly on the other side of the door. “I don’t know if I should. Do you want me to go wake up Nyrica? So you’ll have a friend⁠—”

“I don’t have a bone to pick with Nyrica,” I snap at him.

He hesitates at the threshold.

“Get. In. Side.” I growl at him, and I think the aggression in my voice takes us both a little by surprise. He’s normally the growly one.

He crosses the threshold, and I slam the door closed with more force than necessary. It feels good, so I keep going.

I spin, facing him.

“What’s going on with you and Rissa?”

The look on his face is pure confusion.

“What do you mean?” He asks. “She came to Selencia with me, and we rode here together.”

I laugh, but it’s brittle and sharp. "Yeah. I noticed. She’s been glued to your side.”

He frowns, that confusion still furrowing his brow. “She’s my⁠—”

“Your what?” I cut in, voice rising. “Your past? The one who actually belongs in your world?”

Anger sparks in those beautiful, storm-wracked eyes. He takes two measured steps forward until there’s barely space for breath between us. “No one belongs in my world, Leina,” his voice low and wrecked. “Or have you forgotten the vows we take? We bleed for gods who demand everything. We swear to serve until there’s nothing left of us …”

He’s vibrating now, but I don’t think it’s with rage. I think it’s with restraint. He lifts a hand, slowly, as if he’s afraid I’ll flinch or draw away and he’s giving me that chance. And maybe I should. Maybe I should run from this man, a weapon wrapped in flesh. But I don’t.

Not when he cups my cheek with calloused fingers like I’m something sacred. Not when he lowers his forehead to mine with a kind of aching gentleness that doesn’t belong to warriors.

His eyes are desperate when they search for mine.

“But fuck the gods,” he whispers. “Fuck the Synod. Fuck the throne and every cursed thing that’s come from it.”

His thumb brushes under my eye. I hadn’t realized I was crying.

“You don’t belong in my world. Leina, you are my world.”

My breath catches, and a sob escapes. My fingers tighten in the links of his chainmail, and I lower my head to his chest. He doesn’t move. Doesn’t speak. He simply lets me break.

“I was surviving fine without you,” I finally get out between sobs. His arms wrap around me, holding me tighter even as I fall apart.

“That’s because you’re the strongest person I know,” he says, voice rough against my hair. It’s meant to comfort, to lift me up. But it breaks something in me instead. I cry harder. No more walls, no more masks. Only the ugly, aching truth spilling out in heaving sobs I can’t hold back anymore. When this round of grief passes—this time for the little girl who shouldn’t have had to be strong—and I can speak again, I pull back so I can see him.

“I’m so tired of surviving,” I whisper. “And I’m scared—gods, I’m scared—because the moment I stop fighting, I don’t know who I’ll be underneath it all.”

He grips my face gently, but his eyes blaze with violence. “Then let’s find out,” he murmurs. “Let’s find out who you are when you’re not surviving. I’ve spoken with Rissa and with the Elder, and they both agree King Agis needs to be deposed. We accomplished what we needed to do here. Tomorrow, we fly back to Edessa and free your people, Leina.”

My heart stutters—stutters—at the hope shining so brightly in his eyes. The moonlight makes him look almost soft.

I step into him, and cup his cheek. I rub my fingers on the shredwhip scar that cuts down the side of his face. “Do something for me?” I ask him.

His answer is immediate. “Anything.”

Gods, I love him. I love this man.

And that scares me more than death demons or draegoths.

I smile, barely. “Drop your shields.”

The words linger between us, and then, without hesitation, he does. There’s a sudden release of pressure, like a breath exhaled all at once. His barrier that holds enemy forces at bay and wraps around his own mind constantly, collapses. And there he is.

Not the warrior. Not the protector. Him.

And he’s wrecked.

His grief spills out first. It coils through him like smoke—thin, choking, endless. Guilt gnaws at him from the inside out, and shame has etched into his bones.

But there’s more.

A wild protectiveness hovers beneath the surface. Anxiety tangles with purpose. And fear and fury root through it all.

And then … there’s something else. Something that flares so bright and bold I nearly flinch from it. It’s want. No, not want. Love. Raw, relentless, unspoken love. It pulses in him, terrifying and vast, the kind of feeling that makes gods and mortals alike crumble.

And it’s too much. Too real. Too tender for someone like me who’s still learning not to flinch at kindness. I look away from it. Not because I don’t want it—but because I do.

Maybe it’s not the moonlight making him soft. Maybe it’s me.

I still grieve for Levvi. For Alden. I always will. Some things never stop aching. But tonight isn’t for grief or ghosts. Tonight is for something else—something that dares to hope we might still have a future, even after everything.

I close my eyes and sink into myself.

I picture the familiar shield I started building before I ever met him. My strength. My solitude. My survival. But what I feel now doesn’t belong in the dark. It doesn’t need hiding. So, I part the dark Veil wrapped tightly around my mind.

No shields. No walls. Nothing between us except for everything we are, laid bare.

I pour it out into him—every broken, messy thing inside me. The ugly. The aching. The beautiful. Anxiety. Fear. Shame. Insecurity. Want. Hope. Longing. Gratitude. Trust.

And then, at the center of it all—love.

He doesn’t hesitate. His arms wrap around me in one desperate motion and he crushes me against him, like he needs my heartbeat to steady his own. He buries his face in my hair and breathes me in like it’s the only thing keeping him grounded.

Then he raises that shield again, not between us, but around us like a sanctuary. The rush of the waterfall, the rustle of night, even the silver moonlight—all of it goes still.

We are alone with the beating of our hearts. The smell of cinnamon and lavender. The heat of his arms. The breath we share.

Just us.

“I don’t deserve you,” he whispers into the hush, and there’s real terror in his voice.

I don’t pull away, nor do I let him retreat.

“My mother used to say that love isn’t a prize you win for being perfect or a currency traded for good behavior,” I say.

His arms tighten around me.

“It’s messy. Imperfect. Deeply human. It’s about seeing someone—not as they should be, but as they are—and choosing them anyway.”

“I choose you, Leina Haverlyn,” he tells me.

And that one sentence tells me everything.

I crash my lips against his, and he pushes me back against the rough sandstone wall. I like it. I like knowing I’ll be marked tomorrow. Marked by him. I climb him, trying to get closer and closer, still. I hop up, wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist. I smile against his lips.

“Why do we always end up like this?” I ask him.

He draws back, laughing breathlessly. “Because you’re an enchantress,” he murmurs.

He softens the edges of his shield, enough to let the world back in. A sliver of moonlight spills into our bubble of stillness, brushing silver across his face, catching in his lashes. The distant rush of the waterfall hums.

And in that hush between heartbeats, he lowers his lips back to mine. It’s not a desperate kiss this time, not teeth and fire and hunger like I want. No, this is something deeper. A vow made flesh. A kiss that says I see you. That promises I’ll stand between you and the fires of hell. That vows you’re everything.

I try to press harder, to turn it into something fierce and consuming because softness scares me in a way battle never has. But he won’t let me. The way he kisses me back—gods, it’s a sacrament. An aching confession without a single word.

Just as the ache blooms into something full and breaking, the world intrudes.

From a great distance, the sound of trumpets slices through the quiet.
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“When evaluating Selencian boys for Altor potential, err on the side of caution. It is preferable to cull the unmarked than to overlook the marked. One missed Altor can cost us dozens of good men.”

	General Maran Mawn to the Vaelspire Mines Contingent in Year 33 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO
LEINA


The trumpets are different from any I’ve heard before.

The call starts from somewhere across the ocean. On a nearby island, maybe. It’s low and deep and continuous, a rumbling that flies across the water. It’s a terrifying sound, one that warns of doom. The only thing more terrifying is the silence when it stops, abruptly, the trumpeter silenced mid-piercing note.

But other trumpets quickly pick up the call, their sharp, urgent notes cutting through the air. The sounds get closer and closer, until the trumpets are wailing from every corner of Amarune.

Ryot and I lock eyes for a tenuous moment, trying to declare soundlessly everything we haven’t said, anything we haven’t shared. But the sound of doors slamming and boots running down the hallway spurs Ryot into action, and he all but throws me across the room. He tosses my boots and scythe my way, as I wrestle with my chainmail. Watching the efficiency with which he moves, I decide that “suiting up and arming with all haste” should be part of the training regimen at the Synod.

“You may be a veilstrider,” he tells me, as he grabs my pack and straps it to my back for me, along with my scythe. “But you’re still a ward. You stay behind the front line, with Thalric.”

There’s frantic neighing outside as the beasts join their riders. Ryot grabs my hand and pulls me out the door, and we’re running down the hallway and down the stairs, the other Stormriven men hot on our heels.

Ryot keeps shouting directions.

“Your job, Leina, is to learn. You’re still a ward. You’re not to be anyone’s hero today. Watch the veterans and learn from them. Make sure you manage your energy levels. Don’t overestimate yourself and drain your power.”

He pauses and then mutters. “Hopefully there won’t be very many of them.”

