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 CHAPTER I 
 
    The phoenix wasn’t all orange and golds, no matter what festival banners and long lost statues had led me to believe. 
 
    His tail feathers trailed behind him, purples as deep and vibrant as the sun setting on the horizon, and an arrowhead was speared against his collarbone in the same hue. The colour spread across his wings and turned to a dark red, before resolving itself as purple at the tips. He flew as fluidly as the Phoenix Fire twisted in on itself, and made certain it was impossible for us to look away. 
 
    He beat his wings and outmatched the wind, not sparing a thought for the hundreds of years he’d spent as bones in a box. 
 
    Claire and I hadn’t convinced him to come with us, hadn’t lured him away from Phos. He’d followed us out of the Bloodless Lands of his own accord, and didn’t have to strain his eyes against the endless white surrounding us. He wasn’t confused by what he saw: if the phoenix remembered Myros as a land of colour and life, he understood why it had become as it was, too.  
 
    Kouris, Claire and I sat beyond Kyrindval’s dragon-bone gate, and the phoenix spent hours tearing through the sky and taking solace in the clouds. He shot off through the open fields and dense forests, but always returned to land gracefully on Claire’s outstretched arm. That alone was a testament to how utterly enthralled Claire was: the phoenix was no small bird. 
 
    “That’s quite the feat you’ve pulled off, yrval,” Kouris murmured, unable to take her eyes off the phoenix. “Suppose I shouldn’t be expecting any less from you, though.” 
 
    “I didn’t pull anything off,” I said, and leant against her side. “Claire did it. She had the bones. She threw them into the Phoenix Fire. And she’s the one the phoenix seems to like the most.” 
 
    Kouris spared Oak a glance and raised a sceptical eyebrow, but her expression settled into a smile. 
 
    Since his rebirth, the phoenix had only left the sky to perch on Claire’s shoulder and arm. He stretched out his wings as he landed, making a mess of her hair, but promptly used his beak to brush it back into place. Claire made her way over to us with the phoenix stood vigil on her shoulder, and he didn’t get off until she crouched and sat down. He jumped onto the rock next to her, and stretched out his wings further than I could stretch my arms.  
 
    “Well,” Claire said, brushing a hand across her shoulder and frowning at the scuffed fabric and frayed hems. “This may be a sign that I ought to invest in some tougher clothing.” 
 
    “Any luck getting through to him?” Kouris asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. He clearly understands spoken language well enough, but even if he learnt any Mesomium while Mesomia itself still existed, it’s evolved far too much for it to be recognisable,” Claire said. “Unfortunately, those who speak Myrosi are few and far between.” 
 
    Well aware he was the topic of conversation, the phoenix hopped restlessly from one rock to another and pecked Kouris’ horns. 
 
    “Wanna jump on Oak’s back and get Kondo-Kana to help?” Kouris teased. 
 
    Oak perked up, excited by the prospect, and the phoenix jumped on the spot. 
 
    He wrapped his talons around Kouris’ horns and leant forward, beak pressed to her nose as he tilted his head this way and that, impatiently expecting more. 
 
    “… Kondo-Kana?” I said slowly. His head snapped towards me and I pointed to him, asking, “Do you know Kondo-Kana?” 
 
    He made a guess at the question and nodded sharply, eyes no longer full of the wonder of a world returned to him. I bit the inside of my mouth and recalled the few words I’d learnt from Kondo-Kana. I placed my hands against my chest, bowing my head as I introduced myself. 
 
    “Aejin yu ka Aejin,” I said, and there was a spark in his eyes again.  
 
    He looked between Kouris and Claire as he shifted his weight from one foot to another. They both nodded, but the phoenix remained sceptical. I repeated the words, nodding slowly as I spoke, and the phoenix closed his eyes, bowing deeply with one wing folded across his chest. He held the pose and didn’t stand up straight until I mirrored the gesture. 
 
    “Rowan. My name is Rowan,” I said. The phoenix nodded and pointed curiously at Claire with his wing. “That’s Claire. Claire Ightham.” 
 
    Brushing his wing feathers across his beak, the phoenix scurried over to Kouris and perched on her knee. 
 
    “Kouris. Nice to meet you,” she said, grinning, and tapped a claw against his chest. “You?” 
 
    After a few seconds spent blinking, the phoenix decided that he understood the question. He made a few sweeping motions with his wings that were indicative of something, and grew irritated when the three of us stared blankly at him. 
 
    “I can sign,” Claire murmured. “But once again, there is a language barrier present.” 
 
    Huffing, the phoenix ran through the long grass and stopped where a thousand footsteps had worked a path into the hard-packed earth. He picked up a stick with his beak, used a talon to snap off a length of it, and balanced on one foot as he wrote in the dry dirt. 
 
    With the strange letters scraped into the ground, the phoenix stepped back and stared up at us proudly. Nobody said anything. He spread his wings, gesturing as though we could’ve possibly missed the markings on the ground. 
 
    “I have no idea how to read that,” Claire said, holding her hands out apologetically. 
 
    The phoenix squawked, convinced we were willfully ignorant, and Kouris knelt down next to him. She used her long claws to write something next to the phoenix’s name. He leant in close, tilted his head towards his shoulder, and held out his wings in a shrug. 
 
    “Kouris. It says Kouris,” she said, tapping each letter. “K-O-U-R-I-S.” 
 
    The phoenix ran a wing beneath his beak to show that he understood the situation, and decided to deal with things by setting off into the sky. 
 
    “Michael told me the pane have books recording things that were going on thousands of years ago. Maybe there’s something about the Myrosi language that might help us in one of the libraries?” I suggested. 
 
    “Worth a shot,” Kouris said. 
 
    With Kouris ever in exile and Claire’s clear eye fixed on the sky, I’d become the best candidate to track down a book. Claire had been smiling all day, and before I headed to the tribe, I stopped and took her in. She sat on a rock with Kouris, idly chatting as they searched for some sign of the phoenix in the midday sky. 
 
    The sight of them together was as hard to look away from as the Phoenix Fire. 
 
    We’d taken the long way around Kyrindval to reach Kouris, and no one had caught a close enough glimpse of the phoenix to realise he wasn’t just another hawk drifting on the breeze. There’d be no end to their questions once they saw him for what he was, and I didn’t want the phoenix being overwhelmed. Not when he wouldn’t understand any of it. He needed to see how the world had changed around him, first. More than that, he needed to enjoy being alive again. 
 
    When I’d washed up in Canth, I’d had Kouris and Akela with me. The phoenix had nothing but vague gestures to get by on. 
 
    “Rowan!” Michael called to me. He cut out of a small side-street and I stopped with a smile. Just the person I was looking for. “There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you. Where have you been? Oh, never mind that. There’s something I want – need – to say to you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. Never mind venturing deep into the Bloodless Lands. Never mind bringing the first phoenix back to life in fifteen hundred years. Never mind any of that. Clearly he had something much more momentous to say. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. Us having to leave, that is. Rylan would be coming for Claire whether you were here or not,” he said, falling into step with me when I set off again. “I know I’ve made myself a home here these past few years, but I want you to know that I’m not angry with you. I understand that things are beyond your control, and that you didn’t wish any of this upon me.” 
 
    He was unduly pleased with himself. I grabbed his arm, tugged him in the direction of the closest library, and said, “Great. That’s great. Thanks. Anyway, listen. I need help finding a book, alright?” 
 
    I hurried Michael along, pointedly ignoring all of his curious questions and cutting remarks, and practically had to shove him through the library doors. It’d never been difficult to lure him into a building full of books before, but by the time I’d dragged him to an arbitrary bookshelf, he was making a stand, hands on his hips. 
 
    “I need books on Myrosi,” I explained. “On the language.” 
 
    When he did nothing more helpful than frown, I said, “It’s for Claire. We’re looking something up.” 
 
    “I should’ve known!” he said. He was relieved to realise I couldn’t possibly be interested in anything printed on paper. “Follow me, my dear sister.” 
 
    He treated the library like a maze only he had a map of. The books related to Myros were at the very back, on a shelf a pane would’ve had trouble reaching. He explained that few books housed there were the originals; those were kept under lock and key to protect them from sunlight and grubby hands alike. Those on the shelves were reproductions of reproductions, and had only been around for a few hundred years. Only. He climbed the ladder and I kept it steady as his fingers trailed through the air, mouth silently forming the titles his eyes were glossing over. 
 
    “Ah!” he said, pulling out a book as thick as a house brick. “The Origins of Myrosi. I’ve read this one myself, so it comes highly recommended. It’s an excellent account of how the language developed in the millennia prior to the war. How it gradually outgrew any similarities to its Canthian origins, and how it influenced surrounding countries, ultimately bleeding into Mesomia’s tongue to shape the grammatical structures we have today. That sort of thing.” 
 
    I frowned at the book, feeling oddly sorry for it. I didn’t understand how it could be of interest to anyone.  
 
    “No, um. Not exactly. I need a book that…” I twisted my hands in front of my chest, making circles in the air. “It has words in Myrosi, but it has words in Svargan too. So you can look at one and know what the other means. But Myrosi is written differently, so maybe it shows you what sounds the Myrosi words are supposed to make…? Is that a thing?” 
 
    Michael stared down at me, appalled by my question.  
 
    “You want a dictionary, Rowan.” 
 
    The book he chose for me – the dictionary – was so large that getting it from the shelf to my outstretched arms was a struggle. It was as heavy as a net full of fish. Michael didn’t offer to help. While the dictionary was older than most books I’d encountered, it was far from falling apart. A thick leather cover had been wrapped around it to protect the pages within, and as I lugged it through the library, Michael said, “Did you know that the pane still use some Myrosi? The sca-isjin and sca-sino don’t exactly share much in common with other Svargan words, do they? Sca is simply the word for an open patch of land, and the word that follows describes its purpose. So the sca-isjin is a place of creation, or light, and the sca-sino is a place of growth, or healing, and…” 
 
    “Thanks!” I said, cutting him off once the door was in sight. “You’ve been a big help.” 
 
    I tried to walk out, but Michael caught me by the collar of my shirt. 
 
    “You can’t simply take it and leave,” he said with a long-suffering sigh. “You’ll give humans a bad name. Quick, quick. Come here.” 
 
    Michael led me and the book to a pane sitting behind a desk, with yet another book folded open in front of them. Taking hold of a quill in a nearby inkwell, Michael glanced at the spine of the dictionary and copied the words onto the book’s open page. 
 
    “I’m saying that you took it, even if Claire wants it. So it’s your responsibility. Remember that.” 
 
    The last thing he wrote was supposedly my name. I followed the tip of the quill but didn’t understand how a few quick strokes could sound like Rowan. 
 
    “Thanks!” I said again, and escaped before he could barrage me with another round of questions and accusations. 
 
    With the book wrapped securely in my arms, I bounded through Kyrindval, letting it sink in that I was about to help Claire and Kouris talk to a phoenix. A phoenix Claire had brought back fifteen-hundred years since the last one had been seen. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” I called out to Claire and Kouris, holding the tombstone of a book above my head. “It’s a dictionary,” I added. 
 
    “That’s the one,” Kouris said, grinning as I dropped it onto the rock next to her. The phoenix, having exhausted himself in trying to reach the sun, sat slumped against her side, and Oak had crawled a little closer to the group. 
 
    Claire carefully pulled the leather cover back, revealing the yellowing pages within. 
 
    Together, Claire and Kouris leant over the open book, scanning blocks of text and flicking through pages in search of something that would explain how a squiggle of ink could sound the same as an entirely different squiggle of ink. Having retrieved the book, I was happy to be of no use whatsoever, and sprawled against Oak’s side as I soaked up the sun. 
 
    “If I could read, do you think you’d be able to as well?” I asked Oak. His discoloured lips curled into something reminiscent of a smile, fangs gleaming in the light. 
 
    There was a great deal of muttering from Claire and Kouris, and every few minutes, one of them would say, ah! – no, wait, that’s not… The other would sigh, but have no more luck themselves. After flicking through the book half a dozen times, Claire stumbled across something remotely promising, and Kouris held out the book, lining it up with what the phoenix had written on the ground. 
 
    He scraped the words a little deeper into the dirt, afternoon breeze threatening to steal the shapes, and Claire scrutinised the page, silently mouthing syllables to herself. 
 
    “Hm. Ha… Hara-Taigo?” 
 
    The phoenix puffed out his chest and took to the air, offended. He shook his head, beat his wings, and landed with one foot on Claire’s head. He pointed down at the book and squawked loudly.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Claire said, tensing as she attempted to ease him off her head. “Your writing isn’t the clearest in the world, you do realise.” 
 
    Leaving his perch, the phoenix tapped the characters causing Claire trouble. After consulting the book a few more times, she ventured, “Haru-Taiki? You aren’t going to jump on my head again, are you?” 
 
    The phoenix was far too pleased for that. Bowing to each of us in turn, he waved a wing at the words he’d written and chirped in delight. 
 
    “Haru-Taiki,” Claire said, holding out a hand. Recognising the gesture, he brushed his feathers against her palm. “It’s an honour to meet you.” 
 
    Haru-Taiki shared his first meal since rebirth with Kouris and Oak, no fonder of cooked meat than they were. I ran back to Kyrindval, made something for Claire and myself in my kitchen, and spent the afternoon watching Claire as she flicked through the dictionary, trying to explain what was happening to Haru-Taiki. He chirped each time she pronounced something wrong and impatiently tapped his talons against the pages. Kouris shared in his laughter, but when she pulled the book into her own lap, she didn’t have much more success. 
 
    “I’m attempting to explain how long it has been since the Necromancy War, but Haru-Taiki either doesn’t understand or doesn’t believe me. Perhaps I’m forming the larger numbers incorrectly…” Claire murmured. “I know nothing of Myrosi grammar. All I can do is throw out a string of words and hope he discerns my meaning without misinterpreting it.” 
 
    She’d been working for hours but was far from frustrated. Curiosity claimed her, and she grew more driven with each passing minute. When it took her particularly long to track down the word she wanted, Haru-Taiki would duck under her arm and bump her wrist until she idly scratched the back of his neck, continuing her search with one hand. 
 
    “I’m gonna go ahead and guess he’ll be wanting to come with us to Thule,” Kouris said, playing with one of the feathers he’d dropped and sticking it behind her ear. “Still, best that he knows what he’s getting himself into. Maybe having Kondo-Kana around wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world.” 
 
    “Yes, let us invite the woman who created the Bloodless Lands to the edge of the Bloodless Lands themselves, and have her explain why she created them so very long ago, to someone who was likely there,” Claire said, and Kouris snorted. 
 
    “In the middle of yet another war,” Kouris added. “Great idea.” 
 
    Claire let out a string of Myrosi and Haru-Taiki just about fell over backwards. 
 
    “I bet Sen would love to meet him,” I said. “Shall I go get her?” 
 
    “Aye. Don’t want to be missing the look on her face,” Kouris said with a grin, and I moved to push myself off the ground. 
 
    Claire caught hold of my wrist before I made it to my feet. She tugged me closer, kissed my cheek, and returned to her work with a smile on her face. It took me another moment to get up. I ran to Sen’s cabin with Haru-Taiki’s eyes on my back and skidded through the streets. 
 
    She wasn’t in. One of her housemates told me that she was probably with the little friend who wasn’t all that little. In most cases, Akela was usually with Kidira, but I poked my head into the great lodge and checked a few other public areas before relenting. 
 
    I shoved my hands into my pockets as I knocked on the cabin door, and it was just my luck that Kidira answered. 
 
    “Is Sen here?” I asked, not bothering with a polite smile. 
 
    Stepping back, Kidira tilted her head towards one of the rooms down the corridor. 
 
    Akela had settled in quickly. At one point, the room must’ve been as tidy and understated as what little I’d seen of Kidira’s chambers in Isin, but Akela had taken her toll and there were clothes strewn across the floor, along with more axes than one person could ever need.  
 
    “Northwood! Good afternoon,” Akela called from the bed, chick nestled comfortably in her hair. “I am hearing that Oak, he is here, he is returning to Kyrindval. Perhaps later, I am saying hello.” 
 
    “You should! He’d like that. He’ll probably be back in the sca-sino with the other dragons in a bit,” I said, and turned to Sen. “Come with me. There’s something you need to see.” 
 
    I did my best not to grin, but no biting the inside of my mouth stopped me from beaming. Sen furrowed her brow and did what she could to shake off the go-to feeling of concern I managed to evoke whenever I burst in, and glanced at Akela. 
 
    “Would you mind if…” she said, scratching her claws against the side of her neck. 
 
    Surprised that she felt the need to ask, Akela waved her off and said, “Go, go! Tonight, I am promising that I am making Kidira dinner, and after this dinner, I am making a cake. If you are here, then I am letting myself be distracted, yes?”  
 
    Sen got to her feet, the slightest bit more interested in what I had to show her than she was reluctant to leave Akela. She said goodbye to Akela and Milly alike, gently tapping the latter atop the head, and folded her book closed. She slipped it into the sky-blue sash wrapped around her chest and waist and followed me out of the cabin. On the way, Kidira placed a hand on her elbow and asked her to stop by in the morning, should she have time. 
 
    “What i-is it, Rowan?” Sen asked, frowning around her tusks. 
 
    “It’s nothing bad,” I said, walking backwards so that I could see her. I was somehow moving faster than she was. “And I can’t tell you! It’d ruin the surprise. And you’d never believe me.” 
 
    Having exhausted what little comfort the rock had to offer, Claire sat with her back against Kouris’. Haru-Taiki had taken to the sky again and Oak was nowhere to be seen. Sen stood, staring, entirely uncertain of what she was looking for. If the surprise was that Claire was reading the largest book in Kyrindval, it hadn’t been worth dragging her out of the tribe for. 
 
    A flash of plummeting purple stopped Sen from asking why I’d brought her there. 
 
    All too aware that a new set of eyes were on him, Haru-Taiki swooped as close to the ground as he dared to at such speed, and pulled back to create an arc of purple and gold in the sky behind him. 
 
    “Is that—?” Sen asked, gripping my arm. 
 
    “It is,” I said, and led her by the hand to Kouris and Claire before the questions could pour out of her. 
 
    Claire smiled up at her, set the book aside, and Sen reached out, almost in a daze, to help her to her feet. Claire kept hold of her arm for balance and held out the other. 
 
    On cue, Haru-Taiki swooped down and wrapped his talons around Claire’s arm. I’d spent all day staring at him and I wasn’t over how impressive he was. I likely never would be. His feathers were more vibrant each time I set eyes on him, and his personality seeped through, making his face cheerfully dignified. 
 
    “Sen, this is Haru-Taiki,” Claire said. “Haru-Taiki, Sen.” 
 
    Sen’s ears stood up straight and she bowed, mirroring Haru-Taiki’s movements. 
 
    “He’s beautiful,” Sen said quietly. “B-but, how…?” 
 
    Guiding Sen to the ground, Claire told her the whole story. She started from the moment she first laid eyes on Oak and didn’t skip ahead, didn’t hold back so much as a word. She smiled as she spoke, causing the parts of her skin that weren’t burnt to crinkle around her eyes, and took the time to describe every part of Myros, from the endless white to the stark colours surrounding the Phoenix Fire. She spoke of flames, memories sparking in my mind as the rich words poured out. 
 
    I was as entranced as Sen, and I’d been there. 
 
    I sat against Kouris, content to watch Claire. I took in the way her eye flashed as she searched for words worthy of describing what she’d seen, and my chest tightened in a warm, wonderful way. For so long, I’d thought I’d never see her again, and once I found her, I couldn’t imagine us ever being happy. Yet there she was, full of hope and content with us all around her, in spite of her scars.  
 
    Sen was more than eager to help Claire communicate with Haru-Taiki, and after far too long spent excitedly running their fingers under certain words, it seemed that Haru-Taiki at least understood that he had awoken into a new age. 
 
    Beyond that, it was anyone’s guess how much he knew. All that mattered to him was that attention of the best sort was coming his way, and he relished in it. 
 
    In the evening, but not so late that dinner could already be a thing of the past, Kidira and Akela joined us. I’d dozed off against Kouris’ chest and woke up when she bolted upright. I would’ve thought nothing of Akela’s arrival, had she been alone, but Kidira’s appearance struck me as a sign of bad news. 
 
    “Hah! If I am drinking today, I am certain that I am seeing things,” Akela said, and let go of Kidira’s hand to bound towards Haru-Taiki. “This! This is really a phoenix, yes? Or you are finding an eagle, and the feathers, you are dying those? No wonder Northwood is having something to show Sen!” 
 
    Cawing, Haru-Taiki beat his wings and circled her head. Sen told Akela that she was most certainly looking at a phoenix, and Akela rubbed her chin, introducing herself heartily. 
 
    Kidira wasn’t nearly as impressed. 
 
    “Wasn’t the chicken enough?” she asked, and immediately moved onto other matters. “We’ve a week before we leave. Arrangements – proper arrangements – need to be made.” 
 
    “Very well,” Claire said, but before Kidira would continue, she insisted that we were all there. 
 
    Which meant finding Michael.  
 
    I headed through Kyrindval for the hundredth time that day, hoping to find him in the library, having become wrapped up in a book he’d always overlooked until my visit had drawn his attention to it. If only I was that lucky. I went to the great lodge, the fire pit, his cabin and the amphitheatre, until I found him by chance, stepping out of a bakery. 
 
    He was frustrated by the lack of explanation I offered him – didn’t I know he was set to give a lecture in no more than an hour’s time? – but he settled down when I told him I was only there at Kidira’s behest. If he wanted to argue with somebody, he could argue with her. 
 
    By the time I returned, everyone had made themselves impatiently comfortable. Haru-Taiki was the most exhausted of the group and laid against Claire’s side, eyes closed. Claire traced her fingers along his wing and Michael’s jaw dropped as he pointed wordlessly towards the pair of them. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said, squeezing in between Claire and Akela. “We found a phoenix.” 
 
    If Kidira wasn’t waiting to speak, there would’ve been no shutting him up. He took a seat next to Sen, lines scored into his forehead as he stared at Haru-Taiki in an effort to make the bird disappear. 
 
    “Meeting to discuss such matters would be far easier – and far more comfortable – were one of us not permanently exiled from Kyrindval,” Kidira began. With all eyes on her, she said, “But never mind that. Soon, we will be gone: out of the mountains, through the Bloodless Lands, and into Thule. I need not tell you how unpredictable it will be, no matter how we strive to stick to our plan, for the last few years have pulled the ground from under our feet. At least in that regard we shall be prepared. 
 
    “Our plan is as solid as it can hope to be. All I can think to say, all there is to say, is that all of us ought to take advantage of the relative peace the next few days will offer. Make the most of them. Remember that this is what we are fighting for: to spend time with family and friends without the weight of the world upon our shoulders or the fate of entire Kingdoms in our hands. 
 
    “We will not see peace for a long time, make no mistake, and it will not be easily won, but all of us have been through worse. We will see that the right thing is done.” 
 
    When Kidira finished speaking, my initial reaction was not to be moved or inspired, but to think: is that it? I had expected her to bark orders or to arrive with some new, terrible news. I had pictured her as the emissary of all that strove to work against us, and it took me far too long to remember that Kidira was not all she had always been. 
 
    She had been a Queen. At heart, that had not changed. When she said that we had all been through worse, she meant it. She felt it. If all that was unfolding around us was a turning point in my life, if these were the events that would overshadow all others, it was not so for Kidira. She had already lived through her own battles. She had been raised in a time of war, and so raised by it; an end to the territories’ struggles had seemed impossible, and so the only thing she could have been certain of was that it was the hardest thing she’d ever do. 
 
    And yet there she was. Fighting once again. It wasn’t that she knew there was a way out of this for us, but she knew she had to be the one to help us believe that there was an end to all of this. As I sat there, I understood that I knew nothing. Nothing about Kidira, about all that had happened so many years ago; nothing about what was bound to unfold. 
 
    I closed my eyes and let Kidira’s words stir something inside of me. She’d survived a war, alongside Kouris. Akela had survived Agados. Claire and Haru-Taiki had each been changed by fire. With them by my side, we would find a way through this. 
 
    If I could survive Katja, I could survive an army. That’s what I told myself. If I could survive her blade, I could take on theirs. 
 
    “I… don’t mean to ruin the moment,” Michael began, when no one else could escape their thoughts. “But I don’t believe I’ll be coming with you. To Felheim, yes, but not to Thule.” 
 
    “You won’t?” Claire asked. 
 
    “I won’t,” he said, forcing a smile. He looked my way and said, “It has been far too long since I’ve seen my father, and knowing that he is alone in a deserted village… honestly, I find it difficult to think of much else. I won’t be gone forever, of course, but I am very aware I have little to offer. I have not been through any of the things that Kidira implied, not beyond worrying sick about other people. Unless you want me to read from some book while the battle unfolds, I think I will be more of a hindrance than anything else.” 
 
    “Don’t reckon that’s the worst idea in the world,” Kouris said. “Your dad’s a decent man, and he deserves some company.” 
 
    “You’re passing up the chance to visit the castle in our capital?” I asked, as though there’d be nothing within but feasts and balls. 
 
    Laughing breathily, Michael said, “I know.” I could not help but feel something akin to guilt at being relieved by his change of plan. 
 
    It was best for all of us. For him, for our father, for me. 
 
    “If we are losing the other Northwood, we are still leaving as normal, yes? The plan, it is not changing?” 
 
    “It isn’t. It hinges on Claire, her connections, and the dragon; not the Northwoods,” Kidira said, and was content to leave it at that. She rose to her feet and said, “Come. We are only a little late for dinner, Akela.” 
 
    Akela was on her feet in a heartbeat, and headed back into the tribe with Kidira’s arm hooked around her elbow. Michael left shortly after, muttering something about still being able to make it to his lecture, and when Claire showed signs of moving, I rushed to her side before Sen had the chance to. 
 
    Claire nudged Haru-Taiki awake and said, “Home?” in Myrosi. Having no intention of spending his first night back on Bosma in a tree, Haru-Taiki blinked himself awake and bounced along as we walked hand in hand back to Kyrindval. 
 
    I gave Sen a look that hopefully conveyed I wanted to talk to Claire alone, and when we reached the dragon-bone gate, she was still sat in the long grass, mustering up the courage to answer whatever questions Kouris was firing her way. 
 
    Haru-Taiki caught the attention of plenty of pane in the street. At first they took him for a beautifully unfamiliar bird, but as soon as the first person murmured phoenix out loud, everything changed. The word sent ripples through the tribe, and soon people were peering out of windows, bowing their heads in respect and waving. Exhausted from a day spent showing off, Haru-Taiki couldn’t do much more than chirp in gratitude as he trailed behind us. 
 
    Claire’s mood hadn’t turned as rancid as it often would at the end of a day, but she had grown quiet and thoughtful. She focused far too hard on something beyond the steps she took and the placement of her cane. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as we rounded a corner and reached her cabin. “And I know it isn’t nothing, Claire. Whatever it is, you can talk to me.” 
 
    Claire hesitated, as though Haru-Taiki had become fluent in Mesomium in the last few minutes. 
 
    “Rowan, I… I have a lot on my mind. That’s all.” 
 
    As much as I didn’t want Claire to have to suffer through her secrets alone, I didn’t want to force them out of her, either. If I couldn’t trust her, there was no point in any of this. She’d kept me in the dark years ago, and she’d had her reasons for that. She’d tell me what was bothering her in her own time, whether that was an hour or a week from now. 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” I said, relenting. “I think Haru-Taiki’s going to fall asleep on his feet.” 
 
    Inside, I made a nest for Haru-Taiki atop the table, using spare blankets and furs bundled into a pile. He yawned, cooing as he settled down, and fell asleep before he had the chance to tuck his wings against himself properly. Who was to say what he’d been through since his last death, or how it had even occurred. If phoenixes went to the Forest Within, it might take him weeks to properly adjust to the land of the living. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one the day had taken its toll on. 
 
    Claire sat on her bed, hands pressed just above her knees. She winced, all the day’s excitement melting away as the strain she’d put herself through caught up with her in an instant. I took what pain I could from her, but her joints remained stiff, muscles uncooperative. She didn’t look as though she knew how to find a way to lie down without aching, much less get ready for bed. 
 
    “Do you think you might fetch Sen for me?” Claire asked. 
 
    There were plenty of ways in which I couldn’t hope to help her, and that was alright. We did not have to be everything to each other to mean the world to one another. 
 
    “I’ll rescue her from Kouris,” I said, ghosting my hand over her leg to ensure there was nothing more I could do to wear the ache away. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and waited until I was halfway out of the door to continue speaking. “Of late, plenty of things I shall never forget are unfolding. I am glad that more and more often, these are slowly becoming good things.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Claire,” I said, knowing it was all she needed to hear. I took two steps down the corridor and two back, poked my head into her room and added, “I hope phoenixes don’t crow like roosters.” 
 
    I left her laughing and hurried to fetch Sen. 
 
    I spent the last handful of days with Charley. There was enough open land around Kyrindval to take him riding without fear of trampling their crops, and though I felt guilty about leaving him alone all over again, Charley was more than happy to stay with the tribe. He was something of a local legend there: Queen Kidira had ridden him out of a burning castle, fled across half a Kingdom and through the mountains, and then a necromancer was raised from the dead and delivered to Kyrindval on his back. The pane who worked in the stable kept him well fed and groomed, but I promised him that it’d be over soon. We’d have somewhere to live, far from anyone who might force us to flee. 
 
    Strangely, saying it out loud to a horse was all it took for me to start believing it. 
 
    The rest of my time was spent teaching Haru-Taiki all the Mesomium I could. I’d expected to take a pane on as a student, not a phoenix, but by that point, I was well versed in taking the paths life shoved me down. Claire and I taught him words in clusters: colours, numbers, and the world that surrounded him. Haru-Taiki was an eager learner and listened intently as he memorised the sounds we made. One of us would shout Rock! and he’d always be far too smug about being able to hop onto a nearby rock. 
 
    He already had the hang of simple phrases. He’d wave in response to a good morning, and chatter happily when asked how he was.  
 
    Between Oak and Haru-Taiki, the pane no longer knew what to make of me. Most of them took the presence of a phoenix to be a sign of good luck, though none were sure what we’d distill that luck into. 
 
    “Still here, huh?” Draeis said every evening.  
 
    The days dragged on. I was teetering on the verge of having to say my goodbyes, but in the interim, I had to act as though everything was normal. People lived their lives around me as they always had, and that wouldn’t change with my absence. I took my meals with Draeis, Maedir and Hafor, cleaned the cabin whenever my turn rolled around, but my thoughts were fixed on Thule. 
 
    I was itching to leave, until leaving was a reality. 
 
    I had no more desire to leave Kyrindval than I had Canth, but something was urging me on. Something that wouldn’t let me rest until I’d finished what so many before us had started. 
 
    I put on the clothes Kouris had spent the last few days making and packed the rest. If we were going to make it to the castle through whatever carefully-constructed plan Claire and Kidira had concocted, we needed to be inconspicuous. Rugged leathers and brightly coloured spools of fabric wouldn’t cut it. 
 
    “Go on!” Draeis called from the kitchen, when he caught me lingering in the doorway. “Go do whatever it is you little friends get up to.” 
 
    He waved me out, but I ran over and hugged him in the face of his playful dismissal, and did the same to Maedir and Hafor. 
 
    I let them return to their breakfasts and gathered the last of my things. Claire’s dragon-bone knife was tucked into my back pocket and the key hung around my neck on its chain, just as ever. I met the others by the sca-sino. Kouris had taken the long way there, and Zentha, having come to see us off, pretended not to notice her. 
 
    Sen, Claire, Michael, Akela and Kidira stood around them, waiting for me to arrive. 
 
    “I’m sorry to see you go, but not sorry to see you take your troubles with you,” Zentha said, but not unkindly. “I hope you are able to put an end to this, and more than that, that none of you are compelled to do anything you cannot live with.” 
 
    Before the weight of Zentha’s words could sink in, they held out a neatly wrapped parcel and said, “Yes, yes. Biscuits for your journey.” 
 
    Sen took them, mumbled her thanks and bowed her head, and Haru-Taiki descended to perch on her shoulder and peck curiously at the parcel. He’d learnt the word biscuits on his second day. 
 
    “To Thule,” Claire said, gaze fixed on Oak at the end of the sca-sino. “I have spent far too much time away from home.”  
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER II 
 
    The trip to Thule was as dull as any journey on dragonback could be. 
 
    We’d gone over the plan a dozen times and Kidira insisted on going over it once more. Oak couldn’t keep himself still, overwhelmed by the sudden company, and Haru-Taiki hopped on top of his head and squawked until he settled down with a grumbled roar.  
 
    I headed off first, sat between Akela and Kouris, to spread the party’s weight evenly. Akela acted as though she’d never been near a dragon before, let alone on one, and cheered and whooped all the way. Her blindfold didn’t hinder her in the least. She kept Milly tucked safely in her scarf, and I kept my arms around her waist as I watched the Bloodless Lands tear past. Even with them in front of me, I was unable to describe what I saw half as well as I had to Claire. 
 
    The building Iseul had been chained up in marked the end of the journey, dozens of miles north of Thule. 
 
    “This is…” Akela said, looking, for the first time, across the Bloodless Lands. She turned her back on them with a frown. Just like that, they were out of her mind. Its lure was nothing to her, while my eyes and thoughts remained locked on the hollow buildings haunting the landscape. 
 
    “Hmph. The sooner we are getting over the wall, that better it is being, yes? Oak, he is heading back for the others?”  
 
    I heard the words but couldn’t respond. With my eyes fixed on the Bloodless Lands, on the single gash of colour where Iseul had faded in my arms, I forgot that there were others wrapped up in this. I forgot that I was there for any reason but to stare. 
 
    My chest ached. I missed Kondo-Kana, and it was like missing my hand. 
 
    Akela reached behind herself and grabbed my shoulder, shaking me. 
 
    “Right. The others. The others…” I scrubbed my hands against my face, coming back to myself, and knelt by Oak’s head. “You’re going to go get them, right? Claire and Sen and Michael and Kidira?” 
 
    His great, glassy eye lit up at the mention of Claire, but only for so long as it took me to get to Kidira. 
 
    “Hey! No eating her, okay? Akela would be upset if you did,” I said, and it just about won him over. 
 
    Rising to his feet, he knocked his nose against my chest and took off, shielded by the mountains.  
 
    “Looks like we’re gonna be here for a while,” Kouris said. Her blindfold hung loosely from two fingers, and she took in what little there was between the Bloodless Lands and the mountains. “Wanna help me scout ahead?” 
 
    Akela was quick to take Kouris up on her offer. They both knew that if there was anything worth scouting for it’d come in the form of unruly dragons, but it meant putting distance between them and the Bloodless Lands. They scaled the wall and peered over the top, and Kouris took easy steps up and down, discerning the most accommodating path for humans to take. 
 
    “Yrval, you sure you should be staring like that?” Kouris called, words scattered by the wind. 
 
    The others wouldn’t be with us for hours, and the building Iseul had been kept in was right there. I had more questions than there were empty towers in Myros, and there had to be answers in the place Iseul had been held prisoner for decades. I’d overlooked something. I’d only been able to focus on Iseul and the light that spilt onto the stone around him, last time. 
 
    One of the doors was ajar. I hadn’t thought to close it after myself, but I stepped in, expecting an ambush. The place would be teeming with Felheimish soldiers somehow able to endure the white around them. But all that remained were the chains hanging from the ceiling. I touched them and they swayed, links of pure white brushing against my fingertips. 
 
    There was nothing there. Not now that Iseul was gone. 
 
    There were no messages entwined with the faded carvings on the wall, nothing hidden in any crack or on any windowsill. It was empty, and had become emptier still as Iseul’s memories left him one by one. 
 
    It’d only been weeks since we’d given him the chance to free himself, and the Felheimish hadn’t found any reason to come here in the interim. 
 
    Using Claire’s dragon-bone knife, I cut off a few of the chain links and slipped them into my pocket as I said my goodbyes. If Kondo-Kana had been there, she would’ve known what to say. She would’ve known what to say if Iseul had laid glowing in her arms. She would’ve…  
 
    No, no. 
 
    She was responsible for all of this. I couldn’t lose sight of that. 
 
    I left the building and closed the door behind me. 
 
    Kouris and Akela were sat atop the wall, playing a game with a handful of loose pebbles in lieu of cards. Judging from all the grumbling and incredulous gasps, Akela was losing. And badly, at that. The moment Oak swooped into sight with Haru-Taiki flying alongside him, she leapt off the rock she was sat atop and bounded down the wall as though she had Kouris’ feet. 
 
    She helped Kidira off Oak’s back and offered Sen a hand, but Claire remained sat atop the dragon. It was difficult for him to land on the other side of the wall, where the undergrowth was thick and the paths narrow, but he managed it for Claire’s sake. 
 
    Once we were all safely within Felheim and the Bloodless Lands were but a persistent, aching memory, we sat in the long grass to check our belongings and catch our breath. That was the first leg of the journey over. A mile south, the mountains stretched further apart, and a wide valley twisted its way towards the flat, open lands. Once there, all that remained was to head through the forest scattered across the north of Thule and hope that Claire’s faith wasn’t misplaced. 
 
    “There’s a pane tribe not far from here,” Claire said softly, not wanting to pull anyone from their thoughts. “Vraljang. I spent many years there, a lifetime ago.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, smiling at the thought of seeing part of Claire’s past, as though something other than Thule awaited us. “It’s a shame we can’t stop there on the way.” 
 
    “Alexander’s birthday is in three days,” she said, sighing. “Traditionally, the royal family invites all of Thule into the castle grounds as part of the festival. It’ll be our best chance to get in unnoticed, even if doing so only earns us hours or days to get our affairs in order.” 
 
    “We can head to Vraljang later. Once this is all fixed,” I said. 
 
    I took her hand and didn’t let go until Kidira decided it was time to move towards Thule. 
 
    “This is where we leave you,” I said, pressing my face to the scales lining Oak’s neck. “I’m sorry. I wish we could take you with us, I really do, but… not yet. Not yet.” 
 
    He whined, and no matter how I tried, I couldn’t console him. It wasn’t until Claire ran a hand across his snout that he stopped grinding his jaw against the ground and digging his claws into the dirt. 
 
    “Thank you for all that you’ve done,” she said. Haru-Taiki perched on her shoulder, nodding in agreement with the sentiment. “We shan’t leave you for long, Oak.” 
 
    With a growl of understanding, Oak nodded his head and climbed back over the wall with his wings tucked against his back, shoulders slumped. 
 
    I wished we could’ve kept Oak by our side, both for his sake and our own. Heading to Thule was far from an easy journey: paved roads were treacherous enough for Claire, and the valley floor was uneven. It was littered with loose rocks and thick, tangled shrubs, and no matter how patient we were, Claire held onto enough frustration for all of us. She grit her teeth with every step she took, and had to stop for minutes at a time after each abrupt incline. 
 
    I drained the pain that throbbed through her without a word. Sen offered to help and Claire snapped at her, declaring that she was fine. An hour and barely half a mile later, she quietly apologised and asked Sen for her arm. By the time evening fell, we were nowhere near our destination and far too exhausted to muster up anything like conversation around the fire. 
 
    I thought back to those long, cool nights sat around a campfire with Claire, Rán and Michael, but it was Sen who took the pan and prepared dinner for us. Kouris caught a deer before it could skirt around a mountain and shared it with Sen and Haru-Taiki. Other than the occasional would you like any more? and no thank you, we ate in silence. 
 
    I watched the others fall asleep one by one, until only Claire and I were left. 
 
    And I was only awake because she was. 
 
    She’d barely touched her dinner. I sat staring into the flames, mind full of more thoughts than I had the energy to process. 
 
    “I hope we’re doing the right thing. I hope it works,” I said softly. “I feel bad about leaving Orinhal and Atthis behind. I hope Goblin and Ash and the others are safe, as well.” 
 
    Claire hadn’t spoken in hours, but managed a handful of words for me. 
 
    “I’ve no doubt that they have made plans of their own, Rowan. We would do them a disservice if we were to underestimate them,” she said. “I believe that this will be the culmination of all we have worked for, and it will be easier for me to maintain such faith if you do as well.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, thinking that would be the end of it. 
 
    As though we had been talking about it the entire time, Claire suddenly said, “I cannot stop thinking about her. About what she will think of me.” 
 
    It took me a moment. 
 
    “Eden, you mean?”  
 
    Claire nodded. 
 
    “It is absurd. After all that has happened, it is these scars and burns and missing parts that make my stomach sink. It is not all that we have been through or all that has led to them. It is the fact that they are there, plain for her to see. There is no escaping them. I can explain all else that has happened in my own terms, in my own time, but I do not get a choice in revealing all that I am. Eden remembers me as a Knight. She remembers the way I would run through the forest each morning. Yet I return half-blind, fingers missing. Body working against me. If only it was burns and nothing else… 
 
    “Eden is not a vain woman, yet my own fear paints her as such.” 
 
    I inched closer and took her hand in my own. I curled my fingers around those missing parts she could not escape or reclaim and held on tightly. 
 
    “How long were you with her?” I asked. 
 
    “Seven years,” Claire said, and I did not know how to process that number. 
 
    I had pretended to be a healer for seven years. When that came to an end, I was convinced I’d lived the entirety of my life in those seven long years; that there was nothing else left for me. 
 
    “Claire. You chose her. You did. You were with her for all that time for a reason. She must be trustworthy. She must be worth having on our side. Whatever she thinks of you isn’t going to change because of how you look,” I said. “She’ll just be happy you’re alive. I promise.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Claire said, “I hope so.” 
 
    Her frown did not fade, but her shoulders weren’t as hunched, after that. 
 
    We cleared the mountains the next day. Villages began to crop up, and though I knew we were in Felheim, it wouldn’t have been difficult to convince me that it was Kastelir. Or what it would’ve become, had dragons not descended upon it. Michael left us when the roads began to form and fork, and I hugged him tightly and made him promise to let our father know that I was safe, and that Atthis would be back with us before he knew it. 
 
    We moved in pairs, for the law still forbade Sen and Kouris from travelling together. We couldn’t afford to draw unnecessary attention to ourselves. A few miles in, a passing merchant took pity on Claire and offered us a ride in the back of her cart. 
 
    The offer couldn’t have come at a better time. 
 
    Claire sat in the back with her eyes closed, glad of the bumpy ground that made the waggon rattle. All the jostling was worth not having to spend another moment on her feet. She came back to me by measures and allowed herself to take in Felheim all around her, rather than stare blankly ahead as she forced herself to take one more step, and then another. 
 
    The merchant went as far as a village located on the outskirts of the forest above Thule. We had little coin to pay with, for much of it had gone to Michael in order to buy him a horse, but the woman was glad to have been of assistance. Claire took note of her name and that of the village she was from, and I knew she would not forget it. 
 
    Claire and I took refuge on one of the village’s benches as we waited for the others. 
 
    “I suppose I’d best get this out of the way,” she said, and opened her bag to retrieve her writing supplies. 
 
    She’d known she was going to have to write to Eden for over a week, and I’d expected the ink to have long since dried. But for all of the drafts she’d likely gone over, Claire had yet to put a single lasting word upon parchment. She sat with a length of it unfurled in her lap, and stared down at the yellowing surface. She didn’t do much more than occasionally exhale. 
 
    “Do you want me to find something to do?” I asked gently. “It’s okay if you want to be alone for this.” 
 
    “No, no,” Claire said, and wrapped an arm around me. 
 
    I thought something might follow, but she said nothing more. She rested the parchment on a board she’d brought along, and I leant against her and used a hand to hold it in place as she wrote. The first words came slowly, and her hand was on the verge of being unsteady, but once a single line was down, the rest flowed from her. 
 
    I watched her write, meaningless swirls of ink saying all that Claire had kept inside these past few years, and turned my attention towards the village. I had no right to stare at the words Claire was putting down, whether I understood them or not. 
 
    The village was a small one, comprised of no more than three dozen buildings. Only four of them were shops, from what I could see. The merchant we’d travelled with was likely one of their lifelines. Everywhere I looked, people were pulling back curtains to stare at us, unused to receiving visitors. I understood what it was like to be from an isolated village, yet I was still put on edge. I was far too aware of the way they were staring at Claire; at her burns. 
 
    But she was too caught up in her letter to care, or at least acknowledge their wandering gazes. 
 
    She struck out entire sentences, intent on finding a better way to express herself, and wrote two full sides of parchment. I had to believe she hadn’t written anything that would hinder our efforts, should someone other than Eden stumble across the letter, but I wished the words would stop flowing from her. 
 
    “There,” she said, finally. “If that does not aid our cause, I cannot say what will.” 
 
    Claire folded the pages in half, opened them back up and scanned the text twice before sealing them with a length of twine. I took her arm and we made our way through the centre of the village, where a dried-out fountain was surrounded by children. There was a statue in the centre of a man holding a vase on one shoulder, and water only ever fell from it when it rained. 
 
    Uncertain how to act around strangers, the children scattered at the sight of us. I remembered being their age well enough, and running to hide behind Michael whenever someone new wandered into our village. Now that I was on the other end of it, I made sure we attended to our business promptly. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to find ravens. 
 
    They were caged by the bakery, and judging by the way an old woman hobbled out of the shop when we approached the birds, she was in charge of both services. She wiped her hands on the front of her apron and didn’t say anything for a few long moments. She adjusted her glasses and squinted at us. 
 
    I’d become used to the quick turnover of business in larger towns and the boisterous markets of Mahon. The woman was hardly going to lose our patronage to competition and knew it. Back in my village, long before I’d claimed to be a healer, I often headed down for a loaf of bread or a pie and found myself swept up in conversation for an hour, tea included. 
 
    “Do any of your birds fly to Thule? To the castle, specifically?” Claire asked. 
 
    “That they do, lass,” the woman said. She placed her hands on the side of the cages and beamed proudly. “Half the village, young and old alike, have been paying through the nose to get a letter to that Prince Alexander of ours. You know how generous the royals get around this time of year. Throwing a party for the whole city, actually listening to our demands. Too bad that Prince isn’t sat on the throne, I say! He’s doing a sight more for us than that brother of his. And let’s not even get started on the Princess, or lack thereof. Everyone around here wants the funds for a dozen more cows, but I said to them, I’ve been saying, we don’t need them. We’ve always had the exact same number, give or take a few, depending on how rough the winter was, and we’ve always got on just fine. 
 
    “But ah, these young’uns get all sorts of ideas into their heads. They’re all shaken up over this nonsense with Kastelir. It’s best to humour them. Say. You’re not someone important, are you? I only ask because, well, I notice when someone new comes through these parts, and now and again my birds become… distracted. I always say it’s like they know whether or not a letter’s worth delivering, so there’s that. Just hope you’ve written down something interesting, lass.” 
 
    Claire didn’t miss a beat. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. My younger sister works as a maid for one of the lords residing within the castle, and I thought it pertinent to update her on my current whereabouts,” Claire said, and handed over the letter when the woman held out a wrinkled hand. “She’s rather forgetful. I’d hate to be waiting outside the castle for hours, if not days, while the masses gather.” 
 
    The woman opened a cage, pointed to one of the ravens, and they hopped from their perch and onto the back of her wrist. 
 
    “That wouldn’t do you any good, not in your condition. I know how that is. My back’s been killing me these last four decades, I swear it. My grandkid’s always telling me to go see a healer, but I’m always saying to ‘em, where am I going to find the time or money for that? Thirty miles I’d have to walk, and they’d demand my left arm as payment for fixing the right. Anyway, someone’s got to look after the ravens and the bakery, I tell ‘em. The last time I took a day off, the bread refused to rise. That’s a nice cane you’ve got there, though. You need something sturdy while you’re on the road, don’t you? Ah. Now, let’s call it a mark and be done with it, shall we?” 
 
    The woman moved on from what she was saying with such haste that neither Claire nor I felt the need to respond to any point she’d made. Claire handed over the money and the woman tied the letter around the raven’s leg and sent them off into the air. They beat their wings with far less fanfare than Haru-Taiki, and then they were gone along with every hope we had. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’ve anything for lunch, do you?” Claire asked, and we were treated to an hour-long ramble about the state of nearby farms, how insufferably adorable the woman’s husband and wife were, and the bad habits the woman’s children had picked up from someone other than the three of them. She even shared her predictions for the next week of weather. 
 
    Claire and I picked at rolls fresh out of the oven, fascinated by the intricate normalcy of the woman’s life. I don’t think we piped up with so much as a sentence between us, but the old woman was glad of new company. As we left, thanking her for both the food and the use of her raven, I found what had spent so many years twisting itself deep into the base of her spine and took it with me. 
 
    I glanced back as we left the village, barely able to see into the bakery. The window was obstructed by the reflection of the fountain and the sun gleamed off the corner, but I could just about make out the old woman pressing her hands to the small of her back as she stood straight for the first time in decades. 
 
    “That was interesting,” Claire said. The raven had taken most of her fears and apprehensions with them, and she could focus on something other than Eden and Thule. “These past years have wrongly poisoned my thoughts against all Felheimers. I am glad we encountered someone of the sort before moving onto the capital.” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” I said, taking Claire’s free hand. “For everything we’ve been through in Kastelir and Canth, that woman probably has a dozen more unbelievable stories than we do. And I don’t think she’s ever left her village!” 
 
    “It seems likely,” Claire agreed, and looked towards the sky. “Now we can only hope the letter reaches the castle.” 
 
    “They won’t go through it, will they? The Felheimish, I mean.” 
 
    We’d been back in Felheim for a day, and already the Felheimish was a foreign concept to me. Within the Kingdom, it held as much weight as my impression of the pane once had: there were no soldiers here, no razed cities. What was happening across the wall could’ve been an ocean away. All anyone knew of it in Felheim was that their soldiers were working hard to save survivors and crush a rebellion. For those living in the scattered villages around us, life continued as it always had.  
 
    “They’d have no reason to. Eden’s fathers gained fortune and fame through the theatre. They may be two of the King’s favourite actors, but they have no real political ties,” Claire explained. “And if anyone is wary of letters trickling in from me, they will be expecting them to come from the territories. I did not put my name on the letter, either. I trust that Eden will recognise my writing.” 
 
    We met the others a mile along the road, out of sight of any villages. 
 
    Sen and Kidira walked ahead of Kouris and Akela, and Haru-Taiki was with them. He flew towards us, landed on Claire’s waiting arm as the raven had with the old woman, and tilted his head to the side. He buzzed with enough curiosity and worry for the lot of them. 
 
    “It’s fine. Everything’s okay,” Claire said, letting go of my hand to sign to Haru-Taiki that it was alright. I watched her fingers move and repeated the gesture behind my back, having not quite memorised it the first time Haru-Taiki had shown us. 
 
    “Then it’s done?” Kidira asked. “You’ve sent the letter?”  
 
    “I have. There is nothing more we can do but wait for the morning to come.” 
 
    “Wonderful. The fate of the continent rests on a piece of parchment.” 
 
    We moved from the road when Akela and Kouris caught up with us, lest two pane and a phoenix startle any travelling merchants. According to Claire, those heading for Thule would’ve got there a day or two ago, to make the most of the Prince’s birthday celebrations. The road would be ours, for the most part, but everyone understood the need to be cautious. 
 
    All that remained was to wait out the night and hope Rylan had not engineered some way of stopping the sun from rising. 
 
    “I asked her to meet with me at midday, within the forest. Should she wish to hear me out. My directions were vague to anyone but her,” Claire said as Sen ladled out dinner. Despite the lunch we’d had at the bakery, Claire’s appetite was fiercer than I’d know it to be since returning to Asar. “If she does not wish to meet with me, I requested that she burn the letter and put it out of her mind.” 
 
    “I’m s-sure she’ll want to talk to you, Claire,” Sen said, and tapped Haru-Taiki on the beak when he inched nearer and nearer the stew, convinced nobody would notice him if he moved slowly enough. “If not, ah… We always find another way, don’t we?”  
 
    “Thank you, Sen,” Claire said, both for the words and the food. 
 
    “We’ll wait on the outskirts of the forest. It’s a delicate situation and overwhelming her won’t work in our favour,” Kidira said, narrowing her gaze at Kouris and Akela. “Not that you ought to go alone, of course.” 
 
    Rowan,” Claire said immediately. “Will you accompany me?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, throat burning when I gulped down a mouthful of stew in a rush to answer her. 
 
    “Haru-Taiki?” 
 
    Starting, having once again been caught edging towards the stew, he looked over his shoulder. He was completely confused and eager to please. 
 
    Claire pointed from her chest to Haru-Taiki and me, and gestured to the forest beyond. 
 
    “Together?” she asked. 
 
    He spread his wings out, getting a little ahead of himself. 
 
    Luckily, he didn’t reach the forest before realising what Claire meant. He shuffled back and kept his head bowed, until Sen offered him a spoonful of stew. 
 
    Stomach full, I laid back and watched the stars blossom into being. Sen let Haru-Taiki perch on her knee and used her claws to straighten his feathers. Akela discovered that she’d brought a deck of cards after all, and enticed Kouris into a game of their own making. Kidira fell asleep against Akela’s side with her arms folded across her chest, and knowing Claire wouldn’t get any sleep that night, I chose not to push the matter. 
 
    I simply held out my hand, should she wish to take it, and waited for the sun to reclaim its place in the sky. 
 
    I was rudely awoken by Haru-Taiki. He insisted on brushing his wing feathers across my nose until I groaned that I was awake, I was awake, and then caught the sleeve of my shirt in his beak as he did his best to tug me onto my feet. 
 
    Claire was ready, checking her pockets and bags for things she didn’t need to face the day. Her eyes were heavier than ever, and once I’d risen to my feet, I helped her put her eyepatch on and made sure none of her hair was caught awkwardly in it. 
 
    “Once you reach the castle,” Kidira said, making a foregone conclusion of it, “Send word. We aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    Claire moved easily against Sen’s chest, when she held out her arms. She embraced her and let herself be embraced, and Kouris waved us off through a yawn. Akela was still sleeping, sprawled out on her back with her mouth wide open. Before I could set off, Kidira caught hold of my arm and said, “I know there is no need to tell you to protect Claire, but I shall do so anyway,” in a low voice. 
 
    There were few situations in which Kidira’s steely words were reassuring to me, but the extent of her determination to see that nothing more befell Claire filled me with a strength that hadn’t kindled within me before. 
 
    I nodded firmly and Kidira held my gaze. 
 
    Together, Claire and I made for the forest while Haru-Taiki circled overhead. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of the road leading to Thule. It curved away from the unmarked path we were taking and cut into the forest a good distance from us. There were no signposts anywhere near the trees Claire guided me between, nothing so distinct as a great stump or an arched trunk. I turned on the spot, searching for some natural landmark I could use, lest we became lost.  
 
    “We are going somewhere in particular, right?” I asked, once the edge of the forest was out of sight and trees surrounded us in all directions. “I mean, she knows where to meet you, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “She does,” Claire reassured me, not once breaking her stride. 
 
    Haru-Taiki perched in the trees overhead, bravely protecting us from all manner of rabbits and deer, and I found myself more on edge than either of them. Something about being in a Felheimish forest reminded me of the one beyond my village, the one I’d scarcely stepped foot in, and I forced myself to mistake every rustling leaf for an approaching wolf. I brushed my fingers across my trousers and traced the shape of a knife in my pocket, mind full of the teeth that had torn scars into my torso. 
 
    “You seem skittish,” Claire said without needing to look back. “Is something wrong? We’ll be there soon, Rowan.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m fine,” I rushed to reassure us both. “You know, the last time I was in a forest, I found a dead dragon. I found a dead dragon and brought him back to life. I guess I’m just wondering what the surprise is going to be this time.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it works out equally as well,” Claire said. 
 
    She paused for the first time, choosing between two identical archways formed by bowing trees. 
 
    We took the right path, and the forest became lively in a new way. Frogs croaked in the distance and insects buzzed to a different tune, and after fighting our way through a tangle of thorns blocking off a long-forgotten dirt path, we came to a clearing claimed entirely by a small lake. 
 
    It wasn’t terribly deep, and the few birds fishing were so unused to people that they fled at the sight of us. Haru-Taiki did a lap of the lake and landed where the herons had been. He brushed his wings against his chest, proud of himself for not scattering as they had.  
 
    A moss-covered rock served as good a seat as any, and Claire placed her cane across her lap so that she could clasp her hands together. She didn’t say a word. 
 
    “We still have time,” I told her, when staring at the trees on the other side of the lake didn’t cause someone to rush between them. 
 
    Claire hummed. I felt, abruptly, that I did not belong there. I knew I had to be there, but did not wish to be in the way. I resolved the matter by climbing the tree behind Claire. 
 
    It’d been years since I’d done as much, but my time in Canth had made my arms strong. As soon as I gripped the bark, fingers searching out the slightest handholds, the memories came flooding back and my muscles remembered the way up. I hoisted myself onto a high branch thick enough to hold my weight, and no longer had to worry about my stomach jumping when I looked down, now that I was used to coming and going by dragon. 
 
    I ended up some fifteen feet from the ground, kept company by a spider’s web. I took care not to tear it. Impressed with my vantage point, Haru-Taiki flew to my side and settled down next to me. 
 
    I’d expected to wait for hours, for the sun to be setting by the time someone showed, but it couldn’t have been a minute past eleven when I heard a twig snap underfoot. 
 
    Claire tore her gaze away from the lake and stood up when simply looking wasn’t enough. 
 
    A woman emerged from between the trees, well dressed but hardly extravagantly so. Her riding boots and windswept hair spoke of how she’d pushed herself from the castle to the forest as quickly as she could, and exertion had caused her dark cheeks to flush red. 
 
    She froze on the other side of the lake, eyes fixed on Claire. 
 
    Claire gripped her cane and her hand shook no matter how tightly she clung to it. Something about being there, about watching the two of them set eyes on one another after so many years, made me want to cry. 
 
    “Claire?” the woman asked softly. She stepped forward, and her mind was going through such turmoil that it took her a split-second to recall that she had to move around the lake. 
 
    She took another step, and then she ran. She caught Claire in an embrace that was so tight I doubted either of them could breathe. 
 
    With her dark hair and eyes, Eden was beautiful in all the ways I’d expected the ladies of court to be. Claire twisted her fingers in the back of her shirt, breathing shakily, and Eden only let go of her to move her hands to her shoulders, and then her face. 
 
    “Oh, it is you,” she said, eyes filling with tears. “Claire. Claire, I… What’s happened, Claire? What have you been through?” 
 
    Claire closed her eye and leant into Eden’s touch. All she could manage to say was, “I didn’t think you’d come.”  
 
    “I’d come if you claimed to be responsible for all that happened in Kastelir,” Eden said, taking a deep breath and doing what she could to blink her tears away. “Surely you know that by now.” 
 
    Eden’s hands returned to Claire’s shoulders, and with a sharp breath through her nose, Claire fell back into her arms. Eden held her again, and I saw her expression change; saw her realise that no matter how overwhelmed she was, it was a thousand times harder for Claire. Murmuring something I didn’t catch, Eden gently eased Claire back so that she could take her hands and lead her back towards the rock. 
 
    They sat together as I knew they had so many times before. The lake meant something to them, and I tried not to watch as they reunited after so long. Both for my sake as well as theirs. 
 
    “I heard so many conflicting reports from so many people, Claire. Alex was beside himself. He still is. And your parents, they… they tried so hard to find you,” Eden said. She clasped both of Claire’s hands in her own, and I laughed dryly, silently, as I recalled how Luxon had been sent to drag Claire home. “I heard awful things about you, Claire, but I never believed them. Not for a moment. I knew you had to have been set-up, and when Kastelir was taken by the dragons, I thought that…” 
 
    Eden paused, taking a deep breath. 
 
    “I thought you were dead. We all did. There were rumours, of course. Plenty of those. There were whispers about who was leading the rebellion in Kastelir. To tell the truth, I was on the verge of seeking out a shrine, as though a prayer might make it true.” 
 
    “You always were one for extreme measures,” Claire said quietly. “You needn’t have undertaken them, though. I was leading the resistance in the former Kastelir, but Rylan’s actions have compelled me to move on. I sought refuge in a pane tribe, but he hounded me still. These past years – and longer still, since I left – have seen me do nothing but run. But now I have returned home. 
 
    “I know that I have no right to put you in this position, Eden. I know that I did not even have the decency to say goodbye to you, but my allies are few and far between. I have those loyal to me, those I would trust with my life and my Kingdom, but they are outsiders. They are not of Thule. I cannot trust my family, but I have ever trusted you. Will you help me?” 
 
    Eden nodded. For a moment, words did not come to her. She leant forward, closed her eyes tightly, and kissed Claire’s forehead. 
 
    “Claire. You needn’t ask. I know you. I trust you. I admit that your letter was a lot to take in, and at the time I could not parse much beyond the fact that it was from you, but I believe you. I believe what you said about the dragons. Years ago, before you went missing, when we were still… Well, I saw how it affected you, Claire. I know how much of yourself you gave to Felheim. You would not betray it.” 
 
    It was Claire’s turn not to know what to say. She could only express her gratitude by pulling Eden close again, one hand pressed to the back of her head. Looking up, Claire caught my eye and silently gestured for me to join them. 
 
    I made my way down as quietly as I could, but falling the last few feet caused brittle twigs and dried leaves to crunch underfoot.  
 
    Eden pulled away from Claire in alarm, but Claire placed a hand on her shoulder to let her know that it was alright. She hadn’t been travelling alone. 
 
    “This is Rowan Northwood,” Claire said. There was a faraway quality that hadn’t drained from her voice, yet. 
 
    “Oh. Rowan! Yes, in your letter, you…” Eden mumbled, getting to her feet. She held out a hand and I clasped it. “I’m glad to meet you, Rowan. Do forgive me. You’ve caught me in quite the state. I can barely remember my own name.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured her. I was tempted to point out that she didn’t look as though she was in that much of a state: she’d recovered from rushing through the forest and her long, wavy had had sprung back into place. “Claire’s already told me a lot about you, name included.” 
 
    Eden bowed her head and smiled bashfully. 
 
    “I’m only glad Claire still trusts me. Whatever I can do to help, I will. And whatever you feel you need to keep from me… Well, I certainly understand the need for secrecy, after all you must’ve been through.” 
 
    There wasn’t an ounce of insincerity in her words. It would’ve been infuriating, if not for the way her smile put me at ease. 
 
    “Do you think I should…” I asked Claire. 
 
    Cringing conveyed the unspoken part of my question. 
 
    “If you feel you must,” she replied, and I trusted that she knew Eden well enough to be safe leaving the choice to me. 
 
    “This is probably a really strange thing to say to someone I’ve just met, but this has caused me more problems than you can imagine in the past. People are willing to help me, to be around me, until they find out. And this is more important that anything we’ve done before. I need to know that nothing will change your mind, so…” I hesitated. I couldn’t hold back after a build-up like that. “I’m a necromancer.” 
 
    “You’re a… Oh!” Eden said, words rushing out of her before what I’d said had truly sunk in. “You, ah—really?”  
 
    She stepped towards me, as if to get a better a look. I hoped that not instinctively backing away was a good sign. 
 
    “Really,” I said, forcing a smile. 
 
    “I’ve… I’ve never met one before. That is, one that I know of. I would never have imagined that you were a necromancer, though I suppose I’ve only known you for a matter of minutes,” she said, suddenly dizzy. She reclaimed her seat on the rock and Claire placed a hand on her shoulder, steadying her. “No. No. It won’t be a problem. But please, tell me you don’t have any more surprises for me today. It’s been stressful enough already, and it isn’t even lunch time.” 
 
    Claire bit back a smile. I couldn’t help but glance upwards. 
 
    “Nothing else. Other than the phoenix we’ve befriended,” she said. 
 
    Eden, who’d been sitting with her face in her hands, looked up to scowl at Claire. 
 
    “Claire. This absolutely isn’t the time for jokes,” she said, as Claire held out her arm. 
 
    Gliding down, Haru-Taiki landed on cue and bowed. 
 
    Eden’s face paled, and when she managed to open her mouth, all she could do was laugh. 
 
    “This is a dream, isn’t it? It must be. But I suppose I’ll go along with it, until I wake,” she said, shaking her head. “You said you wanted to speak with Alex, didn’t you? I can tell you you’ve picked the right day to slip into the castle unnoticed. It’s so busy I doubt anyone’s noticed me leave.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER III 
 
    Thule’s castle was built atop a hill. Even without its towers, it would’ve been the highest point in the city. It was a sturdy building, as firmly placed as a mountain, and had survived centuries of succession. It stood with wide roads leading down to Thule and thick forest behind it. 
 
    There wasn’t a moat. Not like the endless fall that had surrounded Isin’s castle. From the edge of the forest, I saw the gates and fences circling the castle, all of them as tall as trees in their own right. They caught the sun, gleaming in a way the Canthian palace’s hadn’t. On any other day, the gates would’ve been locked, but while there were no fewer guards than usual stationed around the castle, the grounds were open to all of Thule. 
 
    Marquees of every shape and colour had been set out across the wide, open lawn behind the castle, along with tables upon tables of food and no shortage of barrels of wine and ale. It was a condensed version of the Phoenix Festival: music rose into the air and shows were put on, and with thousands of people happily swarming the castle and its grounds, we went all but unnoticed. 
 
    The people of Thule only stopped smiling and laughing to eat and drink, making it easy to forget that all of this was provided by the people who had sent dragons to burn cities and citizens alike to ash.  
 
    Claire wrote a note, and after enough gesturing, Haru-Taiki returned to the others with what good news there already was to share. As we made our way to the castle, Eden’s gait faltered. She dropped back, face falling as she stared at Claire’s back. As if reuniting with Claire hadn’t been enough of a shock, with every step Claire took, Eden saw something else that had been stolen from her. 
 
    Catching Eden’s eye, I mouthed go ahead and held out my arm. She hesitated, stopping completely, but soon regained enough of herself to offer her arm to Claire. Claire took it without a word, and once we reached the outskirts of the castle, I took hold of the reins of Eden’s horse. 
 
    “Where are you from, Rowan?” Eden asked as we neared the castle gates. A growing discomfort rippled through the three of us, gaping enough to contend with the festivities within, but Eden recognised the need to stop dwelling on what may or may not happen over the next few hours. “That’s quite an unusual accent you have.” 
 
    “I’m from the south. I grew up in a tiny village you’ve probably never heard of, but it’s about twenty miles from Ironash,” I explained, thinking I should’ve been the one making such comments. Hearing Eden speak as she did was strange. I’d started to believe that Claire’s accent was hers and hers alone. “But I lived in Canth for a while! I probably picked up a lot there.” 
 
    “Canth? Goodness! It is really as dreadful as people say? Much of it is exaggeration, I suppose. No doubt they rightly think similarly awful things of Felheim.” 
 
    “Some of it’s true, some of it isn’t,” I said. “The Queen’s doing all she can to fix the problems, though.”  
 
    Eden mulled over the information, and I did her a kindness in not saying anything else. She’d taken in more than enough for one day, and we’d have to ration out what remained. Though it might be important to mention that the former Queens Kouris and Kidira would be joining us in due course. 
 
    “You’ve put a lot of thought into this, haven’t you?” Eden asked Claire as she stopped to take a cloak from her bag and shrug it on. She pulled the hood over her head to complete the look. “Everyone will be focused on what’s happening outside the castle, true, but you’ll hardly be able to march in unnoticed. We could always appeal to your—” 
 
    “No. I could’ve begged my family to let me home years ago, but I will not. I will not ask for whatever forgiveness they believe I ought to obtain. I will simply be there, where it is my right to be, and it shall happen on my own terms.” 
 
    Eden nodded shallowly. One of the guards milling around recognised her and jogged over, but was easily distracted when she asked him to take her horse back to the stables. We did not so much slip into the castle grounds as stroll in, hidden in plain sight. 
 
    Banners ran between the marquees, triangles of red, blue and yellow zigzagging above our heads, and when a red-faced man offered me a chunk of the pig they were roasting over an open fire, I thought it might look odd if I refused. We drifted with the flow of the indecisive crowd, and I didn’t know how Claire could bear it. We were in the shadow of Thule’s castle, and yet she walked with her blind eye towards it. 
 
    We were at the place it had all started, but having seen castles and palaces from the inside, I was agitated instead of awed. 
 
    “Does this happen every year? On all of the royal family’s birthdays?” I asked, desperately avoiding thinking of the cost involved. Reis could likely refurbish all the buildings in Mahon with what was spent on food alone. 
 
    “Only Alex’s. He came up with the idea himself, actually. He wanted to reach out to his subjects and involve them in a celebration in a way they could really feel,” Eden said when Claire remained silent. “Rylan tended to host a ball in the winter, and Claire was always fond of more traditional celebrations, as well.” 
 
    A band in a nearby marquee played a song all in Thule knew by heart, and people sang along as they danced barefooted in the grass. Claire kept her head down, and the hood cast shadows across her face as she made herself impervious to the swell of noise and cheer surrounding her. 
 
    It was close to half an hour before Claire turned her head towards the castle. 
 
    “The healers,” she muttered under her breath. “They’re still offering their services, aren’t they?” 
 
    “… Oh, Claire,” Eden said, piecing her plan together. “Of course. Alex was in no mood for celebrations this year, and he certainly never would’ve gone through with them if there wasn’t a chance someone could benefit from all the fanfare.” 
 
    I didn’t need to ask what Claire was planning. I looked at her and something cold shifted down my spine as the festivities around us dulled. 
 
    The castle itself was guarded by a wall of soldiers. No doubt some citizens – though not as many as they feared – would take advantage of the situation and steal whatever silverware they could get their hands on. Two prominent doors had been left open, and a queue snaked out into the castle grounds and twisted around marquees. As we drew close, I felt sickness and disease twist amongst fresh injuries and poorly healed wounds. 
 
    For many people, this was the one day of the year when a healer might do something other than turn them and their empty pockets away. 
 
    “Come. They’re watching the queue too carefully,” Eden said and led us straight past the hundreds of people waiting their turn. “We’ll get nowhere if we go about this properly or try to sneak in.” 
 
    I froze on the spot and grasped motionlessly around myself. If we got too close to the healers, they’d know I was there. They’d feel the deep, resentful emptiness Katja always had, and though they might not understand that there was a necromancer in their midst, they’d start talking. They’d track that hollowness to the source, and how could I ever explain myself? 
 
    I drew a deep breath and did what I could to keep up with Claire and Eden. There was no sickness welling with me, meaning the healers were in another part of the castle, safe from anyone who might barrel through the open doors. 
 
    People grumbled as we passed, wanting to know why we weren’t waiting in line. I washed away sickness and disease alike without breaking my gait, knowing that I was stronger than the healers. I was stronger than all of them, than anyone, I could be broken and bent but I’d come back, back, my heart would regrow and my hand, it wasn’t my hand, and Katja was smiling, or crying, I couldn’t tell, and my hand and the other hand were shaking— 
 
    Claire’s fingers wrapped around mine. 
 
    “It’s alright, Rowan,” she whispered. “I’m here. You’re here. You’re safe.” 
 
    A handful of guards were stationed at the doors, along with a woman charged with hearing people’s woes and having them escorted one by one, down to the healers’ chambers. It wasn’t a fast-paced process by any stretch of the imagination, and I knew at least half of the people gathered wouldn’t get to set foot inside the castle. 
 
    “Lady Hawthorne!” one of the guards said, on the verge of reprimanding us for skipping the queue. “Are these people troubling you?” 
 
    “Oh, not at all, not at all. This actually happens to be the daughter of one of my father’s favourite costume makers. I thought helping her get to the healers was the least I could do for her,” Eden said. Claire raised her chin enough for the guard to see the burns disfiguring her face. They swallowed a lump in their throat, and Eden went on to say, “Usually, I wouldn’t presume to rush ahead, but…” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” the guard said, but their brow furrowed when their gaze skidded over to me. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you haven’t met my new maid yet, Laus! I’ve had her following me around the castle these past few days,” Eden said. “Well, I shouldn’t like to hold up the line any more than I already have. We’ll be on our way.” 
 
    The three of us took a step forward and the guard followed. 
 
    “Laus, I’ve lived here since I was twenty-two,” Eden said. Chuckling under her breath, she smiled fondly. “I do know where I’m going, but thank you so. I’d simply hate to keep you from more important matters.” 
 
    Laus looked between us and the queue, and with some unease, settled on saluting Eden and letting us through. 
 
    Claire made a show of taking slower steps than she needed to, leaning heavily on her cane as she made her way down the corridor. It split in two at the end, and judging from the flush covering Eden’s face and throat, we were supposed to have turned left, not right. 
 
    Claire and Eden had the same destination in mind and didn’t have to share so much as a glance to convey it. I trailed behind, ensuring no helpful guards caught up to us, wanting to point us in the right direction, and took in what little of the castle rushed past me. 
 
    The corridors were empty. The servants were busy tending to the countless guests beyond the castle walls, and the nobles were either mingling with the lower classes as some sort of novelty or doing what they could to keep well out of the way. White walls were bordered by gold metalwork and decorative pillars every dozen feet, and a green carpet was stamped with golden swirls. Portraits hung between chamber doors, and ornate golden frames reached out from the walls. 
 
    Eden went ahead, peered around every corner before we inevitably turned into yet another corridor, and when she finally slid a key into one of the chamber doors, one of the portraits caught my attention. 
 
    It was of Claire. She couldn’t have been much older than seventeen, but there was no mistaking her. She wore a uniform much like the Felheimish soldiers from the mountains had. The helm glinted, struck by a ray of light, and a green cape hung from an armoured shoulder. She wasn’t smiling and I didn’t expect her to be, but I was so taken in by it that I almost missed my chance to slip into the room. 
 
    It struck me, standing there and staring at the portrait of Claire that had stood for more than a decade and a half, that this really was her home. She knew the corridors and the shortcuts through the castle, but more than that, she knew the people. She wasn’t simply wearing the hood and keeping her head down because she couldn’t bear her burns being stared at. 
 
    It was because there were so many who’d recognise her, in spite of those burns. 
 
    “Rowan!” Eden called. 
 
    She poked her head out of the chamber and ushered me inside. 
 
    She locked the door behind us, should anyone get any ideas about dropping by unexpectedly, and rushed to arrange the cushions on the chairs for Claire and me. Eden’s chambers weren’t far removed from what I’d once seen of Kidira’s, though the cabinets and shelves were covered in more trinkets than Kidira would ever deem acceptable or necessary, and the smell of lavender made the room much more inviting. 
 
    Claire shook her cloak off and sat down. She tilted her head back, closed her eye, and I claimed the seat next to her. 
 
    Eden took to making tea. She moved quickly across the room and the silverware chimed together as her hands shook. Now that we’d reached our destination and could finally stop moving, all of the adrenaline was easing itself out of her system. There was nothing left for her but to reflect on what had happened and accept reality for what it was. 
 
    “Eden,” Claire said without having to open her eye. “Sit down. You’re getting yourself worked up.” 
 
    Eden placed the tea tray on the table the chairs were gathered around, and managed to sit down for a solid three seconds.  
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s all catching up with me,” Eden said as she sprang to her feet. Wordlessly, Claire leant forward and poured tea for the three of us. “You’re here. You’re really here, Claire, after so long spent wondering, spent fearing the worst. And the news you brought with you is… dragons. Dragons used by my King and Queen. By your parents! I understand that they are no longer my future parent-in-laws, but I have remained close to them regardless, and… Oh, I can barely remember what the letter said now. Does this make me a criminal? A conspirator? What are you going to do, now that you’re back?”  
 
    Claire sipped her tea. What Eden needed was to pace back and forth across her chamber. An answer to her question would only bring about more stress. 
 
    “You won’t be in any trouble, Eden. I can promise you that. I shall take all responsibility for my actions and claim you were kept in the dark about it all, if it comes to it,” Claire assured her. “Can I still rightly call my chambers my own?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, of course. Nothing has been moved from them. Alex and I wouldn’t allow that,” Eden said, nodding as she continued marching back and forth across the room. 
 
    “And Alex?” 
 
    Eden came to a stop. 
 
    “What about Alex?” 
 
    “How will he react to my return?” 
 
    “Well,” Eden said, folding her arms across her chest. “You’ll most likely make him cry on his birthday.” 
 
    Claire put her tea down and carefully considered her next move. I was on the verge of helping myself to a biscuit when the door handle twisted and rattled.  
 
    The three of us didn’t dare to move a muscle until someone said, “Eden? Eden, are you in there?”  
 
    Claire and Eden shared a relieved look that said they recognised the voice, and Eden hurried to unlock the door and open it a few inches. 
 
    “Father!” Eden said. “Why aren’t you out enjoying the festivities?” 
 
    “Enjoying them? Eden, your father is due on stage in ten minutes. And what are you wearing?” her father asked, sighing. The door blocked Claire and me from his view and him from ours, but I saw him reach out and grab Eden’s shoulder. “Never mind that. Come on!” 
 
    Eden didn’t glance our way. She didn’t protest, or do anything to give us away; she went quietly with her father, and the door clicked closed behind her. Claire and I held our silence for agonising minutes, and when nobody else approached the chamber, I darted over to lock the doors. 
 
    “I saw a portrait of you,” I said, falling back into an armchair. “Wearing Felheimish armour. You looked pretty young, too.” 
 
    “Ah. That one,” Claire said, with no life in her voice. “I was sixteen. More than half my lifetime ago. I’m surprised my portraits haven’t been pulled from the walls and burnt.” 
 
    “I think it’s nice. Getting to see how you were when you were younger.” 
 
    Hardly putting any effort into frowning, Claire said, “And now I am like this.” 
 
    Dry, spiteful humour laced her voice, and for a moment, I was too taken aback to say anything. 
 
    “But it got us into the castle, I suppose. I have been forged into the tool we need. If nothing else, I can send entire armies running at the sight of me. Better to flee than put themselves at risk of being caught staring.” 
 
    Claire brought a hand to her mouth, intent on running her fingers across her burns. How different it must’ve been, the last time she was in this room. Portraits may have lined the castle walls, capturing fragments of who she’d once been, but I couldn’t begin to understand what her life had been like. 
 
    I didn’t know what I could say to her that wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    There were no depictions of my past. I was the sum total of all I’d been through, and there was nothing to show people what I’d once been; there was no way for people to dwell on all the branching paths my life could’ve taken. There were only memories, and those were easily warped by the present. I hadn’t been a healer, all those years ago. I’d been a liar. There was nothing to show people what had been done to me, what I was forced to endure; and once I was gone, all record of me would be, too. 
 
    “Eden’s nice. I like her, and she didn’t desert us,” I said. I held out a hand but Claire didn’t take it. “What do we do next?” 
 
    She rubbed her right eye, fingers slipping beneath her eyepatch.  
 
    “Now we wait to see if Alexander has remained true to himself. We confront the King and Queen, and…” she paused, no longer able to break the last of her plan into manageable chunks. Get into Felheim. Reach Thule. Write to Eden. Get into the castle. Now that we were inside, every step became urgent and indistinguishable. “This all seems too understated to call it an invasion, but there you have it.” 
 
    And to think, I’d once believed things could only become easier, once I’d left my village behind. 
 
    “Is Alexander busy? With the celebrations?” 
 
    “Unlikely. He makes an appearance when the citizens first arrive, and again in the evening. He is fond of the people and wishes for them to have at least one day without any worries, but he doesn’t do particularly well with large crowds for long periods of time.” 
 
    “Shall I go find him?” 
 
    It was something I could do. Anything was better than sitting there, useless, not knowing what to say without patronising her. 
 
    “You don’t know the castle,” Claire pointed out. “Besides, you’d never get far. We ought to wait for Eden’s return.” 
 
    “I used to walk around Isin’s castle all the time. Nobody ever stopped me because they assumed if I was already inside, I had a reason to be there. Everyone thought I was just another servant, so why would it be any different this time? I could take the tray, pretend that I’m bringing tea for Prince Alexander, and you could tell me where to go. How hard can it be? The castle can’t have more than a few hundred chambers, can it?” 
 
    That forced the start of a smile out of Claire. She considered it, well aware that her other option was to sit and stew in the thoughts that were already clawing away at the better parts of her, and nodded shallowly. 
 
    Taking the last of the parchment from her bag, she hesitated and said, “You will be careful, won’t you?” 
 
    “Of course!” I said, urging the quill in her hand to meet the parchment. “I’m Lady Hawthorne’s new maid, remember? If I get into any trouble, she can vouch for me.” 
 
    Reluctant to let me leave but unsettled by the thought of continuing to do nothing, Claire started scrawling a map across the parchment. 
 
    “We’re here,” she said, drawing a cross in one of the corridors. “Turn right here and take the staircase up two levels. Alexander’s chambers are the second along, through the blue double doors. If he isn’t there, return immediately. We can afford to wait a few hours longer, Rowan.” 
 
    I studied the map and Claire searched her bag for something else. 
 
    “Show him this. He’ll have no choice but to believe you,” she said, and held her hand out to me. 
 
    It was the pendant she’d shown me long before I’d known her name. I took it from her, fingers curling around the phoenix encircled by a ring of gold.  
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I told her. “With your brother.” 
 
    I checked the map one last time, and held it between my palm and the bottom of the tray. If I happened upon any guards, I hoped they wouldn’t notice that one of the tea cups had already been used. 
 
    The first person I happened upon was in too much of a hurry to do much more than huff and step around me. Once I’d survived my first encounter, my heart stopped pounding to the point of nausea. I took the wide, curved staircase as briskly as I could, cups and spoons rattling on the tray as I went. 
 
    I didn’t need to consult the map again. I found my way to my destination within a matter of minutes, and the guards stationed at the top of the staircase didn’t care to interrogate my tea tray. I darted between them, bowed my head without doing too much to avert my gaze, and headed straight for the blue doors. 
 
    It was some distance along the corridor, and a small cluster of people had gathered at the dead-end. I slowed my pace, acting in what I hoped was a natural manner, and forced my hands to stop shaking. The tray didn’t make a noise. The group of people were too caught up in conversation to notice me, but I faltered, trying to work out how best to go about opening the door without everything on the tray tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “The Prince ought to leave his chambers within the next half an hour. It’ll look wrong if he doesn’t,” came the voice of a man who’d been lecturing the others. “With the King unable to attend and Prince Rylan… well, we all know why he isn’t here. Prince Alexander and Queen Aren have to work doubly as hard, lest the crown goes woefully unrepresented.” 
 
    I took my chance. 
 
    Kneeling down, I placed the tray at my feet, and near-enough tumbled through the door. Someone within the chamber started at the intrusion, and I wrenched the door shut behind me, twisting the key in the lock before I could think how it looked.  
 
    “Excuse me? What is the meaning of this?” a man called from behind me. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Are you Alexander?” I asked, and belatedly caught myself. “Sorry, sorry. Prince Alexander?” 
 
    He was less surprised by the fact that I’d barged in and blocked his only exit than he was to meet someone who actually had to ask who he was. 
 
    “I… yes, that would be me,” he said slowly, brow creased.  
 
    I knew Prince Alexander was Claire’s age, but fresh layers of worry and exhaustion washed over him, making him look older than he truly was. He wore his hair long, though not as long as his brother’s, and dressed like every Prince from every story Michael had ever read to me. The embroidery on his high-collared shirt was more complex than the swirling, floral patterns stretched across the wallpaper, and a dozen servants had likely spent the last dozen days polishing his knee-high leather boots. 
 
    “Great. I need you to—” 
 
    “You need me to?” he asked, raising his voice in pitch, if not volume. I caught his eye and held my hands out in front of me. He cleared his throat, and in spite of the fact that I could’ve posed a very real threat, he said, “Sorry. It has been a terribly long day, and I’m sure you have a perfectly good reason for bursting into my chambers, locking yourself in with me, and then having to confirm who, exactly, I am.” 
 
    I didn’t know if I was supposed to laugh at what he’d said, and so blurted out, “It’s Claire. Come with me, please.” 
 
    Prince Alexander wasn’t an imposing man, but at the mention of Claire’s name, the exhaustion that had settled within him turned to rage. I didn’t have time to appreciate how deeply he cared for Claire. Instead, I flinched as he swept forward and grasped my arm, meaning to throw me out. He used his free, trembling hand to turn the key in the lock, and I couldn’t find my voice. 
 
    “Enough of this. You’re lucky I’m going to do nothing more than throw you out of the castle. Whoever thought this was funny will have to explain—” 
 
    “Wait, wait! Look!” 
 
    I pulled Claire’s pendant from my pocket. It slipped between my fingers and rolled across the carpet, clattering to a stop on the dark, varnished floorboards. 
 
    The glint of metal caught Prince Alexander’s eye. Loosening his grip on me, he crouched down to pick up the pendant. He didn’t take his eyes off mine until he was standing straight again, and ran his thumb across the metal bird as he watched the light play on the silvery surface. 
 
    “Where did you find this?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Claire said you wouldn’t believe me without it,” I said. “Please come with me. I wouldn’t lie. Not about something like this.” 
 
    “Where… where is she?” 
 
    I could tell how furious he was with himself for so much as considering that I might not be lying. 
 
    “She’s in Eden’s chamber,” I said, unlocking the door. 
 
    Prince Alexander’s fingers closed around the pendant. 
 
    “If this is a joke,” he warned as he opened the door. We walked straight into the man who’d unwittingly kept the others distracted, and Prince Alexander said, “Not now. I’ve need of Lady Eden’s advice.” 
 
    The man, unused to Prince Alexander being so blunt, mouthed the first syllable of an objection. Prince Alexander whisked down the stairs and I did what I could to keep up. I sprinted ahead and opened the door to Eden’s chamber. I tried to poke my head in and let Claire know that there was no cause for alarm, but Prince Alexander swept past me.  
 
    He expected nothing and didn’t know how to deal with what was presented to him. 
 
    “Claire. You… your—” 
 
    His disjointed words failed him. Claire looked up at Prince Alexander and didn’t breathe a word. She didn’t turn from him. Taking hold of her cane, she pushed herself to her feet, having a harder time than she usually would, with all the travelling we’d done those past few days. Desperate to express something, Prince Alexander pointed at her, mouth opening and closing. Claire tugged on his wrist and pulled him against her chest. 
 
    His senses returned to him at the close contact. He wrapped his arms tightly around Claire, buried his face in her shoulder, and Claire placed her hand on the back of his head. She stared blankly at the wall. Being met with relief was one thing, but I couldn’t help but wonder how many times she’d had to endure all of that twisting into something else. What had happened was scrawled clearly across her, and she had no choice in who knew what. 
 
    In Orinhal, the people had trusted her. They’d respected her. They’d followed her, but they’d kept their distance, too. They’d pitied her, silently counting their blessings as they thought That could’ve been me. I could have it so much worse. 
 
    “Claire!” Prince Alexander managed, leaning back enough to clasp her shoulders. “You’re not dead! I knew you couldn’t be, and I knew you couldn’t have betrayed us either, not after all this… ah, never mind, never mind. Where have you been? What’s happened?” 
 
    He was wholly unwilling to let go of her. Claire tapped a hand against his cheek and said, “Perhaps you should tell me what you know, Alex.” 
 
    Belatedly realising that he was keeping her on her feet, he placed a hand on her elbow and helped her back to her seat. Claire let him guide her down and he stared at her. He didn’t think to take a seat of his own for a few long seconds. 
 
    He gravitated towards her, elbows pinned to the arm of the chair. 
 
    “When you disappeared, I thought you’d been assigned to some mission and failed to tell me. It wouldn’t have been the first time, and you’d been so distant. I thought… I don’t know what I thought. That you needed time and space, perhaps. But somebody came to the castle. A commoner from the south. He claimed you’d stopped by his village on your way to Canth, and wanted to return the compass you’d left behind in the inn,” Prince Alexander explained. “That’s how we knew there was some truth in what he was saying, though I didn’t for a minute think you’d gone to Canth. 
 
    “And then, ah. There were more troubling reports from Sir Luxon. He claimed you were actually heading to Kastelir, to defect. Father had sent him to track you down, and when he never returned, we… surmised what had happened. Isin fell shortly after. You were presumed dead, along with most of the city. It was around a year ago when the rumours started reaching Thule. Rumours of someone named Ightham leading the rebels, and fighting Felheim every step of the way. And that is it, I suppose. There was a lot more heartache throughout it all, but there are the bones of it.” 
 
    “None of that is untrue,” Claire said. “Not that I killed Luxon. He put the blades of his armour through me before I had the chance, and a friend ensured he could not do any more damage.” 
 
    “Why?” Prince Alexander asked, fingers digging into the chair arms. “Why would you do that, Claire? Why betray us? What could Kastelir possibly offer you that your family couldn’t?”  
 
    There was more hurt than anger in his voice. 
 
    “You still don’t know, do you?” Claire asked quietly. 
 
    “Know what?” he asked, as though it could possibly make a difference. “You know how much anyone ever tells me, Claire.” 
 
    “The dragons didn’t simply attack Kastelir, or indeed our own cities and towns. They have long since been under Felheim’s control.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Claire told him the truth from start to finish. She didn’t once stop to gather her thoughts, or let his reactions hinder her. Prince Alexander was on the verge of tearing himself out of his seat the entire time, and having always trusted Claire only made things worse. I could tell how deeply he wanted to believe that she was lying, but the weight of her wounds strengthened her case. 
 
    “But… our parents, responsible for this? Our parents? Our grandparents? This family has held the throne for almost three hundred years, Claire! And all this time…?”  
 
    “And all this time they have remained in power, unchallenged,” Claire said, concluding her point. 
 
    Prince Alexander shook, clasped his hands together when he realised his nails were digging into the furniture, and shot to his feet. I half expected him to start pacing as Eden had, but he made a straight line for me. 
 
    I’d kept myself to a corner of the room, wanting to give Prince Alexander and Claire time together, but I was just the distraction they needed. 
 
    “You. I must apologise. We got off to a rather bad start, didn’t we? I shouldn’t have grabbed you like that. I jumped to conclusions, thinking you deliberately unkind,” Prince Alexander said, holding out a hand to me. “But the question still remains: who are you?” 
 
    I took his hand and shook it warmly. 
 
    “I’m Rowan. Rowan Northwood. The person you were talking about, the one who came to Thule about Claire, I think that was my village elder. He wasn’t… too pleased with me, so I ran off with Claire. Back when she was still Sir Ightham to me. It’s good to finally meet you, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Please, please. Just Alex will do. I’ve had enough of titles and people keeping a respectful distance, lately,” he said, heading back to the armchairs with a sigh. “You don’t know what it’s been like these past two years, Claire.” 
 
    In his defence, he realised what he’d said almost immediately. 
 
    “I-I, I know that you’ve had it far worse than I can imagine,” he said. “I’m sorry. I just meant that things around the castle, they’ve…”  
 
    “What is it, Alex?” Claire asked, endlessly patient with him. 
 
    “Rylan’s been in Kastelir for more than a year and a half. Nobody knows what he’s doing, and he only keeps in contact so far as to demand more soldiers, more resources. And father, he can’t do anything about it. He’s ill, Claire. It’s healer’s bane, same as mother,” Alex grumbled, as he sunk into the armchair. “Same as mother had. I can’t begin to explain the change in her, grateful for it though I am. All of this is supposed to be under lock and key, but half the capital are doing a fine job of pretending they aren’t well aware of what’s going on. 
 
    “Which leaves me! Me, being pulled this way and that by every noble and advisor in the castle, when we all know that the sum total of my skills is taken up in planning parties.” 
 
    “M—Queen Aren is well again?” Claire asked. “And the King…” 
 
    Jaw set, Claire took hold of her cane. She moved to her feet, towards one of the windows, and spears of green and blue light pierced the stained glass windows and lit up her shirt. She unlatched the tall window, pushed it open, and let in all the sounds of the celebration beyond. 
 
    Alex turned to me, but I was already on the way over. I stood next to Claire and pushed myself up on tiptoes so that I could properly see out of the window. We weren’t on the right side of the castle for it, but with a little effort, I could just about see the citizens gathered at the far ends of the grounds. The crowd was far denser than it’d previously been. Claire stared at nothing, and I placed my hand on the back of hers and hoped she wouldn’t flinch. 
 
    She raised her brow at the contact, watching the latecomers trail in through the gate. 
 
    “What now? Do you have a plan?” Alex asked. “You always have a plan.” 
 
    Claire tapped the finger of her free hand against the windowsill, and hummed under her breath. 
 