From somewhere behind me, Nyrica snorts. “If we’re hoping for things, let’s hope that they all die mid-air and plummet into the ocean, yeah?”

Ryot ignores his sarcasm. “Vaeloria is the fastest beast in the air, faster than the draegoths. Use her speed, if it comes to it,” he continues.

I squeeze Ryot’s hands in mine.

“Ryot,” I say, and his head jerks toward mine, as we reach the galehold. Somehow, Einarr and Vaeloria find us immediately in the chaos of running warriors and flapping wings. I smile a little, trying to ease his worry. “We’ve trained for this. Trust me.”

He swears, then wraps a hand at the back of my neck, pulling me in for a hard kiss. He doesn’t even care that we’re surrounded by our cast. When we pull apart, he rests his forehead on mine for a heartbeat’s worth of time.

“Don’t do anything heroic,” he tells me. “Stay with Leif and Thalric, at the back of the formation with the other wards. I’ll be needed at the front.”

They’ll want his shields. Godsdammit, that is so terrifying. I’m sure he’s always at the front. Then he’s backing up, mounting Einarr. Vaeloria snorts from behind me, and I run over to her.

I follow Thalric’s line of sight as he finds Nyrica, heading to the front lines hot on Ryot’s heels. Nyrica turns to give Thalric his classic, jaunty grin, flashing his dimple, but I’ve never seen the look that crosses Thalric’s face in response. It’s not only worry or determination, it’s something so much deeper, something that breaks the rigid calm he wears. Nyrica sees him and slows, his usual easy grin faltering. For a heartbeat, they simply stare at each other across the gap.

And then Thalric moves. He strides forward and grabs Nyrica by the front of his tunic and drags him forward in a single, decisive motion, and their mouths crash together—hard, desperate, and aching. Thalric cups the back of Nyrica’s head, holding him there, and Nyrica clutches Thalric's tunic in his fists like he might drown if he lets go. They finally pull apart to press their foreheads together, both breathing hard.

“Stay alive up there, Nyr.”

Nyrica recovers first, falling back on his jaunty, teasing smile.

“Hope you’re not too bored at the back,” he teases Thalric. “Taking care of the babies.”

His teasing entices the tiniest, briefest smile from serious, serious Thalric; and then Nyrica laughs, and he’s mounting Caelthar and flying off after Ryot. Thalric turns back to Leif and me.

“Let’s roll,” he says. He mounts Oryndel and drives him into a gallop in one seamless motion, the beast’s mighty black wings pumping, pushing him into the darkness of the sky. Vaeloria gallops after him, lifting off the ground, the ethereal sound of her wings eclipsed by the cacophony that is hundreds of faravars taking to the air at one time.

She follows Thalric and Oryndel as we circle low, heading to the back of the formation and the slightly staggered walls that form a barrier between the fortress and the ocean. Leif and I take up a place at the rear, but we can still see the front lines. At the water’s edge, Aruveth anchors the center of a V-shaped formation, the hooves of his beast stirring the waves that roll onto the shore. Off to his right, the Elder sits tall astride Sigurd, with Ryot and Einarr behind.

I twist behind me, trying to see Amarune in the distance. Lanterns glow in the darkness, and the city looks surprisingly peaceful to be on the verge of an attack. There are no panicked crowds, no one running for shelter. The streets are empty. I pivot back to the Ebonmere Sea, searching the skies as dawn streaks across the horizon, but I don’t see anything. Not even a flutter of movement. My beating heart calms.

“Maybe it was a false alarm,” I say.

Leif winces. “Unlikely,” he answers. “The Kher’zenn normally wait to attack in the daylight, especially if an alert was sounded and they’ve lost the element of surprise.”

The sun has barely started to stretch across the horizon. There’s still more darkness in the sky than light, but only for a couple more minutes.

“Why?”

“Their monsters are white. Our faravars are black,” his eyes slide down to Vaeloria. “Well, most of them are black. Night favors our camouflage. Daylight—especially a cloudy day like this—gives them the edge.”

I rake my eyes across the horizon with new awareness. The sky is blanketed in soft, puffy clouds that appear almost tangible.

“How many Kher’zenn is ‘very many’?” I ask.

Leif chews his bottom lip as he considers. “The most I’ve seen is 35. In that battle, our cast was outnumbered more than two to one, and we lost seven men.” His eyes flick toward me. “I’ve heard of battles of up to nearly 100 Kher’zenn and their draegoths, but that kind of swarm only happens once every hundred or so years. Like they’re saving up ... waiting.”

“How long has it been since the last swarm?”

It’s Thalric who cuts in, his voice low and rough. “It’s been 301 years.” Silence falls around us. The beasts sense it, too, shifting restlessly beneath their riders, their wings twitching.

Three centuries. A cold shiver slides down my spine.

“They’ve been building,” I murmur. Thalric’s knuckles go white where he grips Oryndel’s mane.

As the light spreads, my eyes scan the sky with new vigor. Clouds are rolling in from the horizon, dense, pale, and low. The men around us start murmuring. They shift anxiously on their beasts, their eyes widening in horror.

“Fuuuuuuuck,” Leif says.

The clouds move wrong. They churn unnaturally, folding and breaking apart in ways a cloud never could. A flicker of movement slices through the haze—then another. And another. Wings. Vast, serrated, jagged. They tear free of the clouds, one after another, until the sky seems to rupture. Hundreds of draegoths emerge as if born from the sky itself, their pale scales glinting in the sunlight, blending in seamlessly with the clouds behind them. They move as one, an unholy storm of malevolence, descending on Aish with silent, lethal grace.

My mouth goes dry. I can’t move. I can’t breathe. The sharp blast of a trumpet breaks through my stupor. Immediately, an Aishan rider and his beast peel off from the forward v-formation and they fly with reckless speed for Amarune, sounding another trumpet. This time the alert is different, a high-pitched staccato he repeats.

Amarune answers. People pour from their homes in a flood, clutching babies to their chests, dragging children by the hand. They carry nothing but each other—no packs, no keepsakes, no possessions. Only life. Earth-bound beasts—horses, camels—are mounted in a chaotic scramble, a plume of dust rising as the lucky ones flee north toward the mountains. Those without animals run on foot, desperation driving them. I spot Drennek’s heavily pregnant wife struggling to keep up, her hands cradling her belly as she waddles behind the crowd. An elderly man scoops her into his arms, gritting his teeth as he lurches into a staggering trot.

Four more riders and their faravars peel off from our main group, wings carving great, sweeping arcs across the desert. They soar high over Amarune, the staccato blast of their trumpets slicing the air, as they fly past the city and out into the desert. The unnatural beat echoes again and again. A warning. A plea.

“Where are they going?” I ask, my voice barely more than a scrape of sound. I watch as the four riders fan out.

An Aishan Altor turns grim eyes toward me. “They’re warning the nomadic tribes. Telling them to flee.”

Flee. Because there will be nothing left to save. Beside me, Leif pales even further, the blood draining from his face. I lick at my dry lips, but there’s no moisture left to find.

“They don’t think we’ll hold the city.” The words crack in my throat.

Thalric’s expression is answer enough. He doesn’t offer comfort. He stares ahead—past the chaos, past the coming storm—his gaze catching on Nyrica in the front formation. As if he can sense his gaze, Nyrica turns, too. The way they stare at each other … it’s a farewell stitched in silence.

“We hold it for as long as we can,” Thalric says. His voice is steady, but his eyes aren’t.

A heavy weight settles in my chest, squeezing tighter with every beat of my heart.

Ahead, Aruveth finishes conferring with the other leaders—including Ryot and the Elder. One by one, they nod, grim-faced. The Steward urges his beast high into the sky, rising above the Aishan Altor army spread out like a thin shield between the draegoths and the fragile city of Amarune. His faravar’s wings beat slowly, holding them aloft. As Aruveth turns to address the army, Ryot’s gaze catches mine, and the world narrows to the two of us. Grief burns in my chest, hot and raw, leaking into my eyes. I can feel it settling into my bones, the weight of everything we’re about to lose—everything we just now found.

But Ryot looks at me like the end of the world doesn’t matter. There’s no fear in his eyes, no hesitation—unbreakable resolve. The kind of resolve that can hold a crumbling wall with nothing but sheer will. The kind of resolve that says: I know what I’m giving. And I give it gladly. I cling to that. It anchors me even as everything else is falling apart.

“Warriors—I will not lie to you. The truth stands before us as plainly as the enemy on the horizon,” Aruveth shouts. “We are woefully outnumbered. This is not a battle we can win. But it is a battle we cannot forsake. Beyond these walls our mothers, our fathers, our wives, our children—they flee for safety. They dream of a tomorrow that is ours to give. They will yet live because we do not yield.”

The men raised their weapons in the air and a shout erupts as one. It is born, not of hope, but of resolve. As Aruveth is speaking, Drennek launches five larklings into the air, each of them heading for specific men—the commander of the second line, the center commander, the wings commander, the flank commander, and to the rearguard.