    “I came here with the intention of setting things right, in Felheim and the former Kastelir alike,” she said bluntly. “If I told you that my plan revolved around dismissing the current rulers, what would your reaction be?” 
 
    “Honestly?” he asked, joining us at the window. “I couldn’t be happier. And I’m not simply saying this because I want nothing more than to be rid of all this responsibility. Somebody needs to rein Rylan in, and I’d say father would be only too eager for you to assume your promised title, if not for… the dragons.” 
 
    The truth had been my reality for years, but as Alex stood, watching his own birthday celebrations unfold, he was being forced to reassess his entire life. I glanced around Claire to watch the thoughts churn behind his eyes. Each decision he reached led him to the betrayal of yet another family member.  
 
    “You didn’t come alone, did you?” he asked. “Are there others in the castle?”  
 
    “In the forest beyond,” Claire said, tilting her head towards the horizon. “I’ll need help bringing them into the castle, of course. I was hoping you might lend your aid…” 
 
    “Of course,” Alex replied immediately. Distantly. 
 
    “You’ll never believe who we have with us,” I said. 
 
    “After today?” Alex asked, managing a laugh. “Try me.” 
 
    “The former Queens Kouris and Kidira,” Claire said. “As well as the former Commander of the Kastelirian army, and another pane.” 
 
    “Not to mention a phoenix,” I added. 
 
    Alex narrowed his gaze, trying to discern if we’d already skipped to the part where making jokes came easily. Not knowing how to respond, he placed both hands on his head, exhaled heavily, and ultimately fell into the armchair Claire had previously been occupying. 
 
    “You’re going to have to catch me up,” he said. “Fill me in on everything I’ve missed. But tell me. You mentioned Queen Kidira. Does that mean that her daughter is—” 
 
    “Later, Alex,” Claire said. 
 
    He didn’t understand the warning in her voice. He had thought Katja dead all this time: how could Claire possibly have bad news for him? 
 
    “All I need to know is—” 
 
    “Alex,” Claire warned. 
 
    Perhaps Alex looked at me for an explanation and abruptly understood enough to know to keep his mouth closed. I could not say. My head was turned away, eyes blinking rapidly lest I screw them too tightly shut to ever open again. 
 
    “… Of course. Of course. Once the celebrations are out of the way, there will be plenty of time to talk. They’ll never give me a moment’s peace if I’m not in attendance soon.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” I asked. 
 
    Alex nodded, and his mouth twitched at the corner, telling me how little he wished to go.  
 
    “There are only so many places the castle staff would think to look for me,” he explained. “And Claire has quite the choice to make. Who are you going to visit first? Our father, or our mother?” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER IV 
 
    Alex left with a band of people who would’ve fainted, had they known Claire was in the castle, and all of the day’s momentum went with him. Claire made no plans, out loud or otherwise. She sat in one of Eden’s armchairs, and I could not work out which was more intimidating: meeting the King and Queen of Felheim, or meeting Claire’s parents. 
 
    “We’re going to do this,” I said, banishing the silence. “One step at a time, right?” 
 
    I said it out loud, but I didn’t believe it. Two years away from Asar, months spent in the ruins of Kastelir, and weeks with the pane, yet it was now that every second counted. It was now all the rash decisions would be made, though it was difficult to imagine anything more deliberately abrupt than Kastelir’s destruction. 
 
    I had to be patient. We were relatively safe, for all that safety had meant of late, and only Eden and Alex knew we were there. Sen, Akela, Kouris and Kidira were outside, along with Haru-Taiki, and all I had to do was wait for Claire to make her choice. 
 
    We’d pull a plan together after that.  
 
    Pacing the length of the chamber and wearily glancing out of the window wasn’t going to help her. I slumped into one of the armchairs and Claire caught my gaze for all of a second. 
 
    She did not cry. Rather, she was dragged into deep, shoulder-shaking sobs. She covered her mouth with her hand and wasn’t able to close her eye for the force with which the tears came. My heart twisted in my chest and lodged in my throat, and I was so shocked I almost couldn’t move at all. 
 
    Leaving the armchair behind, I was at her side like a shot. The moment I stood over her, she wrapped her arms tightly around me. She buried her face against my chest and let me hold her. I had never known her to crumble like that before. In the past, she had kept it inside. She rarely let it twist at her features. But now she was sobbing loudly, openly, as her fingers twisted in the back of my shirt and her tears soaked the fabric. 
 
    “Claire,” I said gently, blinking away tears of my own. “It’s a lot, I know.  I know. But I’m here. We’ve gone through so much these past years, and we’re still here.” 
 
    “Eden, she…” Claire was mumbling. “Of course she was still… still herself, still willing to help. After I doubted her. And Alex, how could I have feared the worst with regards to him? The both of them, they are… this is my family, Rowan. I have been away for so long, and now… now I am back. I am home.” 
 
    “You are,” I agreed, letting her ramble as she needed. 
 
    “I did not know you, when last I was here,” she said, shoulders trembling. “How that has changed. I could not have imagined…” 
 
    Managing a smile, I kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “What about me? I never thought my life was going to get any better. I didn’t think I’d ever meet anyone new, let alone you,” I said. “Not that it’s all been fun, or easy. But you, Kouris, Akela… It’s all been worth it.” 
 
    Claire stopped crying for long enough to speak. 
 
    “Were you not with me, I would not be crying. Even if I was locked in here alone,” she said, finally looking back at me. Her hair was a mess, and I pushed her eyepatch back to brush the tears away. “That speaks for something.” 
 
    I didn’t smile because she was crying, but because she trusted me enough to do so. She trusted that she’d be able to come back from this without shame or embarrassment. Eden’s chambers hadn’t changed in the last few years, and Claire directed me towards handkerchiefs, water, and a comb. Claire took slow steps and made herself presentable, and strangely, her outburst eased something within me. 
 
    Holding her while she cried had brought its own sort of exhaustion. 
 
    Once her hair was combed back into place, she spent far too long putting her eyepatch on and said, “Well. Today’s festivities may have put my mother in a forgiving mood. She likes it when Alex does his part for the Kingdom.” 
 
    “We’re meeting the Queen first, then?” 
 
    “It’s a strategically sound plan,” Claire said, as though only logic came into it. “The King is ill, and likely being kept under close, constant watch. He will have healers with him. Not to mention the fact that he is the one in power. I believe I need to build up courage before announcing my intention to usurp him.” 
 
    “Does she know? About the dragons?” 
 
    “If she did not know before I left, she does now,” Claire said, and took my arm when I offered it out to her. “We did not discuss such matters, when the King told me the truth. We did not discuss much; I could barely bring myself to look at any of them.” 
 
    “Do we just… track her down?” 
 
    Claire hesitated before pressing her fingers to the door handle. 
 
    “As I said: under my terms. I am in the castle, and the others are outside. If we need help, they will come,” she said, and nodded to herself to ensure she believed it was true. “And if we encounter trouble…” 
 
    It took me a moment to realise she was gesturing towards me, and then it was sealed. Not only could I protect her, but I would protect her. I could not undo the damage the flames had sown, but I could make sure she knew that she was still whole, still herself; she was worth holding onto, no matter the cost. 
 
    “My mother’s chambers are not far from Alex’s,” she explained. “But we will not seek her out. Do you remember the way back? If Laus is still at the doors, we could enlist their help. I remember them well; they are rather fond of Eden. Tell them that Lady Hawthorne wishes to speak with them in her chambers. I will have them send forward a request to my mother.” 
 
    The route from the entrance to Eden’s chambers was far from complicated, but I was afraid my mind would mix up the paths I’d taken through Isin’s castle with this one. I didn’t let Claire worry. I nodded, slipped out of the chamber, and waited until the door locked behind me. 
 
    I let my feet lead the way towards the swell of noise. I didn’t encounter another soul on my way, but stopped at the end of the corridor opening out onto the castle grounds and peered cautiously around the corner. People weren’t being let into the castle any faster than they had been an hour or two ago, but from a glance, there was less of a crowd outside. Those I’d managed to heal had slipped off in favour of food and drink. 
 
    Laus was still there. The other guards were stationed at the doors, but they were further down the corridor. I hurried towards Laus on light feet, tapped them on the shoulder, and rather than draw their sword, they started a little. 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    They looked me over. Eden might’ve told them I was her maid, but Laus was smarter than that. I could tell their instincts were good from the way they narrowed their eyes at me. 
 
    “What is it?” they asked. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “It’s Lady Hawthorne,” I said. “She won’t tell me what it is, but she wants to talk to you. In her chambers.” 
 
    Laus glanced towards the other guards, but before they could catch their attention, I added, “Please. It’s an emergency.” 
 
    Laus went with their gut. I ended up following them to Eden’s chambers, and they all but charged into the doors when they didn’t open at their command. 
 
    They rattled the handles, and when I said, “It’s me,” Claire unlocked the door from the inside. 
 
    Laus marched straight past Claire. A hand went to the hilt of their sword when they didn’t immediately see Eden, and they looked at Claire and me with a warning that didn’t sit right on their face. They were used to patrolling and standing watch, and the only dangers they’d faced were hypothetical ones. 
 
    They did not see Claire. Or rather, they saw who they had been told to: a costume maker's daughter, disfigured and there for help. 
 
    “Where is Lady Hawthorne?” Laus asked, almost managing to make a demand of it. 
 
    “Laus,” Claire said sternly, and even I was taken aback by the way she spoke.  
 
    Claire was home, and she was acting like it; she was acting as though she’d already achieved what she’d set out to do. 
 
    “I…” Laus started, but abruptly paused. There was a slight shift in their features – the twitch of their lips, the softening of their brow – and their hand fell to their side. “Princess?” they asked carefully. 
 
    Pretending that the word did not pass through her ears and into her chest, Claire nodded firmly. 
 
    “Princess Claire, I—” Laus didn’t know how to react. Whether they ought to bow or bring their hands to their head. “I had no idea. I apologise, I’m—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Laus,” Claire assured them, but they continued to look as though they’d never trust their own eyes again. “And Eden is fine. She’s with her fathers on one of the stages.” 
 
    “We need your help. And I’m not a maid,” I added, and Laus’ eyes flashed as if to say I knew it! “Sorry about lying. But we couldn’t just wander in.” 
 
    “Of course you could’ve!” Laus said, throwing their hands in the air. “You’re with the Princess.” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Laus had said it, but I couldn’t pair the Princess with Claire in my mind. I had known for years that the Princes of Felheim were her brothers, that its King and Queen were her parents, but before I’d known her as Claire, she’d been Sir Ightham. She’d been a Knight. I had not thought before that, or beyond it. 
 
    Claire took the title in her stride and said, “It isn’t so simple, as I’m certain my several-year absence will testify. I have need of your assistance.” 
 
    “I… Yes, Your Highness. Of course.” 
 
    It was as Claire had said. She’d been gone for years, and now she’d snuck back into the castle. I doubted treason was the first thought that occurred to Laus, but whatever it was certainly wasn’t a soothing one. 
 
    “Relax, Laus. All I need is for you to deliver a note to Queen Aren. I should like to meet with her, here. I will ask nothing more of you.” 
 
    “O-of course, Your Highness,” Laus repeated, but didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    Not that we needed them to be. The more shaken they were upon delivering the news, the more likely it was that Queen Aren would believe Claire was not only alive, but right there in the castle. 
 
    Claire helped herself to Eden’s writing supplies. Laus rocked impatiently on the balls of their feet, watching me from the corner of their eye. They wanted to know who I was, since I had never been Eden’s maid, but they knew better than to speak up. Their thoughts were askew, and I could not blame them. They had learnt that their Princess was alive after all these years, before her own mother had. 
 
    “Here,” Claire said. Her request was written out far too quickly for Laus’ liking. “Find the Queen. Hand her this, and do not leave until she has read it.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” Laus murmured. They stared at the parchment in their hands before remembering that they actually had to take the next step to do what Claire asked of them. 
 
    Claire and I sat in silence. By that point, locking the doors and waiting had become routine. There was absolutely nothing I could say or do to prepare Claire for what came next, and so I kept all my empty platitudes to myself, squeezed her fingers, and gave her all the space she needed. 
 
    The time it took Laus to fetch the Queen stretched out the years between us and what had driven Claire out of Thule. There was more to explain than could be told in a month, much less a single afternoon, but I knew that if pushed, Claire would be able to sum it up in a few brief, blunt sentences. I found out the truth. I left. I fought. Kastelir was taken, and I will not allow those left to suffer anymore; I will not allow the same to happen to Felheim. 
 
    I watched her mouth half-sentences, seeing eye grey and hazy, like the ocean amidst a storm. Thunder rolled through her as she rehearsed a speech in her mind, but that rumbling would fade to nothing, once she tried giving it a voice. She would be too aware of the way the shape of her mouth had changed, and the way her lips no longer felt the same. Not even against her own words. 
 
    As Claire’s thoughts spiralled deeper and deeper inward, she stopped trying to prepare. She never could be prepared. She waited, and her burns became worse. They were more gnarled than ever, as though a knife had been taken to the bark of an oak tree to dig the grooves deeper, deeper. It occurred to me that one ear was almost entirely gone, and the remnants were misshapen and indistinct, as though I had never set eyes on it before. 
 
    I saw what should’ve been there. Claire was tormented by the ghost of what no longer was, and I looked away, ashamed. She was as she always was. Just because I could see past it, because I had the luxury of forgetting the extent of it, did not mean that she was afforded the same kindness. 
 
    After what couldn’t have been more than a quarter of an hour, the door rattled in its frame. I started and tried to cover it up by rushing to the door and unlocking it. I stepped back, waiting for Queen Aren to make her entrance. 
 
    The door swung timidly on its hinges. 
 
    “I, um. I apologise, Your Highness,” Laus said, darting in and pressing their back flat against the abruptly closed door. “When I was finally able to speak with Her Majesty, she told me that no tall tale Prince Alexander came up with was going to distract her from the festivities, and that I was to be docked a month’s wages for daring to speak your name. She said I’ll be out of a job, should I ever speak to her again.” 
 
    Laus’ face turned red, and the colour crept down their throat. I could not say what was worse: having humiliated theirself in front of their Queen, or the loss of their wages. 
 
    “Go again. Take my pendant, and tell the Queen that Claire Aren Ightham will ensure that Liege Metis spends the rest of the festival on her heels, having been told that the Queen personally wishes to speak with them and finance their latest project,” Claire said. It meant as little to Laus as it did to me, and their face paled at the prospect of facing Queen Aren again. I wondered if changing colour so often was healthy. “No matter what Queen Aren says, I will see to it that your wages are paid in triple this month, and personally take you into my service, should you find yourself without a role to fill or in want of a new one.” 
 
    Claire became taller as she spoke. She stood with her back straight and her chin lifted, hands clasped behind her. Confidence was at her side, along with a natural ease. I had seen her as a leader, as a Knight, but never a Princess. She seamlessly flitted from one role to another, but was more of herself than ever before. 
 
    Convinced that their future was safe in Claire’s hands, Laus left with a salute. Claire did them the favour of not pointing out that their feet were dragging. 
 
    I didn’t ask how Claire could pay Laus’ wages, much less employ them. Between the lot of us, we probably had no more money than the average servant had in savings. But had I been in Laus’ place, I expect I would’ve believed that gold flowed like air from royalty, too. 
 
    I locked the door again. Claire tilted her head towards me and said, “I do not believe there is anyone on this planet who irritates my mother more than Metis. There are few who know this.” 
 
    I nodded. I wanted to say something supportive, but I could only nod. 
 
    The next time someone came to Eden’s chambers, there was no questioning who it was. A clatter of footsteps filled the corridor beyond, more than just the Queen’s, more than the Queen and Laus’, and I heard a woman say, “—making a game of this, then I shall take your head along with your job, guard.” 
 
    The door rattled. I reached for the key and yanked my hand back when someone kicked it. 
 
    “Open up, Hawthorne!” a different woman yelled. 
 
    There were two sets of feet kicking the doors, now. 
 
    “Cease that at once,” Claire said sharply. 
 
    As if no one stood outside, or within any part of the castle, it fell deathly silent. I paid Claire a last glance, but she stared at the door and would not catch my eye. I turned the key, took hold of the handle, and the door swung open on well-oiled hinges. 
 
    There were four people in the corridor, forming a sort of diamond. Laus was at the front, held there by the collar of their shirt. It was the sort of gesture I expected from a portside tavern. The two women stood behind Laus were identical to one another, down to the armour they wore. They were Myrosi-looking, with long, wavy hair that reached the small of their backs, and their golden armour was embellished with bits of dragon-bone that were more decorative than practical.  
 
    The one holding Laus on their tiptoes slowly let go, though not consciously. I may have never seen them before, but I could tell they were the sort of people who didn’t look like themselves without a smug grin on their faces. They stared at Claire as though they had walked in on a ghost, and not one they longed for a reunion with anytime soon. 
 
    But the fact that they stared at her so intently they forgot to breathe was nothing in comparison to the way Queen Aren looked at her. She stood behind the twins, far taller than them, and all the contempt and frustration Laus had stirred in her seconds ago was as nothing. Not a trace of it remained. She stared at Claire as though she could not trust her eyes. As though she was too scared to reach out and touch Claire, because it would mean she could not trust her hands, either. 
 
    Her eyes didn’t brim with tears. There was no weakness there. She reminded me of Kidira, in a way: the first time I had met her, she had been caught off-guard by a reunion of her own, but it had never done anything to diminish the strength I knew she had. 
 
    I didn’t look at Claire. If my hands were shaking, I couldn’t imagine the force that tore through her. 
 
    I understood how Aren felt, seeing Claire as she was after so many years. In that way, I had no right to stare at her to keep myself grounded. 
 
    “Claire,” Queen Aren tried. It was but a whisper, thick and clunky. She was too accustomed to speaking of Claire as part of the past. Having her in the present was as impossible as tearing apart time itself to get to her. “Claire. I had thought—” 
 
    She paused. She cleared her throat and spoke again. 
 
    “Mansels. Move.” 
 
    It took the pair of them a moment to comprehend words and their meaning. When they finally parted, they did so with a jolt. One of them belatedly remembered to drag Laus off to the side. With the day they were having, Laus deserved more than triple their wages. 
 
    “Queen Aren,” Claire said, when there was no one else between them. 
 
    It was not what she had wanted to say. All of us understood that. But the word mother would not pass her lips, and she could only make do with stiff formalities and a pretence of politeness. 
 
    Until Queen Aren stepped forward, arms outstretched. 
 
    My chest ached, and ached more when I tried to imagine what Claire must be feeling. There was no resistance on her part. She let Queen Aren wrap her arms around her shoulders and pull her close, let her hold her as tightly as she must’ve done so many times as a child. Claire didn’t blink. She didn’t move. Queen Aren placed a hand on the back of Claire’s head and whispered something about it being alright now, and only then did Claire stop acting the part of Felheim’s lost Princess.  
 
    She was just Claire, slack in her mother’s arms. She clung to Queen Aren tightly, pressed her face to her shoulder, and behind them, the Mansels looked at each other with a mixture of distress and confusion. One of them pointed to her own face in blunt surprise, and the other mouthed what may well have been fucking hell. 
 
    “Claire. My darling,” Queen Aren murmured. “What happened? What has been done to you?” 
 
    There was not a liar on Bosma who could’ve sounded so convincingly clueless. Amongst all the second-hand emotion rising in my throat, I realised there was hope in that. Queen Aren hadn’t known what became of Claire and hadn’t thought of her as being any worse off than dead. If she was not working closely alongside her husband, perhaps we had more allies than we’d imagined. 
 
    Claire leant back and dared to meet her mother’s eye. 
 
    “What do you mean what has happened?” she asked. 
 
    Queen Aren pressed her hand to Claire’s cheek with a hesitance that feared the wounds were fresh, and that she might not only hurt Claire, but find her own hand stuck to the mess of raw, melting skin. She tilted her head to the side, and her watery smile was one of pity. How could anyone not understand what she meant? How could anyone overlook what she had been reduced to?  
 
    “Mansels. Wait outside,” Queen Aren said sharply. The tone of her voice was at odds with the mood, and I wondered if I’d witnessed all the tenderness their reunion had to offer. “Ensure that we are not disturbed under any circumstances.” 
 
    “But Your Majesty, don’t you thi—” one of the Mansels started. 
 
    “Keep guard and do not disturb me,” Queen Aren interjected, and in a mutter added, “Unless my other child sees fit to return today, as well.”  
 
    The Mansels were obedient in action, but their attitude made it clear they weren’t happy with their dismissal. One of them caught my eye and patted the mace at her hip, and the other pulled the door to with a great thud, as though we were being locked inside, rather than them being shut out. 
 
    Queen Aren glanced my way, but before she could make a decision, Claire said, “She stays.” 
 
    “Very well,” Queen Aren said. 
 
    There were matters far more pressing to discuss than who I happened to be. 
 
    Claire and Queen Aren stepped back from one another. Their actions were slow, reluctant, but they would never express any desire to stay close with words. As I watched them move apart, I knew they would never come together in such a way again; that there never be a moment of unquestioned affection like that between them again. They were who they were, and castle life demanded they fit into their roles. 
 
    “When that guard came to me and said you wished to speak to me, I thought… I do not know what I thought,” Queen Aren said. “When they returned a second time, I would not allow myself to believe they were not intentionally trying to hurt me. I was furious. I wanted them to be wrong, purely to have someone to take my anger out on.” 
 
    “I am here, mother,” Claire said, and the pull of her lips made it clear how uncertain she was whether it was a good thing. 
 
    “And I cannot begin to understand how that is possible. You were dead a dozen times over. Lost to us long before that. And now you return. As what? I have before me my daughter, fresh from her grave, and I do not know whether I ought to be grateful for that.” 
 
    “You might want to sit down for this,” I said, more for Claire’s benefit than Queen Aren’s. “It’s going to take a lot of explaining.” 
 
    Queen Aren didn’t respond. She didn’t even look at me, though she took a seat once Claire did. 
 
    They sat in armchairs as stiffly as though they were boards with rusted nails sticking out of them, each waiting for the other to start. 
 
    “I did not die,” Claire stated, once it became clear that she had more answers to give than her mother did. “Not in the attack on Isin, and not after that. Despite Sir Luxon’s best efforts.” 
 
    Queen Aren clicked her tongue. 
 
    “The man was sent to find you. To see that you were returned home. Not to harm you. What a waste of a Knight.” 
 
    “And yet you still see fit to employ the Sir Mansels as your personal guard. If we are to talk of waste,” Claire said. There was judgement in her voice, but it was an old, teasing sort. It was the first time the conversation had stopped pulling everyone in the room’s nerves taut. 
 
    “They are crude, but efficient,” Queen Aren pointed out. “I am not yet dead or betrayed, am I?” 
 
    Claire opened her mouth with the start of a rebuke she’d likely offered up a dozen times in the past, but stopped short of speaking. There were more pressing things on the tip of her tongue. 
 
    “I have spent these past years in the former Kastelir, cut off from my homeland. I did not wish to fight against Felheim, but I was given no choice,” Claire said. “I had thought there was hope yet for not only Felheim but its royal family, but when the dragons came, when Isin crumbled and burnt around me… 
 
    “It has not been an easy two years. I have not borne the title of traitor lightly, but will continue to do so, if I might continue to stand for what remains of our neighbours, beyond the wall.” 
 
    “Claire,” Queen Aren said, and she said it as though she understood more than Claire ever would, no matter how much fire rained down on her. “Claire, my darling. It pains me to see you like this, it truly does. But more than that, it hurts me to know that you spent years – that you spent more than a second – thinking of us as your enemy. That I was against you, or had any part in this. You have it all wrong.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Claire asked. Her jaw was set, and she was determined not to believe anything but the truth she had lived since leaving Felheim. “If not you and the King, who else bears responsibility?” 
 
    “Not us. Never us. Your brother…” Queen Aren said, doing her utmost not to lose track of her words or thoughts. “Surely you have heard his name spoken with contempt, if you have been in Kastelir all these years. Rylan has… he has not served our family well. You father never would’ve condemned Isin as Rylan did. If I had any idea of what was to happen, do you not think I would’ve stepped in? All that death. All that destruction. Senseless, the lot of it. I could’ve stopped your father, Claire, but Rylan had something to prove.” 
 
    Claire didn’t answer. She curled her hands into fists and stared down at her missing fingers. It was all slipping out from under us. We had come to Thule to cut Rylan off at the source, to uncover what sense there was left in the plans we did not yet know of. But if Queen Aren spoke the truth, then Thule was as blind as we were. 
 
    His armies and his rampage had another root altogether. 
 
    “Claire, look at me,” Queen Aren whispered. “This wasn’t us. What happened to you: it wasn’t us.” 
 
    I hated the way she spoke to Claire. I hated the way she spoke of what had happened to her, as though it had been one single, solitary event. In the same way that she had suffered after Isin fell, she had suffered for long years before that, too. But because there were no scars from that time for the Queen to see, she did not acknowledge them. Everything Claire was, everything she had been through and endured, was treated like something that had just happened to her, one day. 
 
    “Then you don’t have any control over Rylan?” I blurted out. “He just took the dragons and your army and you couldn’t do anything about it? You didn’t have anything to do with it?” 
 
    Claire’s return was not enough to make Queen Aren forget who and what she was. Rising to her feet, she took brisk steps towards me, towering over me as I stood my ground by Claire’s side. 
 
    Her piercing green eyes bore into me, and not a single grey hair was out of place as she spoke, slowly and calmly. 
 
    “And who are you?” she asked. “No, never mind that: who are you to address me in such a way?” 
 
    She was not speaking as Alex had, shocked though he’d been. She would not take the shape of her words back or apologise for her tone later. 
 
    But I did not cower. She may have been a Queen, but she was not Queen Nasrin: I did not need anything from her, did not have to prove myself. She may have been powerful, but I had dealt with Queen Kidira before: she had struck me, and that bruise had healed over in a heartbeat. 
 
    “I was in Isin, that day,” I told her. Claire reached out and took hold of my wrist, but I didn’t need her to defend me. “I was there when the first dragon came. I watched the fire take everything, and I stayed to help drag people from under piles of rubble and out of burning buildings. I was in Kastelir – in the territories – for the past few months, too, and it’s full of soldiers. Soldiers dressed just like the ones around the castle. 
 
    “They’re still there. They’re still taking towns, still tracking down the dragons they’ve lost control of, and hacking them up to make weapons. Felheim is still everywhere, trampling over a country they’ve already destroyed. But you say that you had nothing to do with it. That it’s all Rylan. But I don’t think – I don’t understand – how that makes any sense. Why didn’t you stop him?” 
 
    Queen Aren said nothing. I thought she might strike me, or otherwise yell for the Mansels, but the silence persisted, until Claire said, “Her name is Rowan Northwood.” 
 
    The corner of the Queen’s mouth slanted downwards, and in what I’m certain was a very dignified, noble gesture, she threw her hands into the air and returned to her armchair. She did not slump, though she pinched the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “She raises a fair point. Why didn’t you stop him?” Claire asked. “Why continue to lend him your support?” 
 
    “Why?” Queen Aren’s voice was an octave too high. The words slipped under my skin. “Why indeed, Claire. Why do you think he so much as knew of the dragons in the first place? Your father chose to tell you for a reason, Claire. He trusted you. We both did. But with you obviously and abysmally absent, our hand was forced. We had to pass succession onto someone, and Alexander could not very well take the throne.” 
 
    Claire didn’t take the bait. She did not for a moment accept an ounce of the blame her mother tried to sling onto her shoulders. 
 
    “And so you gave him complete control over the dragons,” Claire said. “You let him burn a Kingdom of millions to the ground.” 
 
    “He was defending Felheim. He knew of Kastelir’s – of your plot – to turn against Felheim, and he could not risk war. Not if the Kastelirians knew the dragons would be no real threat to them, once they took Thule. You make it sound so simple, Claire. I was ill. Your father was ill, and remains so. You were gone, and there was only so much we could do. Rylan believed he was doing the right thing. He was so convinced that his actions were the right course, the only way to save Felheim, but we never for a moment thought he would bring down the whole of Kastelir. It is regrettable, my darling.” 
 
    “Regrettable,” Claire muttered. “I was not helping the Kastelirians prepare for war. That was the last thing any of us wanted. I sent them a warning and asked for their aid in helping put me upon Felheim’s throne, where I belong. Rylan caught wind of a rumour or created one himself, and took it as truth. All of this, because of an assumption.” 
 
    Claire took a deep breath, trying to draw all of the tension out of the room. Queen Aren, paling more to hear that war had never been a possibility more than she had to see her daughter alive after so long, tried to pull back what had unravelled between them. 
 
    “Why are we arguing, Claire?” she asked. “Do you truly believe there is any chance I might side with Rylan?  He has clearly known of your condition all this time, but has never said so much as a word to me. He allowed me to believe that you were dead all these years, and that alone is enough to consider his actions unforgivable.” 
 
    “That is the unforgivable part. Not that he has slaughtered millions and destroyed countless settlements, countless homes. But that he did not tell you that your daughter is—deformed,” Claire said. 
 
    “Claire,” Queen Aren scolded. “Rylan has gone too far, and we must stop him, no matter what it takes. I am not the enemy here.” 
 
    “And what of you?” Claire went on, not hearing a word Queen Aren said. “Last I saw you, you could not get out of bed without help. Your skin was— Your eyes were— You were dying, mother. They call it healer’s bane for a reason.” 
 
    Queen Aren dug her head against the chair’s backrest and sighed at the ceiling. How easy this all would have been if she was still on the verge of dying. She would have Claire’s sympathy, if nothing else. 
 
    “I am loathed to ask how much you know, but I have a feeling I ought to assume that you are aware of everything, at this point. If I speak of something that confuses you, I suppose you might ask me to clarify as I go,” Queen Aren said, stalling for time. “I am not proud of what I did, Claire. But with everything happening, with Rylan waging his war, with you dead and your father dying, and only Alexander left to claim the throne, I did what I had to. We have a necromancer. It is kept beyond the mountains, in the Bloodless Lands. I went to it, and the healer’s bane was not such a problem, after that.” 
 
    It. It. It was a tool, and thing to manipulate and forget. It had no feelings, no past. No name. 
 
    I wish I had been brave enough to burst into light in front of her. Instead, I only had words to use against her. 
 
    “Iseul. The necromancer’s name was Iseul. He was Kastelirian, and he was a taxidermist, from the town where they executed Queen Kouris,” I said slowly, clearly. “He went as far as Canth, but missed his home. There was so much of the world for him to see, but you and the King had him captured and used. He was kind. He believed in his country, new as it was. He gave you back your life, and his name was Iseul.” 
 
    My hands were shaking, worse than they had when Iseul faded in my arms. As I shouted the words at Queen Aren, I was amazed that the guilt building in my throat didn’t silence me. I wanted so much to speak for Iseul, but had already spilt all that I knew of him, as though that was all there was to him. Because we were both necromancers, I had foolishly let myself believe I knew everything about him. Yet I had never so much as asked Kouris more than a handful of questions about what he was, rather than who. 
 
    “This is beyond ridiculous,” Queen Aren said. What would she think if I told her Iseul was dead? Would that finally draw a reaction out of her? “I have not seen my daughter in more than two years, and I do not need an audience.” 
 
    “She stays,” Claire said, not feeling the need to elaborate. 
 
    “She is welcome to stay in the castle all she wishes. I will have her escorted to chambers of her own,” Queen Aren said, but I would not be moved. Not away from Claire. “Mansels!” 
 
    Claire got to her feet as the doors swung open. 
 
    “Leave,” she told the Knights. “You will not take orders from the Queen any longer.” 
 
    One of them snorted a laugh, and Queen Aren’s mouth pressed into a thin line. 
 
    “Is that what this is, Claire? An invasion, comprised of the two of you?” she asked with a dreary sigh. “Darling, you’ve no need to invade anywhere. This is your home, and despite what you believe, despite what you think of me, I am on your side. The two of us are united against Rylan. We want the same things. You do not need to fight me; there is nothing you can win, nothing to be won.” 
 
    Claire shook her head. It couldn’t be as easy at that. She couldn’t come home and find that they needed her. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. We were supposed to seize power at any cost, not accept the Queen’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “We have but one desire in common: to protect Felheim,” Claire said evenly. “Beyond that, our ambitions differ. You would sacrifice the territories to that end, and I know you would rather ally yourself with Rylan than do what is necessary to stop his rampage.” 
 
    “You are intent on seeing the worst in me,” Queen Aren said, and gestured for the Knights to advance on me. “Come back to my chambers. We will speak in private, and I will remind you that I am not some monster. I am your mother, not a villain in your story or an obstacle in your path. I have a castle, I have a country. Despite what Rylan has led you to believe, I have something of an army at my back. I am not only welcoming you home, but I am offering you all of this. Speak with me. Let go of your pride and understand that we can solve this situation far more quickly and peacefully together than either of us can apart.” 
 
    Claire looked at me. Neither of us had to say anything, but we shared the same thought: we had to try. Even if it was all smoke and mirrors, we had to take the chance that there was a smidgen of truth to it. Claire didn’t want to fight anymore. 
 
    “Rowan comes with me,” Claire negotiated. 
 
    “Claire. This is still my castle, and I have been doing this far longer than you have been alive. This is not up for debate,” Queen Aren said, but softened when Claire lifted her chin, about to challenge her. “I shall have the Mansels take her to your chamber, where she will be waiting for you. How is that?”  
 
    Again, Claire turned to me. I wanted to be by her side more than I needed to, and I was begrudgingly willing to admit that Queen Aren would not harm Claire. Beyond kinship, the situation in Felheim was as dire as whatever trouble Rylan had got into with the Agadians. Queen Aren needed Claire. 
 
    “I’ll wait for you,” I said. I looked between the Mansels to let them know I wasn’t afraid and said, “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “If any harm comes to her,” Claire began, eyes on her mother, though she spoke to the twins, “All of this shall be for nothing.” 
 
    Queen Aren gave the Mansels a sharp look, and they both made a lazy sort of salute, shoulders slack, body slouched. 
 
    The Mansels stood either side of me and yanked my arms. It is a strange thing to know that you are the most powerful person in a room; in any room. Strength alone does not matter. It is intent that makes actions what they are, and I knew the Mansels’ intent would win over mine. 
 
    “You don’t have to drag me,” I said, letting them know I had a voice of my own. 
 
    “It’s a big castle,” one said. “Don’t want the Princess’ latest pet getting lost.” 
 
    I tried not to bristle. 
 
    “I’ve been in lots of castles,” I said, thinking that palaces should count, too. 
 
    “So,” the other began, “What’s the deal with the Princess, anyway?” 
 
    “She’s injured,” I said. 
 
    “No shit,” she said. “The hell are you supposed to be? Some kind of peasant?” 
 
    “I’m a farmer.” 
 
    Not a pirate. Not a necromancer. Let them think all I was could be summed up in a single word. 
 
    She snorted a laugh. 
 
    “A farmer. Oh, that’s rich. From Hawthorne to this,” she said, and slapped my back.  
 
    “What better is she gonna get, looking like that?” the other laughed. She’d dragged Laus along with us; Laus who was green in the face, and perhaps not cut out for anything more than standing watch along some corridor. Laus caught my eye in nervous camaraderie, and I thought they might feel guilty for having stared so blatantly at Claire before. 
 
    “You’re Knights?” I asked in an effort to steer the conversation away from Claire. “I’m Rowan. Rowan Northwood. What’re your names?” 
 
    The one half-heartedly shoving me towards a wide staircase rapped a fist against the dragon-bone lining her pauldrons. 
 
    “Think everyone who signs up to serve the crown gets decked out like this?” she asked. “I’m Emma Mansel. This is Amy.” 
 
    Amy grunted, apparently not keen on me knowing her by any other name than Sir. 
 
    We approached a chamber that had to be Claire’s. It was up a second shorter staircase, with wide steps and a well-polished bannister. I didn’t expect the pair of them to do much more than shove me through the doors and lock me in, and I knew I didn’t have much time. The Mansels were a gruff pair, cruel from a first glance, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be reasoned with, or that Claire wouldn’t want me to try. 
 
    “I know you’re loyal to Queen Aren, and I’m not asking you to change that,” I said as Emma nudged me up the stairs. “But do you know who you’re serving? Do you know what they’ve been doing to Felheim all this time?” 
 
    The Mansels stopped, glanced at each other, and in an exaggerated whisper, Amy asked, “Is this the part where the farmer reveals that our King and Queen have been using dragons to control Felheim all along?” 
 
    “You already know?” I asked. They stared blankly at me. “But you’re Knights.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” Amy said. “It gives us something to do, doesn’t it? Wouldn’t be very Knightly without dragons to slay.” 
 
    Emma barked a laugh. 
 
    “Nice try, but the Queen told us a good year ago, when it was clear Rylan had gone batshit,” she said, clasping my shoulder. “We’ve had it good. Most of Felheim, the part that matters, have had it good for centuries. Peace is peace, no matter how you get it, and we don’t want Kastelir and Rylan messing that up.” 
 
    I knocked her hand away, appalled. Laus gaped at me, not understanding what was being said but afraid they’d got the gist of it, and Emma didn’t take kindly to my lack of compliance. 
 
    “The Queen might’ve said to bring you here, but if you’re going to lash out at us…” she said, and grabbed my shoulders so tightly that each fingertip threatened to leave a bruise. 
 
    She shook me on the spot and I thought: Katja would never do this. Katja wouldn’t need to grab hold of me, wouldn’t need to tower over me, to frighten me. She would only have to be there and it would be done. I supposed I had her to thank for making me fearless. Long ago, I would’ve been unable to move. My throat would’ve tightened and my hands would’ve trembled, but now I bore it knowing the moment would pass; that I had been through worse; and I understood that what Katja had wanted to do had worked. 
 
    She’d made it so that I only had her to fear. In that moment, I wanted her by my side. I wanted her close. I wanted her to see the way Emma Mansel pulled me close and sneered in my face, and I wanted possessiveness to ripple through her. 
 
    But it was only for a moment. The feeling faded, leaving only nausea behind, along with a disgust I could never speak of to anyone else. 
 
    “Take me to Claire’s room, like the Queen told you to,” I said. 
 
    “Claire’s room,” Emma repeated mockingly, and shoved my shoulder. 
 
    I stumbled on the edge of the step, but caught onto the bannister before tumbling backwards. What was I doing? Why wasn’t I letting them push me around to get it over with, so that they’d leave me in the room? Why should I, I thought. I had regrown a hand. I had marched a man’s corpse to the blade that took his head. I didn’t have to let anyone push me around. 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, and a rumbled roar filled the air. 
 
    All eyes turned to the foot of the stairs. Laus started and backed awkwardly into the bannister, having never seen a pane so ready to tear a person apart before.  
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER V 
 
    Seeing Kouris at the foot of the stairs, ready to strike, was like having a headache that was suddenly cleft in two. The fog that made me think I could speak back to the Mansels cleared, and I was left with a dull stab of fear. I could see how things would go: they did not look good. 
 
    To Kouris, I was being pushed around by the enemy. I had been separated from Claire by force, and whatever had compelled her to charge into the castle would compel her to charge up the stairs, too. To the Mansels, there was a pane baring her fangs and pointing her claws at them, and their day had been strange enough already. 
 
    I moved in front of the Mansels. 
 
    They had no objections. 
 
    “Kouris! Kouris, wait!” I called. “It’s okay. It’s fine.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look fine,” she snarled. “Where’s Claire?” 
 
    She kept her eyes fixed on the Knights and the weapons they’d drawn, but because I was the one speaking, because I’d never be so calm if anything had happened to Claire, she stopped with her foot on the first step and waited for whatever explanation there was to give. 
 
    “She’s with her mother. With the Queen,” I said, and Kouris’ ears perked up. One of the Mansels took a step down, but I held up a hand without turning, needing a moment to make things clear. This didn’t have to end in a fight. “It’s not what we thought. The King and Queen aren’t working with Rylan. They agree that he’s gone too far, and they need Claire’s help. It might… we might be okay.” 
 
    Footsteps filled the corridor beyond. Kouris glanced off to the side, but her ears didn’t flatten defensively. She raised her brow as Akela, Kidira and Sen joined her. One of the Mansels swore, and Laus did their utmost not to faint. 
 
    “What is this?” Akela asked, arms held out to the side. “I am seeing Northwood, and I am seeing that she is making new friends who are not looking as friendly as I am liking, and Kouris, she is not rushing into a fight. The invasion, it is being cancelled? We are having a tea party instead?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Kouris said, shoulders slouching now that Akela was there to back her up. They may not have had weapons, but that wasn’t much of a disadvantage where the pair of them were concerned. 
 
    “Alright,” Emma said, deciding it was time that someone other than me took charge of the situation. “I’m going to give you lot thirty seconds to explain who you are, why the hell there are two pane together, and what’s going on here.” 
 
    “It’d better be good,” Amy added. 
 
    “I am Kidira Nyarko, former Queen of the former Kastelir. This is Kouris, of much the same title, and Akela Ayad, the former Commander of the aforementioned country’s army,” Kidira explained. “And this is our companion, Sen.” 
 
    The Mansels looked at one another, trying to determine whether or not it was a joke. 
 
    “H-hello,” Sen said, waving timidly. 
 
    “How did you get in? And why?” I asked. 
 
    The Mansels only let the question stand because it was along the same lines as their own demands. 
 
    “Haru-Taiki came rushing back to us, squawking like someone had lost their head,” Kouris explained. “We figured Eden wasn’t being as trustworthy as Claire was thinking, so we came running. As for how we got in, heh. Reckon Haru-Taiki’s having the time of his life out there. Even the guards forgot all about what they were supposed to be doing at the sight of a phoenix in the castle grounds.” 
 
    “There wasn’t a problem. Didn’t you get our letter?” I asked. Things were going better than we could’ve hoped for, and I didn’t want to risk all of that because of a misunderstanding. “Look, I’m meant to be waiting in Claire’s chambers for her. If we all go in there, we can figure this out and no one needs to fight. We’re not going to cause you any trouble. Please.” 
 
    The Mansels were more than content to keep their weapons drawn as I addressed them. They glanced at each other, aware that their usual rash nature wouldn’t serve them well here. 
 
    “… I’ve heard of Commander Ayad before,” Emma eventually muttered. 
 
    “Mm,” Amy agreed with a frown. Sheathing her sword, she jerked her head towards the chamber doors. “Alright. In there with you. But don’t go thinking you’re anything less than prisoners.” 
 
    Akela clapped her hands together. 
 
    “Excellent! Just what I am needing, to be sitting down.” 
 
    Claire’s chambers were more than twice the size of Eden’s, but the disuse they had seen over the past few years made them feel empty. Everything was draped in thick sheets lined with dust, and Akela and Kouris saw to freeing the furniture. 
 
    The Mansels barked at Laus and ordered them to make sure the other guards were at their posts. They scampered off with a yelp, caught my eye as they left, and I did my best to offer them a grateful smile. Kouris sat in one of the armchairs, impatient and tense, and Sen mirrored her. She fidgeted with her fingers and scraped her claws against her tusks. Kidira took a seat, giving the appearance of being utterly uninterested in the whole affair, while Akela sat next to her, positively gleeful. 
 
    I couldn’t sit. Not when I was in Claire’s chambers and there was so much for me to take in. The Mansels sat by the door and made a show of uncorking an ancient bottle of wine they’d liberated from one of the shelves, and poured themselves generous glasses of it. Good. Let them do Claire a favour in removing temptation. They followed me with their eyes as I wandered the length of the room, leaving no inch unseen. 
 
    There were large windows in an alcove in the centre of the room, forming an arch, with carved, polished wood for a frame. They stretched to the ceiling, but didn’t touch the floor; there was a window seat the size of most beds, swamped in cushions, with a small shelf on one side, covered in a scattering of books. The pulled back curtains were a soft blue, the same hue that Canth’s sky ever was, and the thick carpet was only a shade or two darker. 
 
    There were all the things I expected to see: bookcases, heavy oaken furniture, desks, tables, chairs and all, with wall-length mirrors and doors leading off to a bathroom, a bedroom, and a strange little room that served no purpose other than to house clothing. I glanced in and saw enough dresses and suits and finely tailored shirts to make me dizzy, each of them unique. 
 
    It was the art that claimed most of my attention, though. Paintings in frames of gold-stained wood covered the walls without crowding them. There was a portrait of Claire and Eden – something to do with their engagement, I expected – and they both appeared far younger than I was now. Eden wore a suit that fit her like a second skin, and Claire’s dress looked like something that could only exist in a painting. I wondered how long they’d had to stand for the artist to capture their likeness, and whether they’d come to resent the clothes they’d chosen, having to hold that pose for longer than I liked to think about. 
 
    There were portraits of Claire younger than that, portraits where her brothers stood with her and Rylan’s face was still round, his eyes clear and shiny. A painting of Calais made my heart clench, and there were depictions of landscapes I didn’t recognise and may not have been real. 
 
    I paced back and forth. I ran my fingers across the backs of chairs, the edges of mirrors. I found more wine, uncorked the bottles, and filled the Mansel’s glasses before tipping the rest out of the windows. No one said anything, but the pair of them found it so hilarious that they let me get rid of all that I could find. There were bottles hidden, I was certain of that, but the best I could do for Claire was to get rid of the most obvious temptations. 
 
    “Look at him,” I murmured, from where I knelt on the window seat. “It’s like he was born to act as a diversion.” 
 
    Claire’s chambers were built into a tower at the back of the castle, overlooking a lake, manor house, and the forest beyond. Haru-Taiki was circling the castle and had drawn people away from the marquees as though he was the real reason the festivities had been planned for months on end. Word had spread beyond the castle and the gates had been locked when too many people filtered in. People pressed against the bars, reaching through in the hope of catching a falling feather. 
 
    It was more than an hour before Claire was brought to her chambers. Sen only stopped fidgeting in the interim because Akela took hold of her wrist and squeezed it fondly. By that point, Kouris had joined me in pacing. The Mansels were well on their way to being drunk, but were not so inebriated as to forget about their weapons, or to remain seated when the doors were pushed to. 
 
    Claire had been accompanied – or rather, led – by her mother, and had expected to find me there. When she saw that we were all gathered in the room she had grown up in, she faltered. Her fingers wrapped tightly around the head of her cane, and I imagined the room as she had left it: hollowed out and made empty by the truths that had been revealed to her. 
 