“We are the line!” Aruveth shouts. “We fight not for victory, but for purpose. Every moment we stand, we defy the darkness. Every breath we take, we steal those we love from the enemy’s grasp.”

Goosebumps prickle across my skin at the roar that rises from the men—a sound not of survival, but of love weaponized into unbreakable adamas.

This is the true power the Synod tried to breed out in favor of one loyalty.

These men will not falter. They will not break. They will hold the line.

The draegoths are drawing closer. We can make out the ghostly looking Kher’zenn on their backs now. The Aishan archers in the front—row after row of them—take to the skies, arrows nocked and at the ready. Faelon is with them, his bow pulled tight.

A larkling lands nearby, at the rearguard tower. We are the last line of defense for Amarune—a line made up of wards and their masters. An officer opens the scroll clenched in its talons, reading it quickly.

“Leina and Leif of Stormriven,” he calls out and my heart sinks in my chest. He turns toward us, though we don’t say a word.

“The Elder has demanded you make for the Synod, to alert Faraengard of the Kher’zenn attack. You are to evacuate Princess Rissa with you, to warn of the Kher’zenn attack.”

The denial tearing itself from my throat. “No,” I whisper raggedly.

I want to fight.

I need to fight.

I can’t be the only one to survive this. I can’t survive when Ryot doesn’t. I turn pleading eyes to Thalric. I know he’ll understand. He’d never leave Nyrica to this.

But Thalric’s shoulders sag in stark relief. He turns hard eyes on us.

“Go. Now,” he orders.

Leif is a better soldier than I. He turns his faravar and launches off the opposite side of the wall without question, toward Amarune. His beast flies low, sand billowing up in his wake, until he spots Princess Rissa. She’s running with the others, holding a small child against her chest. When Leif lands, Rissa turns to pass the child back to an elderly woman, a grandmother, maybe, but the woman shoves the baby back into Rissa’s arms. The grandmother drops to her knees, hands clasped together. Begging—begging for this life to be saved.

Rissa doesn’t hesitate, taking the child with her as she mounts in front of Leif, clutching the screaming babe to her chest. The girl’s tiny arms reach desperately for the grandmother as Leif’s faravar lifts into the sky, carrying them toward the Valespire Peaks. I watch them climb higher and higher, two tiny figures against a pale pink sky. That is one Aishan who will survive today’s slaughter.

One.

“Leina!” Thalric shouts to be heard over the beat of the draegoths’ wings. They’re so close.

I pivot away from the devastation unfolding beyond the walls—the civilian evacuation is collapsing into chaos. The very young, the very old, already stumbling, already staggering, even though they have leagues and leagues of brutal desert before them. Their chances shrink with every breath.

“Now, Leina!” Those words—they take me back, but I’m not sure where. I’ve heard them before.

“Leina!" Thalric roars, urgency ripping from his throat.

I’m frozen, caught between duty and despair. In a daze, my eyes sweep the battlefield. The first wave of Aishan archers loose their arrows, and a handful of draegoths scream silently as they tumble from the sky, crashing into the ocean with thunderous splashes. Another wave flies forward—another scatter of kills.

But it's not enough—not nearly enough.

They still come—an endless tide of wings and death.

My gaze snaps to the v-formation—the center of our defense. I find Aruveth, the Elder, Nyrica. And Ryot.

Ryot twists in his saddle, locking eyes with me across the chaos. His face is twisted in fury, in a silent, brutal command—GO.

The Elder calls something, and Ryot turns back instantly, raising his shield—part of him, an extension of his will—to cover the leaders. The air around the Elder sparks. I shift my eyes from Ryot toward Thalric.

“Please don't make me leave. I can fight. I have to fight. I won't leave you. I won't leave him.”

Thalric’s jaw tightens until I’m afraid he might shatter his own teeth. His eyes—gods, his eyes—are full of grief so sharp it feels like a blade pressed against my skin. “You must go, Leina,” he says, voice breaking low and brutal. “That’s an order.”

Oryndel rears, trying to get my attention. Vaeloria snorts back at him, stomping the ground with matching fury.

The Aishan warriors around me frown and mutter, frustrated with my hesitation, my refusal to obey. But I don’t care—it’s a stupid order. It won’t help anyone here; it only serves to get me out of slaughter. If what we needed was someone to report back on our end, Leif and Rissa will do that.

Ahead of us, the incoming draegoths collide with our front line like a wave breaking against a cliff. Shred-whips lash out, serrated wings slash through armor, flying hooves crash into scaled monsters. Blood pours from the sky, staining the crystal blue water below until the waves turn purple. The sea becomes a grave.

Dozens of them strike against Ryot’s shield. He buckles, falling against Einarr like he took the hit himself, but his shield stays strong. For now. Thalric’s split his attention between me and the battle unfolding on the front lines. It’s an aerial battle, though, and front lines is a misnomer at this point. Faravars from the rearguard already are chasing down Kher’zenn who’ve broken through.

Across the distance—over the clashing army and the blood pouring from the sky and bodies falling into the ocean—my eyes snag on one of the Kher’zenn, just one. He’s not attacking. He’s watching me, too. He raises a pale eyebrow, as if to say, What about it, Veilstrider?

I can feel him, as if he’s inside me. My deadened fingers tingle. The air around him—around them all—shimmers.

The Veil around my mind shimmers, too. With death.

And I know, I know, I can find him there. I can find them all there, in the Veil. We’re connected somehow.

This is what Bri foresaw. And I made a promise to a little girl that I wouldn’t let us all die.

I lean forward, pressing my forehead to Vaeloria's neck, feeling her shuddering beneath me—not from fear, but from readiness.

“Veil or retreat?” I whisper.

Her muscles tense. She rears up with a wild scream, hooves striking out at the sky. She’s already chosen.

I lift my gaze back to Thalric, even as I let the darkness bleed across my mind, the now-familiar chill of the Veil swirling at the edge of my senses. We launch into the air.

“I’ve never been good at following orders,” I say.

“Leina, don’t you⁠—”

I swing my scythe through the air, parting the fabric that holds our world together. And we’re gone.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE
LEINA


I’d come to think of the Veil as something I had to fight. It’s wild, unknowable, dangerous. But as its endlessness swallows me, surrounds me with something vast and strangely soft, I realize what Bri had tried to tell me: it’s also alive.

It hums around me. It has a heartbeat. A breath.

I shudder from the terrible, aching familiarity of it. The Veil isn’t a place.

It’s a who.

And it’s everyone.

I don’t go to places. I go to souls.

I search the darkness for that tide of wrongness, for the souls here that are chained to a tainted sort of death.

“There!” I say, pointing to something that’s oddly … dull. They’re … out of place, somehow.

“I see it,” she says, and she banks hard until we’re coming again into the light.

The battlefield opens beneath us.

The Kher’zenn wheel through the sky, their long white hair streaming behind them, their eyes pure and empty and terrifying. They are beautiful the way a blade is beautiful right before it sinks into your heart. The draegoths open their mouths in silent shrieks, flashing rows of jagged teeth that drip venom so potent the air is rank with it.

The Altor meet them in midair, blades slashing atop the surging backs of their beasts.

The faravars’ wings catch the wind in violent beats, driving their riders harder, higher, into the core of the enemy. A storm that didn’t exist before starts to stir from the force of all these wings. Feathers—ripped free by the draegoths’ claws—spin down into the sea like bloodied petals.

But they’re losing. Everywhere I look, Altor and beasts are falling, spiraling into the cold grasp of the ocean below. Lightning flashes on the horizon, throwing the world into sharp, savage relief—death dressed in something beautiful.

The air burns my face, and salt sticks to my skin. My heart beats once, twice. Vaeloria vibrates beneath me, aching to dive. Her mind presses against mine—let’s go, let’s go, let’s go.

The Veil inside me stirs too, whispering with a voice made of memory—you are the undoing.

I lock my knees around Vaeloria’s flanks, and lower myself against her neck, making myself as one with her as I can.

“Alright, girl,” I whisper, silently pulling my scythe from my back. “Let’s undo what we can.”

She answers with motion, tucking her wings against her body, dropping us from the sky.

We burst from the heavens on a whistle of pure speed. I swing my scythe out, decapitating the same Kher’zenn I’d locked eyes with before. He doesn’t see me until his head is severed. Another tries to wheel his draegoth around, but I swing again, ripping him from his saddle.

"Veilstrider!" he screams, a sound full of terror even as he plummets, blood pouring from the ruin that’s his chest.

I pull my scythe in close again, breathing hard, as Vaeloria levels off and spreads her magnificent, terrible wings. She slashes through the back of a draegoth as it turns to face us. Grim satisfaction floods me as our Altor surge forward, seizing the opportunity we’ve carved open. They cut through the Kher’zenn and their creatures, through those foolish enough to turn their backs.

But every time an Altor falls—and they fall, oh gods, they fall—it punches straight through my chest. I waste precious moments searching for Ryot in the chaos. I panic when I can’t find him, terrified he’s already at the bottom of the ocean.

He’s cutting through the Kher’zenn like a man possessed. His blade flashes in brutal, economical strikes—no wasted motion, no hesitation. He turns for a breath—merely long enough to see me above him, to know it’s me. His face breaks open, a crack of fierce relief cutting through the mask he wears. His sword slams through a draegoth’s eye socket a second later.

Shredwhips slice through the air, one tearing across my forearm, peeling flesh from bone. I don’t feel the rest because I’ve already reached for the Veil again.

And it’s there. So easy. So close.

Like slipping into my own skin.

It embraces us.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR
LEINA


Inside the Veil, the world is nothing but cool, beautiful darkness.

Blood—too much blood—pours down my arm. Too much blood. I adjust my grip on my scythe, but it’s getting slippery, heavy. I holster it and pull my daggers free.

Vaeloria surges upward, her wings slicing higher and higher, muscles bunching and stretching, building speed in a rising spiral.

“Higher,” she whispers across my mind, but the thought is so fierce and determined, I can’t tell if she's speaking to me or to herself. The Veil hums around us, a living current of memory and purpose.

“Hold tight, Strider.”

I grip her with my knees, lowering myself against her neck. “There!” I tell her, seeing that wrongness of the Kher’zenn in the Veil.

At the apex of our climb, Vaeloria tucks her wings tight against her body, and we fall.

We plummet through the Veil as if it grabbed us and hurled us out. The pressure slams into me, pinning me against Vaeloria. It crushes my ribs into my chainmail, my bones into her back. The wind shrieks past us in a high, thin keen that drills into my ears, and my vision narrows, going black at the edges.

At the last possible moment, Vaeloria snaps her wings wide—those curved, honed blades masquerading as feathers. She became a weapon. Though we’d been falling vertically in the Veil, we emerge flying horizontally, slicing straight through the Kher’zenn’s rearguard like a blade through silk. They never see us coming.

She slices through eight draegoths—through hide and muscle and bone—with horrifying ease. I throw my daggers in swift, practiced motions and flick them out and back one by one—slicing a throat, splitting a back, lodging in a forehead.

“Veilstrider!” A Kher’zenn howls, as Vaeloria’s momentum starts to dip, the deadly edge of her wings losing speed.

I let my eyes find our front line. It’s holding, barely. Ryot is holding, barely. The Elder smiles when he sees me, as if this is all some grand game, even as he swings his staff into the chest of an oncoming Kher’zenn. He gestures sharply, a clear command. Come to me.

Dozens of Kher’zenn turn to us, forming an organized unit for a counterattack. I swing open the Veil, and we sail back through, Vaeloria surging us into the darkness between worlds.

There’s a deep cut down Vaeloria’s snout, and another jagged gash on her right wing, but she’s not slowed.

“We need to reach the Elder,” I tell her.

“Yes.” She banks hard to the right, and there’s a flash of lighting, even here. This time, we burst into the gap between Ryot and the Elder. The Elder looks unsurprised to see us—maybe even pleased, the corner of his mouth twitching upward, as if he’s proud.

In all these months of training this winter, I never managed anything like this.

But Ryot … he is absolutely livid.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE
RYOT


She’s supposed to be flying over the Valespire Peaks by now, well on her way to Faraengard.

She’s supposed to be safe.

Instead, she’s here, in a battle none of us will survive. Because we’re not here to win. We’re here to buy the people time. To buy the civilians of Aish—gods have mercy on their souls—time. To buy Rissa time. To buy Leif time.

To buy Leina fucking time.

The flesh of Leina’s arm is completely pulled from the bone. Without Elowen, it’s a wound that could kill her from the blood loss. Rage roars up my throat, but I shove it down. There’s no time for that. I rip a jar of aldersigh from my pack and hurl it at her.

“Thanks,” she breathes, the word cracking with relief. And then, gods save me, she grins—a wild, bloody thing. Before I can curse her out properly, she scrambles up Vaeloria’s neck to smear the aldersigh onto the faravar's wounded snout first. I snarl, half in fury, half from a desperate kind of admiration so fierce it feels like it might tear me apart.

Another coordinated strike slams into my shield, pummeling my thoughts. The impact drives both of us back, Einarr and me, and has agony lacing up my spine, splintering through my chest and my head. But I plant myself and hold.

I’m shielding thirteen men and their beasts—and now Leina and Vaeloria. If I fall, they fall.

I will not yield. Not while there’s breath left to curse the gods.

“Leina,” the Elder calls, as another shockwave buckles me. I collapse forward, crashing onto Einarr’s broad back. Einarr grunts, his wings flaring wide to brace us both. His fear is a hot blade against my mind—sharp and furious. Not fear for himself. Fear for me.

“Hold, Lastwall,” he urges. “Stay with me.”

The strength of him, the raw will of him, burns through the haze threatening to swallow me whole. Einarr won't fall unless I do, and there’s still breath rattling in my lungs. I hold, but I can’t lift my sword to counter. Nyrica moves forward, pushing the Kher’zenn back with his axe, buying me time to breathe.

I drag in a ragged breath as another wave of pain crests over me.

Drennek, Aruveth’s second, slides down his beast’s wing until he can touch me. I watch him with wary eyes, but I’ve no strength to fight back as he lays a hand on my shoulder. At the touch, something surges through me—a rush of power so fierce it feels like molten lava poured straight into my veins, burning through the cracks in my will, setting my mind and body ablaze with borrowed fire.

The darkness swirling at the edges of my vision shrieks and tears apart. I gasp, not from pain but from the sheer violence of it, and when I meet Drennek’s eyes, I find him watching me with a knowing gleam. His lips curl into a sharp, satisfied grin as he climbs back up the wing to his beast.

“What the hell was that?”

“Fire-giver,” Einarr answers. It’s a gifted magic I’ve not heard of, but the name fits. There’s a fire burning through my veins that brings with it strength and blessed energy.

I raise my eyes to Leina. The Elder will order her away. She’s not supposed to be here. She’s not supposed to die here. She smears aldersigh across her ravaged arm, but her gaze is locked on the Elder.

“I need you and Vaeloria to drive the Kher’zenn into the storm,” the Elder says, his gnarled finger pointing at the churning mass of black and lightning boiling at the edge of the enemy’s rear guard.

Wait. The Elder’s words make no sense⁠—

“What?” Aruveth shouts, his disbelief tearing ragged from his throat. “That’s madness! We’ve always driven them out of the clouds—forced them into the open where they cannot hide!”

Exactly.

“Have faith,” the Elder says simply. “There is nothing left to risk but ourselves. Alert the men. Drive them into the storm.”

Leina nods without hesitation, her curls bouncing, her body bloodied but unbowed. “We’ll do it,” she says, patting Vaeloria’s neck. The air around them ripples.

“Leina,” I rasp out, burning precious energy. She turns to me, eyes full of pain and bravery and fear. I stumble on the words to tell her—likely the last words I’ll ever speak to her. “I love you” seems too trite, the words somehow unequal to the horror and the honor of this, our last stand.

Instead, I whisper, “You made me whole, Leina Haverlyn.”

Her smile is radiant—not a smirk of bravado, not a grimace of grim determination, but a real smile, pure and blinding, a sunbeam slicing through the darkness of a dying world.

“I make you whole, Ryot,” she says simply. “We’re not dead quite yet.”

And then she’s gone, swallowed by warping skies, leaving behind only the echo of wings.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX
LEINA


We tear through the Veil, slipping between the edges of the world in jagged, merciless bursts. Every attack is a sharp burst of speed, not meant to decimate, but to herd, to drive the Kher’zenn back on a knot of fear and rage. Each time we pass, though, they’re snarling out orders. Tactics. Strategy.

They adapt quickly, spinning and tracking our movements, their sharp eyes gleaming with hatred and a terrible cunning. Their whips crack through the air, not wild, but calculated, aimed to intercept our next dive.

“There! The veilstrider!”

“Break the beast’s wings!”

“Box them in—NOW!”

We dance beyond their reach, but barely. Their lines don’t break, at least, not for long. They won’t be herded like the Elder wanted. These are not mindless monsters. They’re warriors, strategic and organized.

“They’re predators,” Vaeloria says, as we slide back into the Veil, each of us bleeding anew from a shredwhip. “Predators can’t be herded like sheep.”

Oh my gods. Of course. I’m an idiot.

“We need to be the sheep, Vaeloria,” I say, mouth tight with grim resolve.

She laughs, the not-quite-a-sound brushing against my mind—dangerous, alive, and humming with anticipation.

“That’s not something I’ve ever been mistaken for,” she says, a wicked gleam of amusement in her voice. “But there’s a first for everything.”

This time, we leave the Veil behind the Kher’zenn. Vaeloria flutters her wings like she’s struggling to stay aloft. There’s enough blood pouring from her wings that my own heart stutters, and my fear for her blooms sharp and pungent on the air.

It’s a perfume that calls to them.