    She had chosen to leave Thule behind, and to her, this was the heart of it. The centre of who she’d been. And she had returned years later not to find emptiness, but a room full of those who mattered most to her.  
 
    I rushed forward, relieved to see her safe. It didn’t matter whether I trusted Queen Aren or not. I had learnt to be cautious, and knew that things were almost never easy. Claire held her arms out in greeting, and I placed my hands on her cheeks and kissed her lightly. 
 
    She smiled. It was a twitch of an expression, and she clouded with a strange sort of confusion. I don’t think she’d expected to smile, once we returned to Thule. 
 
    “You have company,” Queen Aren said. “Are these your allies?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Claire said, only looking away from me to introduce those around us.  
 
    After having her daughter return from the dead, it was not much of a stretch for Queen Aren to believe Kidira, Kouris and Akela sat before her. She paid Sen as little heed as she did to me. 
 
    “Well,” she said, when hands had been shaken and heads nodded in firm respect. “We’ve got quite the mess to clean up.”  
 
    The news spread throughout Thule, and then the entire country: the Princess had returned to the castle, blazing phoenix in tow. Together, they had been forged in the heart of a fire and reborn from it. That was the official line. That’s what the bards sang, both to Claire's face and behind her back. There was a certain dignity in comparing the two of them, I supposed.  
 
    In everyone's minds, it heralded something great. No one was certain what that something was, but it had the makings of a legend, or some prophecy all had forgotten. The moment Claire made her first appearance with a phoenix perched on her outstretched arm, there was suddenly nothing she couldn't do, no promise she couldn't keep. With her stood before them, sharing her story, the people of Felheim became more aware of the war in the former Kastelir than ever, of the threat Agados had always silently posed, and took it upon themselves to feel the effects of a fire that had never touched them. Now that there was surely an end to it, they could revel in the danger.  
 
    The next few days were a blur. I stuck close to Claire's side, though her mother did not mask her disapproval, and met all the advisors she did, endured dozens upon dozens of reunions with nobles she barely remembered, or no longer mattered, and learnt more about the running of a Kingdom than I'd thought possible to know.  
 
    Allocations were given. Allowances were made. The resistance were forgiven for all imagined crimes, which did nothing to stop Queen Aren from referring to them as rebels. When I caught Kidira's eye in one of the hundred meetings we attended, for once we were of the same mind. 
 
    Neither of us warmed to Queen Aren, and Kidira did a better job of being subtle or indifferent than I did. Still, I tried not to let my gut feeling cloud my judgement. The past years had not been easy on Queen Aren. Not only had two of her children been lost to her, but she had been left to run an entire Kingdom while her husband lay dying.  
 
    And had we been able to see the King, I would've put all of my misgivings behind me.   
 
    On the day of our arrival, there was too much confusion to set straight and too many weighty reunions for it to occur to Claire that there were others waiting for her. On the second day, half of the Kingdom knew that she had returned, and there were meetings to attend by the dozen. I barely got to see her for more than a minute at a time, and didn't manage to get out more than a hi.  
 
    On the third day, after Queen Aren reluctantly let me sit in on a meeting wherein she spent three gruelling hours explaining the country's financial state, Mansels looming behind her, Claire outright asked to see her father. She was told that he had taken a turn for the worse during the night, and that she ought to wait for the morning.  
 
    The next day came. The King was still poorly; too poorly to receive visitors, lest he take yet another turn for the worse. According to Alex, he had been allowed to visit his father near enough every day. He had been encouraged, even, in light of his rapidly declining health.  
 
    “I could find him,” I muttered out loud, and not for the first time. “If he's got healer's bane, it won't take me long to... to feel him.”  
 
    Kidira shook her head.  
 
    “We need to play by Queen Aren's rules,” she said. “But do not misinterpret the situation: it is balanced in our favour.”  
 
    “It is?” I asked sceptically.  
 
    Kidira, Kouris and I were sat in a corridor, being warily eyed by guards. For all there was to do, we were bored to tears. No matter how close we tried to stick to Claire, her mother inevitably found some reason for the two of them to discuss things alone, as though Felheim's situation was far from dire and she could not benefit from the guidance of two former Queens.  
 
    “If King Garland would not take Claire's side, why would Queen Aren attempt to keep them from one another? Queen Aren is Queen Consort; she only holds the power she does now because the King is not capable of ruling as he ought to. Claire was next in line to the throne, and I expect her father wishes to honour that.”  
 
    “After she ran away?” Kouris asked.  
 
    “What other choice does he have? Rylan would burn Felheim to the ground if an advisor didn't agree with him and Prince Alexander is not fit to rule. By his own admission.”  
 
    A gust of wind uncovered the sun from heavy clouds, and the flash of light through the stained glass played tricks on my eyes. It almost looked as though Kidira was smiling.  
 
    Of an evening, we gathered in Claire's chambers. She told us everything Queen Aren had not let us overhear, but it didn't prove to be much of an advantage. Queen Aren knew that Claire would share the information, and had made herself immune to it; it had all happened in the past, and no one could argue against her points. Her opinions had settled into facts and her plans were already underway.  
 
    “I am thinking that soon, we are going back to our old invasion plan, yes?” Akela said with a sigh on the fifth evening, when talking in circles left us more bored than dizzy.  
 
    “They already know we're here. They're prepared for us,” Claire said.  
 
    I was sat next to her, while Kouris claimed the other half of the sofa for herself. Sen and Akela filled their respective armchairs, while Eden had taken a seat next to Kidira. No matter how our surroundings changed, our circumstances had not. Felheim was against us, and we only had a handful of people we could trust. Orinhal had been taken, and the only hope we had was one that no one wished to speak of.  
 
    If the King died, the balance would tip in our favour.  
 
    “We are letting them come,” Akela said, slouching in her seat with an exaggerated yawn. “The Queen, she is not having as much of an army left as she is claiming. I am finishing what is left, and then we are letting Claire be Queen. And maybe Kidira and Kouris, they are being Queens again, too. Maybe I am being a Queen. I am thinking I would like that.”  
 
    “We’ll call that Plan B,” Eden said.  
 
    “Ah. You are forgiving me, yes. I am not meaning to suggest that you are not also making a fine Queen.”  
 
    Eden laughed warmly and said, “We'd end up bickering over who got to wear the crown, and we'd only be left with a hundred new problems.”  
 
    Akela grinned, and Kidira knitted her fingers together in a way that meant her patience was wearing thin. Not missing the gesture to return to more serious matters, Claire took the lead.  
 
    “From what Queen Aren has told me, I believe that her concern for Felheim is genuine. However, that concern manifests itself in the form of protecting Felheim from the strife we have caused the former Kastelir. She does not wish to help refugees or make reparations so much as she wishes to build the wall between the lands stronger and taller. Both metaphorically and otherwise,” she said. “The dragons will not be reinstated, that much I have ensured. If only because it is now a strategical nightmare, and far from practical. They no longer have a necromancer, Rylan has taken the last of the dragons, and it is not much of a secret.”  
 
    I'd heard it all before. So had everyone in the room. Still, we listened intently, as though something would flare in our minds that hadn't before. As though it would suddenly become so obvious, and Claire would be able to sort out the mess by employing reason alone.   
 
    “And Agados? What of them?” Akela asked. Everyone but Eden straightened in their seats. “Rylan, he is getting into trouble with Agados, that is what we are assuming. But Claire's mother, she is needing her help, yes? So we are knowing how Agados, how they are involving themselves in this yet?”  
 
    “When pushed on the matter, Queen Aren tells me not to worry about it. Agados has spent centuries keeping to themselves, and are unlikely to crawl over their wall for the sort of squabble we have got into with the former Kastelir,” Claire said, pausing to frown. “But it is troubling. We have more resources and raw gold than I would have expected. I have not been given access to the account books, but I would not be surprised if Thule has benefitted from one of Rylan's alliances with Agados. Even if it was years ago, before my mother understood where it was coming from.”  
 
    Everyone sat in silence, lips pursed together. Knowledge was of little use when it couldn't be translated into action, or be used to thread mismatched parts of a plot together. We didn't even have a scrap of a plan. We were stagnating, all momentum lost to us.   
 
    “Why don't we go to Agados?” I said. I hadn't intended to, and the words slipped past my lips with little forethought on my part. “Ask them what's going on, if Queen Aren won't tell us.”  
 
    The others stared at me as though I'd asked them to march into the Bloodless Lands with their eyes wide open. It wasn't until then that I took it seriously. I'd seen lands both living and not quite dead, and no matter how we spoke of Agados as a Kingdom shrouded by its own shadow, I knew there had to be more to it. I knew that not every person there could be cruel and twisted.  
 
    It wasn't the unsettling white of the Bloodless Lands. It was made of the same things that Felheim and Canth were: dirt and sand and flowing water, day and night and restless hours in between, and thousands of people. Millions. All of them different, none of them cut from the same cloth, no matter what Agados wished for its citizens.   
 
    Agados was awful. It was not to be allied with. I knew this because I had been told.  
 
    And it was not that I didn't trust Claire and Kidira in such matters, and I knew that Akela's word was the honest truth, but I thought: Agados gave us Akela. As terrible as it was, it had not bent or broken her. She was strong and kind and honest, and had more heart than anyone else in the world, including those who had two.  
 
    And maybe, just maybe, there was someone else in Agados worth half of what she was. Maybe they'd listen.  
 
    “I could take Oak across the territories,” I said, eager to stitch together a plan before Kidira could tell me, in detail, why going to Agados would never work. “I could go the rest of the way on foot, or horseback – do they have horses in Agados? – and go to the capital. All I'd have to do is deliver a letter. I might even find out something about Rylan on the way.”  
 
    I expected a chorus of no, no, no, but they only continued to stare at me. Had Haru-Taiki not been keeping Alex company, he would've spontaneously understood every word I was saying and stared at me, too.  
 
    “If we are going to Agados, then I—” Akela began, faltering.  
 
    Kidira cut her off, abrupt and blunt and unspeakably kind.  
 
    “You'd have no reason to go,” she said dismissively. “It makes far more sense for you to stay here, where you might protect Claire, should the worst happen. Not to mention the fact that I speak Agadian well enough.”  
 
    Akela dug her fingers into the arms of her chair. Next to me, Claire shook her head.  
 
    “Absolutely not,” she said. “There is nothing to be gained from it.”  
 
    “Except answers,” Kouris said. “Come on, Claire. You don't reckon that they ain't involved in all of this, do you? If we're taking an excursion to Agados then aye, I'm coming.”  
 
    Claire frowned, but said nothing. It was taking her time to conjure excuses.  
 
    “They are not having pane in Agados,” Akela muttered, rubbing her hands against her face. “If you are going, you are standing out. And they are having a problem with anyone who is standing out, I am telling you this.”  
 
    “It'll be dangerous,” Claire eventually offered.  
 
    “I'm dangerous!” I said, holding my arms out. “And not just to other people. To myself. Living in my village was dangerous. Running away was dangerous. And what happens when Queen Aren realises I'm a necromancer? You didn't see what she'd done to the last one, Claire... And she will find out. This castle is full of healers! I can't avoid them forever. It's only a matter of time before they figure it out.”  
 
    Everyone else looked as though they very much didn't want to be there. It was a conversation Claire and I should've been having in private, because it was about so much more than whether I should stay or go. If we were alone, I might've said more. I might've told her that I wasn't the person I'd been all those years ago when she'd let me run away with her. I wasn't clueless. I understood how the world worked and all the things that people could and would do to me, given half a chance. I had seen a Kingdom crumble and I had marched a man's corpse towards a blade and carried his head like a prize.  
 
    I was glad I couldn't bring myself to say any of that, because it wouldn't have been fair. Claire didn't need reminding of the years we'd spent apart, or the ways I'd been forced to change without her. I didn't want to give the distance between us any more weight.   
 
    After an uncomfortable moment, Claire said, “There is some merit in it. There are no written rules about Agados being closed off to visiting foreigners. And if Kidira were to go as a representative of the former Kastelir...”  
 
    “I'll go,” Eden said. “I can represent Felheim, can't I? I have connections enough to the court, and roots within the royal family.”  
 
    Claire pinched the bridge of her nose.  
 
    “Oh, come now,” Eden said, pre-empting another round of it's dangerous. “You taught me swordplay a decade ago, and I grew up in one of the least glamorous neighbourhoods in Thule. I've seen worse in alleyways than I likely will in Agados.”  
 
    Sighing, Claire said, “I shall think about it.”  
 
     It didn’t feel like much of a victory at all. 
 
    I found Claire’s hand and squeezed it. She may have had a talent for leadership and a head for politics, but it wasn’t where she belonged. Years ago, she’d had no choice but to march into Kastelir, and I knew that she’d head into the heart of Agados, if that was what needed to be done.  
 
    It wasn’t that she didn’t think going to Agados was the next logical step. It was that she felt compelled to be there, to protect us as she once believed she’d protected Felheim, but could not. 
 
    The others made their gradual departures. Eden left first, more at ease in the castle than the rest of us. She crossed the room, squeezed Claire’s shoulder, and gave her a look that meant nothing less than You know it’s the right thing to do. Claire bid her goodnight, and Kouris followed her lead. 
 
    We had all been given chambers of our own, and they all came with guards stationed at the door. There were plenty outside of Claire’s rooms, too, and they were all under strict orders to follow us around the castle. For our own safety, of course. To ensure that we got where we were going, naturally. 
 
    Akela and Kidira went next. Akela had been in a trance since Agados had been brought up. Her expression was frighteningly blank – she did not look like herself without a grin on her face – but I knew her mind was anything but empty. I remembered the past she had shared with me on that boat in Canth and wished I’d never uttered the country’s name.  
 
    Kidira placed a hand on her shoulder, caught her eye, and Akela followed her without a goodnight. Kidira kept a hand rested lightly between Akela’s shoulder blades and said goodnight with a few sharp nods. 
 
    Sen stayed for longer. She didn’t fuss over Claire, as I thought she might, but instead remained in her chair and read. I think her presence was enough to keep Claire calm, though it couldn’t be said that any force on Bosma could soothe her, after the last few days. Bit by bit, Claire left the solitude of her thoughts, stopped thinking in terms of strategy and politics and finances, and smiled softly down at me. 
 
    Sen left shortly after, all sleepy goodnights and hugs from on high. 
 
    The guards would tell Queen Aren that I hadn’t returned to the chambers she had pointedly set aside for me, but it was hard to care when I could stretch out and curl up against Claire’s side. She draped an arm around me, idly ran her fingers through my hair, and I let myself imagine what it would be like, if she were Queen. 
 
    If the castle was full of our friends and allies, and the cracks history had worn into the territories and Rylan had reopened were healed. It could be like this, every night. The only real danger in my life would be that of falling asleep on the sofa while the fire bloomed in the hearth in front of us, fighting back the long Felheimish winters. There would be problems to deal with, new issues to address every day, but they would be as nothing, compared to this. 
 
    Compared to the way that the harder we tried, the more things crumbled around us. 
 
    “Your mother doesn’t like me,” I said, burrowing my face in the curve of her shoulder. 
 
    “My mother likes few people,” she replied. “It took her months to begin to warm to Eden.” 
 
    I didn’t reply. The conversation didn’t go anywhere. There was too much to focus on, too much to fret about, even when we were alone. 
 
    “I could help him,” I murmured into her neck. “Your father. I could heal him. I know you came here to take the throne, and that it wouldn’t help us, but I could get rid of his disease. If you want me to. Then he’d be in control, instead of Queen Aren…” 
 
    “It is tempting indeed to think of him as the lesser of two evils, or even an ally,” she said, absentmindedly drawing circles on my back. “But he has ruled this Kingdom for decades, and not once did he have any qualms about what he was doing to the people therein. About what he was doing to the necromancer, Iseul. Were he in good health, he would not change his ways. Even if he is not set in them, he will not abandon them and admit that he was wrong, after all. 
 
    “He will use Rylan as an example. He will say that he is the true danger, the real evil in Felheim. But Rylan is only following in his footsteps, and has likely been responsible for less damage these past few years than my family has these last centuries. Besides: they had Iseul. Had my father wanted a cure, he would’ve seized it when my mother did. But he is proud, and he is looking for an easy way out of this.” 
 
    My heart sunk. I pried myself free from Claire’s gentle grasp, leant over her, and pressed my forehead to hers. 
 
    “Hey. Claire. I love you,” I whispered. “I love you, and we’re going to fix this.” 
 
    The corner of her mouth quirked into the start of a smile she was not entirely numb to. 
 
    “Are we?” 
 
    “We are. You’re going to stay here, and you’re going to speak with your father. Felheim will be yours, Claire, because you’re the only one who understands what it’s going through, and that we have to help our neighbours, too. The people will be behind you. They already are! It’s not even been a week and already everyone’s talking about how the phoenix chose you,” I said, kissed her forehead, and paused. “And I’m going to Agados. I’m going to find out what’s happening between them and Rylan. Between them and Felheim. I’m going to see if they really are using a necromancer, and I’m going to make sure they don’t dare to come after us.” 
 
    “You’re going to Agados,” Claire said softly. 
 
    It wasn’t a question, but I nodded. I was going to Agados, and I was going to make sure that Akela never succumbed to that horrible blankness ever again. I was going to do so much and I was going to go so far, but for now, all I could think of was sleep. Determination alone wasn’t enough to keep my eyes open. 
 
    Claire pulled me to her chest and held me tight. 
 
    “Stay,” she said, face buried in my hair. “I do not care what the guards report to my mother.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER VI 
 
    Two days later, Agados was no longer a threat in the distance. It was a target we were actively striding towards.  
 
    We left without Claire and headed north through the forest. Haru-Taiki had set out earlier that morning in search of Oak, and Claire had ensured we'd be able to slip out unnoticed by arguing with her mother more aggressively than usual. Surely she could at least let Eden sit in on the meeting, Claire said. For a moment, Queen Aren paused to consider Claire's demands, defences chipped away bit by bit with each passing day, but one of the Mansels cleared their throat and the Queen shook her head.  
 
    And that was that.  
 
    She locked herself away with Claire for the better part of the morning and we made our exit. We were not exactly prisoners, not yet, but if we asked permission to leave, we would've had to explain why. And had we explained why, our request would've been denied.  
 
    Kidira had made a point out of how we were not to trust anyone beyond the small group we'd arrived with, the small group Eden had wordlessly been invited to, but we once again found ourselves relying on Laus to get out of the castle. They had learnt to walk with purpose since being thrust into the heart of our latest disaster, and with their boots polished and their uniform freshly pressed, no one questioned them when they marched us through the corridors, out the back door, and through the gates leading to the forest.   
 
    I said goodbye and thanked them there, not certain they'd be able to meet Oak without fainting.   
 
    Eden hummed as she led us through the forest, eager and excited and more than anything, nervous. She'd dressed in riding clothes with a light, thin blade hanging languidly at her hip, and had plenty packed for the journey in her sturdy canvas bag. Kidira and Akela trailed behind, and I squinted between the foliage at the golden sun.  
 
    The forest brimmed with the sound of birds. The trees were warm when I ran my fingers across their bark, and the ground hadn't tasted rain in weeks.  
 
    Summer was finally here.  
 
    “Is that...?” Eden asked, abruptly halting as the trees began to thin and we could see the horizon again.  
 
    “It is,” I said, grinning.  
 
    I ran ahead, heart pounding before I'd broken out into a sprint.   
 
    “Oak!” I called, but Haru-Taiki reached me before I got anywhere near Oak.  
 
    I almost charged straight into him, for the way he dived down and stretched out his wings. I scolded him with a playful tap on his beak, at which he squawked proudly. I gestured to my shoulder and he wasted no time taking the weight off his wings. Deep purple feathers tickled the side of my face and the back of my neck, and with his great talons clinging to me, I made it the rest of the way to Oak.   
 
    Oak greeted me with a lick to the face, tongue dry but soft, and I hooked a hand around his horn. I was more myself with him around.  
 
    “I'm sorry you have to stay so far away, boy,” I told him as I ran a palm over his smooth scales. “It won't be like this for long. Claire's going to be Queen, you know? Then you can live on the land outside her chamber windows, and swim in the lake every morning.”  
 
    Pleased by this, and in as little rush as ever, Oak thumped his tail against the ground as the others caught up with us. He recognised Akela and Kidira easily enough, having different reactions for both of them, but looked at me with concern in his glassy eye at the sight of Eden.  
 
    “That's Eden. She used to be Claire's fiancée,” I whispered into what passed for a dragon's ear. “She's nice. We like her.”  
 
    Oak let out an intrigued rumble, pushed himself up on his paws, and plodded to meet Eden halfway.  
 
    At the sight of a dragon heading her way, Eden gave a deep, swooping bow. It was more theatrical than courtly, and Oak did his best to mimic it with outstretched, torn wings.  
 
    “It's an honour to meet you,” Eden said. “I've heard so much about you.”  
 
    “And now that everyone knows each other,” Kidira said. “Let's not waste any more time.”  
 
    I set an example for Eden by climbing on Oak's back. He barely tensed. I patted him between his shoulder blades, proud of how far he'd come. From the corner of my eye, I saw Akela catch hold of Kidira's wrist.  
 
    “You are being sure of this?” Akela asked. “This is something you are truly wishing to do?”  
 
    Kidira did not click her tongue in irritation. She pushed herself onto tiptoes and pressed a hand to Akela's cheek, touch as soft as her eyes were hard.  
 
    “I am certain,” she said. Kidira was not a woman who was uncertain about anything, and so felt no need to speak of this certainty around anyone but Akela. “There is nothing I would like more than to march to their capital and tell them exactly what I think of them, and how little we wish to have to do with them.”  
 
    Akela managed the beginnings of a smile. Kidira gestured for her to lean down, and when she did, she kissed her on the forehead.   
 
    “Do not worry about me. Go. Protect Claire. From the Mansels, especially. They are looking for the vaguest reason to take action against her.”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Eden agreed in an absent-minded mumble. She hadn't taken her eyes off Oak since she'd first seen him. I wasn't sure she'd managed to blink, either. “You can't trust either of them. Dreadful women, honestly.”  
 
    I urged Akela over, leant towards her, and said goodbye with a hug and a kiss on her cheek. Kidira climbed onto Oak's back as though clambering over a pile of rotting logs, and Eden stared up at us. She still wasn't blinking. I held out a hand, breaking her from her trance, and she said, “Ah, yes, I do suppose...” and apologised for every step she took as she began her ascent.  
 
    Oak beat his wings. Akela vanished to all but a speck below us, and Eden, sat between Kidira and myself, clung tightly to my waist and went through the same cycle of fear, awe and exhilaration that we all had. Patting the back of her hands, I smiled, both for her and myself. I watched the clouds tear past us and thought: this can't be my life. Any moment I was going to wake up in my farmhouse and realise that none of this was mine.  
 
    Haru-Taiki flew alongside us for a handful of miles, and we saw him off with a wave, telling him to take care of Claire.  
 
    The trip to Agados was almost three times as long as the one to Orinhal had been, and we lost a day to flying. At the thought of Orinhal, guilt bubbled within me. Surely we ought to have headed there, to save Atthis and Ash and Goblin and all the others we'd left behind. But what could we do? Rylan had claimed it and was still there, for all we knew. We were but three people and a dragon who couldn't breathe fire.  
 
    We didn't stop in Orinhal. It was too far south for us to even pass. Our first stop was west of where Isin had once been, after half a day spent in the air. Our legs were stiff but boneless, our heads light from flying so high, and the heat made us uncomfortably clammy. To Oak, stamina wasn’t an issue. He could fly indefinitely, and while we paced back and forth and stretched out to remind ourselves of our bodies, he yawned, eager to get back up in the air.   
 
    I watched the territories pass beneath us, reams of green interrupted by patches of angry red. Scars spread across the landscape, eating up what little remained of cities and towns, and though I wanted to look away, I could not. Rylan had taken so much more than Isin, and to look away would be to deny the extent of what he'd done.  
 
    Our second stop was a dozen miles from Agados. There were plenty of maps of the Kingdom, though few of them were more detailed than the rough location of its capital, Soldato. That was all we needed. The next step was simple: fly high enough over the wall to not be spotted by any of the patrols, land a few miles in, and find a safe place for Oak to wait while we headed to Soldato on foot.  
 
    Kidira had all the papers. Claire had written a letter, intended for Agados’ King but far more likely to end up in the hands of some advisor, and Kidira had translated it; Claire copied it out word for strange word, wanting it all to be in her hand. We had all other sorts of official documents from Felheim, along with royal seals and sigils. Everything we’d need for some sort of diplomatic forgiveness, when things eventually went awry. 
 
    Agados’ wall was at least twice as tall as Felheim’s, and for a heartbeat, I worried Oak would never be able to fly higher than it. Rising to the challenge, he shot into the sky, causing Eden to yelp and cling to me harder than ever. In turn, I looped my arms around the base of Oak’s wings and leant forward, hoping Kidira wasn’t too proud to latch onto Eden. 
 
    As soon as we were out of sight, we barrelled towards the ground. I heard Eden exclaim loudly, incoherently, and I realised I was doing the same. There were some things people never got used to. 
 
    Agados opened up, a handful of miles from the border. It was a jagged land, as though the gentle slopes of a mountain’s foot stretched all the way to the coast. Storm grey rocks protruded from the ground, and thick forests of evergreens reached out to us like spears. 
 
    Strange. I had imagined Agados as a land pressed flat. I had imagined that the King, or whoever pulled his strings, would’ve filed away all the country’s rough edges and imperfections, polished the surface, and left the whole of Agados more abstract than the Bloodless Lands themselves. 
 
    But as I had learnt since leaving my farmhouse, places were just places, and though the landscapes could vary, everywhere had things hidden under the surface; that’s what truly united us.  
 
    Oak set down in a clearing that could barely be described as flatish, and almost gave a stag a heart attack. We gathered our bags and found our legs, and with my arms around Oak’s trunk of a neck, I told him that he was to wait, unless there was so much as a sign of danger. In that case, he was to flee. 
 
    “Well,” Eden eventually said, unable to help but notice that Kidira and I were standing there, unmoving. “Shall we?”  
 
    We headed west, out of the forest. Soldato was anywhere from ten to thirty days by horse, according to the various maps we’d squinted at, and none of us wanted to find out how far it was by foot.  
 
    Kidira didn’t look back. Eden glanced over her shoulder every few seconds. At first, I thought she was watching Oak disappear, but once there were only trees behind us, I realised she was pulled back by the same thing I was. I marched forward, did my best to follow in Kidira’s example, but my shoulders ached for how tense they were and I found myself going to great lengths to keep my eyes fixed forward. 
 
    The forest fell away, replaced by open meadows and sharp, sudden inclines. At the top of what was more a rock pile than hill, I finally let my gaze flicker over my shoulder. Eden, close behind and more invigorated than exhausted, put a hand on my shoulder and tried to see what I saw. 
 
    “Are you alright, Rowan?” she asked softly, so Kidira wouldn’t overhear. 
 
    Nodding quickly did nothing to convince Eden. 
 
    “Rowan. Come now. We’re about to head deep into the belly of Agados together. We ought to be able to trust each other.” 
 
    My stomach made knots of itself. Claire trusted Eden, which should’ve been enough for me. More importantly than that, Eden had been in my position, once upon a time. She’d understand better than anyone. 
 
    Myself included. 
 
    “It’s Claire. I don’t like being away from her. Not after I was gone for so long, and with everything going on in the castle, and—” I said, flushing with shame. Not for what I was about to say, but because I had trouble finding the words. Yet Eden knew. She knew. “I’m worried that she’ll, with all the pressure, Claire will…” 
 
    Understanding flashed in Eden’s eyes, and the way her smile refused to fall was somewhere between eerie and heartbreaking. Her hand moved to the small of my back and she steered me on. 
 
    “Claire is an alcoholic,” she said, plain and quiet. “It is not a matter of her fighting to never slip again. It will happen, and it will happen more than once. That is not a judgement or condemnation of Claire’s character: it is the simple fact of things. There is unspeakable pressure on her, and her family situation is… it is enough to unsettle anyone. But each time she gives into temptation, or her circumstances compel her to take refuge in such a short-term solution, we will be there for her. Each time, the fall will be a little less far, until one day, she finds herself on even ground. It is an illness, a horrible thing, and we cannot expect it to never happen again. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I…” It wasn’t fair that I didn’t want her to have to go through it. Claire didn’t want to go through it, either, and she was the one who had to suffer each and every last aspect of it. “Yeah. Thank you, Eden.” 
 
    “Years ago, when Claire and I… when we were trying to repair our relationship, she often could not keep promises to herself for days. Sometimes, she could not stay sober for more than a few scattered hours. She has worked harder than you could ever believe to get this far, Rowan.” 
 
    I could only nod, silently mulling the words over as we continued on our path. 
 
    Our time out in the open didn’t last long. The land gave way to yet more forest, full of warmly coloured birds I didn’t recognise the likes of. There were endless trees, making that part of Agados denser than any part of Felheim. So many trees, I thought, adjusting the bags on my back and thinking of Akela. I thought of all those years – decades – she’d spent trapped in Agados, alone in the forest, chopping down tree after tree. Repetitive, endless. For the first time, something like gratitude, warm and rising, fluttered in my chest at the sight of Kidira. 
 
    It didn’t last. Whatever I felt was washed away by the threat of danger. A party emerged from the edge of the forest, made of broad-shouldered men carrying crossbows. Hunters, I thought, though their dress was more fashionable than practical, and there was barely any dirt around the ankles and knees of their trousers. They were out for sport, not food. 
 
    “Agadians,” I murmured, stopping by Kidira’s side. 
 
    “Evidently.” 
 
    It didn’t take them more than a few seconds to spot us. My ears rang with panic, but through it all, I was dully aware of being surprised that I could still feel panic over this sort of thing, mundane as it was in comparison to cities burning and enemy ships heading towards port. My first fears were irrational. It wasn’t all over: Kidira had taken meeting Agadians in Agados into account. 
 
    After a moment of staring at them as they stared at us, one of the men raised a hand. 
 
    Eden waved back, and the group came towards us. 
 
    My mind turned to numbers: six of them with just as many crossbows and hunting knives no doubt hidden in their boots, and three of us with a spear, a sword, and a necromancer. The odds were hardly in their favour, but they had no way of knowing that. In Canth, I’d learnt that thinking you could win was half the secret to actually winning. 
 
    Up close, I saw that the men were cheerfully exhausted, but more than that, they were smiling. They weren’t smug expressions, and there was nothing I found reflexively ugly about any of it. They were delighted to have stumbled across strangers. What would we have done in my village, had outsiders visited us? We certainly wouldn’t have taken up arms against them. 
 
    Unless they were pane. 
 
    I did my best to smile at one of the Agadians, but it came out crooked. 
 
    When one of the group began speaking, a well-dressed man with a beard as long as his forearm, I took pains to forge my expression into one of attentive cluelessness. Kidira listened carefully, nodding after every other word to remind herself that she did know Agadian, despite the disuse it had fallen to. 
 
    When he finished speaking, the man stood with his arms open in an easy, friendly gesture. Kidira replied sharply, though without her usual hostility. The man grinned and turned towards Eden and me. 
 
    “They’re from a village on the other side of the forest,” Kidira translated, with none of the original enthusiasm. “They’d like to know if they can offer us dinner, or a place for the night. There is an inn, apparently.” 
 
    I agreed, albeit hesitantly. A village meant horses, and horses meant getting to Soldato and out much faster. Nodding earnt the same results in any language, and the men clapped in delight as they made swooping motions with their arms and led us back to their village. A few of them chatted eagerly with Kidira, far more excited to meet foreigners than I’d expected; so eager that I resolved not to relax, or trick myself into trusting them. 
 
    I fell into step next to Eden. 
 
    “I do so hope they won’t be responsible for this dinner,” she said, nudging me in the side. “It doesn’t look as though they had much luck with their hunt.” 
 
    Eden was right. Their bags were empty, no strangely coloured birds filling them, and no one struggled to carry a fallen stag. The Agadian men strapped their crossbows to their backs and made a show of guiding us to their village and booming cheerfully at Kidira. I would’ve felt safer had they been less overtly friendly. 
 
    I caught one of them getting his friend’s attention to point at the sword at Eden’s hip. They both laughed in a sickly, endeared sort of way, and I reminded myself that Kidira knew what she was doing. Kidira would’ve put a spear through their throats if she so much as suspected danger. A little patronising wouldn’t put our lives at risk.  
 
    I stuck close to Eden’s side; our time in Agados would make better allies of us than any amount of Claire’s trust. The village itself was three miles off, through alternating patches of thick forest and rocky terrain, and when the men decided the path had become treacherous, they turned to us to offer help. 
 
    I wanted to scream that I had not only scaled the mountain paths up to Kyrindval but had leapt from them, too; that I had fled from fire and ran across burning sand; but it would’ve fallen on deaf ears. I shook my head and went on in silence, too uncomfortable to talk to Eden, even though our words wouldn’t have been understood. 
 
    Kidira chatted idly at the Agadians’ beckoning, translating every tenth snippet or so. It was never anything of worth. “We’re halfway there,” or, “They will prepare dinner for us, once we arrive.” But we did find out that, “They have horses, and are willing to trade for them.” 
 
    Their village was upon us in little more than an hour. One side edged onto the forest and the other backed onto what might’ve been a hill, centuries ago. Half of it had collapsed into the dirt, leaving one side jagged and rough. Almost vertical. At a glance, there were some eighty or ninety buildings, gathered on both sides of a narrow but nurturing river. 
 
    It was nothing like my village. 
 
    Everything was neat, uniform. The few streets didn’t meander or curve, instead turning at sharp angles as they intersected one another. Each building fit the next, perfectly placed, unlike the houses in my village that had been carelessly wedged in between one another. As we drew closer, I saw that the houses were built from the same dark wood the forests were made of, with polished stone columns for support. 
 
    There was money, plain to see, and it was nothing more than a small village. It was far from the capital, cut off from larger trade routes, and lost amongst the forests. These people were far from suffering under a nameless, faceless, undying King. 
 
    We were taken straight to a tavern. We gathered plenty of interest in the streets from children and adults alike, and as we took our places in the warmly-lit tavern, the seats around us began to fill. Half of the village’s men must’ve been there, and a scattering of women hurried to fill the glasses and plates as orders were placed. 
 
    One of the lacklustre hunters who’d led us there said something, disappeared, and after a moment spent staring at Kidira, she said, “He claims to know someone who speaks Mesomium.” 
 
    I hoped he did. It was strange, being stared at but being unable to diminish the weight of their gazes by giving myself a voice. I did not want to have to rely on Kidira and her translations all the way. 
 
    We were given food and drink, but my stomach clenched at the sight of it. I did my best to nod my thanks to the woman who’d brought it over, and Eden sat far too rigidly next to me, hands hovering over the cutlery but not committing to taking it. 
 
    Kidira ate the leg of lamb with her hands. One of the hunters cleared his throat awkwardly and another tried to laugh. 
 
    “Ah!” came a voice across the din. “So the lad was right. There are visitors from across the wall.” 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to mark us as foreigners. Not only was our manner of dress different in ways I couldn’t pinpoint – it was the colour and shape, I think; their clothes did not flow, while ours were not as neat around the edges – but unlike the rest of Asar, where cultures had come together across thousands of years, and Canth, where people from across Bosma made port and roots, I could mark little variation in the people before us. 
 
    They were like Akela: their skin was the same warm brown, and though not as striking as hers, their eyes were just as dark.  
 
    “There are indeed,” Eden said, rising to her feet and offering out a hand. I was relieved she’d taken the lead. “We’re most grateful for your hospitality.” 
 
    The rest of the Agadians weren’t as thrilled by the development as we were. They tilted their heads to the side, thinking a better angle might help them understand Mesomium. 
 
    The man, old and wrinkled but far from frail, took Eden’s hand and shook it heartily. 
 
    “Hah! You’d think they’d never seen a woman shake hands before,” he said, gesturing to the onlookers. Eden withdrew her hand, brow furrowed. “Not many here are versed in Kastelirian social conduct, and even fewer have actually heard of Felheim. Please, sit, sit. My name is Ayil. A former soldier, but now elder to this humble village.” 
 
    I saw too much of his teeth when he smiled. 
 
    “Hence the Mesomium,” Kidira said. 
 
    “Hence the Mesomium,” he agreed. “It’s a rare day we see outsiders in Agados. What brings you here?” 
 
    “Political matters,” Kidira said, taking another bite of the lamb. “Nothing that you ought to concern yourselves with.” 
 
    Ayil raised his brow. 
 
    “I shouldn’t concern myself with the political matters of my own country?” he asked. There was no bite behind it, no unspoken threat. Only a gentle sort of amusement. 
 
    “We’re here for conversation, really,” Eden said. “There are a few things we need clarified by your King.” 
 
    “And who are we?” Ayil asked, leaning back comfortably in his chair. 
 
    “Kidira Nyarko,” Kidira said. She tore more meat off the bone and it took Ayil a moment to realise where he’d heard the name. A few others evidentially recognised it too, and a murmur rushed through the tavern. 
 
    “Queen Kidira,” Ayil said, and repeated the title in Agadian. The murmur whipped itself up into a confused chatter, only falling quiet when Ayil raised a hand. “It would be an easy thing for any foreign woman to claim.” 
 
    “It would,” she agreed. “And I have no desire to prove anything to you. You asked for my name and I gave it. That is all.” 
 
    Ayil hummed, and turned to Eden and me. 
 
    “Eden Hawthorne,” she said a little too chirpily, and almost reached for his hand again. “Of Felheim. Just a representative of Queen Aren.” 
 
    When he looked expectantly at me, I said, “Rowan,” not wanting to give any more than that away. 
 
    “I have heard much that troubles me of your respective Kingdoms, these past few years,” Ayil said, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “And I have heard much that troubles me of your Kingdom, these past few decades,” Kidira said. 
 
    Laughing, Ayil said, “Yes, yes. There are always rumours. Sometimes, it is as though they are the only things that penetrate the wall. But I hope it is not all as bad as I have been led to believe, Kidira. I heard Isin took quite the hit.” 
 
    “It did,” she replied. “And here I am.” 
 
    Ayil laughed again and translated something back to the crowd. Kidira moved onto the potatoes she’d been served. She made absolutely no effort to impress or appeal to anyone, and held Ayil’s attention more steadily for it. 
 
    “Tell me about the King,” I said. “We’ve got all kinds of official letters and seals and Kidira, but I know we won’t get close to him. We won’t even see him. Because no one does, right?” 
 
    “Is that what they say about him in Felheim, hm?” Ayil asked. “They go on and on about how he is all smoke and mirrors, keeping us poor Agadians under his yoke, oblivious and obedient. Is that it?” 
 
    “I, well—” 
 
    “Every man here has a different theory. My neighbour believes there is no King, merely an ever-changing circle of officials who each tend to a different aspect of rule. There are plenty who believe a necromancer is involved, one who thinks the King is a necromancer, and then there are those who believe there is no conspiracy at all. There is no singular King. Plenty of Kings have come and gone, passing the crown to one another, and they all appreciate their privacy. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    I sunk into my chair. Of course it’d been ridiculous to believe the Agadians were all of one mind, all born and bred to be effortlessly compliant, never questioning how they were ruled. 
 
    “Whatever the case may be, it doesn’t matter,” Ayil said, waving a hand. “The King, or Kings, or the men behind the throne, keep Agados running. They keep us from poverty, keep the citizens safe and happy and our stomachs full. Do you think it really matters who rules? Do you think the commoners in Felheim, dozens of miles from the capital, are affected by their King as an individual?” 
 
    I had been one of those commoners. When it came down to the bones of it, I still was. Part of me could’ve answered no, because for the first twenty-three years of my life, the King of Felheim had been a distant concept. Something out of Michael’s stories. I knew nothing of the man beyond his title, barely remembered his name at the best of times, and knew he had as little understanding of my life as I did his. 
 
    But the answer was yes. It mattered who sat on the throne, and how they used that power. It mattered to the commoners of Felheim when dragon fire rained down upon their homes. 
 
    I didn’t want to argue with Ayil. I didn’t want to hinder our chances of continuing safely on our way. 
 
    And so I said, “I heard you have horses. What do you want for them? We’d return them on our way back to Felheim.” 
 
    Ayil swivelled in his seat to share a handful of words with the man who presumably owned the horses. Kidira, understanding every word of it, stopped chewing in favour of staring blankly at the pair of them. 
 
    “He’d like to know if you’re certain you wish to take horses,” Ayil explained to Eden and me when Kidira didn’t. “He is happy to set up some sort of carriage for you, along with a driver.” 
 
    Why would he make such an offer? Horses would have a far easier time navigating the terrain without a carriage strapped to them, and they wouldn’t be restricted to the roads. Not to mention how much faster it’d be on horseback. It wasn’t until I saw the concern mingled with Ayil’s expression that I understood he wasn’t merely translating. He shared the horse owner’s sentiments, as did everyone there. 
 
    I remembered what I had been told about Agados, about the way they put people into boxes, how they decided what people were worth and what they would be before they could even talk, and finally understood why I had been so unnerved in the face of their hospitality. The room was divided between people sitting, talking, eating and engaging, and those standing, serving, and waiting. It was not necessarily a divide between genders, either, as the strife that had torn through Canth was; rather, it was between one sort of body and another. 
 
    “We’re all seasoned riders, I assure you,” Eden said. 
 
    “If you’re certain,” Ayil said with a wince he couldn’t smother. 
 
    When we were offered a room above the tavern for the night, I was relieved to be excused from the centre of attention. 
 
    The village was not accustomed to visitors, and when Ayil said there was a room we could use, he really did mean a room. There were two narrow beds on either side with a basin between them, and before any sort of decision could be debated over, I grabbed a few of the blankets, dropped them on the floor, and sat myself down. It was a warm evening, and I’d expected to be sleeping outside, anyway. A few blankets on a carpeted floor were a luxury. 
 
    Kidira and Eden set a bag on their respective beds, silently claiming them. 
 
    “They seem… friendly,” Eden said, frowning over her choice of wording. 
 
    “They are friendly,” Kidira said, but said it as though she was correcting her. “Insofar as they mean us no harm, and genuinely wish to help us. But in personality, they are as grating as the officials who would visit the castle whenever it pleased them, and treat the Queen of Kastelir as less than the Kings.” 
 
    “Your, ah… partner, Akela, doesn’t appear to hold Agados in very high regard.” 
 
    “Girlfriend. Do not flounder over words. Partner sounds too stiff,” Kidira said, snapping not because of Eden’s phrasing, but because Akela had been brought up at all. “And she does not. She had the misfortune of being raised here.” 
 
    “Oh,” Eden said, thinking it wise to drop the topic “Oh, yes. I apologise. I wasn’t certain whether you were married or not.” 
 
    Kidira, in the middle of unpacking a change of clothing from her bag, paused, furrowed her brow, and said, “I suppose that legally, I am still married to Kouris,” as though she had not taken the time to consider it before. 
 
    Eden, who knew the story of the Queens of Kastelir as well as anyone and had met them both, said, “That sounds like more of a technicality than anything else.” 
 
    “Hm. Kastelir is no more, along with any paperwork it issued, or ceremonies it oversaw. Does that null and void it?” 
 
    “I couldn’t say,” Eden said. “I have only ever almost been married. But since you were Queen of Kastelir while it stood, I believe your word on the matter would be final.” 
 
    After a pause, Kidira said, “I suppose that technically, I am still married to Kouris.” 
 
    In the morning, we were given breakfast and horses. Kidira left a small mountain of gold as a deposit, easily more than the horses were worth, and the hunters came to see us off. One tried to help Eden onto her horse before she had a foot in the stirrups, but backed away after a few sharp words from Kidira. When Kidira requested a map, she was given wary looks, and one of the hunters hastily wrote down the best directions towards Soldato. 
 
    We headed deeper into Agados, pockets lighter, armed with a compass and a scrap of paper. 
 
    When I’d had my fill of forests, craggy, open plains, and villages in the distance, I steered my horse towards Eden’s. He wasn’t Charley, but he had a sweet temperament, and thanks to a little bitterwillow, we were covering a lot of ground. 
 
    Eden smiled at my approach, strands of hair breaking free of the ponytail she’d hastily pulled it into. 
 
    “I was thinking about something you said to Claire,” I began. “About growing up in the bad parts of Thule. Is that true?” 
 
    “Indeed it is! I wasn’t always Lady Hawthorne, you realise,” she said. “I grew up in what the snootier of the nobles might call the slums of Thule, though I always thought of it as home. I lived with my fathers in a tiny apartment, so small that we had to divide it into separate rooms using blankets hung from the ceiling. There was barely enough room to turn around! 
 
    “My fathers were, and are, actors. Not the most profitable of careers, as the first fifteen years of theirs went to prove, but they loved what they did, and I wasn’t terrible at altering and designing costumes and the sort. And so we made it work. We all had several jobs and often didn’t see one another for days on end, but they assured me that they’d been through tougher, leaner times, and that they’d survive. 
 
    “But goodness, they did a little more than that! King Garland happened upon one of their performances one Winter’s End, and demanded that they join his troupe within the castle. It all happened so quickly after that. One moment we were working ourselves to exhaustion to have enough to eat, and the next I had entire chambers to myself, as well as servants bowing and scraping to me. It took a lot of getting used to!” 
 
    “It’s amazing that you’ve come so far. That your life is so different, now,” I said, meaning it. 
 
    “So says you,” Eden said. “Going from one part of Thule to another is hardly so impressive as going from a southern village to Isin to Canth to Thule, with plenty of stops along the way.” 
 
    I wondered how much Claire had told Eden about me, and wasn’t certain whether I was embarrassed or delighted. Before I could form any sort of response, Kidira, who was always listening even if she wasn’t interested, saw fit to join in the conversation. 
 
    “And how did you meet Claire?” she asked. 
 
    Hesitating, Eden glanced my way. I did what I could to offer up an encouraging nod, choosing to believe that Kidira’s regard for Claire spread to curiosity, and that her question had nothing to do with my being there. 
 
    “At a ball. A terribly clichéd answer, when it comes to these things, I’m afraid,” she said. “She had just returned from her time in the mountains with the pane, and there was an awful lot of fuss being made about it. And no wonder! The Princess of Thule had been gone for almost three years. I had been in the castle for long enough to know the ins and outs of decorum and the sort, but when I met her, I thought she shared the same sentiment that many of the nobles did: I was not born into money, and so did not belong in the castle. She shook my hand, said hello, how did I do, and moved onto the next person. 
 