Their heads snap around, mouths pulling back in ragged grins that are far too human to be anything but horrifying. They come. They come for us with whips flashing, wings snapping, and claws reaching. There’s little strategy here, just instinctive hunger—the will of a predator after faltering prey.

And gods help us, we are faltering. We wheel toward the storm, feigning panic, but somewhere in the choked spaces of my mind, I know it's not entirely a lie.

Blood from a gash on my forehead slides hot into my eyes, half-blinding me. My arm burns from the shredwhip, my fingers are going stiff with shock and blood loss. My vision narrows, my grasp on the Veil slips, like my mind is as bloodied as my fingers. Even my thoughts feel battered, fragile. Vaeloria stumbles once, twice, and I don’t know if it’s real or for show. Her body quivers beneath me.

We plunge toward the cloud recklessly, and they follow. Eagerly.

Because this—this is their hunting grounds.

The storm looms, thick and restless, a churning mass of mist. A thrill ripples through them, the savage glee of the predator that’s cornered its prey exactly where it wants it. I catch flashes of them as we breach the first ragged edge of the storm: leathery wings snapping open to slow their descent, whips coiling, teeth bared, claws spread wide. Hunters in their element. Masters of this broken, bleeding sky.

But we aren’t prey.

We’re the lure.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN
RYOT


The battlefield is splintering.

It is no longer a line—no longer a war we can see and control. Every front we’d managed to hold is breaking apart. The Kher’zenn breach our defenses and stream into Amarune, sweeping through the city streets, slaughtering everything in their path. Screams echo—high, terrified. Too many of them small.

Down below, in the shattered city of Amarune, Caius fights like a man possessed as civilians cower in the streets behind him. He cuts down one Kher’zenn after another, but there are too many. A draegoth slams into him from behind, a spear punches through his side, knocking him from the saddle. Faelon dives after him in a reckless drop, his hand outstretched, but he’s too late. Caius strikes the cobblestone streets below and doesn’t rise.

Faelon hovers, stunned for half a beat, before he throws himself into defense of the women and children Caius died trying to protect, launching dozens of arrows in seconds and calling them all back—ripping them from the chests and heads of bodies that are still falling—with a rage I’ve never seen from him.

Further back, Thalric fights alone above a temple square. Oryndel bleeds from a dozen wounds, his wings barely holding them aloft as they battle to protect a family hiding behind the marble columns. Kher’zenn surround him, whips lashing, circling for a kill. To my right, Nyrica makes a sound in his throat—low, broken, inhuman—and abandons our line, flying toward Thalric.

I reach out, stretching my shield impossibly far, toward Thalric. My commander. My brother. My family. And it won’t quite reach him. No matter. I gather it tight against me, preparing to fling it out like a net instead, until Leina and Vaeloria dart past my line of sight.

Blood streams from Vaeloria’s wings, from Leina’s arm and face. They falter. Dip. A shredwhip lashes out, and blood pours from Vaeloria’s back leg.

Another strike, and my heart will be dead.

I bite down against the scream rising in my chest and fling the shield upward, hurling it toward Leina with everything I have left. Thalric disappears beneath wings and blades.


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT
LEINA


Vaeloria’s wings lurch against the wind. Blood pours from her back leg, trailing a thick line through the sky.

The Kher’zenn are right behind us. Too close.

A whip snaps past my ear. Another lashes across Vaeloria’s flank. She stumbles midair, a broken beat of her wings that nearly throws me from her back.

We dip low. Lower than we should. It’s not an act, not anymore.

We’ve become the prey.

The sky is spinning, dripping red and black in the rain. The Kher’zenn and their creatures close in, whips ready, claws reaching. I pull at Vaeloria, desperate. I reach for the Veil, but I’m sluggish. She is, too. I try to slash it open with a dagger, but my arm won’t move. We brace for the strikes we won’t be able to dodge⁠—

A shield slams down around us, magic flaring so bright it blinds me, the shimmering strength of it throwing the Kher’zenn back when they slam against it.

I drag in a ragged breath. Vaeloria beats her wings harder, dragging us upward, finding a strength I don’t understand, but that I’ll match. I reach for the Veil again, and this time it opens to us—we stumble, but we stagger through it and back out.

This time, we’re underneath the storm. Above us, the sky boils.

I don’t look toward Amarune, toward the screams that will haunt me for the rest of my life, however long that may be. Instead, I find the Elder.

The Elder and Sigurd are at the center of the battle, framed in light and darkness both. The clouds churn around them, thick and black, streaked with veins of molten silver.

The storm is waking up. It’s a low vibration that quakes the air, the world. Maybe even the Veil.

It begins subtly. The cloud’s once-bright edges darken, rippling inward—black ink bleeding through white cotton. It grows denser, heavier until the veins of shadow become everything. Lightning stirs inside the storm’s heart—small at first, flickering faintly like the pulse of something waking from a long sleep.

I tear my gaze from the storm, back to the Elder.

He looks fragile. His back is hunched, his skin drawn thin over brittle bones. But the power that rolls off him is anything but weak.

And his eyes—they’re no longer cloudy white. They’re dark, swirling with starlight and restless fury, silver flashing from deep inside. Sigurd’s are the same, alive with the same terrible light.

They were never blind. They were the calm before the storm.

Sigurd beats his massive wings once, twice. With every beat of his wings, lightning crawls through the clouds.

The Kher’zenn’s commander twists in his saddle, scanning the sky around them, realizing too late that Vaeloria and I were only bait.

The Elder raises his cane. The storm answers.

Lightning arcs—bright white and deep blue—branching wild and unpredictable across the sky. It finds the churning heart of the storm and strikes. The first handful of Kher’zenn fall, blackened and broken.

The smell of burnt flesh fills the air.

It’s only the beginning.

The magic building around the Elder and Sigurd is alive, writhing and roaring. Realizing what’s at stake now, the Kher’zenn surge forward, whips snapping, draegoths shrieking, charging straight at the Elder. He strikes again.

Lightning flashes in the cloud and then stops unnaturally. It leaps from his cane to their weapons, their armor, their bodies, splitting through them with staggering precision. Over twenty Kher’zenn fall from the sky, including their commander, their bodies swallowed by the heaving ocean below.

The others hesitate until another commander rallies them, and they charge again.

The Elder meets them with another crack of lightning. And another. And another.

Each bolt blinds the sky, each thunderclap splits the world apart.

Sigurd drives forward, carrying the Elder deeper into the maelstrom. They move as one—a single creature of storm and vengeance. Together, they have become a force of nature, born of cloud and rage. The Elder channels the sky itself, and Sigurd’s wings stir the winds into howling gales, ripping the Kher’zenn from the backs of their draegoths.

Again and again, lightning rains down, relentless and merciless.

But the Kher’zenn still come, a black tide refusing to break.

And the Elder is flagging.

His strikes are labored, heavier, each one a battle against the weight dragging him down. Sigurd rears, hooves striking at the sky, but the movement is sluggish, broken. His wings shudder as he struggles to stay aloft. They’re waning.

There’s a cost to magic like this. It’s tearing them apart. Mine is, too, as energy bleeds from my body. My limbs tremble, but more—my mind stumbles. Every breath comes harder, as if the magic I’ve used is eating away at the very essence of me.

With a cry that is more roar than voice, the Elder raises his cane high over his head. The heavens break. A torrent of lightning bursts forth, not in single bolts, but in a blinding, furious cascade.

Energy pours from the Elder in a flood, white and blue and burning silver, consuming everything it touches.

There’s not even time to scream. The Kher’zenn disintegrate in the brilliance, ripped apart by the force of it. The heavens and the sea collide in a breaking of light and darkness, and when it falls, there’s not one Kher’zenn left.

But the cost⁠—

Sigurd’s wings beat once. Then again, slower.

The cane slips from the Elder’s fingers as he slumps forward, draped across Sigurd’s neck. Sigurd fights it—tries to lift them higher—but his wings falter mid-beat. Together, they begin to fall.

Ryot and Einarr dive immediately, Aruveth close behind. Their faravars tuck their wings and streak downward, racing the ocean's pull, but Vaeloria and I are closer. Faster.

We dive hard, tucking into a roll, wings slicing through the thick, broken air.

We will reach them. We have to reach them. I stretch out my hand, reaching for the Elder. My fingers brush against his robe.

But the darkness is faster. The Veil unfurls from the broken sky, wrapping around us, dragging us back into the in-between. It yanks at my soul, at Vaeloria’s battered wings.

The Elder slips through my fingers.


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE
LEINA


The sky is hot and heavy with smoke when the Veil drops us out.

Vaeloria shudders beneath me, her wings snapping open wide to keep us aloft.

The Veil still clings to me, cradling us both, as if it knows we’re at our ends. But I’m furious.

Furious that it pulled me back when I still had something left to give. Furious that it ripped me away when I was only seconds from reaching the Elder.

“Godsdammit!” I scream into this smoke-smothered sky.

And it brought me where?

I don’t know this place. I’m not near the battle. I’m not even in Amarune. I’m definitely not at the Synod.

My eyelids are heavy, every movement thick and sluggish. I drag my eyes open, forcing them to focus.

The air tastes of ash. It’s a bitter, sharp taste I recognize after Solmire.

But this isn’t Solmire. There are no ruins, no crumbling harbor, no decrepit castle.

Only rock. Black, broken, lifeless rock.

I pat Vaeloria’s neck, feeling the tremor in her muscles. She’s drained. So am I. She brings us down to the little island, and we turn in a full circle.

The ocean spreads out as far as the eye can see in every direction. Lava flows steadily in the distance. It’s oozing down the back of the island, piling up on top of itself—the bright, bubbling gold cooling into another layer of black rock as it hits the cold ocean water.

But no structures, no plants, no animals interrupt the bleakness of the island. There’s not even lichen or moss.

“Why are we here?” I whisper to Vaeloria. She whinnies, but it’s an exhausted sound. I swing down from her back. There’s no reason for her to carry my weight on the ground.

My boots sink into the ground. The crust beneath the ash is soft, half-formed, spongy. I look down at that too-soft ground to find it’s covered in prints. Scattered around are tracks of a colossal predator. They’ve left gaping hollows in the ground. I step in one, and my booted foot doesn’t even fill one of the jagged furrows left by the animal’s talons. I could probably lie down inside one of these footprints.

I turn a full circle again trying to understand, but my brain is sluggish.

It’s my second time spinning in a circle—the darkness of the Veil holding me up as my knees threaten to give out. A second wave of Kher’zenn, flying in tight, perfect formation. Twice as many as before.

My knees buckle, and I collapse to the ash-smothered ground. Amarune won’t survive a second wave.

Vaeloria whines and rears, her feet pumping out wildly.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. I’m not sure who I’m speaking to—to Vaeloria, to the Veil, to the people of Amarune.

The Elder. Seb and Leo.

To Ryot.

But I’m so very, very sorry.

Vaeloria rears again, and her terror strikes at me. But she’s not fearful of the tide of Kher’zenn approaching. She’s not looking at them at all. With what little strength I have left, I turn. And there, cloaked in ash, is a figure. She’s watching us. She’s not walking. I’m not sure her feet are on the ground at all.

The air folds around her. She gleams, but not with light.

She tilts her head, but there’s no face, no eyes for me to make out. Even still, her gaze cleaves through me.

My breath hitches. My body forgets pain—or it becomes pain.

“Hello, strider,” she says.

The Veil curls itself around us, and I fall back into it, grateful.


CHAPTER SEVENTY
RYOT


Einarr and I spin a wide arc in the air, both of us looking for Leina and Vaeloria. She was here, and then—gone.

I don’t allow myself to think about anyone but her, not yet.

“There’s nothing we could have done for them, Lastwall. Even if we’d made it, they were already gone.”

I don’t answer Einarr. I can’t. My heart is a fist. My thoughts are all teeth. All I know is I have to find her. Einarr and I are the only ones left in this godsforsaken sky—the remaining Altor have all streamed back into Amarune. To look for survivors, for wounded.

But all I can do is hunt for my heart, torn from my chest and carried through the Veil. So Einarr and I patrol the sky, pacing this stretch between where Leina first entered the Veil, near the fortress, to where she last disappeared over the ocean.

“There!” I swivel my head around, but Einarr’s already moving.

There’s a ripple in the sky, and then Leina and Vaeloria appear.

Unconscious, both of them. Falling.

Einarr breaks into another dive.

This time, we’ll make it. This time, we’ll save them.

There is nothing else.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE
RYOT


The euphoria of our victory is dimmed by the sheer magnitude of the losses.

Over 200 Aishan Altor are dead—more than half their forces—and thousands of civilians slaughtered. Wails of grief echo through the shattered city as people search the ruins, sifting through the bodies of the fallen.

Caius is among them. The Elder.

Thalric is injured. Gravely.

“Don’t you dare close your eyes, Thalric. I swear to the gods—if you die on me, I’m bringing you back to kick your ass.”

Nyrica’s hands move with brutal efficiency, fingers slick with blood. The stitches he’s weaving up Thalric’s side are fast, tight, and merciless.

Thalric groans, his eyes sliding closed.

“Oh, nope,” Nyrica snaps, catching his chin and forcing Thalric’s face up. “None of that. You keep those pretty eyes open, commander.” And he carries on stitching with a grim determination.

For the first time in his life, Faelon is silent, his shoulders slumped, his eyes hollow and distant as he clutches Caius’s body to his chest. His hands are bloodied, shredded from his own bow. Tears streak his face.

I should grieve, too.

But I can't.

Numbness has sealed me off. If I open myself to it, I’ll be lost.

I press Leina’s limp body against my chest, as if I can share my heartbeat. The Veil spat her out—her and Vaeloria both—unconscious and broken. Her skin is cold beneath my hands. Her breathing is so faint I have to press my fingers to her throat, searching for the tiny flutter of life still beating there. She's covered in dirt and grime. The Aishan healer said he couldn’t feel her pulse at all, that she was cooling, and he had others to save.

But I know she’s alive. I know. I can feel it. I’m not crazy—not yet. Not until she’s gone.

So now I hold a dagger to the healer’s throat as he sews the flesh on her arm back together. Another works on Vaeloria as Einarr snorts and paces in a threatening way nearby.

I want Elowen here. Elowen would know what to do. Elowen would heal her. But Elowen isn’t coming, so I stay where I am. I hold Leina tighter and keep a watchful, bitter eye on the healer who would’ve let her bleed out without a second thought. I murmur nonsense into her hair, to fill the hollow space between us.

Aruveth is doing what he can to return order—barking orders, dragging wounded men back from the brink, trying to count the dead. And still, he comes to our desolate section of the beach when he sees us. He kneels, propping his weight on his heels, looking first at Nyrica working on Thalric, then at Leina in my arms.

“Thank you,” he says roughly. Aruveth casts a hard look at the healer, who flinches but keeps stitching, his hands clumsy. I don’t move the dagger from the healer’s neck, and The Steward doesn’t ask me to.

“Without you. Without the Elder. Without her …” His eyes fall on Leina. He doesn’t finish his sentence. Maybe he can’t. But we all know—without Leina, without the Elder, they’d all be dead. Every last one of them—babe, woman, and man.

Leina's eyes snap open. She gasps in a deep, ragged breath, the sound of someone breaking the surface of water after drowning. Color floods back into her skin, chasing away the deathly gray that held her. The healer stumbles back, falling hard onto the sand, shrieking. He truly thought she was dead.

Nyrica doesn’t look up from stitching Thalric.

“Ah, gods,” I choke out, hauling her tighter against me, running my hands frantically up and down her back, needing to feel her alive in my arms. “Ah, fuck, you’re alive. You’re here. I thought—” My voice breaks.

Her eyes are wild as she tries to breathe.

I force my frantic hands to slow, to soothe, rubbing her back in lingering circles. “You’re alright,” I whisper. “You’re alive. You’re alright.”

She starts to cough. It’s a deep, hacking, unnatural cough. A collapsed lung? Crushed ribs?

I pull her back to look at her⁠—

And she vomits black ash onto the sand.

My heart stutters in my chest.

"What the fuck⁠—"

“Kher’zenn,” she spits out, in between coughing fits, spitting another mouthful of ash.

Aruveth edges closer, hands raised like he’s trying not to startle her.

“The Elder defeated them,” he assures her. “We’re still hunting for the ones that broke through the lines, but none have been found alive for nearly an hour.”

She shakes her head weakly. I pull her tighter against my chest, forcing her to lean into me. I don't want her to see Caius’s body lying merely feet away. Not yet.

The healer is still sprawled in the mud a few feet off, frozen in place.

“Finish treating her,” I snarl. He scrambles upright and fumbles back to work, stitching with shaking hands.

“Coming,” Leina rasps, her voice faint, broken. “Another wave. More than the first.”

Then her head lolls back against me, her body sagging into unconsciousness.

Aruveth’s eyes widen as he looks back out over the ocean, at the sky that’s been pouring rain since the Elder ripped the heavens apart. There’s no sign of the Kher’zenn on the horizon.

“Do you think she’s right?” he asks, his voice low, as if speaking it aloud might summon them.

“She hasn’t been wrong yet.”

“We won’t survive another wave.”

“No.” My mind is already racing ahead, trying to figure out the how, the logistics. How to evacuate Leina and Vaeloria, both unconscious. How to move the wounded, how to move millions of civilians when the faravars and men are already drained to the marrow. How far can we run before we burn out completely? Where can we even go? Do we take the time to burn our dead?

How much time do we have?

“Not enough.” It’s Nyrica. His voice has a harsh snap to it. It’s only then I realize I’ve been speaking aloud.

“We lead them into the Peaks,” Nyrica continues. He’s finished stitching Thalric up, and has his forehead pressed to Thalric’s. “Stay with me,” he murmurs, no teasing. A plea. “You’re not done yet. We’re not done yet.”