    “It wasn’t until a few weeks later that I ran into her in one of the castle libraries. It took her a moment to recognise me, and when she did, she was most apologetic. She explained that it had all been rather overwhelming for her at the time, and that there was no end of people vying for her attention. Plus, being introduced to me by her father did not make her overly eager to spend much time with me. 
 
    “She recommended a book to me and asked that I tell her what I thought of it, once I was done,” Eden said. “Funny to think that was over twelve years ago, now.”  
 
    Claire wouldn’t have been a Knight, back then. She would’ve been younger than I was when I first met her. Eden’s smile was distant but not entirely sad, and when Kidira spoke, I didn’t catch what she said. 
 
    We rode through Agados for days. The capital was in the eastern part of the Kingdom, but not so close to the border that we didn’t have to stop in plenty of villages, or sleep on the road. Wherever we went, it was the same: even the smallest villages had wealth to share, and on the surface, if not content with them, the Agadians had found a way to grow into their roles. 
 
    We avoided larger towns, and Kidira learnt what she could from the locals. I didn’t need to speak Agadian to know she was intent on getting to the heart of less conversational matters. The Agadians would shrug or stutter or strain their minds to find an answer, but with each village we left, we had better directions to Soldato. 
 
    “It’s weird,” I said to Kidira one evening. “The people here are just people. They’re getting on with their lives. They don’t want to invade us, or lend Rylan their army.” 
 
    “That’s why we would never think to invade them. Our issue is with those in power and the beliefs they sow upon their people. King or no King, you cannot deny that no one seems to be putting a foot out of line, in the same way that they want for nothing,” Kidira said as she served up dinner. “In fact, they are living beyond their means. They have more than the average citizen’s daily routines ought to produce.”  
 
    Things weren’t as clear-cut as they’d been in Canth. I had lived there, had become one of them. I had seen death and destruction first hand, had spoken with the Queen, and could list a thousand problems, starting with plundering and ending with the limited land the people had to grow their crops on. 
 
    Everything in Agados lurked beneath the surface. Everyone wore a mask of one sort of another, collectively sharing a secret, and they would not be able to relieve the tension of keeping it until we were gone from their lands. 
 
    One thing I understood was what Kidira had said about living beyond their means. Every village we passed through was wealthy, and there was barely any bustle; the people moved leisurely, as though time wasn’t working against them. If it was one village or a few scattered towns I could’ve understood it, but I barely saw anyone labouring. The work that was undertaken almost seemed to be done for the sake of something to do. 
 
    I sighed. Agados had provided more questions than answers, and it was only bound to get worse. 
 
    The next morning, the dirt-packed road was littered with signs pointing towards Soldato.  
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER VII 
 
    Once all the business with Agados was smoothed over, we returned to Thule. Things were exactly as we had left them, and worryingly so. Claire still hadn't seen her father, and what was more, I hadn't seen Claire. I went from one chamber to the next in search of her, but she was nowhere to be found. Every time I stumbled across the staircase I was certain led to her rooms, I got halfway up before realising I was on the wrong side of the castle after all.  
 
    Kouris found me, and I could've cried with relief for her hands on my shoulders, steadying me.   
 
    “Now, yrval,” she said in her deep, comforting rumble of a voice. “You were almost forgetting this.”  
 
    She handed me a package, wrapped in strips of cloth and stuffed with bitterwillow, and my heart leapt into my throat. I'd almost forgotten this! I knew what it was, but didn't. I gripped it tightly and my fingers slid and squelched against what had been so carefully wrapped for me.  
 
    I willed my heart to slow. I had it now, and that was the important thing.  
 
    Kouris didn't stay for long. I carried on through the winding corridors of the castle, and when I saw her, it struck me: I hadn't been looking for Claire. That was ridiculous. It was Katja I'd been searching for, Katja who I'd come back for; of course it was.  
 
    It was always her.  
 
    I opened my mouth to call out to her, but no noise escaped. In the process of shouting for her to turn, for her not to disappear around the corner, the packaged tumbled from my hands and hit the floor with a dull, wet thud. It left a mark on the carpets, a thick, brown smear, and by the time I'd ducked down to retrieve it, strips of cloth unwinding thanks to my carelessness, Katja was in front of me.  
 
    “Rowan!” she said. “Oh, Rowan. Darling! You brought it after all. Oh, I so hoped you would.”  
 
    She was beautiful. The sun speared in through a high window, turning her blonde hair gold, and there wasn't a drop of blood on her. There never had been. Her smile was warm, eyes bright and honest, and I dug my fingers deeper into the package, nails finding flesh beneath the cloth.  
 
    I tried to speak, but couldn't. Didn't need to.  
 
    Katja placed her hands on my face and said, “I can see it, can't I?”  
 
    I could've sobbed with gratitude because yes, yes, I'd finally done something right; I'd got it right for her. For her. It was all for her.  
 
    I nodded. Katja’s eyes widened and as I held the package out to her, she leant close and kissed me. Just gently, just once.  
 
    I almost dropped it again, but her hands cupped mine, keeping it steady. Keeping me steady. Carefully, and without taking my eyes off hers, I eased it into her hands and began peeling the cloth back. Wait! my mind screamed when my mouth would not. It's Gavern! It's his head!  
 
    But the lengths of fabric were already being unwound, slipping between my fingers into a bundle on the floor. I could feel it in my hands, soft and putrid and despite everything, still warm. I didn't dare to look down until Katja did.  
 
    And there it was. Queen Aren's head, neck severed by a cut far less clean than Akela's axe would ever deliver. Katja pushed it against my chest and laughed, sound raw and mocking and hungry, and as heat rushed through my veins like burning hot shame, I let the Queen's head tumble to the floor and— 
 
    And awoke with a start, already sitting upright before I was aware that I was awake.  
 
    My heart rattled inside my chest, and my skin was damp with sweat. The summer night air did little to console me, and the relief I felt at realising it was only a dream and that Soldato was still a dozen miles away did not last long.  
 
    An old, familiar anger roiled through me. Katja. Katja! She used me as she pleased, ignored me in the waking world, yet in my dreams I could look at no one else. In my dreams, I was hers. I was hers and I wanted to be. I hated her. Every inch of my body hated her. Every hair on my head and crease in my skin was overwhelmed with it, but more than that, I was terrified that she knew.  
 
    She knew that I dreamt of her. She knew that in my dreams, I wanted to prove myself to her, wanted her to know that I'd been worthy of her all along. She must've known that I dreamt of her, because that had been her intention all along, hadn't it? To make me believe that no one else would ever see me for what I was, or...  
 
    “A nightmare?”  
 
    Kidira's voice.  
 
    I looked up, only then realising that my fingers were tangled in my hair. She sat opposite me, across the embers we'd cooked dinner over, and I didn't believe she'd got a minute's sleep herself.  
 
    I grunted.  
 
    With her arms around her knees, Kidira continued to stare at what remained of the fire. Eden was sleeping peacefully a few feet away from us, sword draped across the dirt at arm's reach, and I evened out my breathing, hoping I could at least pretend to sleep within a few minutes.  
 
    “That was the fourth one this week,” Kidira went on to say. “Was it about the man you killed? The pirate captain?”   
 
    When I'd glossed over my time in Canth, she hadn't reacted with anything like judgement or disgust. It was absent from her voice now, too. My first reaction, as it always was, was to snap at her, but it occurred to me that she was sharing something of herself with me. Had she not been awake, she never would've known I'd had so many nightmares.  
 
    “Sort of,” I said, indulging her. “What about you? Can't sleep?”  
 
    “I doubt you of all people would be surprised to learn that I often have trouble sleeping at night.”  
 
    After all she'd done, and all she'd lost? It didn't surprise me, but if I wasn't so consumed with hatred for Katja, I might've found myself hating the misaligned symmetry drawn between us. I could've believed that we were the only two people awake on the whole of Bosma, in that moment. 
 
    “You took a man's life. He was a terrible man, if Akela's accounts are anything to go by, and in doing so, you saved many lives. It may not be noble or right, but it was necessary,” Kidira said without looking at me. “I ought to have taken that man's head, when I had the power to. Ianto, I believe his name was. Jonas' life was taken by his plans, if not his hand, and I was content to follow the letter of the law, to have him beheaded. But I did not. He insulted Akela, mocked her in front of me, and I was petty. I let him burn. I wanted him to suffer for such a small slight, and as Queen, I could ordain it.   
 
    “That is hardly the worst thing I have ever done. At times, I let emotion rule me.”  
 
    I laughed at that, bitter and dry, and only stopped myself from saying anything more for fear I'd wake Eden. I didn't see much correlation between emotions and killing – certainly not a justification – but it was as open as I could hope to see Kidira.  
 
    I fell down without another word, and across the fire, Kidira muttered, “I sometimes dream of her, too.”  
 
    Come late afternoon, Soldato was before us. From the hills, it was easy to see how meticulously laid out it was. A dozen major roads made a grid of the city, taking people north to south, east to west, and hundreds of smaller streets ran like rigid tributaries, all sharp, straight lines and sudden angles. This was no city of felled wood: everything was polished stone, buildings designed to match their kin, and uniform patterns made the entire city too intentional. It was not made from old parts that had spread out, growing as the people prospered, as Isin had been. 
 
    I’d never thought of towns or cities as being organic before, but after seeing Soldato, I appreciate the way old and new blended together in Thule, the way each misshapen doorframe or missing roof tile gave the buildings character. I couldn’t imagine anyone living in any of Soldato’s buildings. In my mind, they were solid blocks of stone, not something fit to dwell within. 
 
    There was no castle, or at least not the sort I had become accustomed to. In the centre of the city was a great building, masterfully made with the utmost attention paid to detail, but lost amongst the rest of the similarities echoing throughout the city. The only thing that set it apart was its size: it was taller than any tower of Thule’s castle, and easily contained two-dozen floors. 
 
    We headed straight for it. 
 
    We left our horses with a reluctant stablehand and garnered plenty of attention from the citizens as we marched towards the centre of Soldato. There was none of the genuine, albeit unnerving, friendliness that we’d found in small villages, but that in itself wasn’t something uniquely Agadian. People stopped and stared but couldn’t hold my gaze when I looked back, and a ripple of whispers began to spread throughout the city. 
 
    Word of our arrival proceeded us at the central building, and the guards were more attentive than ever. A set of steps ran around the outside of the building, elevating it above the other streets in Soldato, and the guards’ armour clattered as they marched down to meet us. They were all men, or at least were perceived to be, and stood with their chins raised as they stared straight over our heads.  
 
    What did Agados need such an army for? Why did they need so many guards? They had achieved peace within the Kingdom through order and obedience, and there were no threats from the outside. They didn’t even have the excuse of razing their own towns and villages with dragon’s breath. 
 
    It was just another tactic. If the King continued to build his armies, to arm his soldiers in the streets, the people would believe that there was an enemy, and that the King was protecting all of Agados from an unseen force. It wasn’t difficult to imagine the pieces falling into place. I remembered how terrified I’d been by the mere thought of going to Kastelir, certain it was a war-torn land, consumed by its own struggle, and that the wall was the only thing keeping Felheim safe. 
 
    “Now that we’re here,” Eden whispered to me, “I would very much like to turn back.” 
 
    I fought off the urge to take her hand and run as fast as I could back to Oak.  
 
    Kidira stood ahead of us, as she had for most of the journey, and spoke to one of the guards. He made no reply, barely seemed to breathe, and Kidira didn’t waste her time again. She stared down the guards with an intensity the sun would’ve shied from, and didn’t move a muscle until two sleek doors opened at the base of the building after a restless hour of waiting. The doors were the same colour as the rest of the wall, and I hadn’t noticed them until they were swinging towards us.  
 
    A man emerged, dressed in fine but modest clothing; he wore no jewellery, and his hair was kept short and neat. He was perhaps fifty or fifty-five, and looked as though nothing in the world could faze him. He walked with his head held high, as was the custom in Agados, not wanting to grace us by looking directly at us. He took the steps one at a time, slow and steady. His robes billowed around him, and his personal guard moved in time with him.  
 
    “So. We do indeed have visitors,” he said in rough Mesomium. He spoke as though he did not understand the language, but was forcing it to comply regardless. Visitors wasn’t the word he wanted. Intruders might’ve better fit his tone.  
 
    “We are here by decree of the Princess of Felheim, as well as those representing the former Kingdom of Kastelir,” Eden said. It was easy for her to speak of her homeland with pride, after days spent in Agados. “We wish to talk, and clear the air between our nations. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Yet you have a sword at your hip,” the man pointed out. 
 
    “Take it,” Eden said. She unbuckled it without hesitation, sheath and all, and held it out. 
 
    The man didn’t look her way again. 
 
    “Kidira,” he said, coolly delighted, followed by a string of Agadian. “It appears we are finally able to drop the pretence of Queen.” 
 
    “I thought we might meet in your capital this time, Tirok,” was Kidira’s only comment. 
 
    Tirok. Tirok. The name meant nothing to me, but the Agadians had been sent to Kastelir, after the death of King Jonas. Perhaps he was one of the men who had pretended not to understand Kidira, when he didn’t like what she was saying. 
 
    Kidira reached for her bag and Tirok’s personal guard reacted as though she was the one who’d held out a sword. Waving them off, she approached Tirok and handed over the papers. He sorted through them, read every word of Mesomium and Agadian alike, and rubbed his chin in contemplation. 
 
    Once he was done, he folded the letters neatly in half and said, “I’m afraid His Majesty is occupied for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “You’ll do,” Kidira said, and ascended the stairs without a formal invitation. 
 
    She handed her spear to one of Tirok’s guards before he had the chance to clear his throat. 
 
    “And who is this?” Tirok asked, inclining his head towards me. 
 
    “My bodyguard,” Kidira replied. 
 
    “She isn’t armed,” he said. 
 
    “She doesn’t need to be.” 
 
    I kept close to Kidira and let her shepherd me into the monolith of a building. Tirok could act as nonchalantly as he pleased; the mere fact that we hadn’t been cut down by the guards on our way in spoke volumes. The villagers and townspeople that made up Agados might not have known the extent of what had happened to Kastelir, but Tirok had eyes and ears everywhere. He was intent on keeping his Kingdom safe from the rest of Asar. 
 
    Inside, we were met with tall, narrow corridors, immaculately white carpets, and nothing that could rightly be called decoration. Nothing but doors lined the walls, and the glazed windows distorted the light that slipped through them. Guards were placed every dozen feet, and though they could’ve easily been mistaken for statues, they found a way to snap to attention and stand all the straighter when Tirok drew close. 
 
    “If you would,” he said, gesturing to a door that slid open with the help of a lever. 
 
    Two guards went in first, and Kidira and Tirok entered together, as though on equal footing. Eden and I followed along with the rest of Tirok’s personal guard, but didn’t get far. 
 
    The room was barely big enough for us to all stand in. Kidira found nothing strange about being forced to stand shoulder to shoulder with the Agadians, but Eden was as confused as I was when the door slid closed behind us. I didn’t manage to form an um before the entirety of the room shook. With a jolt, the floor roared and rose beneath us. 
 
    “It is a series of ropes of pulleys. A show of power,” Kidira explained, though she did not have to. “Do not let the overwhelm you, Rowan.” 
 
    I knew I could brave whatever this was if Kidira believed I was capable of doing so. Eden gripped my arm and I calmed myself in the hopes that she’d do the same. 
 
    My stomach twisted, unsettled but not about to turn. If I could dive off a mountain, I could stand to be pulled up a building. Ropes and pulleys, I told myself, like the mechanisms Reis had designed in Port Mahon to lift large cargo loads off the docks and into the town. Ropes and pulleys, but I still imagined the King’s hand above us, pulling us up and up like playthings. 
 
    The journey upwards was slow, but not nearly so slow as taking the stairs would’ve been. We were halfway up when something tore my attention away from the thought of being held up so high by nothing but a rope. My stomach didn’t turn but my heart caught behind my ribs, like it’d forgotten how to beat. I looked around, certain everyone else must’ve felt it, but their thoughts were all a million miles off. They didn’t; how could they? I couldn’t even describe what it was. 
 
    It was a sort of warmth, but we were well into summer, and the air itself brought that. Warmth alone shouldn’t have stood out. It was like I’d left a part of myself behind, but surely that was just me letting the Agadian device overwhelm me. I pressed my fingertips to my clammy palms. It was— 
 
    Kondo-Kana’s voice, muted across the ocean. 
 
    It was there and then it was gone. We continued our steady ascent and stopped with an abrupt shudder. 
 
    The door groaned open and spilt into a corridor that looked no different to the one we’d left. 
 
    Tirok and his guards marched down the hallway. When I didn’t move, Eden wrapped her fingers around my wrist and tugged me along. I’d imagined it. I must’ve. My head was full of rumours, designed to manipulate me in the first place. I had no proof that there was a King, much less a necromancer. 
 
    The room we were taken to was entirely stationary. It housed a table large enough for a dozen people to gather around, and the walls were covered in severe looking plaques with something carved into them. Names. Laws. Threats. I didn’t know, and didn’t think to ask.  
 
    Kidira took a seat, and Eden and I sat either side of her. Tirok sat opposite, and save for the two that remained at the door, the rest of his personal guard flocked behind him. 
 
    “Well,” he said, fingers fanning over the polished tabletop. “What are your demands?” 
 
    “Demands? We have no demands. Yet. We came for answers, Tirok,” Kidira said. 
 
    “Whatever agreements Agados and Prince Rylan may have come to are between myself and Prince Rylan. You understand the nature of confidentiality.” 
 
    Tirok didn’t do Kidira the disservice of pretending he didn’t know exactly what she meant.  
 
    “But we are here at the request of Princess Claire,” Eden said, and she said it so easily. Princess Claire, as though the mess Felheim had made of itself and Kastelir had not seen her as a Sir or Marshall or broken and burnt. “She is currently next in line to the throne. I would imagine that she has more authority in this situation than a rogue Prince.” 
 
    Tirok threaded his fingers together. 
 
    “And,” Eden added, “How much of this agreement involves not sending his dragons into Agados? Surely it is in your best interest as well as ours to see Rylan returned quickly and quietly to Thule.” 
 
    “Our agreement was a simple one,” Tirok said. He gave away everything in the grinding of his teeth. “Labour in exchange for labour. Agados has grown wealthy on the back of unique trades, and in that sense, this one was nothing out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Labour?” Kidira asked. 
 
    The conversation went back and forth. It was meaningless, directionless. I tuned it out, and instead turned my mind to the framework around us. Like the buildings that made up Soldato, I couldn’t imagine life stirring in such a place; I couldn’t picture any rooms beyond the one we were in, or people dwelling within them. The fact that the King, if he did exist, was likely in the same building as me barely registered. He felt as far off as he’d been while I was in Felheim, or Canth.  
 
    But there was something in the building, in the same way there’d been something in that long forgotten temple, so far away. I hadn’t had to push my way through a thick forest and the Canthian heat alike, and in comparison, my head was clear. I knew I wasn’t the only one. I should’ve been able to trust what I felt, now that I understood it. 
 
    If I did understand it. It wasn’t the same, but it was: it was as though Kondo-Kana was the green of seafoam, and this was the green of a forest, sunlight filtering through the canopy. It came closer. Drew towards me and pulled me in. 
 
    “Prince Rylan needs soldiers,” Tirok said dismissively. “And so provides us with those suited to manual labour. Agados’ industry is vast, and our people expect – and deserve – a certain way of life.” 
 
    Eden furrowed her brow as she put the last of the pieces together, and Kidira’s silence said she’d already worked it all out. Eden’s mouth formed a silent oh, and though I knew I should’ve cared, all I could think was how right everyone had been. How there really was a necromancer in Agados, working for the King. 
 
    “Former Kastelirians,” Eden said. “Rylan razes the Kingdom, realises that he has made a grave mistake, and so trades survivors from his onslaught for yet more soldiers.” 
 
    “It isn’t nearly so bad an arrangement,” Tirok said. “We give them food, shelter. More than Felheim has offered. From my understanding, you are busy plugging the holes in your wall in order to keep them out.” 
 
    He was wrong, but he wasn’t. Felheim had refused to take responsibility for what its Prince had done. The King and Queen were busy pleading innocence, busy acting as though they were not heartless when it came to the former Kastelirians, but simply thinking of their own people first. Protecting them now, when in the past they had sent dragons after them. And Agados, they were doing the Kastelirians no favours: they were taking more from them than they’d ever provide, taking advantage of a tragedy that clung to each of them like smoke in their lungs. 
 
    I wondered how many had died. Millions. Millions were gone, yet we spoke of the former Kastelirians as though there had never been so many of them. As though they outnumbered the Felheimish ten to one, and we did not have enough land, enough shelter, enough food. 
 
    I gripped the edges of my seat under the table. Claire would be Queen, I told myself. She would be Queen and see that each and every one of the survivors had a roof over their heads and a lasting sense of safety. And to think, I’d once had the gall to believe I had it worse than anyone else. 
 
    Selfish, selfish. 
 
    “They join your legion of pane, then,” Kidira said, eyes fixed fast on Tirok’s. I don’t think she’d blinked the entire time we were sat down with him. 
 
    The pane had been driven out of Agados. There weren’t any pane in Agados, not anymore. Yet Tirok merely inclined his head and smiled as though it was a trivial matter, beyond his control. 
 
    “They are strong. Hard-working,” he explained. “Obedient, too.” 
 
    Of course there were pane in Agados. I knew how poorly they were treated in Kastelir and Felheim, and for some reason, we considered ourselves to be better than Agados. My stomach turned as I realised why the villagers led such leisurely lives in Agados, entrapped within it though they were. I would’ve sunk into my seat if not for the feeling seeping through the walls: closer, closer. 
 
    There were only two things in the world. Us, in that room, and the outside; blank, save for another necromancer. 
 
    “The deal is off. Rylan did not have the required authority to make such decisions for Felheim or Kastelir,” Kidira said, and it was all she would say. She would never rise to any bait, unless she could set someone to burn for it. 
 
    “Certainly,” Tirok said, spreading his fingers out across the table. “As soon as our soldiers are returned to us, we will be happy to rescind all past offers.” 
 
    Eden shot to her feet, hands slamming on the tabletop. 
 
    “You know very well that we cannot do such a thing, and yet—” 
 
    “Enough,” Kidira said. There was no bite behind her words, but Eden fell silent. “You will have your soldiers back in time, Tirok. For now, we agree on this much: no more deals will be made with Rylan. He does not move on behalf of Felheim. We do.” 
 
    Tirok bowed his head. 
 
    “If there is to be a change of power, it is in Agados’ best interest not to fall out of favour with the new monarch,” he said. 
 
    The meeting concluded. Everyone rose to their feet and Tirok’s personal guard ushered us out of the door. I wondered what we’d achieved. What the point in it was. All we had done was discover things I would’ve slept better at night not knowing. Perhaps we had hindered any future attempts Rylan might make for Agadian support, but I could not think to the future. All I could think of were the people trapped in Agados, human and pane alike, because we were not working fast enough. Because we would not offer them a home. 
 
    Rylan still had his army. Kidira had not asked for numbers because Tirok either would not tell her or would skewer the truth. We were no better off, and I was more confused about Agados than I ever had been. It was easy to feel nothing but contempt for it, to believe that it was all the things Akela wasn’t, but in going there, I had learnt that it was made up of people who had nothing to do with their King or politicians. 
 
    Nothing to do with Tirok. 
 
    Eden hooked her fingers around my elbow and gently eased me out of my seat. My legs worked automatically, and I let myself be jostled towards the strange, moving box of a room. Tirok waited for the doors to slide open, expression intolerable; he was doing his utmost not to smile. 
 
    But what happened when the ropes and pulleys weren’t working? When there wasn’t anyone to operate them, or the pieces jammed together? There had to be stairs. There were stairs. I could feel the King’s necromancer moving in a zigzag pattern, unlike the up and down jolts the lift would provide. 
 
    All of the doors down the corridor were identical, but surely one of them would take me to where I needed to be.  
 
    I began to sweat, and not with the summer heat. I couldn’t keep my fingers still. Couldn’t stop light from cracking around them. Kidira caught my eye, grounding me for a heartbeat. She knew what I was planning. Or she didn’t, but knew she would not like whatever I was about to do. 
 
    “Rowan,” she said in a low warning.  
 
    I took a deep breath. I was sorry, I truly was, but no part of me knew how to stand still. No part of me understood how to turn away, how to do anything but run.  
 
    I was halfway down the corridor before the guards began to yell. Tirok's voice rose above them, having expected trouble from Kidira before me, but it didn't matter. It didn't matter. Like the time I'd blindly torn through Queen Nasrin's palace with her guards at my heels, I knew where to go even if I didn't know the way.  
 
    Everything I was, everything that coiled and pulled within me, made a map from nothing. I skidded left, shoulder clipping the corner, and moved as though there was cannon fire behind me. What did it matter if one of the guards caught me? I could ensure they let go, that they never put a hand on me or anyone else ever again. I could do it. I could do it, and knowing I could meant I didn't have to.  
 
    The faith I had in being able to kill those who pursued me didn't frighten me. It only made my muscles work harder, and suddenly I was there. I was where I was meant to be. I grabbed the door by its handle, flung it open, and tripped and stumbled my way in.  
 
    And there she was, running towards me.  
 
    We didn't collide. I put my arms out, and when my palms bumped against her shoulders, she knew to stop. That it was safe to be still; that I was something like her, even if she didn't understand what that was.  
 
    My first thought was that she was young. Younger than I was. My heart tightened and I knew it wasn't because of what we were. I kept my hands on her shoulders and took her in. She was a young black woman who stood no taller than I did, and she was all softness: her cheeks, her blind eyes, her smile.  
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, quick and nervous and a little breathless, and my heart sank.  
 
    Agadian.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” I said. “I don't understand.”  
 
    “Oh,” came her reply, hesitant but delighted. “You speak the simple tongue.”  
 
    I didn't get the chance to say anything more. The guards caught up with us and their booming voices filled the small room.  
 
    “Halla!” one of them called.  
 
    Halla. Halla. It must've been her name. I dropped my hands from her shoulders and she caught them in her own, skin warm. She didn't stop smiling and I couldn't stop looking at her. For all I knew, there were a dozen crossbows pointed at the back of my head. Let them shoot, I thought, and wrapped my fingers around hers.  
 
    Although her eyes had that same glassy complexion Claire's did, Halla was as transfixed on me as I was on her. She understood what I was. She understood that we were the same.  
 
    She said something to the guards, short and sharp and soft. She spoke to them not as though they were men with weapons, barking orders and far from hesitant to make use of any sort of force, but as though they were her brothers. If the King kept her there, then they were all she knew. This was her idea of kinship, of family.  
 
    The guards listened to her.  
 
    They did not leave, but I was distantly aware of them begrudgingly relaxing, weapons stowed but not forgotten.  
 
    “You're... like me,” Halla said. “Who are you? Did the King bring you here?”  
 
    “I'm Rowan,” I said, when I remembered that words were mine to control. “And nobody brought me. It was my idea to come here.”  
 
    “Rowan,” Halla said, forgetting the rest. She said my name as though there was nothing else worth speaking of in the world, and whispered it softly to herself. I expected I'd been the same around Kondo-Kana, and was embarrassed and humbled at all at once. I still repeated her name, sometimes, despite being an ocean from her.   
 
    Everything slid into place. This was why I'd come to Agados. Halla was the reason for it all.  
 
    “Then the King shared his power with you as well?” she asked.  
 
    Her Mesomium was fluent despite the disuse it had fallen to, and the edges of her accent spoke of northern Kastelir.  
 
    “What?”   
 
    Halla let go of my hands, only to find the edges of my jaw with her fingertips.  
 
    “I don't know how I know, but you're... we're the same, aren't we?” she asked, carefully tracing the shape of my face. “Rowan. He has chosen you, like he chose me.”  
 
    “What? No,” I said. I wanted to sound more determined about it, but everything inside of me was lulled into a false sense of security. I knew the guards were behind me. I knew Tirok was listening to every word I breathed. Yet I could not bring myself to shout, to protest. To feel anything like fear. “My power is mine. I didn't get it from anyone.”  
 
    Halla's mouth twitched at the corner. She'd once been as naïve as I was, but now knew better.  
 
    “Rowan, it's alright. I didn't understand at first, either, but—”  
 
    “Halla,” Tirok snapped. When he stepped forward, he spoke in Mesomium to remind Halla that he would always understand every word she said. “That's more than enough. You know you aren't supposed to be this far from your chambers. It isn't safe, my girl.”  
 
    Halla shrunk away from me, shoulders up by her ears. It didn't make any sense: not only did she think that her powers came from the King of Agados, but she flinched when someone as powerless as Tirok spoke down to her.  
 
    “But—” she protested weakly.  
 
    “You'd best return, lest the King find out,” he said sternly. He added something else in Agadian, something I wasn't meant to understand.  
 
    Halla reached out and brushed her fingertips against mine, but Tirok placed a gentle, possessive hand on her shoulder and eased her back.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” she whispered, but I didn't know if the apology was meant for Tirok or me. “I just thought... I felt...”  
 
    “You're tired. You've been working too hard lately,” Tirok reassured her, fingers digging into her shoulder. “Come. The guards will escort you back to your chamber, and you may have whatever you wish for dinner.”  
 
    She let them take her away from me. She had no choice. Her fingers trailed behind her, as if reaching out to me, and we stood in silence until the sound of their footsteps dulled overhead.  
 
    “Doesn't need a weapon,” Tirok muttered with dry humour, finally looking at me, into me.  
 
    I left him with no room for doubt. I let the light tear up my arms until my eyes were alive with what I was, and I stared back at him so he knew I'd go through every door and guard in the building, if I had to. If that was what it took.   
 
    “Indeed,” Kidira said from behind me. If she was disappointed or frustrated, it didn't show. Eden's face had paled, but she wasn't quite at the stage of fainting. “Come, Rowan. Let us take this news back to Felheim.”  
 
    “Going so soon?” Tirok asked. “As luck would have it, there is suddenly more for us to discuss.”  
 
    “Another trade? More labour to be done on behalf of your King?” Kidira asked.  
 
    It was the right thing to do. If Kidira left me there to become as Halla was, perhaps Agados would withdraw its armies. I had to be worth more than anything Rylan could offer.  
 
    “Exactly,” Tirok said, inclining his head with a respect he hadn't thought to extend earlier.   
 
    Eden stepped forward, about to protest, but Kidira held out a hand, silencing her.  
 
    “Rylan has already tried to bargain for her. Rowan comes with me,” Kidira told him. “As long as there is breath in my body, I intend to keep her by my side. And as long as she is by my side, there will be breath in my body.”  
 
    Having expected Kidira's stubbornness, Tirok caught one of his guard's eyes. They all drew their weapons in unison, but Kidira didn't flinch.  
 
    “Are you familiar with the pirate Gavern? He has aspirations for the Canthian throne, and has funded himself, in part, through trade,” Kidira asked.  
 
    Thrown off by the question, Tirok paused, and said, “I am indeed. He has opened many doors for us in Canth.”  
 
    Nodding, Kidira said, “Sorry. He had aspirations for the Canthian throne, before Rowan convinced his men to allow her on his ship, marched into his quarters, and killed him.”  
 
    Tirok understood the threat, and did what he could not to react. He raised his brow and stopped his guards from stepping forward with a raised finger.   
 
    “Did she?” he asked. I lifted my chin, and he paused to calculate whether I'd kill them all where they stood or not. “Unfortunate. I shall have to find another contact in Canth.”   
 
    “You shall,” Kidira agreed. “Gavern's corpse was marched to Commander Ayad's blade. I do not need to tell you how that ended.”  
 
    Tirok's mouth curled into the start of a smile as he finally regained his footing.  
 
    “Commander Ayad? Well, if that—”  
 
    “Kidira saved my life before,” I quickly interrupted him. “So if you say anything about Akela, I'll probably have to do Kidira a favour.”  
 
    “In that case,” Tirok began slowly, hands clasped behind his back, “I wish you a hasty journey back to Felheim.”  
 
    I stepped towards Tirok, lifted my jaw, and let him take in the white fire I had become. The situation with Halla was likely precarious at best, and whatever means they used to control her were hanging by a thread: I was an unknown, unpredictable, and Tirok knew better than to push and pull me.  
 
    I followed Kidira down the corridor, and the three of us left in a silence that was not quite victorious. The guards followed at a distance, unsettled, tense. Let it make them clumsy with their crossbows, I thought: I could shrug them off.  
 
    Halla's presence left me like blood from a wound. The Agadians herded us out of the building and through the streets; out of the city, and beyond the horizon. We were a liability. A threat. They were scared of me, and I did not know why. I was nothing but smoke and mirrors.  
 
    What happened with Gavern had been a fluke. The result of circumstance piled upon circumstance. It was nothing but a bad dream. I wouldn't take Tirok's head, no matter how his smile made my skin crawl. I wouldn't knock the life out of his guards' chests. They were just people under that armour, people who'd been led to believe they were doing the right thing.  
 
    “If I were you,” Tirok said, by way of letting us go relatively free, “I would have King Garland track down the Prince as a priority.”  
 
    “Because he has done such an admirable job of that, these last few years,” Eden muttered.  
 
    “I trust you know your way out,” Tirok said, lip curling.  
 
    They marched back to their perfect, polished city, and the weapons on their backs went unused, unfired.  
 
    “Come,” Kidira said, placing a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    Not to comfort me. To pull me back towards Felheim and away from Soldato.  
 
    I brushed it off.  
 
    “We need to go back,” I said. “I'm not leaving her there.”  
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER VIII 
 
    “They’ll be expecting it,” Kidira said.  
 
    She wasn’t shocked. She’d expected me to say that. 
 
    I was predictable. I was predictable and I knew it, but there was another necromancer in Agados. As much as I wanted to free her for my own self-centred reasons, there was more to it than that. Without a necromancer, without Halla, the King lost his illusion of immortality and his unquestioned, unchanging power along with it. For a while, at least. Long enough for Felheim to gather up the tattered scraps of its past and help those Rylan had traded away like coins at market.   
 
    “What if… what if it’s too obvious,” I said, throwing my hands out to the sides. “What if they know how much I’ll want to come back, but because I know that they know that, they won’t really expect me to be that stupid.” 
 
    Eden drew close and hovered uncertainly in the corner of my vision. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one with a brain,” Kidira said, prodding my forehead. “And yes. It is that stupid.” 
 
    “We have to do something. We can’t just leave Halla there,” I said, speaking her name as though I knew it better than my own. “If we have her, if we save her, we’ll have two necromancers. The King has been running an entire country for centuries – maybe longer – using necromancers. Imagine what we’ll be able to do for Felheim. For Kastelir.” 
 
    “Will she be as effective as you?” Kidira asked, after a pause. I wished she hadn’t considered it. “I promised Claire I would protect you, and that means keeping you from your own foolish plans, too.” 
 
    Eden edged towards me. Which wasn’t to say she thought I was in the right.  
 
    “We have to save her, Kidira. No one else will. I understand if you and Eden don’t want to come! It might even be for the best. But I’m going back. I’m going to get her out of there and I’m going to bring her back to Thule.” 
 
    I was so certain. Not just certain: justified in my future actions, in the belief I’d be able to break Halla free from whatever shadowy control the King held over her. How could I not be, with what had passed between us? It did not matter that we had spent mere minutes together, that I had not known her name or face before today; I felt the same for Kondo-Kana, and that was enough for me to put the blood on her hands out of my mind. 
 
    “If you do not calm yourself, Rowan, we shall soon discover whether or not a necromancer can be knocked unconscious.” 
 
    Kidira didn’t make empty threats. She only ever made grim promises to herself. Her hand tightened into a fist, and I almost wanted her to hit me. I wanted to know whether I could black out from sheer force alone. The only time consciousness had been ripped from me by something other than exhaustion was at Katja’s hand, blood soaking into floorboards, flesh healing around a blade.  
 
    “Just because you dream of her doesn’t mean you have to act like her,” I muttered. 
 
    My words ripped strength from Kidira’s body. It wasn’t all of her strength, though it would’ve drained a dozen people who hadn’t been through what she had, who hadn’t been forced to do things I still could not imagine. Her fingers loosened, but she did not relax.  
 
    “I do not have time for this,” she whispered. “Time for you. All of this was supposed to be behind me. It was not supposed to unravel again. I—” 
 
    “Stop thinking about yourself! Halla needs help. She needs to escape from the King, and Agados. Imagine if Akela had been forced to come back here. If you hadn’t given her a place in Kastelir,” I said. “Halla’s trapped here. She’s being lied to, and she—” 
 
    “She is a child,” Kidira said, jaw set. While her words did not weaken, they softened. She was relenting. 
 
    It was what I’d wanted, but all I could think was that Halla was a child. Halla, who could not have been three or four years younger than I was, was still a child. It took all of my control not to shout that I’d been a child when my village cast me out, when I had no choice but to run; when I had watched Isin burn around me and lost Claire; when Katja had taken me and carved all the good pieces of me out, out, out. 
 
    But it wasn’t about me. Halla was the one stuck in that monolith, the one who didn’t even understand what she was. 
 
    “Stay here,” I told Kidira, exhaling heavily. “Stay with Eden.” 
 
    “I can count the number of friends I have had on one hand,” Kidira said. “Jonas is dead, Atthis is Rylan’s property, and Akela and Kouris can fend for themselves. I would not risk losing Claire’s trust by allowing you to march into a city ruled by those who evidently know how to keep a necromancer in line. Not to mention captive.” 
 
    How easy it would be to let myself to fall into the trap of adoring Kidira for her fierce loyalty to Claire, kindled not out of position or power, but from the friendship they’d built from the loss they’d shared. How easy it would be to relent, to tell her that I agreed; there was nothing good about necromancers, and I could be a model, self-deprecating example to earn her patience. 
 
    Not as easy as it was to believe that it was all about me. To believe that Kidira’s anger and cruelty had been shaped in reaction to me, and that everything leading up to my arrival in Kastelir had been inconsequential. 
 
    I let my shoulders drop, and refused to linger on the thought of King Jonas, marching through Isin under my command and dying for a second time a handful of hours later. 
 
    “Eden? You can stay. You’ll be safer here.” 
 
    “Oh!” Eden said, flustered. Embarrassed to have witnessed the conversation escalate. “No, no. I think I shall feel better if I am part of this. And if I’m to be honest, I am not certain how safe I would consider myself alone in Agados.” 
 
    The muscles in my face twitched, but I wasn’t certain if I managed to smile at her. 
 
    We headed to the west of Soldato as night fell, and made a camp within a thicket of trees. There would be no charging into Soldato, no storming into their single, solitary tower by force. I agreed with Kidira on that much.   
 
    She set about gathering firewood, and Eden shuffled close to me. She told me that she believed I was doing the right thing; that wanting to save Halla was a good and noble desire. I hummed flatly and propped my chin on my knees. Was there anything good in it? There were so many in Agados who deserved a freedom they didn't know existed, and I was not helping them.  
 
    They weren't necromancers, weren't like me, and so I offered them nothing.   
 
    Another part of me argued that in taking away the King's necromancer, I was helping them people. I was helping the entire country, and would help it all the more once Rylan had been stopped. It wasn't selfish. It was strategic. It was like the game Reis used to play with Tizo on the chequered board.  
 
    Kidira snapped the wood apart. I laid on my back, arm folded across the bridge of my nose.  
 
    “Do you have a plan?” she asked, wanting my answer to be no.  
 
    “I know where she is. I mean, I can know where she is. If I get close enough, I'll be able to track her down. And she can do the same to me. She did it once before, and she'll do it again. I know she will.”  
 
    “That isn't a plan,” Kidira said. “It is more than likely that the entire city will be on the watch for us, and we do not blend in. If we are able to reach the centre of Soldato, there is the matter of getting past the guards and into the building. And if we do get in, there is the matter of all the guards inside. You saw what their crossbows did to Kouris.”  
 
    I grunted. A plan would come to me in the morning. In my sleep, if I was lucky. I had stumbled my way from my village, through Kastelir, across Canth and back to Felheim, and was confident that with Kidira on my side, I could fumble together the less impossible parts of the situation and get out of Agados without having to rip free bolts and heal anyone's heart over.  
 
    I chose not to think of it. I had never been prepared for anything in my life, had not decided to leave until I was already running, and instead thought back to Felheim. To Claire. It was the first time I had been away from her for any real length of time since finding her again. It was the first time I had been away from her and been allowed to miss her without believing that she was dead.  
 
    I didn't force memories from my mind. I let them wash over me, let them sift through all my wariness, all that had been uprooted within me throughout the day, and turned them to thoughts of the future. To thoughts of returning to Thule and having her arms around me again. 
 
    I wondered what she was doing at that moment. If she was sleeping. Unlikely. She might have been in bed, if Sen had convinced her that she at least needed to try resting. I was glad that she was with her, along with Kouris and Akela. They wouldn't let her be alone, or spend too much time with her mother. I took the time to miss them, as well.  
 
    Perhaps Claire had seen her father. Perhaps her mother was relaxing her grasp on the country. Perhaps it had all been sorted in my absence, and Claire was Queen. All that was left to worry about was getting the refugees safe harbour, bringing my father and brother to Thule, and asking Claire if her chambers could become mine, as well. After everything, it felt ridiculous to create a pretence of distance between us.  
 
    My sleep was gentle, if not peaceful. I didn't dream of Katja, or anyone's head between my hands. If my mind was pulling together the fragments of a plan, it put no strain on the rest of my body.  
 
    When I awoke, the morning was warm and pleasant. I kept my eyes closed and hummed into the grass as though it was a pillow, and stretched out under the first filtered rays of light. What we'd seen in Agados almost didn't matter. Arguing with Kidira last night hadn't left me dreading the thought of having to face her again, and the ease of the warm ground cradling me and the soft greeting a breeze brought whispered together to let me know that it was alright. I could sleep for longer, for hours or days, and it wouldn't matter.  
 
    I almost let sleep reclaim me, but it was a blessing I didn't.  
 
    I opened my eyes and there, crouched in the long grass, was Halla.  
 
    It wasn't the comfort of Agados cradling me. It was her presence. Above me, all around me. The deluge of sleep still soaking my bones made it feel like the most normal thing in the world, because why wouldn't Halla be there? If she felt what I felt, then there was no better place for her on Bosma.  
 
    It didn't last long. Even in the presence of another necromancer, self-preservation didn't desert me entirely. There had to be others there. The Agadians, the guards with their crossbows. Tirok.  
 
    I grabbed Halla's wrists and she started in a way that left her smiling crookedly.  
 
    “Halla!” I blurted out. My heart thundered in my chest, though from what I could see, Eden and Kidira were the only other people in the woods. “What are you doing here? How are you here?”  
 
    “Rowan!” she said, milky eyes glinting under the pale morning light. “I had to find you. I had to. After yesterday, I...”  
 
    She smiled. She didn't answer my second question but oh, it didn't matter. It couldn’t. Not with her there in front of me, annihilating the need to ever form a plan. My mind raced faster than my heart did, and I knew beyond knowing that it wasn't a dream. She'd found a way to escape, and she'd come to me. We'd go back to Felheim together, and though I'd always wanted a necromancer to teach me all the things I didn't know, having her there showed me that there was already so much I understood, so much I had to pass on.   
 
    “I'm glad you're here,” I said, placing a hand on her cheek. I couldn't have felt closer to her, had I stumbled across a long-lost sister, or met the mother I'd never known. “I was coming back for you! I promise. Kidira, Eden and I were going to figure out how to get back into Soldato, back into that weird tower...”  
 
    “The King's tower,” Halla corrected. She paused, listening for the slightest shift in her surroundings. “Your friends are here?”  
 
    “Right here! Still sleeping.”  
 
    Halla hummed.  
 
    “Kidira. I know her name. The King says...” Again she paused, searching for the right words. “He says what became of Kastelir was because of her actions. King Jonas, King Atthis, they were good rulers, but...”  
 
    I snorted a laugh.  
 
    “What? I doubt they put in half the work Kidira did between them,” I said, too overwhelmingly relieved to be unnerved by the watery way she smiled whenever she spoke of the King. “Trust me, she hasn't slowed down one bit.”  
 
    My words had no weight when balanced against the King of Agados', but Halla humoured me, because she understood that we were the same. Springing to her feet, she tugged me up after her.  
 
    “Come!” she said.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, though my feet were already moving.  
 
    “To the King!” she said cheerfully. “I’ve found you, and I'm sure he's missed you. He'll be happy to have you again.”  
 
    She said it so lightly, so effortlessly, that even I could've mistaken it for the truth. To hear her speak was to believe that I really did know the King of Agados, and I had taken quick, wide steps before I remembered how to grind to a halt.  
 
    “Go back? Halla, I'm not going back into Soldato, and I'm definitely not visiting the King.”  
 
    “We have to!” she protested, and tugged my hand. “He'll be angry if I'm not quick. The guards, they are...”  
 
    She bit her lower lip, fingers tightening around my wrist.  
 
    “The guards? What happened to the guards?”  
 
    “They didn't want to let me out,” she said, letting go of my hand to cross her palms over her heart. “They didn't understand. It was important. This is important, isn't it? So I just, I stopped them. For a moment. They'll start again, once we go back. You can even help!”  
 
    A coldness swept over me, and not because of what Halla really meant. She didn't grasp what she'd done, beyond stopping the guards. It wasn't a case of the guards being alive, and then being dead: they were moving, and now they weren't.  
 
    “Halla,” I said, placing my hands on her shoulders. I wanted to drive her into the ground and stop her from fleeing, but I didn't. Couldn't. “You don't have to go back. You don't have to do what the King wants you to. Come with me! You can tell we're the same, right? I'll teach you. There are so many things I want to tell you, and I'll take you to a castle. A real castle! No one will ever tell you that you can't go out, or that you're not allowed to do whatever you want to.”  
 
    Halla's shoulders rose. A noise escaped her throat, something between confusion and frustration, and she stepped back, shaking me off. I let her go. I knew she wouldn't retreat more than a few feet.  
 