Nyrica wipes rain—or maybe tears—from Thalric’s face with bloodied, trembling hands. Thalric doesn’t wake, but his chest moves in a rise and fall.

“The draegoths won’t survive the cold. We leave the dead to the sea,” Nyrica looks toward Faelon clutching Caius to his chest, “and carry the wounded and the children on the able-bodied beasts. The adults walk and pray for mercy.”

“The people won’t survive the climb,” Aruveth says. “It’s too steep. No one’s equipped for winter. The cold will kill them as surely as the draegoths would.”

“We go through the adamas mines,” I say.

Aruveth’s head snaps toward me. His mouth tightens. I’m sure he’s thinking of the danger—the mines are a labyrinth of hollowed-out mountains. But after a beat, he nods.

“It could work,” he mutters. What he doesn’t say is that we have no other choice. He surges to his feet and strides away, shouting orders for his seconds, snapping the remains of the Altor into motion. I stay where I am, holding Leina closer, her small weight burning against my chest.

Nyrica surges to his feet. “I need to make a harness for Thalric,” he mutters, striding off.

Faelon presses a kiss to Caius’s now-cold forehead—a whisper of a touch, the kind meant for someone still breathing, for someone who might come back if you loved them hard enough. The kind meant for a father.

For the first time, the grief hits me full force. Guilt rips through the numbness, my chest tightening, my throat burning with it. But I clamp it shut like a tourniquet on a wound. We don’t have time.

Not yet.

I watch as Faelon wades into the crushing waves, as he lets Caius go, as the sea takes him with greedy hands. Faelon drops to his knees in the surf, his head bowed, the rain mixing with the salt spray. He mumbles something I can’t hear. And then he stands. Without another word, he moves to join the work of saving the living.

The healer backs up from me, hands raised. “I’ve done all I can for her, Altor.”

I stand, settling her more firmly into my arms. Einarr chuffs, pawing the sand near Vaeloria’s prone body. The healer who was working on Vaeloria also backs away, nervous eyes on Einarr.

“The faravar doesn’t have any obvious fatal wounds. I think it’s resting,” he reports.

I nod my head, acknowledging him, but I speak to Einarr.

“Can you carry them?” He’s exhausted. He used his own energy to buttress mine during the battle, but I’ll drag them all across the desert myself if I have to.

Einarr snorts, tossing his head sharply, feathers ruffling. “Save your doubt for someone who’s earned it, Lastwall.”

I rest my forehead on his, calming both of us, before I lay Leina next to Vaeloria, tucking her up against the faravar’s chest. It will do them both good to be near each other. I don’t tell Einarr to stand guard. I don’t have to. He steps over their unconscious, vulnerable bodies, straddling them, then spreads his wings, making a shield no one would dare test.

I turn away, scanning the chaos for Aruveth. We’ll need leather. A lot of it. I have a harness to make, too. One that can carry a beast.
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“The mines make the perfect cradle for Selencian boys on the cusp of manhood—buried beneath mountains so deep, not even the gods dare look. Guarded by only the most loyal soldiers, we cull the Altor from among them before they awaken to their true power. And until that day, they dig—unearthing the kingdom’s most priceless commodity next to the Altor: adamas.”

	Letter from the King of Faraengard to his general in Year 33 of the Eternal Wars 





CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO
LEINA


It’s dark.

But it’s not the darkness of the Veil. Not that soft, comforting part of me that I’ve come to embrace. This is one that presses down with unnatural weight. The air is stale here, too. But not like in the Veil, where it’s not needed.

It’s stale here like there are too many creatures competing for it and not enough to go around. I flutter my eyes, trying to remember. There’s something important living at the fringes of my memory. My head pounds. My bones ache.

A hand clenches on my wrist.

“Leina,” Ryot breathes out, and I turn toward his voice. A single match flares in the darkness, casting shadows against the walls as a lantern is lit. I burrow into Ryot’s chest, hands clenched in his tunic, eyes turned from the shadows. I push out with my mind, and I don’t feel Vaeloria anywhere. She’s not nearby. I jerk away from him, panicked.

“Vaeloria!”

Ryot grasps my upper arms, holding me at eye-level. “She’s fine,” he says. “Einarr took her over the Valespire Peaks with the other beasts when we evacuated. But the peaks are high, and Einarr couldn’t handle any extra weight, so I brought you through the mines, with the refugees.”

Valespire Peaks. Evacuation. Mines. Others.

The words run over and together in my mind, and my eyes dart around the enclosed space, the darkness and the stale air making more sense. The walls surrounding us are a pale rock, with veins of something black running at a diagonal. Adamas. Thick wooden beams prop up the ceiling, groaning now and then under the weight of the mountain above us.

We’re in the Mines of Faraengard. Levvi’s grave. Alden’s grave.

I shiver, and Ryot mistakes it for cold. He barks a low command, and someone shoves a shawl into his hands. He drapes it over my shoulders. So very gentle.

“Is she alright?” The voice comes from the man who brought the shawl—Aruveth.

I don’t answer. Instead, I turn in a full circle, studying the cavern. There are thousands of people I don’t recognize, and they’ve nothing with them but each other. They’re dressed in long, flowing robes but the brilliant colors are darkened by blood, dirt, and sand. Their eyes are wide with shock, hollowed out by grief.

Memories rush back in a flood.

I turn back to Ryot.

“The Elder? Nyrica? Thalric? Caius? Faelon?”

Ryot’s mouth thins to a grim line. He threads a comforting hand through my hair, but the gesture only makes the terror worse.

“Faelon and Nyrica flew with the injured. Thalric is injured, and he’s with Nyrica.” He stops, takes a deep breath. He struggles for words. “The Elder didn’t make it.”

My stomach drops. My soul already hurts, and there’s another name missing from his list.

“Caius?” I ask, my voice rising in pitch.

“I’m sorry, Leina. Caius is gone, too.”

I press a fist to my mouth, trying to smother a sob. But it leaks out anyway, and the sound is brittle. Ryot pulls me back against him. I can’t move. I can’t think.

They’re gone. It doesn’t feel real. It can’t be real.

Someone is speaking—distant and muffled.

“I’m going to take her ahead while the others rest,” Ryot murmurs against my hair as he wraps his arms around me, but he’s not speaking to me.

My chest is tight, and I can’t tell if my legs are heavy from exhaustion or the strange numbness that’s spreading through me.

Suddenly, I’m being lifted. My body sways, but I don’t resist. It’s distant. I look down and see strong arms cradling me, the familiar warmth of Ryot against me, his heartbeat steady and calm. It contrasts with the storm silently raging inside me. I want to say something, to push him away, to scream, to fight, to do anything. But I can’t. I let my head fall against his chest, unable to summon the strength to hold myself upright. He’s carrying me with sure steps. Away from prying eyes, from the curious stares—but not from the grief.

Ryot’s arms tighten around me, as if he knows and he’s trying to shield me from the pain, but it’s inside me. There’s no escaping it.

Irielle. Levvi. Alden. Mother. Father. Caius. The Elder.

My fingers clench tighter in his tunic and a single, coherent thought breaks through the shadows of the grief⁠—

At least I have him.

It’s a selfish thought. It’s horrible, but I can’t stop thinking it.

At least I still have him.

I don’t know how long Ryot walks, or how far we travel. Time is impossible to measure down here, in the suffocating deep of the earth. But he continues with those sure steps for so long that I start to doze, my arms wrapped around his neck, my cheek pressed against his heart.

Eventually, we start to climb back up. The air changes. It shifts, almost imperceptibly at first. That metallic bite, that taste of adamas, fades, replaced by a fresh coolness. It becomes lighter and carries the promise of open skies. Then, the awful stillness of the air breaks with a soft whisper of movement. A breeze weaves its way through the tunnels. It brushes against my face. A lifeline.

But …

“We’re going the wrong way,” I mumble against Ryot’s chainmail. He stops.

“Yeah? But I smell snow and the forest from this way. I think we’re almost to the surface.”

I crinkle my nose. Yes. I smell it, too, from the path to the right. But …

“We need to turn around,” I say.

There’s something here. Something important. Something vital. My heart beats faster and my eyes spring open. I wiggle, pulling myself out of Ryot’s arms. He sets me down, his brow crinkling in confusion. He looks again at the tunnel to the right—there’s hints of sunlight up ahead. But still, he turns with me to the tunnel to the left. He smiles, brushing tender fingers against my cheeks before he grabs my hand in his.

“Alright, my rebel girl,” he murmurs. “Lead the way.”

I take a step forward, pulling him with me. As I walk, I take inventory of myself in a way I didn’t—couldn’t—before. The wound on my arm is nasty, but healing. My daggers are strapped to my thighs and my scythe is strapped to my back. I’m caked in dirt and blood and ash. I ache, and my head throbs.

My heart is shattered. Again.

I wonder briefly how many times it can do that, and I can yet rise. I squeeze Ryot’s hand with mine, and he squeezes back. Comforting. Soothing.