    “I have to return. This won't work if I get too far away...” Halla said, lifting her hands. My heart was no longer pounding. It twisted and sunk in my chest as my mind bubbled with all the lies she must’ve been told. “The King. I need the King. I need to be by him.” 
 
    “You don’t need the King. He needs you,” I said, using every jot of restraint I had to keep my voice level. “You’re a necromancer, Halla. Same as me. You can go anywhere on Bosma, you can go to Felheim or Canth or the Bloodless Lands, and you’ll be as powerful there are you are here.” 
 
    “It’s not safe outside of Agados. I know what they do in Kastelir. In Felheim. It isn’t right! If I go, I’ll be… I’ll be like that. That’s what he says,” Halla murmured. 
 
    “I’m from Felheim,” I said brightly. It was difficult to pretend I didn’t understand what Halla meant about all the people who didn’t fit into Agados’ neat little boxes, but I did it for her. “We’re the same. You can trust me. If you come with me, I promise you, it’ll be the best thing either of us has ever done. Honestly, my powers didn’t come from your King. I’ve never even met him.” 
 
    Halla shook her head, murmuring that I was lying, lying, lying, over and over. 
 
    It was impossible to tell how long she’d been kept in Soldato, and though time could not change the colour of her skin or smooth out all the quirks of her accent, it had been long enough to make her forget she’d ever been anywhere else.  
 
    The King was inside her head. His ideas were embedded deep within her, powers tangled around his beliefs, and he didn’t need to be close to exert his control. 
 
    I wasn’t going to alleviate any of that in a single morning. The best thing I could do was fall silent and give her the chance to process what I’d told her. 
 
    She leant against a tree, buried her face in her sleeve and began to sob. I knew I’d do more harm than good in placing a hand on her shoulder and asking if she was alright. I watched her shoulders shake as she took sharp, stuttery breaths, hearing footsteps behind me between her loud sniffs. 
 
    Eden was awake, and doing an excellent job of looking radiant, despite the leaves in her tangled hair and the dirt smeared across one of her cheeks. She greeted me with a loose wave, smiled pleasantly in Halla’s direction, but caught herself before she could get out a good morning. 
 
    “Is that…?” She was gasping. “Goodness. My goodness, it is, isn’t it! How did she get here? Is she alright?”  
 
    “She’s confused,” I said. “And, um. Necromancy. That’s the long and short of it.” 
 
    Eden nodded knowingly, though it took a few seconds for my meaning to sink in, and promptly began patting her pockets. 
 
    “Dear? Halla, wasn’t it?” Eden asked, brandishing a handkerchief. “Do you need something to dry your eyes on?” 
 
    Halla tensed at the sound of another voice and tentatively held out a hand in search of what Eden was offering. Eden placed the handkerchief gently between her fingers, and Halla dabbed her face before blowing her nose loudly into it. 
 
    Kidira’s words came back to me. She really was just a child, trapped in a tower by a man trapped in time. 
 
    “I wasn’t given the opportunity to introduce myself earlier,” Eden said, when Halla’s tears finally slowed. “I’m Eden. Eden Hawthorne, of Thule.” 
 
    “H-Halla,” she murmured. “Oh. But you already knew that. Thank you… thank you for the tissue.” 
 
    “Quite welcome!” 
 
    Eden caught my eye and raised her brow. I could only answer her by holding my arms out in a clueless shrug. 
 
    There was one easy way to make Halla come with us, and that was making her come with us. Manipulating her. Telling her that her King would be furious at her for what she’d done to his guards and that it was an awful, awful thing. He’d never forgive her, but we’d take her along, regardless of that. 
 
    I was ashamed to have so much as conjured the idea. We would be no better than Agados if we took Halla in the same way they’d stolen and reshaped her. 
 
    “I’m going back to Thule. There’s so much going on there, and Claire – Princess Claire of Felheim – needs me. I don’t want to leave you, Halla, but I have to. You understand that, don’t you?” I said, voice soft. “You can stay here. You can go back to Soldato, back to your King, if that’s what you really want. But if you don’t want that, you can come with us. With me. We’re on your side, okay?”  
 
    Halla nodded, but I didn’t wait for an answer. I turned back to camp where Kidira, long since awake, was stamping out the last of our fire and repacking our bags. Smart. Whatever fraction of the Agadian army that hadn’t been given away to Rylan was likely fast on Halla’s heels and Tirok would know exactly who she’d gone to. 
 
    I tried to catch Kidira’s eye, but she held her bag out for me as she stared at the path ahead. I slung it over my shoulder, took Eden’s bag for her, and headed for my horse. 
 
    “She’ll come,” Kidira said, one foot in the stirrup. 
 
    Eden climbed onto her horse, and I did all I could not to look back. I was leaving Halla. Abandoning her. The King’s men would track her down, drag her back to that tower, and find a way to make a necromancer sorry. 
 
    I tugged on my horse’s reigns and he set off at a canter. Eden and Kidira were either side of me, and with every step the horse took, the bond between Halla and me pulled taut, like a thread about to snap. There was no rush. No guards surrounding us. We were not torn from one another: rather, we made a choice to be apart.  
 
    And Halla, realising that it was her choice, finally spoke up. 
 
    “Rowan! Wait. Please.” 
 
    It wasn’t until her arms were tight around my waist, forest tearing past us, that I let myself believe I’d got through to her. I wasn’t the lesser of two evils, but a choice worth fighting to make.  
 
    Agados wouldn’t have been happy, but that would’ve held true no matter what I did. It didn’t matter that Halla had killed the guards to escape: they deserved it, for keeping her trapped there. She did what she’d had to. In the end, she’d found the bravery to escape a life she’d been forced into thinking liveable, and I was honoured to play any small part in that. 
 
    We fed our horses bitterwillow and charged through the rest of Agados. We understood what was behind us without having to say it, and I focused on the rush of the wind and the gasps Halla let out, equal parts fear and delight. All we had to do was reach Oak and we’d be safe. 
 
    I didn’t know how I’d explain him to Halla. Whether I should bring it up or let her reach out and press her palms to his scales. In the end, it didn’t matter. I was him and he was me. Halla would understand that. She was one of the few people who could.  
 
    The week it took to escape Agados was unlike any I had known before. Throughout the day, we pushed ourselves and our horses to their limits, eating and drinking as we rode, draining their aches and pains along the way. At night, I did not sleep, and not because I couldn’t. I didn’t want to. 
 
    There was no shortage of things for Halla and me to say to one another. Whether we spent our nights under the stars or hidden away in some barn, we sat facing one another; my eyes on Halla’s face, Halla’s hands on mine. It wasn’t necromancy we spoke of, nothing of shared experiences. I told her of the deer and rabbits we’d passed, and Halla would say did you hear the way that river flowed and crashed! or we must’ve passed a meadow of flowers, earlier, it smelled so wonderful, Rowan. 
 
    I could tell that she had barely ever been outside, but it was difficult to conjure up anything like sadness. It was all in the past. It was in the past, and we were striding forward. We were heading towards what would be our home, a place where we would finally be free to be ourselves, coming and going as we pleased. 
 
    The days were long and exhausting but over as soon as they began. We chased the setting sun over the horizon, and Eden took Halla on the back of her own horse, eager to get to know her. We were fleeing from an army we couldn’t see but knew were there, but as Eden so cheerfully put it, we had nothing to lose in talking. 
 
    Kidira was not cruel. Kidira was not short with Halla, but she was practical. Somewhere along the way, she had decided that we were her responsibility, and I did all I could to be compliant. I let her keep watch, though Halla and I were awake regardless. I trusted her when she said certain villages were safe to gather supplies from and others weren’t, and that it was worth zigzagging our way out of Agados, rather than taking the same quick path we had on the way in. 
 
    “We can’t be far now,” I said, buzzing with excitement and sleep deprivation alike. The closer we got to the wall, the more impossible it felt that we were going to be able to cross it, and the more likely it was that Oak had been but a figment of our imagination. “Once we get to the border, it won’t take more than a day to reach Thule. I can’t wait for you to meet Claire and Kouris and Akela and everyone!” 
 
    “You keep mentioning Princess Claire,” Halla said, unable to imagine Claire being separated from her title. “How do you know her?”  
 
    “I told you. When I ran away from my village, it was because she happened to be—” 
 
    “No, no. I remember that much. But she is a Princess, but you still only call her by one name.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, that’s because she’s my…” I paused, brow furrowed. What was she to me? I loved her and she loved me, but with all that was going on and all that had changed between us, we hadn’t had time to discuss what any of it meant in the long run, or how we might express our relationship. “Uhh.” 
 
    “Girlfriend,” Eden helpfully offered from the other side of the room. 
 
    We weren’t staying in an inn, but rather someone’s house. We’d happened across a small farm along the side of a hard-packed dirt road, a farm where the Agadians who owned it remembered how to work, and the old man had been happy to offer Kidira their spare room, after being shown our last handful of gold. He had not known that there were three others with her: we’d snuck in through the window. 
 
    “Right. Right!” I said, hoping I wasn’t as red as I felt. “I think.” 
 
    “Oh,” Halla said. She pursed her lips together, and after a moment, said, “Is that… Oh.” 
 
    For a while, she didn’t talk. She fiddled nervously with her fingers, and after a few minutes spent listening to Eden beat the dirt out of a shirt she’d worn one too many times, Halla began to cry. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time, either. Eden had run out of clean handkerchiefs to offer her, and I did all I ever could. I placed a hand on her back, rubbed between her shoulder blades, and didn’t say too much at once. I didn’t tell her not to cry, or that there was no reason for crying. The King’s influence was far-reaching, and I was not going to save her from that by simply existing. 
 
    I remembered Kondo-Kana’s words. I promised myself to never reduce Halla to one thing, or to merely see her as the result of all the terrible things that had been done to her.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Halla said, wiping her eyes on the backs of her hands. Taking a deep breath, she said, “It’s… so much. So much. You are nice, Rowan, you are like me, but you are different. Your people are different. I want to help them. I want to change things in Kastelir and Felheim, but I cannot help but think that I could help them more by being with my King. He’ll be so angry, won’t he? Angry for what I did to the guards, for leaving… He does so much for me, Rowan. For all of Agados. If I could speak to him, I could get him to help. I promise.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to respond. I didn’t understand why the differences between us were so awful, or how they could possibly be worse than what the Agadian people were reduced to. I couldn’t tell her that the Agadian King was a liar without driving her from me, and she’d never believe he was powerless alone. 
 
    Saying it’ll be alright lost all meaning the dozenth time. 
 
    Kidira spoke. She did so quickly and sharply, and she did so in Agadian. 
 
    Halla blinked her eyes dry. She nodded sharply, whispered her reply and reached for my hand. 
 
    She squeezed it tightly, but didn’t hold on for long. For the first time since we’d left Soldato, she fell into a deep, effortless sleep. With her dreaming, there was no reason for me not to do the same. 
 
    The next evening, our journey drew to a close. I’d apologised to our horses a hundred times over for what we’d put them through, and continued to do so as we hopped off their backs for the last time. Visiting the same places we had before wasn’t wise, but we’d no choice but to pass the village we’d spent that first night in to find Oak. 
 
    And while we were there, it was only fair that we dropped off the horses. They’d certainly done enough for us. I led mine by the reins, other hand holding Halla’s, and helped her down the steep hillside. She was used to traversing the tower, not the outdoors, and after a week on the road she was still liable to trip and stumble. Kidira had fashioned a cane for her out of a branch she’d carved into shape one night, and Halla was becoming more adept at finding her way by tapping in front of her. 
 
    “I do hope Oak hasn’t been terribly bored in our absence,” Eden said. “Does he get bored? What do dragons do for fun?” 
 
    “In Kyrindval, he played with the other young dragons,” I said. “I’m sure he found something to keep himself entertained.” 
 
    Or he’d taken my advice to be careful to heart and had spent the entire time sleeping in some impossibly thick woodland or found a cave to squeeze into.  
 
    The village was no more than a minute’s walk away when I saw the Agadians come towards us. I’d been uneasy all day at the thought of returning to the tavern, of having their eyes fixed on me when I could not speak in a way they understood, but after so long immersed in Agados, I understood that they were only people, and they were not responsible for the King’s will. 
 
    I raised a hand in greeting. 
 
    One of the men raced towards us. 
 
    He headed straight for Kidira, blurting out his words with such desperation there was no sense to be found in them. She placed a hand on his shoulder, looked him in the eye, and told him to start again. He took a deep breath and did just that, but I couldn’t even begin to pretend I was listening to him. All I could focus on was the way that every other Agadian was staring at Halla as they inched towards her. 
 
    Eden’s hand fell to the hilt of her sword. Halla, understanding the Agadian being thrown around, clung to my hand so tightly that I couldn’t tell where hers ended and mine began.  
 
    “Back on the horses,” Kidira ordered. “Now.” 
 
    I pulled Halla up behind me. The man who’d approached Kidira stepped back, but the others weren’t as content to let us leave. Kidira paid them no mind. Tirok had taken her spear but she’d made herself a staff, and she wielded it as she set off at a gallop, cleaving her way through the crowd. 
 
    The men were smart enough to get out of the way, but Eden had her sword in hand, just in case. 
 
    The horses’ feet thundered against the ground hard enough to shake all of Bosma, and I barely heard Kidira say, “The man came to tell us that he was sorry, but they are Agadian after all. They are loyal to their King.” 
 
    Word had spread, as we knew it would. Ravens had been sent. It was foolish to have entertained the notion of veering close to the village, in the same way it had been foolish to rest in any of the other settlements we had along the way. Nothing had come of that, and why should this have been any different? It was almost too obvious a trap.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder as we charged ahead, but the only Agadians behind us were villagers, slowly stuttering out of sight as the land rose, burying their home behind the horizon. No doubt the person who returned Halla to the King would be given all the riches earnt on the bruised and bloodied backs of Kastelirians.  
 
    The villagers would round up what horses they had left and follow us, but that didn’t worry me. What mattered were the Agadian soldiers I could see ahead. There was only a dozen of them, and they weren’t from the capital; they had been stationed on the wall, but left their vigil when word reached them of Halla’s disappearance. They fanned out to form an effective barricade with the crossbows they wielded. 
 
    “Halla!” one of them called, and I did not understand the rest of what he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I told Halla. “I’m not going to let them take you back. We’re going to get through this, and we’re going to get back to Thule.”  
 
    And I was right. I was right! There, on the horizon, the forest rose from the ground. The trees grew with unnatural haste, ten feet taller in the time it took to blink. A mighty roar followed the uprising, and Oak spread out his wings, knocking back the tattered trees and branches he’d ripped clean out of the ground. 
 
    We tugged on our horses’ reins, and they whinnied and neighed as they came to a clunky skid of a stop. The soldiers meant nothing at all. Not in the face of a dragon. 
 
    They turned on the spot. Halla, having dropped her cane in the rush, made her way off our horse’s back and landed on unsteady feet. I watched her step forward. Watched her stand her ground as the soldiers trembled and backed towards us, away from Oak, as he continued to beat his wings and create a wind of his own.  
 
    Halla balled her hands into fists. She lifted her head and shouted at the soldiers, voice raw and warbling, but not brittle. 
 
    My chest swelled with pride. Oak would scare off the soldiers before they could remember how to aim their weapons, and all we’d have to do was clamber onto his back and return to Thule.  
 
    I hopped off my horse, made brave by Halla’s courage and Oak’s great shadow, and reached for her. 
 
    Kidira grabbed my wrist and pulled my hand back. 
 
    “She says that she’s sorry. That she was scared and confused,” she said, jaw set. She met my gaze and though I wanted to fight against it, I knew she wasn’t lying. “She says that she’ll make it up to the King, and that she’s grateful they’re going to take her home.”  
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 CHAPTER IX  
 
    In the same way that I hadn't been in Claire's chambers for long, I hadn't been awake long, either. In truth, I wasn't certain I was awake. My entire body rattled with numbness, teeth and skull aching, and colours bled into one another until there was no distinguishing the edge of any sense.  
 
    Had Kouris not come to collect me from my chambers, I would've believed she hadn't left Claire's side since I'd headed to Agados. Bits and pieces of her clothing were strewn around the room, leathers draped over the backs of chairs, fabric pooled in piles on the floor, and one of the larger sofas had the permanent indents of a sleeping pane.   
 
    Kouris sat on the floor with her head tilted back, and Claire kept her hands busy. She sat behind Kouris, comfortable in an armchair of her own, and raked her long, dark hair back as she carefully brushed it through.  
 
    “You should've been there, Claire,” Kouris said, sighing at the ceiling. “It was like they were making themselves some kind of twisted sca-sino. It was a hole in the ground, just along the edges of the Bloodless Lands. I'm thinking calling it a quarry might be making sense, but they'd built houses – cages – down there. I was thinking we'd find ten, twenty pane. Had to be at least fifty, young and old. Reckon some of them were hatched down there. That’s not to mention the dragons. Plenty of hatchlings half the size of Oak down there, already looking worse than he does. Nothing big enough to take down a village, though. Let alone a city. Gods. Reckon Rylan has used up the last of ‘em already.”  
 
    Kouris took a deep breath and ran a hand across her face. I'd seen more pane in the castle than usual, which meant pane who weren't Kouris and Sen, and had heard the fragmented renditions of what had happened. Kouris and Sen had been busy in my absence. They'd headed through the mountains and over the wall, and freed the pane from the chains the Felheimish had put them in.  
 
    At least something had been achieved, these past few weeks.  
 
    “They're safe now,” Claire reminded Kouris. Hair thoroughly detangled, Claire placed the brush on the arm of her chair and began splitting Kouris' mass of hair into three separate streams with her fingertips. “Those who wished to have been escorted back to their tribes, if, indeed, they did have tribes in the first place, and the rest have shelter here. Felheim will make reparations; I will ensure Queen Aren agrees, no matter how begrudgingly.”  
 
    Kouris snorted flatly.  
 
    “That mother of yours. Wonder you turned out half as well as you did,” she muttered, head tilting back towards Claire's hands. “Not surprised so many of 'em are staying. We're not made for violence, you know that, but the things they had no choice but to do, raising dragons just to be tortured. No wonder none of 'em ever wanna show their faces again.”  
 
    “I shall do all I can for them,” Claire promised, and started braiding Kouris' hair.  
 
    “That pane, the one who came all the way to Canth to find me. They knew him, but they didn't know his name. We always gave our hatchlings names during Winter's End. The whole tribe came together to squabble over it, but not a single person down there could think of anything they'd ever called him. It's like we're animals,” Kouris said, closing her eyes. “Gods. What would've happened if he'd never escaped? Never made it down to Canth?”  
 
    “You would still be in Port Mahon at this very moment, no doubt dealing with your own brand of trouble. I would have travelled through Felheim and Kastelir without ever meeting you and have been poorer for it. And not simply because Kidira and Atthis may have never listened to me without your aid.”  
 
    Kouris cracked an eye open, let out a low laugh, and reached back to pat Claire's hand.  
 
    I yawned.  
 
    “Tired?” Claire asked, already halfway through Kouris' braid. She made quick work of it, even with limited fingers.  
 
    “Mm,” I hummed. “Might go back to bed.”  
 
    “You've spent the past three days doing nothing but sleep,” Claire said. She wasn't judgmental; just concerned, for I could barely keep my eyes open for longer than a few minutes at a time.  
 
    “Oh, aye. That's something we were forgetting to tell you,” Kouris said. “That's a thing she does now.”  
 
    I nodded in sluggish agreement. Claire raised her brow, waiting for more in the way of an explanation  
 
    “I didn't sleep much, after...” After. There was no need to elaborate, for everyone knew where I marked the befores and afters of my life. “Until I was with Kondo-Kana. It's like all of the exhaustion caught me at once. I slept for days. Kondo-Kana said it's just something that happens. That she's slept for centuries, before. And Varn, she told me that one time, Kondo-Kana fell asleep in Queen Nasrin's study for weeks.”  
 
    Claire used her teeth to free a hairband from her wrist and twisted it around the end of Kouris' immaculately braided hair. She didn't say anything right away, leaving me with time to wonder if she braided Sen's hair, too. When she did speak, there was an edge of bitterness to it. I didn't blame her. Kouris and I had been gone for years, and we'd got to be together.  
 
    “There is still much to be apprised of. Names, in particular,” she said.  
 
    “Varn's a...”  
 
    I lost the end of my sentence to a yawn.   
 
    “She's a pirate. Ex-pirate, or so she's saying. Thing is, once you're a pirate, you're always a pirate,” Kouris jumped to explain. “Even if you're turning it all around and going to work for Queen Nasrin herself. Now, I'm not suggesting that she ain't loyal, because Varn learnt all about that from her mother, but there's plenty for a Queen to find useful in a pirate. Varn doesn't waste time thinking about things in terms of right and wrong.”  
 
    “It sounds like a fascinating agreement,” Claire said, tucking loose strands of hair behind Kouris’ flattened ears. “Do you think a band of loyal pirates might lend their aid to a Felheimish Princess?”  
 
    Kouris snorted, and even with things soft and light but dry all at once, the weight of my eyelids pulled me under. One moment I was trying to focus on Claire and Kouris, and the next, blinking was an insurmountable obstacle. I drifted, drifted, until I focused on the shape of Kouris stood over me, arms outstretched.  
 
    “C'mon, yrval. Let's be getting you to a real bed,” Kouris said, scooping me up as though I were nothing. I felt like nothing: like a tangled web of light, fighting to escape a form that only had meaning in relation to the two other people in the room. No wonder I was tired. No wonder. I had sacrificed sleep for closeness on the way out of Agados, and the result had left me more drained than the ale barrels in Siren Song. “Oof. Here.”  
 
    Claire's ridiculously elaborate bed sunk beneath me, but I didn't want Kouris' arms to leave. There was not much that made sense to me, not of late, but as I wrapped my arms around Kouris' wrist, I felt less unsettled by the notion of having to eventually join the waking world once more.  
 
    “If that's how it's gonna be,” Kouris said. “Good thing they make royal beds so big, Princess.”  
 
    Claire laughed through her nose as Kouris swivelled onto the bed.  
 
    “Do not call me that,” she said evenly. “Your Majesty.”   
 
    “Right,” Kouris said, in such a way that I could hear her eyes rolling. She slung an arm around me and said, “Guess I'm still outranking you, aye.”  
 
    “Indeed.”  
 
    Claire stood stiffly by the side of the bed, and I burrowed against Kouris' chest. It was just like Canth, but it wasn't. A blanket had been draped over me, but the warmth there was comforting, not stifling. Kouris was close to me, but I couldn't feel her soft, leathery skin against mine, contact made almost unbearable by the humidity in the air; the sticky heat that worked to bind us together; the half of the beach we'd brought home with us, sand lining the creases of the covers.  
 
    It was just like Canth, but I didn't have to wish that I'd stayed in Isin. That I'd gone back for Claire, or at least knew if she was alive. I didn't have to dwell on those thoughts or force them from my mind, until the inside of my head was void and my dreams echoed the same desperate, aching loneliness.  
 
    Claire was there. I was succumbing to the exhaustion of necromancers, but she was there and I was letting her stand behind us like a statue.  
 
    I held out an arm towards her.  
 
    “Claire,” I mumbled.  
 
    “It's three in the afternoon,” she replied curtly.  
 
    “Don't care.”  
 
    She relented.  
 
    The mattress dipped beneath me, and I felt her hand press between my shoulder blades.   
 
    I stuttered through sleep, drifting away for fragments of time that could've been minutes or seconds. I tossed and turned, burying my face against Kouris' chest or Claire's neck, and somehow managed to catch snippets of what they were saying.  
 
    “It would be funny,” Claire began in that voice that said it absolutely wouldn't be, “If after all of this, after being kept in the dark, King Garland died and we discovered I was no longer heir to the throne. That Rylan had been named, or even some distant cousin Queen Aren could keep under thumb.”  
 
    “How likely do you reckon that is?” Kouris asked, voice soft so as not to disturb me. “You got something to base this on, or is that just your paranoia talking again?”  
 
    “It's plausible,” Claire decided. “There are a hundred reasons to justify it. I was gone. I was not here, on the front lines of Felheim, throughout this unrest. I was the leader of a group still known as rebels, as though I myself was part of Kastelir. The King could say I was no longer capable, with my impairments, or that the people ought to wait until I was settled, or sober...”  
 
    I tightened my arms around Claire and she patted the back of my head, thinking my timing coincidental. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kouris eventually agreed. “They could say a lot. But if that's the case, why is Aren trying so hard to keep you from Garland?”  
 
    “Lulling us into a false sense of security?” Claire suggested. “Distracting us by letting us believe that power really could be ours.”  
 
    Kouris sighed.  
 
    “I know,” Claire agreed. “I love my mother, but I do not trust her.”   
 
    And then, later:  
 
    “If I am to become Queen, the first thing I shall do is reset the calendar,” Claire said, in response to something. Hazily, I wondered if Kouris had told her what she'd done first, after being crowned. “It is foolish to measure time from the creation of the Bloodless Lands, letting the faded, misunderstood past define us.”  
 
    “What's gonna define us, then?”  
 
    “Rebirth. Creating something from the ashes,” she said without hesitation. She'd put real thought into this. “The Age of the Phoenix.”  
 
    “Trust you to be coming up with that,” Kouris said. “Haru-Taiki's gonna love it, though. Maybe a little too much. And with the Phoenix Festival coming up, the timing couldn't be better...”  
 
     I dreamt of Halla. I dreamt that she was in the castle, waiting for me at the bottom of an endless flight of stairs. And why wouldn’t she be? Why would she ever want to stay in Agados, in her dull slab of a tower, with Tirok and the guards and the King when she could be free? That’s what she told me. She stood there, arms outstretched, repeating it over and over. Why wouldn’t she?  
 
    I jolted, but didn’t wake entirely. The top of my head hit the underside of Kouris’ jaw, and she hushed me between her fangs, claws lightly grazing the back of my neck. 
 
    “I worry about her,” Claire said, voice barely reaching a whisper. How convinced she must’ve been that I was truly asleep to speak so openly. “Agados, Canth. Kastelir, Felheim. She has never visited a country that has treated her with true kindness.” 
 
    “You're plenty enough to make up for that Felheimish part, and I like to think I drown out some of the bad in Kastelir,” Kouris said. “And we can't be blaming ourselves for Agados. No one should be held responsible for that. But aye. This ain't been easy on any of us. Never has. When I was her age, I was raising armies. Losing battles and friends and soldiers and winning wars. But whatever happens, we've got to be remembering that she isn't the same kid you ran away with in the night. She's changed, and it's not all for the worse.” 
 
    “But the point remains that she has changed, and I have missed so much of it.”  
 
    “There'll be plenty more changing for all of us. Think of all the years you can have together. Decades, if you want ‘em,” Kouris reassured her. “Once this is all done, we'll drag you down to Port Mahon. Give you a repeat performance of piracy.”  
 
    “I should like that,” Claire said, smile in her voice. “I learnt Canthian when I was younger because it was fashionable in court at the time, despite having no real contact with the Canthians. I ought to put the language to good use, sometime.”  
 
    “Better make sure you're not rusty,” Kouris warned her. “Reis is probably gonna go ahead and forget Mesomium, if it means getting to show up royalty.”  
 
    When I awoke in earnest, I had to deal with the disorientation the darkness beyond the windows brought. Kouris was gone, though she hadn’t moved far. Body rested, my senses had stopped bleeding into one another, and I could hear her whistling airily between her fangs in the main chamber.  
 
    Claire was in bed with me, still pressed to my back. She draped an arm across my waist and rested her chin on my shoulder, so that she could read the book she had propped open in front of me. I didn't think it could be any sort of story. The words were too small, the pages far from creased by hurried, eager hands, and Claire read so slowly she must've been forcing herself to pay attention to whatever it was. Political matters. Details of debts and accounts.  
 
    Whatever secrets the book held would ultimately help put Claire on the throne, and I did my best not to let the change in my breathing pattern tell her my dreams were over.  
 
    I didn't want to be awake. I didn't want to be clear-headed enough to feel the weight of what was happening and what had happened, and I didn't want to explain why I had come home and said nothing, jaw tight, eyes red and heavy.  
 
    “You're awake,” Claire eventually said, in spite of my best efforts. I tensed, almost forgetting who she was, but she would never carve answers out of me. “For good, this time?”  
 
    “I hope so,” I murmured as I rolled over.  
 
    “Several hours ago, you said the same thing,” Claire said, planting a kiss on my forehead. The book fell shut with a soft thwump of pages, and I pressed my face to the side of her neck. “You also insisted that Oak was taking a bath in Akela's chambers.”  
 
    I laughed, short and sputtery, and Claire tapped the side of my arm as she sat up.  
 
    “Come. Kouris has prepared dinner.”  
 
    “Don't you have servants for that?” I asked, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. It felt good to be able to feel my feet again. “Or don't you trust them?”  
 
    “If anyone were to poison me, it would only be a minor setback,” she said, smoothing out the creases in her shirt.  
 
    I frowned. It would've been the perfect time for her to claim that she trusted her mother not to kill her, but the nonchalance with which she brushed off the idea of assassination left me feeling cold. I began to wonder if something tremendous had unfolded throughout the short weeks I'd been gone.  
 
    The meal Kouris had made consisted of surprisingly delicate sandwiches, considering the size of her fingers and the length of her claws, along with a serving of fresh fruit. I was glad it was so simple. I had little faith in being able to stomach a hot meal, and with a yawn to shake the last of my endless sleep away, I settled down on the sofa.  
 
    I picked up a sandwich, brought it to my mouth, and a knock at the door stopped me from taking the first bite. Claire stood to attention and opened the door to her mother, flanked by the Mansels.   
 
    I put my food back down, appetite shrivelled.   
 
    “Your Majesty,” Claire said, bowing her head in greeting. “It's late. How might I help you?”  
 
    “Claire,” the Queen said, wasting no time on pleasantries. “I see your companion has returned from wherever you sent her.”  
 
    She didn't have to look at me to talk about me.  
 
    “I did not send her anywhere. She simply had an errand to run,” Claire said, hands clasped neatly behind her back.   
 
    “An errand to run with the former Queen of Kastelir?” Queen Aren asked. Behind her, the Mansels had lost all pretence of posture and were poking the trinkets atop one of Claire's cabinets. “The important thing here, Claire, is that you intentionally put Eden in danger. She may not have become my daughter by law, but that does not mean I do not love her like one. Now. You came here, asking for my help, and insist on keeping secrets from me. Where did you send them, Claire?”  
 
    I wanted to scream that we hadn't gone to Thule to ask for help, but it was difficult to address someone who spoke not as though I wasn't there, but as though I was of so little consequence that anything could be said around me.  
 
    “As I have said, they were attending to personal matters. Eden and Rowan have struck up quite the friendship, and it is not my place to tell Eden where she may or may not go. What is it that you wanted? It is rather late, Your Majesty.”  
 
    Now Queen Aren looked at me.  
 
    “It certainly is,” she said, brow raised. “That bird of yours is causing problems all over the city. He is nothing but a distraction, diverting the people's attention from matters of importance and putting all manner of fanciful ideas in their heads.”  
 
    “He's a phoenix, and we are about to throw a festival in their name. He's thematically appropriate,” Claire argued. Kouris snorted a laugh as she picked the meat out of a sandwich and ate the bread by itself. “And if by fanciful ideas you mean the notion that the survivors from Kastelir are, indeed, living people who deserve necessities such as food, shelter and safety, then all the better.”  
 
    One of the Mansels stared at me, eyes narrowed in an exaggerated squint. I furrowed my brow and shrugged in reply, and she elbowed her sister in the side as she whispered in her ear.  
 
    “Claire. Darling. I know that your heart is in the right place, goodness knows it always is, but you have been away for too long. You have barely had the chance to go over our accounts, and our remaining forces are spread thin,” she said, despite the army she'd previously threatened us with. “We cannot sacrifice our own people for the Kastelirians. We would gain nothing and lose more than we can bear to part with. Not after the last two years. We do not have the resources, the space, the food.”  
 
    “Rowan's village is empty,” Claire said, gesturing towards me. “Hollowed out by a plague more than a year past. Send a healer. Make sure the air is clear. Hundreds of those who have lost their homes will be able to make new ones there.”  
 
    “We cannot give houses away,” Queen Aren said, voice dangerously close to shrill. “What about our own homeless? What are we to tell them? That the foreigners have more need of housing than they do?”  
 
    I didn't have to wonder how many times they'd had this argument. The slight raise of Claire's shoulders said enough. Her mouth twitched as she debated whether it was worth answering, but the way she sighed and adjusted her eyepatch told me she'd been unsuccessful a dozen times over.  
 
    “I will ask Haru-Taiki to refrain from spending so much time in the city once you permit me to see the King.”  
 
    Queen Aren stared at Claire as though she was a child, refusing to go to bed, and in possession of absolutely no leverage to be allowed to stay up for five more minutes. One of the Mansels tutted loudly, and if Queen Aren wasn't a Queen, she might well have rolled her eyes.  
 
    “He is in an awful way, darling. The healers are doing what they can, but his body and mind alike have a lot to contend with. Seeing Alex would be enough to sap the last of his strength from him. Seeing you would be enough to break his heart. It'd push him over the edge,” Queen Aren said. To her credit, she'd at least convinced herself it was the truth. “And call him what he is: your father.”  
 
    “Let me see my father,” Claire said. She didn't miss a beat, but her voice cracked at the end.   
 
    If anything would convince Queen Aren, it was that.  
 
    She remained silent, weathered the urge to relent, and said, “Amy.”  
 
    Springing to attention, Amy stepped forward, papers in hand. I kept my eyes trained on her, trying to find a way to discern between the Mansels, but neither of them had any obvious scars conveniently strewn across their faces.  
 
    She held the documents out and Claire took them with a great deal of care.  
 
    “The legislation you requested,” Queen Aren said. “If we are to continue to entertain so many pane, you ought to look into this matter properly.”  
 
    Claire nodded sharply, but all of her thoughts were fixed on her father.  
 
    Queen Aren made to leave, but stopped in the doorway.  
 
    “That's a lot of archaic writing to take in, Claire. You companions ought to return to their chambers for the night.”  
 
    “They are not my companions,” Claire said, staring at the papers in her hands. “They are my family, and you will not dismiss them. Go.”  
 
    “Very well. If you would sooner squander your time with farmers and pirates than work for the good of all pane,” Queen Aren said, marching from the room.  
 
    Kouris waved at her back and pushed herself to her feet.  
 
    “You got 'em all?” she asked Claire.  
 
    Claire said nothing, and did not look away from the door until Kouris wrapped an arm around her. 
 
    “Hm? Oh yes,” Claire said, placing a hand against Kouris’ chest. “This will make for some light reading.”  
 
    “Dinner first,” Kouris said, easing her towards the sitting area.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked, helping myself to a sandwich.  
 
    “The law that forbids pane from travelling together, once they are outside of their tribes,” Claire said, begrudgingly putting the papers down. “I have to understand it in order to overturn it.”  
 
    “What's there to understand?” I asked through a mouthful of food. “Doesn't it just say they can't travel together?”  
 
    Claire's hands had been hovering over the plate of sandwiches, but veered back towards the documents at my question. With a frown, she thumbed through the pages.  
 
    “It isn't quite as simple as that. It goes into great detail about what constitutes togetherness, a judgement which is unfortunately left in the eyes of the human who spots them, as well as loopholes where they cannot be together even in the mountains. If a human feels threatened by them on mountain paths or the outskirts of tribes, that can also constitute breaking the law. Then, of course, there is the matter of punishments; how to sentence a pane and how to discipline them for the infraction. Occasionally it is a financial matter, but more often than not the pane are escorted back to their tribes or... put to work.”  
 
    Claire put the document down, picked up a sandwich, but was too busy shaking her head to take a bite.  
 
    “We are no better than Agados, are we.”  
 
    “It's not looking good,” Kouris said. “But that's why we're doing this. Once we're getting through that, we're overturning one law, and then it's just a matter of using that all to get the pane our land back. One step at a time, aye?”  
 
    “Would that I were able to sprint, for the pane's sake.”  
 
    We ate in unsettled silence. With every bite I took, I found something else to add to the list of the things we needed to fix. Felheim and Agados. The shattered remains of Kastelir, and the subjugation of the pane. An entire continent's worth of problems, all of which could be traced back to the war, if there ever had been a war.   
 
    It was on Kondo-Kana's head, no matter what the truth was. The destruction that bled from her sent the Myrosi people south, and caused Agados to put up their walls and swear to never change. It saw the pane pushed out of their own land, up high into the mountains, and caused war upon war to turn the territories into Kastelir, while Felheim chose its own definition of defence.  
 
    I began to realise that it didn't matter how poorly the necromancers had been treated in Myros, or whatever justifications Kondo-Kana had. In the end, it had led to this, and she could not escape blame; she could not be solely responsible for it, either. I couldn't hold her accountable because hers was the only name history had remembered.  
 
    I wanted to speak with her more than ever. I wanted to know what happened.   
 
    And more than I needed to hear her explain herself, I missed her. I didn't know how to reconcile that feeling with what I'd seen in the Bloodless Lands.    
 
    I wasn't torn over it for long. The door flew open, jolting us all from our thoughts.  
 
    One of the Mansels stood in the doorway, managing to look less brazen without her sister.  
 
    “You might try knocking,” Claire said curtly.  
 
    “If you were getting up to anything you didn't want me seeing, it would've been locked,” she said. It wasn't the way I pictured a Knight speaking to a Princess. “Anyway, got someone here. Blagged her way into the country by claiming to know Princess Claire.”  
 
    “Who is it, Emma?” Claire asked, having no difficulty distinguishing between the two of them.  
 
    “She says her name's Ash Endalle. Rings a few bells, actually.”  
 
    “Ash!” I said, shooting to my feet. If she was here, there was a way out of Orinhal. If there was a way out, there was a way in. And that was the worst case scenario; perhaps she'd rode ahead to let us know that Orinhal had been reclaimed in the name of the resistance, and that Atthis was dragging Rylan along with him. 
 
    After everything, it was oddly reassuring to know that I could still get my hopes up.  
 
    “Take us to her,” Claire said.  
 
    Kouris had her cane ready for her.  
 
    Emma, under orders from the Queen, wasn't in any mood to argue. She led us down the stairs and along a corridor, past half a dozen people vying for Claire's attention, and at some point, Kouris slipped away. By the time we reached the chamber Emma had been heading for, Kouris was back with Kidira and Akela in tow.  
 
    “We are hearing news from Orinhal?” Akela asked, eyes darting from one guard to the next. Assessing the situation and, as ever, considering herself to have the upper hand.  
 
    “So Sir Mansel claims,” Claire said, taking a second to compose herself as the doors were opened.  
 
    The guests had been escorted to a room that wasn't unlike the Cardinal Hall had been in Isin's castle. The day I'd stepped into that room with its intricately carved map of a table was the day I'd learnt the truth about the dragons; years later, that knowledge had brought me to the heart of it all, and my whole body tensed at the thought of this winding to any sort of conclusion.  
 
    We'd been spinning for so long, caught in a wave of disarray, but now we were exactly where we needed to be.  
 
    And so were Goblin and Ash.  
 
    The pair of them were exhausted, covered in dirt and grime accumulated on the long journey to Felheim, and if their clothing had ever been anything but a dull brown, it was impossible to tell. Their hair was askew, smiles knocked out of place, but at the sight of us, both of them stood a little taller.  
 
    “M-Marshal,” Ash said, freezing, but didn’t forget herself for long. She snapped a salute, a spark of something in her eyes burning through the exhaustion, and Claire held her gaze.  
 
    “That's Princess,” Queen Aren corrected. The other Sir Mansel was at her side, and had seen to confiscating Ash and Goblin's weapons without the help of the guards hovering in the background. “And I take it these are no strangers to you, Claire?”   
 
    Claire shook her head. Neither Ash nor Goblin moved, pinned to the spot by the invisible but no means intangible chains of Queen Aren's authority, and Goblin could not stop looking at Kidira.  
 
    “This is my nephew,” Kidira said, waving him towards her. “Come.”  
 
    Goblin hesitated, but after taking his first step forward, he discovered that if Kidira would ever bow to another Queen, it would not be this one. He rushed over and Kidira greeted him with open arms, hands coming to rest gently on his shoulders.  
 
    “Aunt,” he said softly, eyes closing as he bowed his head. “I'm sorry. I—”  
 
    “Ah,” Queen Aren said, not caring what he had to say. Her eyes narrowed in pre-emptive victory as they fixed on Ash. “I recall where I know you from. You were sent on a mission with Sir Luxon, to retrieve the Princess.”  
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Ash said, refusing to blink. “That was shortly before the dragon attack, Your Majesty.”  
 
    “Sir Luxon, one of the Kingdom's most talented fighters, slayer of dragons and champion of our people, did not return from that mission alive. Yet here you are, but a soldier, acquainted with the Princess in a way your orders did not dictate.”  
 
    There was no missing the accusation in the Queen's voice. She paced back and forth across the room and Ash followed with her eyes, trying to discern whether she was supposed to offer Queen Aren an explanation. Ash had been given her orders in a room like this one. She had been told to bring Princess Claire back, no matter what, and somewhere along the line, Luxon had twisted those orders and sent her to kill Claire.   
 
    Which was how she ended up swinging an axe at me and having Claire's sword pushed through her back and between her ribs. Strange to think that in spite of that, in spite of the way she had let Orinhal know what I was, I trusted her.   
 
    When she didn't answer, Akela held out her arms in a great, sweeping shrug and pulled the Queen's attention to her.   
 
    “It is because she is being lucky, yes? Luxon, he is almost killing Ightham, and Kouris and I, we are not liking this! Kouris, she is putting his own sword down his throat and I, I am taking my axe to his face and making sure no one is recognising him,” she said, and laughed loudly. “And Ash, she is not doing anything to be deserving this. Although I am hearing at some point, she is trying to kill Northwood? But I am thinking they are friends now. Ah! These last years, they are too complicated for me. I am not knowing why we are all being so tense. We are forgetting all of the past, as it is being in the past, where it is belonging, and we are all making up and working together, yes?”  
 
    Queen Aren didn’t miss the threat behind Akela's words. The Mansels sneered. Lifting her chin, Queen Aren chose not to engage with Akela, and as though Ash and Goblin had not come to us with news of Orinhal, she continued to interrogate Ash.  
 
    “Why did you not return to Felheim immediately?” Queen Aren asked. “Your orders were clear.”  
 
    “Because...” Ash began. She looked at Claire and swallowed the lump in her throat. “I no longer consider myself a citizen of Felheim, or a member of its army. I am here for the Ma—Princess, and the Princess alone. Your Majesty.”  
 
    The Mansels went from being disgusted by the description of a fellow Knight's death to being delighted by the prospect of what was about to happen to Ash, now that she'd dared to speak to the Queen in such a way. Their faces lit up while Queen Aren's darkened.  
 
    “Guards,” she said flatly, and pointed towards Ash.  
 
    Two of them stepped towards her, and Claire hit the base of her cane against the stone floor and said, “Enough. Ash and Galal came here to deliver news to us, not to discuss loyalties. And so long as she is in the castle, Ash is under my protection.”  
 
    Ash didn't move. Stepping over, I took hold of her tattered sleeve and pulled her towards our side of the room.  
 
    “Very well. I see my judgement was impaired in this case, but we have enough to bicker about already,” Queen Aren said. The sound of Ash exhaling filled the room. “Well? What news have you brought us?”  
 
    Goblin turned away from Kidira and Akela, and with Kidira's hand still on one shoulder, he found a way to speak. Weeks spent on the road with nothing but a message to deliver, and now that it was finally time, the words came out as though he was speaking a language that wasn't his own.  
 
    “Orinhal's gone,” he said. No wonder Ash would've rather stood up to Queen Aren than say those words. “Ash and I were scouting when Rylan took the city. We worked from the outside, trying to get people out, but... but Rylan left, and headed west. His soldiers lost control bit by bit, and there was a riot. People escaped, but they... had a dragon. The last of Rylan’s dragons, but that doesn’t mean a damn thing when—when…”  
 
    They'd burnt it all. I'd had every chance to fly back to Orinhal, to take on their dragon with one of my own making, but I hadn't. I'd let myself believe they'd be alright; that Atthis knew what he was doing, and would ensure our people were safe.   
 
    The room fell deathly quiet. Not even the Mansels' usual insufferable expressions screamed anything. Queen Aren cast her eyes down in respect, though her shoulders did not rise as though she considered any part of the blame hers to bear, and I moved to the table to press my hands flat to the surface.  
 
    Akela broke the silence.  
 
    “It is gone?” she asked. “All of it, it is burning to the ground?”  
 
    Ash nodded. When that wasn't enough for Akela, she looked to Goblin, and he did the same.  
 
    “They are burning Orinhal,” she repeated. “Rylan, he is burning my country to the ground, he is forcing me to abandon it, and then he is searching out those who are surviving, who are only trying to live, and he is letting his soldiers burn them, too.”  
 
    It didn't matter how plainly she stated it. It didn't make sense to me. Orinhal had survived for years, Orinhal had grown strong in spite of the Felheimish and their dragons and their alliances with Agados. Orinhal should've had nothing to worry about beyond a necromancer having passed through. Orinhal should've been able to worry about its future.  
 
    “Atthis...?” I heard myself ask.  
 
    Somebody had to.  
 
    No answer.  
 
    I tilted my head to catch Goblin's gaze, and he didn't have to shake his head. Atthis wouldn't have left the city, not when there were people within to defend. He would've believed he could fight this; the city was full of soldiers, not fire; it didn't have to turn out like Isin.  
 
    “It is truly regrettable,” Queen Aren said for the sake of saying something.  
 
    “Send a party of Orinhal,” Claire said, snapping back to herself. “See what there is to learn from the remains. Scout for any survivors.”  
 
    “From what your companions have said, it is but smouldering rubble.”  
 
    “Send a party,” Claire repeated. She did not shout, did not raise her voice, but Queen Aren listened.  
 
    “Very well,” she said.  
 
    And as if to twist the knife deeper, I caught Queen Aren's gaze and knew what she was thinking. Any remorse was painted on. To her, this was a victory. With the rebellion gone, she was left with all the resources, all the power. Claire no longer had the threat of an army with nothing to lose at her back. It was just her, alone in that room, and Queen Aren was not about to let go of the power she'd spent decades honing.  
 
    So long as the King was alive, Felheim was as much hers as Kastelir was now Rylan's.  
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER X  
 
    Everyone sat in silence, with the exception of Ash. Weeks of travel didn't deter her. She paced back and forth across Claire's chamber, grumbling under her breath, as though by bearing the bad news, she was responsible for it.  
 
    “Shouldn't have left. Shouldn't have snuck out,” she said, clenching and unclenching her fists. “Should've been there with 'em.”  
 
    “Ash,” Claire said. It was the only thing she'd said in the last half an hour.  
 
    “Went back and there was nothing but smouldering rubble,” she continued to mumble. “If I'd stayed there, if I was with 'em—”  
 
    “You would've been killed,” Claire said. She was staring into the middle distance, seeing something entirely unlike the room around us. “You are a good soldier, but you could not have fought a dragon.”  
 
    Without taking in her words, Ash said, “Took me days to find any survivors. Didn't find Galal until, until...”  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she ran her fingers through her dirt-matted hair and screwed her eyes shut. For a moment, she was entirely still. She didn't move, didn't speak. She took time absorbing the fact that she'd reached her destination and delivered her message, and that it was alright for her to stop. That it was as safe as it was going to be.   
 
    Goblin had left with Kidira and Akela, and Ash didn't want to speak any more of what had happened to Orinhal. Desperate for some other words to reach her, she looked around, caught my eye, and let her shoulders fall slack.   
 
    “Sorry, Rowan. Seriously,” she said. “About what happened in Orinhal. Shouldn't have opened my big mouth like that.”  
 
    Getting to my feet, I stepped towards her and said, “Ash. It's fine. Honestly.”  
 
    And it was. It wasn't the time to hold grudges over an honest mistake. Not in the face of all we'd lost. I put my hands on Ash’s shoulders, met her gaze, and when I saw her eyes begin to shine with tears she'd refused to shed, I pulled her into a hug. There was no strength left to make any inch of her tense. She near enough collapsed against me, face buried in my shoulder as she clung to the back of my shirt.   
 
    Sen arrived shortly after, and the hugs started all over again. Claire hunched over in her chair, mouth pressed to her knitted fingers, and while my head was full of thoughts of Atthis, I wouldn't have been surprised if she knew every family in Orinhal by name. All of them were gone, and the few scattered survivors wouldn't have filled so much as a cabin.  
 
    Only Goblin and Ash had made it to Felheim, and Goblin was— 
 
    Gods. Goblin was alone. Ghost was nowhere to be seen.   
 
    I was sick with the past, the present. It was like Isin all over again, only this time, I hadn't been there to drag Ghost's corpse from beneath a pile of burning rubble. Closing my eyes, I thought back to the short weeks I'd spent in Orinhal. I remembered the old woman I'd brought carrots from, the boy I'd shared lunch with in the fields, and the woman who'd stopped me in the street and let me know that what was being done to me wasn't right.  
 
    They were gone. Less than cinders. All the while, we'd been in the castle. We'd been wasting time with politics, with Agados. With Halla.  
 
    All in the room felt it.  
 
    I said nothing, because there was nothing to say.  
 
    By morning, the castle was gripped by a palpable excitement at the expense of the Kastelirian rebels. Usually, it would've been all the nobles and servants alike could speak of, but with Princess Claire back in the castle, their tactless gossip could come full circle. That was the town she was stationed at, they said. That was the town she spent two long years in, though the Queen would've welcomed her back into the castle with open arms. What's more, the Queen had begged her to come home. She'd neglected her duty, plain and simple.  
 
    I overheard all of it, because although the nobles and courtiers had plenty to say about the farmer, the peasant, their Princess had taken into her bed, they didn't realise it was me. If they spared half a thought for me, they cast me as a servant, nameless and easily replaced, with no opinions of my own. They could say anything in front of me. If I repeated it, the words themselves would lose their meaning.  
 
    While waiting in a courtyard for Eden, so she could join us for breakfast, one man said, “I understand the importance of succession and respect as much, but you must admit that Queen Aren has done an admirable job these past years. With the King as he is, it's been no easy task, and it's a delicate situation.”  
 
    “Exactly,” his companion agreed. “We cannot simply expect someone to pick up where the Queen has left off. It wouldn't be fair on the Princess. And with what she has suffered...”  
 
    They looked at one another, nodding knowingly.  
 
    The man opened his mouth to say something more, but snapped it shut at Eden's timely arrival.  
 
    She smiled in greeting and almost managed to mean it. She offered me her arm and led me to the dining room. I didn't need the Mansels to remind me I hadn't been invited or expected by the Queen to know that my presence wasn't appreciated, but they pulled the most delighted of incredulous faces regardless.  
 
    “I thought we were to have breakfast alone,” Queen Aren said, hardly sparing a glance my way. “After the events of yesterday, I thought it might do us both good to speak in confidence.”  
 
    “If that were the case, you wouldn't have invited Eden,” Claire said, helping herself to a glass of orange juice. “Or, indeed, the Mansels.”  
 
    “The Mansels see and hear nothing but potential threats,” the Queen said, waving a dismissive hand. Turning from her breakfast, she beamed up at Eden and knowing the steps, Eden ducked down and let the Queen kiss her cheek. “Good morning, darling.”  
 
    “Good morning,” Eden said, taking a seat next to Claire.  
 
    I sat on the other side, where there pointedly wasn't any cutlery or so much as a placemat. Claire pushed her plate into the gap between us with one finger, passed me her fork, and proceeded to cut the omelette in two and eat it with her fingers.  
 
    “Claire,” her mother hissed. “I know last night was hard, but must you insist on showing me up?”  
 
    “In front of who? The Mansels hear and see only threats, and Eden has seen me in far worse a way,” Claire said, licking her fingers. “And Rowan is a pirate.”  
 
    Eden, deeply uncomfortable, bit the inside of her mouth to stop from laughing awkwardly and inappropriately. I gripped the fork like a sword, dug in into the omelette, and took a hearty mouthful of it. It was far from bad, but I didn't let that show on my face.   
 
     Queen Aren didn’t rise to Claire’s insolence. 
 
    Instead, she said, “I understand that you are upset, Claire. I am truly sorry for what happened to Orinhal.” 
 
    “Upset,” she said, reaching for her juice. She downed half of it in one go, but her voice remained dry. “I lost a city. I lost my city, a city full of thousands of people I promised to protect, to keep safe. I lost them to my brother, and now they are but ash. So, yes. These past years have been upsetting.” 
 
    “You know I did not mean that—” 
 
    “These past decades have been upsetting,” Claire said, ignoring her mother. Ignoring everything but the voice that screamed in the back of her head. 
 
    “Claire,” Queen Aren said firmly. Ducking her head, Eden focused all of her attention on shovelling her breakfast into her mouth. “Do not be so dramatic. It does not suit you. You have led a life of privilege with every opportunity given to you and your every whim catered to do. A setback of the sort does not take any of that away from you. You are a Princess, and more importantly, you are my daughter. Act like it.” 
 
    Claire said nothing. She stared at the forest green tablecloth where her plate had been moments before, and I knew one of two things would happen: either she would say something that she could never take back, or she would crumble. 
 
    And in spite of all that had been lost, from Orinhal to an eye, along with her sense of safety in her own skin and her trust in her family, she did not fall. She was not a ruin of herself. 
 
    “You sent me away,” she whispered. 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    Queen Aren placed her cutlery on the table and sat straighter, fingers threading loosely together as she silently dared Claire to finish the thought out loud. 
 
    “You sent me away,” Claire repeated, voice level. I had not yet swallowed down the anger Rylan’s latest attack had brought with it, but none of that oozed from Claire’s words. They were clear and quiet, formed of nothing but truth and hurt. “I was not well. I was drunk, I was depressed, and you were embarrassed. You sent me away, to the mountains. For years.” 
 
    Queen Aren’s mouth pulled into a thin, tight line, and Eden looked up from her plate. 
 
    “You were young. Unruly. Half the women in the Kingdom had been seen leaving your chambers,” Queen Aren said, as though it was any defence. “You needed discipline. To see what life was like when you had to work for things.” 
 
    Claire said nothing. Her eye darted back and forth, reading something scrawled across the walls only she could discern, and when she slammed her fist on the tabletop, it was with such force that even the Mansels started. They flinched at the sound of plates clattering and glasses ringing, and as orange juice sloshed onto the table, they relaxed enough to not draw their weapons. 
 
    “You sent me away,” Claire repeated in a quiet hiss. “And you have not wasted a moment in letting the Kingdom know that I no longer have an army at my back. Rylan has killed thousands once more, because of what he learnt from you, and you are using it to your advantage. You are using it to ensure you remain on the throne. You can claim to condemn his actions, but you cannot deny that you benefit from them. That you inspired them.” 
 
    Queen Aren inhaled sharply, warning Claire of something that never befell her. She picked up a napkin, wiped her mouth, and carefully pushed her plate towards the centre of the table. The Mansels were ready when Queen Aren rose to her feet, and turned towards the door, flanking her.  
 
    “I’ve yet another busy day ahead of myself,” Queen Aren said, before leaving. “Take all the time you need, darling. You’ve had a hard time of it, lately.” 
 
    The door slammed shut. Only then did Claire begin to shake. She stared at nothing, wide-eyed, but did not allow herself to cry. I said her name, but she heard nothing of it. Eden, having experienced something of the sort before, acted where I could not. She took hold of Claire’s chair, and the legs scraped against the oak flooring as she turned it towards her. 
 
    “Claire,” she said softly, kneeling in front of her. She took her hands and squeezed them gently. “Claire. Have you been drinking?” 
 
    She hadn’t. I’d stayed with her all night, knowing it was a possibility. Knowing, more than that, that none of us should’ve been on our own. But I’d fallen asleep. I’d fallen asleep next to her, woke up next to her, but in the time between… 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek. 
 
    Claire shook her head. 
 
    “I haven’t,” she said, closing her eye. Relief thundered through me, as though what came next meant nothing. “But I want to. More than anything – more than the throne – I want this. I want to forget.”  
 
    “They were your friends, and they were your people,” Eden said, words sharp but far from cruel. “To forget them would be to do them a disservice.” 
 
    Claire leant back in her chair and slouched. She dropped her gaze, eye meeting Eden’s, and the two of them froze. Claire’s hands fell to her shoulders, thumbs brushing the sides of Eden’s neck in a forgotten sort of familiarity that tore through them both. Eden’s hands moved to cover Claire’s, but in the same moment, they pulled away from one another. 
 
    I wished they hadn’t. I wished whatever had happened between them hadn’t been so awful that the love they felt for one another had become brittle and broken. 
 
    I wished they could’ve held one another without being afraid. 
 
    But they couldn’t. It was too late for that. 
 
    Eden rose to her feet, caught my eye, and so I said, “Queen Aren wants to make you look weak, but we know you’re not. Caring about people doesn’t make you weak, Claire. Caring is what’s going to make you a better Queen than she’s ever been.” 
 
    “If she does not have her little mutiny first,” Claire said. 
 
    I didn’t know how to reply, and neither did Eden. I hadn’t been able to process what had happened to Orinhal yet, and my scattered sleep left me feeling like a layer of dirt clung to me. Beyond that, I was numb to it all. Reality lashed out at Claire, and I would have to wait for her to absorb the brunt of it, before I could begin to mourn. 
 
    Getting to my feet, I said, “We’re going out.” 
 
    “Where?” Claire asked, furrowing her brow. 
 
    “Out! Into the city!” I said, shoving my chair under the table. “I’ve been here for ages, and I’ve still not seen any of Thule. Plus, it’s the Phoenix Festival and we know a phoenix. Plus, you need to get out of here. The people need to see you, so that they know your mother’s wrong.” 
 
    Something in Eden’s expression cleared. We didn’t have to sit in a stupor all day, so desperate to go back days or weeks or years that we couldn’t take a single step towards making right what little we had left. 
 
    “Rowan’s right,” Eden declared. “Queen Aren knows what she’s doing. Demoralising you isn’t simply a side effect of her practical nature.” 
 
    Claire hummed flatly, and eventually rose to her feet. 
 
    “Between the two of you, I am left with little choice,” she said. 
 
    It wasn’t a case of simply going to Thule and partaking in the festivities. As the celebration had differed between my village and Kastelir, so too was it different in Thule. The castle and the city’s celebrations were not simultaneous: the people of Thule had two days to celebrate, not three, and the nobles held their own balls and banquets a week later. There was no upper limit on how long those lasted. According to Eden, one year there had been a mistake made with the catering, and so much food was prepared that the festivities had lasted a full week. People could barely move by the end of it. 
 
    There was much to take into consideration, and most of that revolved around wardrobe choices. We had to look the part, Eden said. It was petty, she agreed, but so often, appearance was everything. She went to her own chambers and returned with her thick, wavy hair loose around her shoulders, and a long purple dress hiding her feet and showing her shoulders. She certainly had no difficulty looking the part. 
 
    In the interim, Claire informed Kouris of our plan and rebraided her hair, and Kouris neatened out the fraying hems of her sash. Claire similarly had no problems choosing an outfit for the occasion, and after half an hour of Sen’s help, emerged wearing a navy blue suit with silver stitching embroidered into the jacket, creeping up the high collar. At some point, she’d even had a new eyepatch made. 
 
    I looked between Claire and Eden and understood why Queen Aren was determined to put them in the same room. They looked as though they had been designed for one another, while I was clad in the same tattered, creased remains I always was. No one thought anything strange of it, because no one expected anything more from me. 
 
    “Laus and Ash are to meet us by the gates,” Claire said, pulling on thin, white gloves. “My brother will also be accompanying us.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. Show the people you’ve got support from some of your family,” Kouris said, getting to her feet. 
 
    I took hold of the door handle, but Eden said, “Wait, wait. One moment, if you would.” 
 
    She’d left a bag by the door, and upon retrieving it, placed it on the desk in the corner. 
 
    “Gifts,” she said brightly. It was strange to see her smile after the day we’d had, but not altogether unwelcome. “Impromptu, I know, but they seemed relevant.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Kouris said, dropping herself back into her seat. “Back in Kastelir, we were making a day of gift-giving, around the festival.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, then I am perfectly prepared,” Eden said, and handed Claire a small parcel wrapped in pale green cloth. 
 
    Claire took it carefully between her hands, and Kouris, Sen and I leant closer in silent anticipation. 
 
    Inside was a falconry glove unlike anything we’d ever seen before. The leather had been dyed purple and gold, and it ran almost the full length of a sleeve, providing support for the arm. The part of the glove where a bird would rest had been made with something tougher than an eagle’s talons in mind, and long, trailing feathers made of leather and silk ran down the forearm and draped from the elbow.  
 
    “Thank you,” Claire said quietly, turning it in her hands. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “I didn’t want Haru-Taiki to ruin any more of your shirts,” Eden explained. “Honestly, it’s more of a gift for him, when you think about it. Oh, Sen—here.”  
 
    “Y-you didn’t have to,” Sen said, taking the neatly bound book from Eden. Her ears twitched as her fangs worried into her upper lip. “But, um. Thank you. I-it’s lovely. So nice of you…” 
 
    Kouris gave Sen a hearty pat on the back and chuckled under her breath, until Eden held out a gift for her, too. Kouris unwrapped a dragon claw pendant and her laughter turned to something a little more sincere. 
 
    “And for you, Rowan…” Eden said, holding out the last of the parcels. 
 
    In spite of everyone else standing with their gifts in hand, I hadn’t expected Eden to have anything for me. It was not because I thought her in any way spiteful or thoughtless, but I suppose I still found it strange to truly accept that people thought of me when I wasn’t around; that I existed, in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    Beneath the carefully folded cloth was a beautifully simple shirt. It was forest green with a neat, sharp collar, and was thin enough that the long sleeves and their cuffs wouldn’t be unbearable in the early summer heat. I twisted my fingers in the fabric and Eden patted me on the back, saying, “You’ve been terribly unsettled, and I doubted you had anything for the festivities. Well? Do try it on!” 
 
    I headed down to Thule like I was part of something. Ash and Laus accompanied us in their Felheimish armour, all gold and green, but beyond that, no guards or soldiers flocked around us. Eden left her sword behind and Claire and Kouris similarly went unarmed. It was better that way. Let the people know that we did not believe there was anything to fear from them and they would wish us no harm. It would do no good for Claire to go down to Thule but encase herself in a swathe of soldiers, putting her at a greater distance than ever from her people.  
 
    It was difficult to believe that there was anything worth celebrating in all of Bosma, but Thule was alive with it. The city was older than Isin and had stood for centuries before Kastelir was so much as a concept, and whole sections of it had fallen and risen. The part Eden led us to was open and wide, and clearly wealthy. Market was often held in the square that had been repurposed for celebration, and a lot of the revellers didn’t get that close to the castle on a daily basis. 
 
    Unlike Isin, the festival didn’t spread through Thule, twisting into narrow side-streets and dissolving into impromptu performances atop upturned crates. It was all confined to that one sprawling square, and all of the attractions were set out in a neat grid. There was a giant marquee in the very centre, as there had been in Isin, and all manner of smaller stalls and stages took their place around it.  
 
    People cooked meat and baked bread and cakes from the shopfronts edging onto the square, and Haru-Taiki’s shadow swept back and forth across the flagstones. 
 
    I walked arm in arm with Claire, no destination in mind, no catastrophe urging us on. Kouris had taken Eden’s arm and Alex walked along with them, while Sen headed off with Akela. Certain laws had yet to be rewritten. I didn’t know where Kidira was, beyond being absent. I felt a pull towards her, as if I should seek her out and not commiserate with her over what had happened to Atthis, or even talk about it. Rather, I should stand there in silence, lest she need someone to shout at. 
 
    “Are you certain you shouldn’t have more guards, Princess?” Laus asked. They were sweating beneath their armour, ceremonial and ornate, fingers twitching in anticipation of having to reach for their sword.  
 
    “Quite certain,” Claire said. “I trust Ash, and Eden trusts you.”  
 
    Not to mention: she had a necromancer, and Kouris could and would tear apart anyone to protect her. 
 
    Ash, who looked very much as though she had not slept and was not comfortable clad in Felheimish armour, rapped a fist against her chestplate and managed a smile. Claire’s faith in her was enough to keep her grounded, to stop grief from overwhelming her, and she needed to be doing something, anything, rather than come to a standstill once she reached Thule.  
 
    “If you say so, Your Majesty,” Laus murmured. “… Thank you, Lady Hawthorne.” 
 
    Eden smiled pleasantly, and I wondered if she’d ever expressed an ounce of insincerity in her life. 
 
    Even with an actual phoenix to entrance people, the festival remained what it always had been: a way to celebrate the end of necromancers and the watery deaths of Kondo-Kana. How wrong they were about it all. Their voices rose in conversation and song, familiar tunes twisted to take on a new meaning, and had Halla been with me, how would I explain this? How would I justify having taken her from a King who ensured she knew she was blessed to hold the power she did, to a country where people cheerfully called for the death of all those like her? 
 
    Which was not to say I believed I had done the right thing in leaving her behind. 
 
    In losing her. 
 
    It took absolutely no time for Claire to be spotted. She drew attention because of the burns she had no choice but to display openly, and when people stopped staring for long enough to realise that there was a person beneath those burns, it struck them all at once: the Princess of Thule had risen from the fire. I saw the same thing pass across all of their faces. Shock. Pity. To speak of burns and being reborn from the fire was one thing, and far more poetic in their minds than it was in reality, but seeing Claire for themselves stirred something within them. 
 
    And that something was what we had been after all that time. 
 
    “Princess!” a man called out. “Welcome home, Princess!” 
 
    The people gathered around us without towering over us. They didn’t loom in a way meant to intimidate us. Ash and Laus fanned out, holding out their hands, and people subconsciously respected their gold-clad authority and kept their distance.  
 
    I saw hesitation in Claire’s expression. She had been in one sort of power or another since leaving Thule, whether as a Knight or a Marshal, but it had been a lifetime since she played this role. She was their Princess, back in her rightful place, but if she did not remember the steps… 
 
    She took the crowd in with a sharp sweep of her gaze, and slowly raised a hand in greeting. People cheered. They waved back, calling out to her, words lost to the clamour. Turning slowly on the spot, she took in the sheer magnitude of the crowd around her, the people smiling and cheering for her. My heart sped up because suddenly, things were easy. There were no politics here, no nobles mulling over backstabbing her, and her mother was not hovering in the periphery, there to remind her of all her mistakes, all she had yet to overcome. 
 
    It was simple. I knew it was impossible for all to support Claire, for all to be glad that she had returned – or, indeed, for all to care – but the overwhelming majority of those around us came freely and expressed real delight in seeing her. 
 
    Tilting her head towards me, Claire whispered, “Perhaps I ought to have prepared a speech.” 
 
    When we moved, the crowd went with us. There was to be no aimless wandering, this Phoenix Festival, no napping in the shadows of statues. Performances stopped. Singers forgot their lines and bowed. Bakers ran from the edge of the square and offered us their finest, freshest goods, and Claire ate out in the open with only a napkin for a plate and her fingers to pick up crumbs. 
 
    “Prince Alexander!” someone called, and the crowd belatedly realised he was there. “Your Highness, it’s been years since I saw you and the Princess out and about! Takes me back!” 
 
    Grinning, Alex nodded his head in the vague direction the voice had come from and said, “I cannot tell you how wonderful it is to have the opportunity once again.” 
 
    There was a ripple of cheer, but something in the way of confusion swept over the crowd when it came to the matter of Kouris and me. Most in the city knew of Eden, and knew her well enough to find it strange to see someone else on Claire's arm. When asked who her companions were, Claire earnt her fair share of blank stares and uncertain chuckles when she said the pane next to her was none other than the once-dead Queen Kouris.   
 
    “And who's this?” someone asked, pointing towards me. They rocked on the balls of their feet, trying to discern how much respect they ought to show me.  
 
    “Rowan Northwood,” Claire said, and patted the arm linked with hers.  
 
    “Yes, but who is she?”  
 
    “Not a Duchess or Baroness, if that's what you're implying,” Claire answered, to which the crowd took a distinctly interested tone. If I wasn't from the castle, wasn't part of the nobility, then I was one of them.   
 
    Claire took a great risk in so much as admitting that she knew me, let alone taking me into her chambers, and there she was, parading me around the city like I belonged beside her. She wasn't ashamed. I wasn't a relic from the part of her life where she'd been away from the castle. She'd come back to all of this, and she still wanted me.  
 
    Wherever we went, people wanted to know what had happened to Claire. What had really happened. They all had their own theories, had all heard something or another from someone who knew someone who worked in the castle and had overheard one of the maids talking, and none of them were quite as unbelievable as reality.  
 
    Claire had slain a dragon, cut it open, and pried the phoenix from within its chest, where the fire it once breathed had gathered; she had travelled to Canth, and found it living between the scorching sands and humid jungles; the phoenix had sprung from her wounds, fully formed by the fire that marred her so; the phoenixes had never been dead and gone, but were simply hidden, biding their time and waiting for someone worthy of their aid to emerge.   
 
    Claire smiled more and more with each rendition of Haru-Taiki's rebirth, and when pushed for an answer, said, “I shall reveal all later.” I caught her eye and saw a spark there, and knew that there was a speech yet to come. Rumours flew in all directions, but none so fast as the news that Princess Claire would be addressing the people later in the evening.  
 
    Ash and Laus did a great deal of posturing, but there was never any need for them to draw their weapons. I had expected to feel guilty for heading into the heart of a celebration immediately after receiving the news of Orinhal, but this was exactly what we needed. We needed to see the Felheimish for what they were: people, just like those who had made up Kastelir, people who had no idea what their rulers had done and bore no responsibility for it.  
 
    These were the people we were fighting for. There was still life out there, and all was not lost.  
 
    We were carted from one performance to the next. I did nothing to hold back my incredulous expressions at the scenes of Myros and the treacherous necromancers therein, and outright laughed when they spoke and sung of Kondo-Kana's death with delight. By the end of every song or play, the actors were red-faced with exhaustion, having put their all into impressing the Princess, and when Claire nodded her head or clapped, they were instilled with enough pride to keep them performing for another decade.  
 
    As the sky began to turn a dusty red, Kouris patted her stomach and Eden said, “Yes, perhaps we ought to stop for dinner.”  
 
    Food was being prepared all around us. It was only a matter of following the smell.  
 
    As we veered towards the side, ever surrounded by a swarm of citizens desperate to catch our every word, a woman leapt forward, placing herself squarely in front of Claire.  
 
    Laus reached for their sword but Ash, amused, put a hand on the back of their wrist, steadying them.   
 
    The woman, wearing a thin, light dress that flowed with her every movement, was equipped with nothing more threatening than a fiddle. She grinned widely, stretched out an arm, and clasped her fiddle to her chest as she bowed.  
 
    She remained like that until Claire said, “Rise,” one corner of her mouth threatening to slant upwards. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” the woman said, and propped her fiddle on her shoulder. She drew the bow across the strings, testing them, and frowned when the sound didn’t please her. Clearing her throat, she zigzagged the bow until a rhythm rose out of the wood and said, “It is an honour, truly. I told stories of your Knighthood in taverns years ago, and now, I get to tell stories of your return. I am but a humble bard: will you not throw me a bone, Princess, and offer me some new knowledge to weave into song?”  
 
    Concealing a smile, Claire said, “I am to address the people in a matter of hours. Does your craft not require patience?”   
 
    “Psha!” the bard said, swaying to and fro on the spot, feet moving as if mimicking the steps of a dance. “By then, a hundred songs will have been composed, and a dozen plays will be in the works. And that's not to mention the limericks!”  
 
    The bard frowned and let out a low, trembling note to match it.   
 
    “Are you not supposed to earn my favour?” Claire asked, softening, just enough to let the bard know she could be convinced to relent. “Rather than begging for scraps before me. You are hardly the first to ask for some preview of the truth from me today.”  
 
    The bard rose to the challenge. She twisted on the balls of her feet, eyes closed as she let out a flurry of light, sweet sounds.  
 
    “Then might I share the tale of the Myrosi Queen, Eos-Heda? Ah, but always a Queen she was not! Born in a time of strife, when Myros and Mesomia thought war more profitable than trade, Eos-Heda grew up out of sorts with her people. And her family, her family did not always see things in the same light as her,” the bard said in a sing-song voice. Turning on the spot, she took in the crowd around her, then focused her attention back on us. “In a time of war, whoever has the most resources is the victor. It was never about the battles – and so rarely is! – but rather about who can feed their troops for the longest, and who can stop them from tearing each other apart.  
 
    “But Eos-Heda did not think war the only way, or the right way. She did not raise armies, but that is not to say she did not defy her family. And had she not, she—”  
 
    The bard snapped her mouth shut when Claire raised a hand.  
 
    “Not to your liking, Your Majesty?”  
 
    I glanced up at Claire, expecting to find her frowning. A light smile played on her lips.  
 
    “You said something about limericks?”  
 
    The bard’s eyes flashed. 
 
    “I did, I did indeed! Very well, let us see,” she said, stirring up another tune. “There once was a Knight from Thule,   
 
    With a Kingdom she'd one day rule,  
 
    She was true to her word,  
 
    With her fire-clad bird,  
 
    Forged from flames, but never cruel.”  
 
    Eden clapped, encouraging the crowd to do so, and the bard bowed. While I thought it was impressive for something concocted on the spot, Claire said nothing.   
 
    “Hm? Not good enough, Your Highness?” the bard asked playfully. “Then, how about this:  
 
    There once was a Knight called Ightham,  
 
    Who hunted dragons to fight 'em—”  
 
    Finally laughing, Claire beckoned the bard closer. With a single step, the bard put herself close enough for Claire to whisper in her ear. She listened intently, grinned, and bowed as she hopped back.  
 
    “Your Majesty, Your Majesty. You are truly too kind. I will not forget this! And do not forget me,” she said. “Should you ever hold a banquet, or find yourself in need of entertainment at Winter's End, a coronation, a wedding—” Pausing, she winked at me. “I will be by your side in less than a heartbeat.”  
 
    With that, the bard chose not to push her luck and disappeared into the crowd. I took Claire's hand as we continued to search for food, and said, “What did you tell her?”  
 
    “That Haru-Taiki was forged from the Phoenix Fire, in the heart of Myros,” she whispered. “It is too absurd not to be true.”  
 
    By the time it came for Claire to give her speech, all of Thule was crowded into the square. The marquee, meant to host the evening's main entertainment, went abandoned when we realised that people would be spilling out onto the street, unable to see or hear anything. A stage was set aside for us, platform elevated above the masses, and as I looked out across the square, I saw a thousand tiny lantern lights waiting to drift into the night sky.  
 
    I stood by Claire's side, as did Alex. Eden, Kouris and Akela were behind us. Ash and Laus stood at the foot of the stage, weapons at the ready, and Claire let the crowd thrum with anticipation and excitement. She did not start her speech with words, but rather a display.  
 
    Pulling on the glove Eden had given her, she held out her arm. The light evening breeze caught on the decorative feathers, causing them to trail behind her. Ever knowing how to make an entrance, Haru-Taiki dove downwards. The city drew in a collective breath as a blur of purple and gold shot towards them, only for Haru-Taiki to spread out his wings, catch himself on the air, and land proudly on Claire's arm.  
 
    “This is Haru-Taiki of Myros. He is not my phoenix, as so many have claimed. He does not belong to me. He is my friend,” she said, voice causing everyone spread throughout the square to stand straighter. Recognising the word friend, Haru-Taiki bowed his head. “He was dead and gone for fifteen hundred years, and yet here he stands. Kastelir is gone. The land is ashes, and the survivors are no longer united under one flag. Agados bites at our heels, demanding that we give what is not ours to give: the freedom of the people who have already lost all else. As Felheim has suffered at the dragon's breath and Kastelir has done the same, so too have I.  
 
    “I have endured the flames. I have seen death, I have seen destruction, and I have felt loss. But here stands Haru-Taiki, brought to me when I did not believe there was hope left for Asar, or myself.” Taking a breath, Claire caught my eye and held Haru-Taiki closer. Suddenly, I found myself blinking back tears. “Here stands Haru-Taiki, risen from the flames. I did not think I would ever be back here. I did not think I would ever have the honour of addressing you again; I did not let myself believe that you would welcome me, or that I could feel any more devoted to my people.  
 
    “And so I am not here to speak of myself. Not today. Today I am here to say thank you,” she said, and bowed her head. “Thank you for welcoming me home.”   
 
    The people were still cheering as we made our way back to the castle. People spilt into the marquee, chanting Claire’s name as the bands began to play and ale flowed from barrels, and though I had hoped to see the last of the celebrations unfold, I could sense purpose in Claire’s every step. 
 
    She walked faster than she should’ve, but the certainty in her stride told me tomorrow’s suffering would be worth it. Haru-Taiki flew ahead of us, glancing back every few seconds to ensure that he was heading the right way, and every servant, noble and scholar stopped what they were doing to stare. 
 
    From the sheer number of guards stationed outside of it, I knew the doors we stopped at led to Queen Aren’s chambers. Claire ignored their crossed spears, pushed past their barricade, and pounded loudly on the door. One of the Mansels answered, but before she could spit out What do you want? Claire splayed a hand against her chest and pushed her back. 
 
    “Mother,” she said, and made a demand of it. Listen to me, she meant; not Your Majesty. Only Haru-Taiki and I followed her into the room. 
 
    “What is it?” Queen Aren asked from behind her desk. 
 
    Marching over, Claire pressed both hands flat against the desk and leant towards her mother. 
 
    “Let me see my father,” she ordered. “Let me see my father, or I shall tell all of Thule that you are responsible for the dragon attacks. That you have always been responsible for our misfortunes. Let me see my father, or I will ensure the people hear me. I know they will believe me, and they will rally behind me.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XI  
 
    “We aren't stupid,” one of the Mansels said. Like Haru-Taiki and myself, they had been relegated to the corridor, while Claire faced off against her mother. “That's why we're out here with you. Already know too much.”  
 
    “I'm guessing the Queen doesn't trust you to know the rest,” Kouris said, one ear raised and twisting, tunnelling sound from beyond the door the Mansels wouldn't let her lean against.  
 
    “Like Emma said, we're not stupid,” the other – Amy – said. “Between the two of us, we know enough secrets to line our pockets for a lifetime.”  
 
    “Then why are you here?” I asked and stepped forward, only for Emma to shove me away from the door. “Go betray the Queen and use the money to move to Canth. You'd like it there. Everyone's always looking to start a fight.”  
 
    Amy barked a laugh and said, “Tempting, but I'm fond of Felheim. We became Knights for a reason, and we still want what's best for the Kingdom. The Queen's not perfect – not that you heard it from me – but she's been here all this time, keeping everything under control, and she's not a drunk. So: we're not stupid. We know how this might go. And should it go to complete shit, I want you to remember that we were only being loyal. Only doing as our Queen ordered.”  
 
    “Nice,” Kouris growled. “Swearing loyalty and preparing to double-cross one Queen, all while belittling the one that's gonna end up on the throne next.”  
 
    They shrugged in unison. If it came to it, I knew we'd find a use for their blades, if not a liking for their personalities.  
 
    It'd been minutes since Queen Aren had demanded to be left alone with Claire, and my skin crawled at the thought of how she was turning this latest development against her. Kouris could hear something through the door, but not nearly enough, and she jumped as much as I did when it swung open.  
 
    Claire was at the door. Queen Aren wasn't.   
 
    “He isn't in the castle,” Claire said, staring straight ahead. “No wonder we could not find him.”  
 
    The door swung closed behind her, and her entire body tensed when I put what was meant to be a comforting hand on her back.   
 
    “The manor by the lake,” she muttered. “That's where he is.”   
 
    The Mansels glanced at one another, uncertain whether they had what it took to brave the Queen after her defeat. I did not think for a minute that Queen Aren hadn't planned for this possibility, or that she wouldn't find some new way to keep Claire under her thumb, but we'd taken one of her better weapons from her.  
 
    “You sure you're wanting to go now?” Kouris asked, following Claire down the stairs. “It's been a long day. Last night's news, being out there in the festival... It's getting late.”  
 
    “I'm going now,” Claire said, taking heavy steps down.  
 
    “You could sleep on i—”  
 
    “I'm going,” Claire repeated. She gripped the bannister tightly, lest her knee buckle. “And I would rather I had you with me, Kouris, but I will not tolerate being talked out of it. Not when that will give my mother time enough to send the King far from Lake Lir.”  
 
    Ears dropping, Kouris caught my eye and took hold of Claire's elbow.  
 
    “Aye,” she murmured. “Was just thinking of you, that's all. You know I'm with you in this. Always.”  
 
    I headed down backwards, eyes fixed firmly on the doors. The Mansels took their places either side of them, and I heard nothing from within. No outburst of anger, no calling for guards to stop Claire leaving the castle.  
 
    Lake Lir was further than it had looked, from Claire's window. We had to pass through a courtyard and out of the castle grounds, and that alone was enough to draw the attention of half the castle. Word of Claire's speech was already rippling through Thule, and though the city stood by her, the same could not be said for the nobles milling around to catch a glimpse of her.  
 
    There was something dishonest about them. There was no loyalty to be found amongst those Queen Aren had spent the last few decades keeping in her pocket. Uncertainty jittered between them, as though they feared the tide was turning, but could not tell if it was too early to publicly side with Claire.  
 
    They looked at us, and then away. If they had any idea where Claire was heading, they might've jumped ship there and then.  
 
    Lake Lir was in the heart of the forest, a little to the east of the path we'd taken with Eden upon arriving in Thule. While it was the royal family's land, it was outside the castle gates. Soldiers patrolled the lake, lanterns in hand, and as we drew closer to the mansion, they marched over, meaning to dismiss us. Once the lantern light flickered over Claire's face, they pressed their lips tightly together and stepped back, apologetic and uncomfortable.   
 
    “He's in there,” I said, manor house in sight. There was another fence around it, and the guards unlocked and pushed the gate open for us. A gravel path led up to an enormous pair of front doors. Had the manor house not been in the shadow of a castle, it would've been an impressive building, but I found myself unable to think of anything like architecture. The King's disease, his healer's bane, was palpable. It was thick and sticky in the night air, as if it was responsible for turning the sky black, but more than that, I found myself nauseous. “There are healers, too.”  
 
    “Healers?” Kouris said, lifting her chin to take in all of the building, as though she might be able to pick them out through the walls. “Wanna stay out here, yrval?”  
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head. It was too late. If I could feel them, they could feel me. They might not understand what I was, but in time, they'd confide in each other. In time, they'd put the pieces together, as Katja had. “I want to go with you. If that's alright, Claire.”  
 
    Claire didn't answer. She was staring at the far end of the building, to a room on the upper floor, where a light burnt within. I moved closer to her side, placed a hand on the small of her back, and banished the ache so much walking and standing had spread from her leg, outwards.   
 
    “Please,” she eventually murmured. “Both of you.”  
 
    The manor house was full of rich carpets, beautiful portraits and intricate ornaments, I was sure, but I took in none of them. I knew the way without knowing the building, spurred on by the rot that was so close to consuming the King. There were healers there: why could they not cleanse it? I could see it, dark, sodden threads in my blind spot, drowning out my vision. The first hint of it set my heart racing. It was as though the disease wanted light to spill from my skin and rise from my eyes, for it was a battle not to rip it clean out of the King.  
 
    But I wouldn't. Not until Claire told me to.  
 
    The King's room lured me towards it. Claire reached for the door as it was pulled open, and two men – the healers, from the way my stomach turned – filled the doorway. They didn't stare at Claire, at their Princess, but at me. They stared as though they were looking straight through me, and it wasn't until Kouris stepped forward and towered over them that they remembered how to focus on anything else.  
 
    “Your... Your Majesty,” one of the healers said, bowing. He was the younger of the pair, no older than thirty, and kept glancing at his companion in a silent plea for guidance. “Welcome back to Thule, Princess.”  
 
    Ignoring him, Claire turned to the older man.  
 
    “I've no doubt you knew I was in the castle weeks ago. I am beyond disappointed that you did not come to me and inform me of my father's whereabouts,” Claire said sternly. “Are you going to prevent me from entering?”  
 
    Bowing his head, the healer said, “I could not if I wanted to, Princess.”  
 
    None of us missed the way he glanced at Kouris.  
 
    Now that we were there, Claire's legs wouldn't listen to her. The healers stepped to the sides, shooting each other looks that screamed for the other to do something. Claire's fingers twisted around the handle of her cane, arm trembling, but she had time. The guards had let us pass, and the Queen had not sent the Mansels after us. She could afford to take a moment to breathe.   
 
    Kouris placed a hand on the small of her back. Claire turned her head in a sharp, spiteful motion, lips curled back as if to shout or snarl; when she caught Kouris' gaze, all of that melted away. With a trembling nod, she let Kouris' great hand support her and stepped into the room.  
 
    I followed, and the younger healer caught hold of my sleeve.  
 
    “Are you... alright?” he asked, fingers tightening around my wrist. His eyes flickered across my face, searching, and my insides twisted.  
 
    The room was not as I had expected. It was not draped in shadow, and the King and furniture alike were not coated in dust. The darkness that had led me there, the cloud of disease, was all but drowned out by the lanterns set out around the room. Many of the King's personal belongings had been brought from the castle, making it less of a pre-emptive tomb and more of a home.  
 
    It was just like any of the chambers in the castle. There was a sitting area and a bed, bookcases filled with volumes the King had long since grown tired of, and portraits of Claire, Rylan, Alexander, and the King and Queen were placed around the room.  
 
    The King himself was not bound to his bed, and though he was undoubtedly ill, until he set his eyes on Claire, boredom was his greatest ailment. He sat in an armchair, no longer keeping up the pretence of reading, and instead lost himself to contemplation as he stared at the wall. His illness had numbed his senses, and he did not hear us come in. All we could do was stare.  
 
    He was a Myrosi man, and looked decades older than he truly could've been. He was thin, skin loose and creased, dried out and ashen. When Claire took a step forward, into the edges of his vision, his brown eyes became bright and brilliant. Strength returned to him for a fractured second.  
 
    King Garland grasped the arm of his chair, attempted to pull himself to his feet, but broke down coughing. Claire did not reach out a hand to steady him, nor did she pass him the water on the nearby table. She stood in front of him, hands folded behind her back, and waited for the coughing fit to subside.  
 
    I wanted desperately, achingly, to tear the cough from his failing lungs and raw throat, to wave the disease away, but I could not. Not until Claire deigned it.  
 
    “King Garland,” she said curtly, when the coughing subsided.  
 
    He did nothing, said nothing. He was still gripping the arms of his chair, but not to pull himself up; rather, he was anchoring himself in the moment. Seeing her father stare up at her, unable to look away, brought back the magnitude of what had happened to her. Amongst it all, with King Garland so obviously fixable, it struck me how powerless I was. I could bring back the dead, but I could do nothing for old wounds.  
 
    “Claire,” he whispered. He spoke as though he had never meant to use her name outside of the past ever again; he stared up at her as though he had been displaced from time itself, and if she was not real, nothing was. “Claire, your mother—”  
 
    Lifting a hand, Claire said, “You are ill.” She said it as though reading a series of inconsequential facts that had no bearing on her life. There was a problem, and she could offer a solution. Beyond that, she would let nothing show on the surface. 
 
    “You had a necromancer, and you refused his help. If I were to offer a similar solution, one that worked, would you reject that, as well?” Claire asked, voice betraying nothing. “The people do not know that you are ill. Those within the castle have some inkling, of course, but do not know the extent of it. Queen Aren’s illness was far more public, and her rule has not come under scrutiny because of her abrupt recovery. We can claim more practised healers were found. The consequences would not be far-reaching. They would be yours alone to deal with.” 
 
    I had not expected Claire to break down in front of her father, or to even cry. Not immediately. After her outburst at her mother that morning, she had no energy to spend on outward displays of emotion. I understood why she did what she did, but I did not expect to be offered up as I was. 
 
    I would do it. There was no questioning that. But Claire had been granted time to discuss this with me. We had been trying to get to her father for weeks, and the assumption I could be successful where a healer inevitably failed made me feel like a tool to be used. 
 
    I bit it back. I could love Claire and I could be in the room with her, watching it unfold, but I could not begin to understand how it felt to be in her place. 
 
    The King parted his lips, wanting to appeal to her again. He soon forced down the urge. He had known Claire since she was but a handful of months old, and no matter how it pained him, he knew that patience was the only way to get through to her. 
 
    “I doubt there is another necromancer in all of Felheim,” he began, missing the obvious implication. “I know. I searched. There was only rumour after rumour to follow. Empty villages in the south. But no matter the case, even if you could find one, I would not subject myself to that. To let a necromancer under my skin, to give it complete control over me…”  
 
    He trailed off and swallowed a cough.  
 
    “Like a dragon, you mean,” Claire said. 
 
    “… In that regard, I am fully aware of what they are capable of, yes.” 
 
    Claire hummed flatly and stood in silence. She had nothing more she wished to say, and only wanted to conclude the matter and take her leave. 
 
    “Claire. You have been gone for more than two years. I have thought you dead for most of that time. I understand it was my fault, but we parted because of a misunderstanding. If you would only sit and listen, I could explain so much of it to you. You are my only daughter, Claire. I do not want you to hate me because of what I have had to do. Do you think I was not shocked when my mother informed me of what she had done for Felheim, and her mother before her? There is so much that you do not fully gra—” 
 
    “You are going to die,” Claire spoke over him. “Queen Aren is acting in your stead, and she has the support of much of the court and council. My powers are vastly limited, no matter how the people rally to my side. However, when you die, it becomes a matter of clear-cut succession. Is the throne still mine, or does that promise no longer stand?”  
 
    Claire’s words aged King Garland. When he stared at her, he did so as though in spite of the severity of his illness, the inevitability of his death had never occurred to him until Claire put it into blunt, brutal words. 
 
    “I…” King Garland finally stopped digging his fingers into the arms of his chair to press his clammy hands together. “That has not changed. That will not change. I still believe that there is no one better suited to rule than yo—” 
 
    “Good,” Claire said, and turned her back to him. “Then we are done here. Rowan, Kouris.” 
 
    The authority in her voice said she had already been crowned. Kouris and I followed her from the room without a second thought and headed down the stairs in silence. 
 
    We got as far as the corridor below. Claire dropped her cane, and as it clattered against the hard oak floor, she splayed a hand against the wall, catching herself. Kouris shot forward, falling to one knee to pick it up, but Claire held out a hand behind her. Her missing fingers were startlingly obvious, and Kouris stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “Leave,” Claire croaked. 
 
    “Now, Claire,” Kouris said as softly as her rumble of a voice allowed. “I reckon that’s not the best idea, right now.” 
 
    “Leave,” she repeated, voice splintering. She pressed her forehead against the wall, body so tense another breath might cause her to snap. 
 
    Kouris didn’t listen. She placed her fingers against Claire’s elbow, and Claire turned on the spot, poised to strike. She met Kouris’ gaze, jaw trembling, and in the next moment, she was saying, “Leave, leave, leave,” while beating a futile fist against Kouris’ chest. Kouris took it in her stride, wrapped her arms around Claire, and all of Claire’s anger slipped from her like sand from an hourglass. 
 
    I moved on silent feet to Kouris’ side. I took Claire’s cane from her, caught her eye, and tilted my head towards the doors. If not for the guards lingering at the end of the corridor, wanting to see what the disturbance was, it would’ve been impossible to tear Kouris away. 
 
    Pressing her nose to the top of Claire’s hair, Kouris gently released her and headed straight for the door. 
 
    I didn’t hear what she said to usher the guards out. All I managed to process was the door slamming shut behind them. 
 
    I’d taken one of Claire’s arms to support her, but I didn’t move beyond that.  
 
    “Is there somewhere we can go?” I asked softly. 
 
    Claire sucked in a breath and her shoulders jutted towards her ears, but after a prolonged silence, she scraped her nails against the wallpaper and said, “Bedrooms. There are bedrooms.” 
 
    I didn’t hold Claire’s cane out to her. I offered myself instead. I slipped an arm around her waist and she pressed herself against my side. She pointed towards a hallway she recognised, murmuring as we went. 
 