At least I still have him.

The tunnel to the left also leads gradually up, but not to the outside. It winds around, going up and down. After another few hours at a brisk pace, we walk into a stope. This one is higher in altitude than the one from earlier—the air is lighter, cooler, fresher. It has the look of an abandoned mine. There are no men milling about, no mining tools, no piles of adamas to bring to the surface. And yet, something is off about this room, unlike the others.

A heartbeat later, I realize why.

It's not set up like a mining stope at all. It’s a training room. Weapons racks line the walls around a sparring pit in the corner. Voices carry our way from another shaft, one that leads off to the side. My heart beats faster. Ryot drops my hand, and he presses a finger to his lips. I pull my daggers from my thigh holsters at the same time Ryot draws his sword. Ryot’s shield goes up.

Light spills into the end of the tunnel, lanterns glowing from a chamber off the stope. The voices grow louder, and a hooded man ducks out of one of the chambers. Ryot and I silently glide back into the shadows, backs pressed against the wall. The man is armed, with a battle hammer at his side, made of adamas. But he doesn’t notice us. He turns a corner and disappears from view.

But still, that pull drags me forward.

I step from the shadows and keep walking, ignoring Ryot’s furious shake of his head.

My pulse quickens; my breath catches. I lengthen my steps, determined not to lose the man in the maze. But before I’m able to turn the corner to follow him, the other voice we heard steps out from the room. I almost slam into this man’s chest because he steps right into my path.

My soul recognizes him well before my consciousness does.

Threat.

I’m already swinging my hand back, taking aim. I let my dagger fly. I won’t miss—I never miss.

And yet, I do.

Because Ryot threw up a shield that blocks my dagger and protects the man I tried to kill.

King Agis.

The king dismisses me with a single glance, as if I’m beneath his notice, even now, then turns calmly to Ryot—who is already rounding on me.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Ryot shouts, aghast. “You can’t murder the king!”

“You were the one who said we would depose him!” I cry out. I stare up at Ryot in shock. Didn’t he say that?

“Not like this!” Ryot snaps, his eyes jerk to the king and there’s an apology on his face, in his eyes. Ryot turns back to me, shifting me a little to put himself between me and the king. “Through a tribunal! Through a system of justice. Not as a vigilante,” Ryot finishes.

I snort. “Oh yes. Because Faraengard has been so fucking just to Selencians for the past 900 years.”

Ryot winces, but he still shifts me even further back. I go to draw my other dagger, but Ryot grabs my hand, stopping me.

“Not like this,” Ryot says again, firmly.

“Yes,” King Agis drawls out in a familiar, achingly familiar, voice. “Let’s do wait for the tribunal.”

The king’s eyes—dark as the ocean glinting with ice—finally land on me and stay there, and the air leaves my lungs in a whoosh. His eyes are so like Elowen’s. So like …

My hand tenses within Ryot’s grasp. I’m missing something.

I have been this whole time.

I tear my gaze from King Agis to Ryot.

“Why?” I manage, through dry, parched lips.

“It’s the right⁠—”

“No!” I rip my hand from his, staggering a step back. “You tell me why.”

He goes unnaturally still. His dark blue eyes find mine, and the apology in them guts me. But it’s not enough. It will never be enough. Not after this.

“Who are you?” I demand.

Silence.

The king sighs and clasps a casual hand on Ryot’s shoulder. Ryot winces, flinching from the familiar touch. “Come on, son. Tell the girl.” The king turns back to me, a smile ghosting on his lips. An amused smile that looks exactly like Ryot’s.

I’ve been used. Lied to.

“King Agis is—” Ryot begins haltingly. “He’s my father, Leina.”

I take a step back. Another and another until my back hits the wall of the tunnel.

Really, it’s so obvious. I’m a complete idiot. The eyes. That smile. His voice. Ryot’s familiarity with Rissa and Elowen—his sisters.

“But I didn’t know,” Ryot rushes out, following me as if he can fix it. “I haven’t been in line for the throne since I came of age and presented as an Altor. I didn’t know about the Collection until Amarune. I didn’t know of the conditions in Selencia, not until I went to investigate, to find your brothers. I⁠—”

I didn’t know my heart could shatter like this. It’s not like when you mourn someone who’s died. Betrayal is a different kind of grief. My chest tightens, my stomach knots and churns, a sick, twisting mass of rage and disbelief.

The words rattle in my skull, over and over, but the more I try to make sense of it, the worse it feels. My hands curl into fists without me realizing it. Heat rises, flooding my face.

I want to scream, to demand answers, to tear the world apart—but I’m frozen. Pinned to this awful moment, unable to move forward or back.

“Now, now,” King Agis interrupts, and my eyes swivel back to his. There’s a buzzing in my ears. I forgot he was even here. How could I forget the king is here? My hand slides back, finding my scythe. It warms against my palm, steady and sure—like a hand squeezing mine in silent comfort.

“She doesn’t have brothers anymore.” The king raises an eyebrow at me. He tsks like I’ve done something naughty. “She took the Synod oath, did she not?”

I rip my scythe free. Ryot curses, lunging as if to block me again.

“Like I don’t have a father anymore,” Ryot tells him, trying to step between us. But I barely hear him. Ryot’s nothing but a blur at the edges now.

“How could you? How fucking could you?” Ryot demands of the king. Of his father.

But his anger is too little, too late.

I lock eyes with the king.

“I had brothers,” I tell King Agis, my voice low and vibrating. “I had brothers, and you took them from me. You slaughtered my brother.”

I step closer.

“Like I had parents,” I spit. “And you butchered them, too.”

I pivot to Ryot and take a step forward. His eyes land on my scythe, but he keeps his sword lowered. He doesn’t raise it against me, and that makes me angry, because now I want to fight him.

“It’s not murder when I kill him,” I lash out at Ryot. “It’s vengeance.”

I pull my scythe back to swing. I barely register the pounding of boots on the gravel path—running toward us, fast.

“Godsdammit!” Ryot shouts. “Don’t!”

I’m beyond listening to him. I’m beyond him.

Ryot throws up that shield between me and the king, but I don’t swing for the space between us. I’ve locked onto the king himself—his essence. His soul.

I step through the Veil, and swing my scythe, effortlessly sliding past Ryot’s defenses. But still, I miss. I fucking miss.

My scythe slams into a hammer made of adamas with enough force to rattle my teeth. I jerk back, catching sight of this new threat—the hooded man who’d walked away earlier.

“Kill her,” King Agis orders calmly, as if he’s demanding a cup of wine with his dinner. “But don't injure my son.”

The king turns and exits down the shaft, his velvet robes billowing behind him. He’s escorted now by two other men. Both carry weapons of adamas, but they’re not any Altor I’ve ever met. With a growl, I lunge for the king at the same time that hammer arcs through the air toward me.

“Fuck!” Ryot shouts. He throws out another shield, and the hammer slamming against it throws the hooded man backward into the stone wall. But the man doesn’t stay down for long, pushing up with unnatural speed.

Altor speed.

“Stay away from her!” Ryot roars. He plants himself between me and the hooded man, sword raised, shield shimmering.

I shove at Ryot, hard. “I don't need you,” I snarl. It's a lie. But it's a lie I have to believe.

I will not break again.

“Well, I need you, Leina Haverlyn!” Ryot shouts back at me, wild and desperate. He’s holding his sword in guard position, aiming at the man. The threat.

But the man doesn’t take up an attack position. He drops his hammer, his fingers going limp. The weapon falls to the ground with a heavy clang. And that pull, the one that brought me here—it hits me again. Harder.

I wasn’t drawn to the king. This pull wasn’t about vengeance or justice.

It was this man. I take a halting step forward, enticed by a magnetism I can’t explain. There’s an echo of a memory. My breath hitches.

“Leina?” the man asks.

My mind is at war with my heart. One is screaming that it’s impossible, the other is screaming that it doesn’t care. I can’t move. I’m frozen between disbelief and the kind of hope that terrifies because it’s too much to bear. My vision blurs, tears stinging my eyes.

The man jerks back the hood. His face—gods. It’s ruined; a map of pain etched across his skin. But his eyes are the same. Dark and deep, almost black, like whispered secrets on a moonless night.

The memories hit me, unbidden and overwhelming. His laugh, his touch, the way his eyes lit up when I walked into the room. And then the pain comes, sharp and gut-wrenching, because I remember the way I would wake screaming, night after night, from nightmares that strangled me in the dark. Nightmares of him dying endlessly, of his soul shredded by cruelty.

I thought they were my mind twisted up in grief. I thought the nightmares were my own broken heart turning against me.

But they weren’t nightmares. They weren’t imaginings.

They were glimpses, through the Veil, of him. His life. His torment.

Because he’s here. Alive.

I reach for his name, my voice barely a breath.

"Alden?" I whisper.
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For the girls who've been told they're too much.
For the women whove been told they’re not enough.
For every time you nearly gave up—
and chose instead to whisper, to shout, to rage:
I'm not finished.
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