    “We would stay here in the summer, often. It was a way to get away, without being far from the castle,” she whispered. “Alex, Rylan and I… as children, we…” 
 
    I waited, patient, but no more words came. I found a room for us, small and simple with a bed more practical than comfortable. In all likelihood, it had been used by servants, not royalty. Claire didn’t care, so long as she didn’t have to stand. 
 
    She laid back, covered her eyes with both arms, and I sat on the edge of the bed. I didn’t know what to say. The King wasn’t far, and his presence was exhausting for the distraction it brought. 
 
    “I am truly made for this. For ruling,” Claire said after long, pained minutes of nothing but our breathing filling the room. “I stood there, in front of my father, ensured I was getting what I wanted, and spoke bluntly of his death. I am ten steps ahead of my own feelings.” 
 
    Leaning back, I planted my hands against the mattress and looked down at her. She was shaking considerably less now that there was no pressure placed upon any part of her, though her leg trembled uncontrollably. 
 
    “You don’t have to forgive him,” I said. “Being sick doesn’t change the things he’s done.” 
 
    “The things he has done do not change the fact that he is my father,” Claire countered. She moved her hands from her face. Her eyepatch had been knocked askew in the process, and I carefully eased it off, brushing back loose strands of hair with my fingertips. “I ought to cry. I ought to be distraught, because he is dying. I do not need to be a healer or necromancer to know that he does not have long left. And he is so stubborn. I have no doubt he genuinely believes that being healed by a necromancer means giving up some part of himself. And if he believes this of Queen Aren, then it is all the more likely that he will keep his word and pass the crown to me. 
 
    “Hah. Listen to me. I ought to be sobbing, and yet I am lying here scheming. This is my family I am talking about, Rowan. Not unfaithful courtiers or double-crossing Knights.” 
 
    “You’re angry,” I said, and laid next to her. I placed a hand against her face and she didn’t shake me off. “And it’s like Kouris said. It’s been a long day. Your mother in the morning, the Phoenix Festival, your mother again, and seeing your father, after all this time…” 
 
    Claire nodded shallowly. Her eyes darted back and forth across the dim ceiling, tongue pressing to her dry lips, in search of some answer. Her blind eye was to me, and I lifted my head a little to see all that swirled in the other. Plans were forming, unfolding, and dissipating in all of a heartbeat, and I could see history being rewritten in the back of her mind before it had the chance to breathe its first breath.  
 
    And for all the things there were to talk of, for all there was still to do, Claire looked at me and said, “I drank. Last week. You were in Agados with Eden and Kidira, and Kouris had gone north to bring the enslaved pane back. I do not mean to pass the blame. I understand that it resides solely with me. But circumstances aligned as such that I was at a meal with my mother and several of the more notable council members. They were drinking, and I had only water. When one of them offered me a glass of wine, my mother gave me a look, as if to suggest that I would come up with some paltry excuse all gathered would see through. 
 
    “So I simply did not. I said yes, thank you, and I drank a glass. And then another, and another. Three in total. Red wine; that has always been my vice. I cannot think of any other way to describe it, but it was as though, for a moment, I had no responsibilities. The future was not unclear to me. I felt calm, confident, and my leg hurt less. 
 
    “The next morning, I was violently ill. I felt as though my insides had been scoured and my head pounded for days with regret and longing alike. It was a setback. Nothing but a setback.” 
 
    There were so many things I should’ve said. I should’ve told her that it was alright, and that recovery was not a constant, upward progression. I should’ve said that I did not understand the nature of a beast like addiction, but I knew she was far from defeated. More than that, I should’ve thanked her for trusting me enough to tell me and let her know I was proud for how far she’d come, and all she was doing to heal a scar a continent wide. 
 
    What I shouldn’t have done was burst into tears, and yet I found myself sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    “Rowan?” Claire asked, and struggled to sit up and put her hands on my shoulders. 
 
    There was concern in her voice. She sounded more like herself. 
 
    “Sorry. Sorry,” I blubbered, scrubbing my hands against my wet face. “I hate this. I hate it! No matter where we go, no matter what we do, nowhere feels safe. I know I can’t just clap my hands and expect it to all get better, but I was meant to be a farmer. I’ve gone from my village to Isin to Canth to Thule, and I don’t belong in a castle. I don’t understand any of this, and I don’t know how to help! I thought… 
 
    “I spent so long missing you, wanting nothing more than to just get the chance to say goodbye to you, that I thought that if I was with you, nothing would ever be wrong again. I spent all that time thinking you were dead, so after that, I could’ve dealt with anything. But it’s not okay, is it? Every time we solve one problem we find ten more, and I’m so useless here to everyone.  
 
    “I thought… I thought all I needed was you, but…” 
 
    I couldn’t force any more words out. I sniffed loudly, eyes streaming, and without hesitation, Claire pulled me to her chest and wrapped her arms tightly around me.  
 
    “But this is the real word,” she said grimly, though not without kindness. “I think there is something to be said for the fact that through it all, we still have one another. You did not have to remain by my side. You could’ve returned to your father, or to Canth. You would’ve been wise to do so. But you are here with me, in spite of my problems, and in spite of yours.  
 
    “Or perhaps not in spite of them at all. Perhaps, awful as these things are, they are the only reason we understand one another as we now do.” 
 
    Something inexplicable rushed over me. I loved her, but I knew that already. The awareness, the sensation, was always there, if only humming in the background. This was something more, determination and fear and certainty all wrapped into one, and I was convinced that I could not bear to let her go; that I would stop breathing, if there was more than an inch between us. 
 
    I clung tighter. I buried my face in the burns lining her neck and cried and cried. 
 
    “I do not know what will happen, and I do not know how long it will take. I will not force you to stay either, Rowan, but know that I am stronger with you,” she said, fingers threading through my hair. “I expect it to get worse before it gets better, and I can make no promises, other than to do all in my power to protect you. But I can tell you what I want to happen. I want to take the throne. I want to be a better Queen than any in Felheim’s history, and I want to achieve that through honesty. By reaching out to our people, to the refugees in the former Kastelir. I want to help them, and I want to bring down the walls, literal and metaphorical, between Agados and our lands. I want to help them all. I want to help Halla. 
 
    “I want Haru-Taiki to stand as a symbol of hope, and I want you to be by my side.” 
 
    At some point, I’d stopped crying. Not because of any effort on my part, but because I had no more tears left in me. My head was pounding, and I was dizzy in spite of being so grounded. It was too much, too much. 
 
    “I want things to be okay,” I said. “But how many problems do we have now? Queen Aren, King Garland. The Mansels look like they’re waiting for an excuse to put a sword through you. We don’t know where Rylan and Katja are, but Orinhal is gone, and Agados are—Agados. There are a hundred problems we need to solve for the pane, thousands of thousands of people we need to find homes for…” 
 
    “I know all of that,” Claire said softly. “It does not do well to separate the issues, as though they were each created in a void. They are all entwined, Rowan. Pull one thread loose and all else follows. This is unlike you. You are usually so much more hopeful than this.” 
 
    “The healers. They know I’m a necromancer, or they’ll figure it out soon,” I grumbled, and sat upright. Burying my face in my palms, I added, “And you told The King you could find another necromancer to heal him, and you didn’t even ask me first, like I was just waiting around like Iseul was made to. Like I was waiting for someone to find a use for me.” 
 
    Claire said nothing. I immediately regretted saying it out loud, and was sick to my stomach. She had a hundred reasons to justify what she’d done. What’s more, I knew she had not done it to hurt me, and that she had not planned to say it. It had happened in the spur of the moment, while she was doing all she could to push her feelings down deep. It wasn’t intention. I was making this about me, making a greater deal of it than it was, and— 
 
    Struggling to push herself into a sitting position, Claire pressed a hand between my shoulder blades and said, “I’m sorry, Rowan. I never should’ve said that.” 
 
    No excuses. No argument. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s just… I’ve been in this situation so many times before. My village. Orinhal. I always have to hide it, to hold it back, and there are always people who want to use me,” I said. “But no matter what I do, people always find out. And then I have to leave.” 
 
    “You will not have to leave Thule,” Claire said, resting her chin on my shoulder. “I promise you that.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” I asked. I did not doubt her; I doubted the rest of the Kingdom. “Orinhal was yours and I still had to leave.” 
 
    “Because I will be Queen. I will be Queen and I will fight for you,” she said, pressing against my back. “We brought a phoenix back from not only death, but extinction. That will mean something.” 
 
    I wanted to believe her, of course I did, but I knew what I was. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have cried when you told me about… about the drinking. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t talk to me about it. If you want to drink, if you have drunk, I want to know. I want to be able to help, even if it’s only listening. I… I understand. In a way. Getting better isn’t about always being okay, and stumbling, that’s part of it,” I said, steadying my breathing. “You’re right. What we’ve been through means we can take care of each other. You want to drink, even though you know it’s bad for you. And I... sometimes when I think about Katja, I miss her. I want her to be here. I want her to see how strong I’m getting, how my powers are flowing through me. I want her to be proud, and…” 
 
    I couldn’t finish. Not with Claire’s arms wrapped tightly around my waist in an effort not to tremble. 
 
    “I hate that this is me. I hate that I think of her. Dream of her,” I murmured. 
 
    “She is under your skin,” Claire said, kissing me behind the ear. “Never forget that this was her intention all along. You are strong, Rowan, and not only because you are a necromancer. And none of that is because of her. You are a necromancer wherever you go, that much is true, but not every healer you meet will be like Katja.” 
 
    “I miss Kondo-Kana,” I said abruptly. I’d only seen her a handful of times in my life, and one of those had been for mere minutes, but I missed her in the same way I missed the days when I was not a healer-necromancer-liar. The days when I was safe. “I miss Canth, I miss Kondo-Kana. She understood. She’d understand this.” 
 
    Claire’s grasp slackened. 
 
    Quietly, she said, “I wish I could understand all of this, Rowan. I wish I could help you in all ways, but I am not a necromancer. And she is.” 
 
    “I love you. You know that,” I rushed to explain. “But it wouldn’t be fair for me to expect you to be everything to me. You mean everything, but I can’t ask the impossible of you. And it’s not that I love Kondo-Kana – or that I don’t – but it’s different. When I’m with you, it’s safe because I’ve spent so much time getting to know you, learning about you bit by bit. We went through so much together and you completely changed my life. I know you. As a person. But Kondo-Kana is… familiar. I know what she is. She knows what I am. I just… it’s like there’s a part of me that no one else has, except for her. And she understands.” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain yourself,” Claire said. “I’ll help you write to her, if you would like.” 
 
    “It’d take eight weeks to get a letter there, eight weeks to get back,” I said, not dismissing the idea out of hand. “And Kondo-Kana will probably be sleeping for weeks, or she’ll take her time in answering, and then it’ll be months.” 
 
    “You have a dragon,” Claire pointed out. “Those months could be turned into weeks.” 
 
    Managing a hint of a smile, I wrapped my arms around her as I eased her back into bed. 
 
    “You need to talk to your dad,” I murmured, letting my eyes close. “You need to talk to him properly.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered, chest rising and falling beneath me. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XII 
 
    There were thirty-one pane left in Thule. The oldest was over a hundred, verging on ten feet tall, while the youngest had yet to start growing horns. They were scarred in the way the pane up in the mountains weren't: their skin did not show the balance between work done cheerfully and dutifully, and time spent around the fire pit. They were not covered in callouses, or all the accidental bumps and bruises that become part of a person. 
 
    Most were wrapped in burns. They spread across their arms and faces, turning their tough skin shiny and smoothing out their scales. Some had tusks missing, and others had chipped horns; some had suffered broken bones that never healed properly, and others had scars across their faces and hands. 
 
    They all had the same distant look in their eyes. It was a look that said whatever had hurt them would be let too close, if they allowed themselves to linger on the past for so much as a second. All they could do was shut it out. 
 
    One of the servants' dormitories had been emptied out and given to them. The beds were not large enough for most of them, but I knew that they had to be better than where they were kept before. Akela had come down every day since they arrived in Thule with a hammer and saw hooked on her belt, a handful of nails held between her teeth, and a pile of wood to help reinforce the beds. All morning, she set about making frames for even the tallest of the pane. 
 
    They didn't leave the room often. The door was never locked and Sen had fought for there not to be guards lingering in the corridor beyond, and it was not simply a case of them being uncertain how to nurture their newfound freedom. Rather, the humans in the castle beyond let it be known, both with and without words, that pane did not belong on the flatlands. 
 
    They had gone from being imprisoned by one type of Felheimer to another. They could not go back to their tribes, as so many suggested. Of the pane who remained, they either had no tribe to return to, or could not face their people. 
 
    The humans in the castle complained about the abundance of meat going to waste, and Queen Aren ensured everyone knew that the pane were there because of Claire. When asked why they were taking up so much space, Claire said that it was our duty to care for our own people and did not explain beyond that. 
 
    I went with Akela and Sen to the dormitory, when I could. I helped Akela put together the last of the beds, tended to what wounds were fresh enough to be fixed, but more than that, I listened. The pane would not ask me for anything, no matter how much they needed it. Asking had never been an option for them before this. I listened to all they didn't say and brought them what I could. 
 
    “Did you know Iseul?” I asked one of them in a whisper. 
 
    The pane was perhaps fifty or sixty, and I did not think it kind to ask how much of his life had been spent north of the mountains. His ears drooped at the question, shoulders rising to meet them. He had learnt the hard way that questions asked by humans were to be answered, but Iseul's name dredged up something uncomfortable within him. 
 
    “It's okay,” I rushed to assure him. His reaction was enough. “You don't have to talk about it.” 
 
    “It's... it's...” He began, claws curling in the air to find the words. “It is hard to know how to feel about him. That man. What he did to the dragons...” 
 
    The woman next to him, who'd been given a book by Sen, looked up from the open pages and frowned. 
 
    “What we were all doing to the dragons,” she said. “That life-giver was forced to do as he did. Same as us.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I understand that, but... Without his powers.” 
 
    “Without his powers, they would've found someone else,” she said. The scars on her face and horns misshapen from a lack of meat said that the woman had been in the Bloodless Lands for a decade or more, and the way she was determined to live her life in spite of that all made me ashamed. “In the end, he did what he could to save us. Him and that other. He got them out, got them to Kouris.” 
 
    The man nodded and rubbed his face. A few of the other pane had turned towards us, each of them as torn on the matter as he was. None had asked where Iseul was, and I didn't know whether they didn't want to know, or if they could do nothing but assume the worst. 
 
    Sen, Akela and I stayed with them for a few hours, as we did most days. Without fail, each and every last minute was gruelling. It would've been so much easier to hear the news from Kouris, know that the pane had been saved, and leave it at that. All I could do was remind myself that I had been in their position, or one like it. I hadn't wanted to leave Reis' hut for a month, had believed all of the good parts of my life to be over, and never would've left that room and the dark corners of my mind without my friends' unfaltering kindness. 
 
    “I wish we could just tell everyone in the castle why the pane are here. What they've been through,” I said, shoving my hands into my pockets. “Then everyone might stop giving them such a hard time.” 
 
    “Ha! Northwood, always, you are seeing too much good in too many of the people. The humans, they are never stopping giving the pane a hard time,” Akela said. “And it is not our story to be telling, yes? When the pane are wanting people to know what is happening, they are using their own voices, and they are saying it in a way that is belonging to them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, sighing. 
 
    “A-and if the pane talk about... how they were used, what r-really happened,” Sen said, glancing skittishly at every person we passed, “All the humans will hear is... that dragons attacked them, and it's all because... because of us.” 
 
    And that would play right into Queen Aren's hands. The pane were the perfect scapegoat: she could draw attention to their part in this, and they wouldn't fight back. Her husband may have ordained the dragon attacks, but the pane were the ones out in the Bloodless Lands, working alongside necromancers to bend the dragons into malevolent, driven forces of nature. 
 
    “It’s, um…” Sen mumbled, lifting a hand. I thought she meant to hide behind it, but it soon became clear she was tapping the place her second horn had once been. “When the dragons came to Isin, I’d… I’d only just left my tribe. And people, they were… they were angry. A-and that would’ve been okay, because e-everyone had lost so much. But they thought that the pane, that we’d… that we’d sent the dragons. And so they… They took me, and—and…” 
 
    I put a hand on her arm, wanting her to know that she didn’t have to say any more. I couldn’t say anything, and I wasn’t the one who’d had their horn hacked off. Pane horns weren’t as strong as dragon-bone, but that wasn’t to say they were brittle or frail. They were far denser than bone, and bone was— 
 
    I screwed my eyes shut. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. 
 
    Sen’s hand found my shoulder. She shouldn’t have been the one comforting me. She was the one who’d been taken when she was so new to this world, to the flatlands, she was the one who had suffered the humans’ hate and anger and misdirected grief. And in spite of that, she was doing everything in her power to help others. She had been there for Claire; she had cared for her, and been allowed close, as so few were. 
 
    She had kept Claire together. Claire, the Knight. The slayer of dragons. Claire, whose family had been responsible for so much suffering, Sen’s included. 
 
    “I just want to help them,” I said, hooking an arm around Sen's. I wanted to be as good, as kind, as she was. 
 
    “W-we are. Every day, Kouris and I, we're working on getting our land back,” Sen said firmly. Akela smiled at her softly; she must have known the truth behind her missing horn already. “And when Claire is Queen...” 
 
    “When Claire is being Queen, she is making this process much, much faster. We are finding nice homes for all of the pane, kicking Rylan in the teeth and other places, I am too polite to be mentioning those, fixing what is once being Kastelir, cleaning up the mess that is always being Agados...” Pausing, she took a deep breath for effect. “And once that is being done, I am taking Sen, and we are going for vacation!” 
 
    Sen laughed, light and soft, but her ears twitched in embarrassment at the sound. I gave her arm a squeeze, letting her know that it was alright to be happy.  
 
    Turning a corner, we came to a courtyard I could not yet distinguish from half a dozen others, and our rising mood was interrupted by a call of, “Commander!” 
 
    I was rolling my eyes before I turned around. 
 
    The Mansels had tracked us down, as they always did. I could not remember the last time I went for a walk without them just so happening to stumble across me. 
 
    They were out of their armour and dressed as well as any Baron or Duke. They wore similar outfits – loose shirts with gaping necks and knee-high boots – and each carried a dragon-bone sword at their hip. I understood that they were not only Knights, but the Queen's personal guard, making them incredibly powerful and privileged, but I could no longer bring myself to feel intimidated by them. 
 
    They were insufferable. It took every ounce of self-control I possessed not to bring my hands to my face and groan into them. 
 
    “Don't you get bored of spying on us for the Queen?” I asked. 
 
    “Who says we're spying!” Emma said. Or perhaps it was Amy. Either way, she stood with her hands on her hips, one eyebrow arched. “We just want a word with the Commander.” 
 
    Amy (or Emma) was about to agree, but decided her time was better spent sneering at Sen. 
 
    “What's with this, anyway? The Princess' band of broken pane,” she said, looking Sen up and down. “Thought you were meant to stick to the servants' quarters.” 
 
    “I—I'm n-not,” Sen started, face shifting into an expression that pushed my heart into my throat. 
 
    “Excuse me, she is not being one of the pane that is being brought here. And even if she is, I am thinking you are doing well to be treating her with more kindness than this,” Akela said. The Mansels took her marginally more seriously than they would've, had I said the exact same thing. “If you are having so much time that is being free that you are following me around wherever I am going, then you are either stopping with this nonsense and finally asking if I am wanting to go to dinner, or you are going and you are helping those pane.” 
 
    Emma snorted a laugh but didn't look entirely unreceptive to Akela's first suggestion. 
 
    “If she isn't one of that lot, then what's with this?” Amy asked, pointing at the scarred flesh where a horn used to be. 
 
    Sen looked away, dark eyes shining, and her ears stuck flat against her neck. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked them, because I knew leave her alone! would give them more chances to be cruel. 
 
    “We're here for the Commander,” Amy said, and they both turned towards Akela. “Look. You didn't get where you are because you're not smart.” 
 
    “Actually, I am mostly getting the role because Queen Kidira, she is falling in love with me,” Akela said, shrugging blithely. “And who is blaming her! Really, all I am being good at is taking my axe and breaking things into smaller pieces than they are starting as. You are knowing that I am doing this to a Knight once, yes? Oh, it is not to kill him. Kouris is doing that! It is Kidira, you are seeing; she is not wanting anyone to recognise him. And so my axe and his face, they are becoming most intimate. I am not denying that I am in love with Queen Kidira in return, I am never doing this, and so you must understand that I am doing whatever she asks of me, or whatever her good friend Claire is asking of her.” 
 
    “Er,” Emma said, fingers twitching against the hilt of her sword. 
 
    “Anyway,” Amy said, brow furrowed. “You're not as dumb as you want us to think you are. You know how this is going to go. Or you know how it's not gonna go: the Princess is never going to get the throne, not while Queen Aren's around, and we know all about what you've got up to. We wouldn't even need to try to have you exiled from Felheim and Kastelir.” 
 
    “Not that we want to!” Emma perked up. “We’d be happy to have you with us. Our army's taken a hit because of Rylan, that much is true, and the Queen would be able to put you to good use. That way, you wouldn't have to worry about your future when the inevitable happens, and you wouldn't have to worry about Kidira, either.” 
 
    At the mention of Kidira's name, Akela stepped closer to the Mansels. Emma took the brunt of it, having dared to speak the words. When Akela jabbed a finger against her chest, Emma looked as though she'd never picked up a weapon in her life and had forgotten all about slaying dragons. 
 
    “I am not knowing what is offending me more. First, that you are thinking I am betraying my friend, second, that you are thinking you can threaten Kidira, or number three, that you are thinking Kidira is needing me to protect her. Are you knowing who you are talking about, or are you picking random names and those are the ones you are using in your sentences?” 
 
    “Look,” Amy said, battling Akela's arm away from Emma's chest. “We don't expect you to come over to our way of thinking straight away, and we don't expect it to be easy for you. Just know that you have options. You don't have to be tainted by association, and all that. Think about it, alright? You've got a little time.”  
 
    Akela didn't blink. Emma left with an exaggerated bow, and Amy turned away without another word. 
 
    “That's it?” I called after them. “You just come here and say all of that in front of me, as though I'm not going to tell Claire?” 
 
    Amy stopped, shoulders rising in irritation. 
 
    “Go back to the Princess. Tell her what you want, and think whatever you want about us,” she said, closing the distance between us. “Here's what it comes down to: we don't want a war. Rylan, he's got Agados at his back. When it comes to it, who do you think he's going to listen to? His mother, who knows and accepts and condones what he did with the dragons, or the Princess he burnt half to death? Those two aren't ever going to settle anything between them. Queen Aren's the smart choice, because she's the safe choice. For me, for Emma, for Felheim. Kastelir's probably coming out of it better, too.” 
 
    “That's what this is all about?” And there I was, letting myself believe that they had no desires beyond being needlessly antagonistic towards us. “There's so much more to this than just Rylan. I'm starting to feel like he's the least of our problems. Claire can do this. She can be better for Felheim than her parents ever were. She's got a phoenix. She can rule as she's meant to.” 
 
    “She's got a gimmick,” Emma said. “No army, no allies. No chance.”   
 
    I sucked in a breath, feeling foolish through and through. I spoke of Claire as though I’d never met her, and had been convinced by a few bold words and a risen phoenix at a festival. I could’ve said so much more, but I’d thought I could impress the Mansels as easily as Claire swayed the crowds. 
 
    I watched them leave. There was something clunky in their gait, as though they were fighting not to look back and see how crushed we were by their words. 
 
    “Sometimes, I am thinking,” Akela began grimly, “That perhaps these two, they are being the smartest ones in the Kingdom.” 
 
    “They’ve got no loyalty. Not even to the Queen. They’re only with her because it’s safe. Not to mention how well it must pay. They’re going to jump ship the moment Claire starts to look like she’s winning,” I said, if winning was the right word to use. “If they were in Mahon, they wouldn’t last five minutes.” 
 
    “No! If Reis is meeting them, they are throwing the Mansels straight into the sea.” 
 
    I had to accept it as part of castle life, which, through a series of convoluted events that all felt commonplace while they were happening, was my life now. Akela and I changed the topic by telling Sen all about Reis and their hold over Port Mahon as we searched for lunch. I wanted to find Claire and tell her about our run-in with the Mansels, but every time I set off in search of her, some guard or another was under orders to turn me around. All they’d say was that the Princess was busy. 
 
    She was never too busy to meet with Eden. Eden herself apologised profusely for it, frustrated by how unfair it was, but she had nothing to be sorry about. It was all Queen Aren’s doing. I understood where I came from and what the nobility thought of me, and I knew that Queen Aren was still desperately trying to shape Claire into someone she wasn’t. 
 
    She wanted the daughter who looked up to her back. The daughter who’d respected her. Claire’s life was not a clear-cut path of marriage, succession, and ruling, as her parents’ had been. Instead, she was constantly teetering on the verge of being a liability. Every time someone turned me away, I was terrified that something had been done to Claire. That she’d been taken from the castle and locked away, or worse. 
 
    I had Alex and Eden to reassure me that it wasn’t the case. Claire was still meeting with Queen Aren, still trying to make something of their staggered, stuttering relationship, and from what I could gather, she hadn’t gone back to her father’s side. 
 
    At night, I returned to my chamber. Claire’s were off-limits to me, or I had decided they were. Things were volatile, and while I spitefully wanted to provoke more of a reaction from Queen Aren, I didn’t want Claire to suffer for it. Alone, I forgot how I was supposed to feel tired, let alone sleep, and paced the room until the candles burnt out. 
 
    I tossed and turned once my feet were sore and when I slept, I dreamt. I twisted my toes in Canth’s burning sand, and the tide washed over me, bringing relief. I moved through a town where I was not only welcomed, but I was allowed to be myself. I could breathe in and exhale nothing but light. I was back in the ancient temple, walls crumbling around me, carvings faded, and the warm, humid air was flooded by the sound of a phoenix squawking. 
 
    It drowned out Kondo-Kana’s song. I placed my hand against the wall and felt my way towards her. I turned a corner and she was there. I held out my arms and she stepped into them, letting my fingers twist in the loose fabric of her dark cloak. She smiled at me, soft and beautiful and fierce, and when she placed her hands on my cheeks, I did the same. My fingers brushed against her hair, and I reached over, pulling her hood back. 
 
    She changed.  
 
    Her black hair turned blonde and her skin faded until it was all but white. The eyes I wanted to lose myself in were no longer the white of the moon; they were blue and cutting and she was, she was— 
 
    I woke with a start, teeth clamped together as though the pressure would stop my thoughts from proceeding any further. I knew who I dreamt of, and I didn’t need to devote a moment in the waking world to dwelling in it. 
 
    But no matter what I tried, there was no tricking myself into falling back asleep. Being alone wasn’t what I needed, despite the initial, familiar urge to bolt the door closed and stack furniture against it so that no one could ever get to me again. Hours later, and with a lump permanently lodged in my throat, I stopped staring at the door and the faint light lining it and managed to drag myself out of the room. 
 
    Knowing I shouldn’t be alone and finding the will to actively seek out company were two very different things. Before getting to my feet, my mind raced with all the possible paths I could take, but paralysis was hard to shake off. 
 
    The only thing that got me moving was knowing there were fewer people to run into during the dead of night. Still, the guards littering the dark corridors were more cautious than they would’ve been in the daylight. If there was anyone left in the castle who didn’t know who I was, they knew what I was. I walked barefooted down the lavishly carpeted hallways, playing the part of the clueless farmer. 
 
    I drifted towards my destination. I leant against the door before knocking, and by the time someone answered, my fingers were tangled in my hair. 
 
    Kidira stared at me with silent regard. She was dressed in a robe and her dreadlocks hung loosely over her shoulders, but I saw nothing that led me to believe she’d been asleep. The chamber behind her was small, with a seating area and a bed crammed into a single room, and a candle burnt on the low table between the chairs. 
 
    It took her all of a second to determine that neither disaster nor panic had brought me there, and she did a commendable job of filling the doorway with her squared shoulders. 
 
    “Nightmare?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Go to Claire’s,” she said, tilting her head down the corridor. 
 
    “Can’t,” I muttered. “The Queen’s doing all she can to stop me from seeing her. I just thought that…” 
 
    Kidira stared at me so intently I couldn’t hold her gaze. My guts pulled tight, like a rope at the mercy of an anchor sinking to the bottom of the ocean. I’d only imagined that something had grown between us, in Agados. 
 
    With my shoulders arched and back aching, I muttered, “Claire’s dealing with enough already.” 
 
    Kidira relented with a shake of her head. She stepped back, gestured towards the sofa, and glanced both ways down the corridor before closing the door behind me. 
 
    Akela was sprawled out across the bed, blankets barely draped across her waist. The night was warm but not sticky with it, and her long, loose hair fanned out across her scarred back. I took extra care to ensure the floorboards didn’t creak under my feet, but Kidira said, “She sleeps like the dead,” as she returned to her armchair. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “In Canth, we all lived together for the first few months. Nothing bothered her. Not the heat, not when Reis had people over, not when they fired their pistol because there were pirates arguing outside…” 
 
    Kidira hummed and propped her chin on her knuckles. For the first time, it sunk in that Kidira had thought Akela dead for two long years, just as I had Claire. There was a difference between knowing and feeling these things, and it settled into my bones, becoming part of me. Kidira had known Akela for more than a decade, had loved her for years, while I had known Claire for a matter of months. I’d no idea what she’d been through, or was going through still. 
 
    Be kind, I thought. Be kind, even to Kidira. The aftermath of another dream about Katja resolved itself in a different way, and all I wanted to do was take the hate she made roil inside of me and crush it between my palms until only kindness was left. I would be kind, so kind, that not even I would believe she’d ever laid a finger on me. 
 
    But comfort would not be a kindness to Kidira. It would be a mockery, there for my selfish benefit. And so I said nothing about Akela or Katja, did not breathe another word about Canth, and nestled against the arm of the sofa. Being in the presence of another person made me realise how exhausted I truly was, and I scrubbed my hands against my face, body thrumming uncomfortably.  
 
    “I guess Akela told you what the Mansels said to us,” I said as means of jerking myself awake. Kidira nodded. “I’m worried they’re right. Not about everything, or about most things. But it kind of is a gimmick, isn’t it? Haru-Taiki, Claire’s wounds…” 
 
    “Yes. But that is not necessarily a bad thing,” Kidira said. “The people of Felheim cannot grasp what is truly happening. We barely understand it, and we have lived through it. They want stories. They want something prophetic; they want to believe that their Princess took the phoenix for a sigil as a child because she was destined to revive a phoenix after fifteen-hundred years. That alone is qualification enough for her to rule. So long as they believe that, all the better for us. 
 
    “I was a Queen for thirty long years. I was a leader before all of that. I know that it is not about something so vague as to be meaningless as fate, but rather years upon years of sacrifices, hard decisions, and devotion. Claire understands that. Claire is willing to play her part, and that is why she will make a great Queen. So long as the people know that, it does not matter why they believe it. Let her find some use for her burns. She certainly deserves to have them work in her favour, for once.” 
 
    “What did people believe about you?” 
 
    “That upon my parents’ death, my brothers squabbled for control of our territory, and that in answer to this, I, barely sixteen at the time, slaughtered the lot of them and claimed leadership,” she said without blinking. 
 
    Pausing for a few seconds and abruptly feeling more awake, I said, “… Did you?” 
 
    Kidira raised her brow. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, lifting my hands. “Sorry.”  
 
    “Upon my parents’ deaths, the territory was left to me because I had a better head for politics and strategy. I was twenty,” she said, impatiently tapping her fingers against the arm of her chair. “My brothers supported me in this, acting as my generals, and were only too happy to go under different names to add credence to the rumours. After all, if I had no qualms about murdering my own brothers, why should I think twice about pushing a blade through someone who betrayed me or questioned my decisions?”  
 
    Clever. I wondered how often Kidira thought of those early days, before Kastelir was formed. Before she was much of a leader at all. Kastelir was founded thirty-two years ago, long before I was born, but Kidira was already a person. She had already grown into herself. Did she go years without thinking about the moments in her life that had once felt so pivotal? Did she forget the details for decades on end? 
 
    One day, if we got through this, I might be able to do the same. 
 
    “I’m not sure how much I know about the territories is true, and how much of it is just a story, but… you didn’t start winning – or making progress – until you had allies, right? Until the territories joined together, and you had Kouris and Atthis and Jonas.” 
 
    “Yes. We could not break the cycle of war until we stopped needlessly waging it. To everyone’s surprise.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the part the Mansels were right about. About us having no allies. It’s just been us, for so long,” I said, shifting to the edge of my seat. “And if Claire becomes Queen, it’s going to be the same. Just Felheim, wall still there. Even if we take in all the refugees from the territories, people will still act like it’s us and them.” 
 
    “And how do you propose we fix that?”  
 
    “We have an ally. Canth! All we need to do is start acting like there’s more to it than collecting on the old King’s debt,” I said. Nothing in Kidira’s expression changed, so I pushed harder. “Look. We call it the Uncharted Ocean like we don’t have maps of it! We act like it’s a completely different world, but it’s right there. If we don’t do something, we’re going to end up just like Agados. We’ll be behind our wall, only letting others in for their trade, and we won’t even have neighbours. Queen Nasrin would lend us her help. Even if it’s just symbolic.” 
 
    Kidira listened. The corner of her mouth twitched into neither a smile nor a frown, and with a wave of her hand, she said, “Propose the idea to Claire.” 
 
    That was as good as getting her approval. 
 
    “We received word from Kyrindval,” Kidira said, while we were on the subject. These days, we rarely weren’t on the subject. Everything came back to it. I had no idea what I’d do with my time, if not fret. “Rylan did not return, as he said he would. It has been more than a month, but he did not even send foot soldiers.” 
 
    “That’s… good?” I tried. 
 
    “Only temporarily. It means one of two things. Either he has struck some new deal with the Agadians and we are in trouble, or he has found himself in trouble with the Agadians and we are in trouble.” 
 
    “I could go and look for him. Me and Oak. An army shouldn’t be hard to miss, right?” 
 
    Kidira shook her head. 
 
    “Flying from one point to another on a dragon is one thing, but scouring half a continent is another matter altogether. It could take weeks. Months. And in that time, Rylan could arrive, and…” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “We may require your assistance,” she said, laying waste to the conversation. 
 
    I was half-relieved. I hadn’t actually wanted to cross every inch of Asar in search of an army. I didn’t want to be the bearer of bad news. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I decided I’d said enough to take my mind off things. The sofa, while nothing special, was endlessly comfortable for how tired I was, and the faint spark of hope that Canth might become the allies we’d always needed was enough to lull me back towards sleep. Faint sounds filled the room and blankets rustled as Akela rolled onto her side, but none of it disturbed me. 
 
    It was sickness that woke me, not sound. I thought it might be hunger at first, but the sensation shot from the pit of my stomach to my head and pounded between my temples. Grumbling, I twisted myself awake. I was startled to find myself sitting. Kidira had nodded off without moving from her seat and didn’t wake until someone knocked at the door. 
 
    It was not a light, inquisitive sound. It was frantic, and my head thudded along with it. 
 
    Kidira opened her eyes as though she’d merely blinked. There was no confusion, no slow process of waking up. Akela didn’t stir as Kidira crossed the room, opening the door without regard for her own safety or any apparent curiosity. 
 
    “I, er—” the man at the door said, and pushed himself onto tiptoes to look over Kidira. “Is she here?” 
 
    I knew he meant me. I knew more about him than either of us were comfortable with.  
 
    “What’s happened?” I asked, wishing he was more like Katja and could better control the sickness that seeped from him. 
 
    I moved to Kidira’s side and the man took a deep breath, clasping his clammy hands together. 
 
    “It’s the Queen. The King,” he said, correcting himself. “King Garland took a turn for the worse. Worse than he was, that is. And even Queen Aren is by his side, and… and I came to you. I found you, because the Princess won’t visit, she refuses to, but if she doesn’t come now…” 
 
    “Who is this?” Kidira asked me, rather than the man. 
 
    He opened his mouth, but knew no way to make sense of the situation, because he didn’t know what I was. 
 
    “One of the King’s healers,” I said without looking away from him. “You mean he’s…?” 
 
    “Slipping away,” the healer said, nodding his head over and over. 
 
    “Quite the euphemism for one who works against time and death,” Kidira said. 
 
    “Please. You were with the Princess that first day, and I’ve—um,” he said, managing to hold my gaze for seconds at a time. “I know what people say in the castle. The King wants to see her. Please. Convince her to come with me.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, foot already out the door. 
 
    “Wait,” Kidira said, and we did. “You said the guards were under orders to keep you away from Claire, did you not?” 
 
    I nodded. I’d planned on charging through and barging my way straight into Claire’s chambers, and Kidira’s plan wasn’t terribly far removed from mine. 
 
    “Akela,” she called across the room. Just like that, Akela stirred with a mmph? “Get dressed. We’ve business to attend to.”  
 
    Akela grumbled into her pillow, reached blindly for the blanket, and wrapped it around herself like a cloak. Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she began picking up stray pieces of clothing with her toes.  
 
    “I am thinking, if it is four, maybe five in the morning, and we are going places, it is the sort of business that is—” She abruptly cut herself off with a jaw-stretching yawn. “I am sorry, I am not being a morning person. But I am saying if we are attending to business at this hour, then it is the sort that I am needing an axe for, not a handshake, yes?” 
 
    The healer still looked mildly horrified as we headed down the corridor. Akela handed me her axe while she tied her hair back, and it took the man a handful of seconds to remember how to keep up with us. I gave Akela her axe in time for us to come face to face with the guards stuck working the nightshift outside of Claire’s chambers, and they crossed their spears at the foot of the staircase. 
 
    I wondered if that had ever stopped anyone. 
 
    “The Princess is resting, and is not to be disturbed,” one of them said, chin raised. “Queen’s orders.” 
 
    Had time not been of the essence, Akela and I would’ve enjoyed watching Kidira make them tremble in their boots with a few pointed words. Given the nature of the situation, Akela saw to their spears with a few swift swings of her axe. The spearheads clattered against the floor and the guards wound up pointing blunt sticks at us. 
 
    “This is, these are the King’s orders,” the healer explained as we headed up the stairs. “So you’re not—you won’t be in trouble for this. Sorry. I’m sorry, we…” 
 
    The healer was recognisable enough for the guards to sternly stand their ground, but not head after us. Healers in the castle were a class in and of themselves, I supposed. It didn’t matter where they came from or what they’d done before this, because their powers were not something that money could buy or noble bloodlines could entangle with. 
 
    I shouldered the door open. Clearly, it was a bad night for sleeping. Claire was in the living area with a discarded book at her feet and her temple rested against her fist. Her eyes were on the verge of being heavy, until we barged in. 
 
    “Rowan,” she said, voice groggy. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry. I am not meaning to scare you,” Akela said, dropping her axe onto the sofa. Reaching up, she pulled her hair loose and raked her fingers through it. “I am being rudely awakened, and I am not having time to be brushing my hair. You are looking at it, yes! There is so much, I am not controlling it easily.” 
 
    Which Claire took to mean that Rylan’s armies weren’t pounding on the castle doors. 
 
    “It’s the King. We need to see him now,” I said, and Claire’s fingers curled around the arm of the chair. “Your mother’s with him. The healer came to find me, which means…” 
 
    I didn’t have to finish my sentence. There was no convincing to be done. Claire took her cane when Kidira handed it to her and pushed herself to her feet. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked, taking her arm. 
 
    She stared ahead. Not at the healer, but at the darkness beyond. There was nothing like regret etched into her features, and not once did she murmur anything like I should’ve gone sooner. She simply put one foot in front of the other and moved towards the door, as though we were not headed to her father’s deathbed.  
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XIII 
 
    Outside, it was beyond dark. The black of night made me forget the ever growing heat, and dark clouds covered the stars. We were a breath away from a summer storm, and all felt it. Akela and Kidira let me and Claire go ahead and watched our backs, and the healer fumbled his way around the dark surrounding the lake, muttering apologies as he went. 
 
    I wanted to tell him it wasn’t his fault the King was dying, or that he’d chosen such a poor time for it, but to him, it was his fault. It had been his duty to hold the King’s life in some sort of balance, yet it had all slipped between his fingers. The fact that he’d left the King’s side was proof enough of that. He knew beyond knowing that there was nothing more to be done for him. 
 
    Outside the manor house, we weren’t met by more guards for Akela to part with a friendly swing from her axe. We ground to a halt, scattered thoughts reunited at the sight of the Mansels. 
 
    They were more or less wearing full dragon-bone armour, save for their helms. Each set was unique, but I couldn’t focus on the way it was carved to fit their forms, or the spikes that rose from their shoulders. My eyes were drawn to their swords and the impossible obstacle they posed. 
 
    They were Knights. All they had done to irritate us did not diminish that fact. I had the utmost faith in Akela’s abilities and trusted Kidira to hold her own, but a fight was the last thing we needed. Even if it didn’t result in unnecessary bloodshed, every second we were delayed felt like a lifetime. I was convinced my feet would sink into the dirt and roots would grow around my ankles, ensnaring me. 
 
    “Let us through,” Claire said quietly. 
 
    “Sorry,” one of the Mansels grunted, and it wasn’t entirely insincere. “Queen’s orders.” 
 
    “Amy,” Claire said, stepping closer. “Let us through. Now.” 
 
    “Can’t do that,” Amy said, lifting her sword so that the tip was an inch from Claire’s chest. 
 
    “She is not giving orders for long,” Akela said, hoisting her axe up. “This is being your last chance.” 
 
    Akela swung her blade not to kill, but to make her challenge clear. Both Mansels raised their swords to push the axe back, and before Akela could take another swing, Emma knocked Amy’s sword clean out of her hand. Amy didn’t get a chance to react. Emma thumped her chestplate with the hilt of her sword, knocking her back. 
 
    “What the fu—” 
 
    “Let them go,” Emma said, kicking Amy’s sword away from her. “The King’s going to be dead by morning. It’s not going to make a difference.” 
 
    Had they not been sisters, Amy would’ve used her clawed gauntlets to tear out Emma’s throat. Instead, she simmered in an anger deep enough to light the night sky, and Emma hooked an arm around her elbow, dragging her away from the door. 
 
    “Go on,” Emma said to Claire, and despised herself for doing so. “Prince Alexander is in there, too.” 
 
    Claire didn’t thank her. I doubted she trusted herself enough. We edged cautiously into the building, waiting for the punchline where one of the Mansels stuck a sword through our backs, but there was no retaliation for crossing the threshold. Inside, it was too easy to make our way to the King’s room. There were guards but they were few and far between, and they did nothing but stand straighter at the sight of Claire. 
 
    Queen Aren had put too much faith in the Mansels. Not that it mattered: she would put up more of a fight than ever from the King’s chambers. 
 
    The healer rushed ahead and held the door open for us. I went in with clenched fists and a twisted gut. Claire’s cane tapped against the floor as she followed me in, and for the first time since arriving at the manor house, I let myself take in the feel of the room. The air had stagnated since our last visit. The King was dust already. He had aged a century in the past days, laid in his bed as though already in his grave. 
 
    There was life within him, but it couldn’t even be described as fleeting. He was a rock that had been pulled from a fire: the heat faded fast into the air, and had never belonged to him to begin with. The older, more experienced of the healers stood by his side, head bowed. My nausea told me that his powers were rippling within him, but I understood that it was a mere formality.  
 
    I was the only one who could save the King, but my power was nothing without permission. 
 
    Alex sat in a chair by his father’s side, clasping his hand with dark, distant eyes, and Queen Aren perched on the edge of the bed. Despite our intrusion, it took them a few long seconds to realise we were there. Queen Aren withdrew her hand from the King’s face and turned our way. I prepared myself. Everything in my body knitted together tightly, but something inside of the Queen turned to a strange softness. 
 
    “Claire,” she said, voice barely pushing past a whisper. “You ought to be here. With your family.” 
 
    “But—the Mansels…”  
 
    Claire’s voice was too shaken for the accusation to come across. Queen Aren didn’t argue with her. She held out a hand, beckoning her closer.  
 
    “Rylan ought to be here,” Alex muttered, expression twisting as the words came out. What started as anger resolved itself in the trembling of his jaw, and his eyes stung with tears. 
 
    Claire didn’t move. Queen Aren kept her hand outstretched, and I pressed my fingers to the small of Claire’s back, letting her know she could move forward. 
 
    “Ki—” she began, but bit the inside of her mouth. “Father. I… I had intended to meet with you again. To speak with you. Had I known this would… I should have come sooner.” 
 
    With his free hand, King Garland reached out and curled his fingers towards his palm. Claire stared down at it with an intensity that made me want to scream. She didn’t have time for hesitation, for fear. Finally, finally, she fell to her knees by the side of the bed. 
 
    It was not an easy manoeuvre. The initial impact sent pain ricocheting through her, and with the pressure she put on her knees, it wasn’t given a chance to fade. She did not care. She had felt so much of it, these last years, and all of her attention was fixed on the King. On her father. 
 
    He turned his head to face her, dry lips cracked, skin yellowing around glassy eyes. Let me take it all away, I silently pleaded, and had to grasp my wrist behind my back to stop myself from doing what death screamed for me to. 
 
    “Claire,” he whispered, and Claire wrapped her hands around his. “My darling.” 
 
    “Do not,” Claire began, mouth impossibly dry. “Do not speak to me as though you have not done terrible things. As though you are redeemed by this.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, eyes closing. “But you are my daughter, and I have… I have done enough good in my lifetime, despite it all, to deserve this goodbye.” 
 
    Screwing her eyes shut in kind, Claire tilted her head forward and let the King free his hand from Alex’s to press against her cheek. 
 
    “You were… you were a terrible ruler. An awful man. The things you did, the people you slaughtered; it will take all I have left inside of me to so much as begin repairing this,” Claire said, words quiet and level. She would cry, but only when she was ready to. “But you were not a terrible father. You were… I…” 
 
    “I love you too, Claire,” he murmured, and dug the back of his head into the pillow. “And you will make a fine Queen. That is one last awful thing to add to my repertoire: leaving all of this to you.” 
 
    “… I meant to come sooner. I promise, father.” 
 
    The King’s death was not a fast process by any stretch of the imagination. He didn’t say all he needed to and close his eyes for the last time. His breathing became staggered and slow, and I felt each part of him forget its purpose, until it was nothing but dark, wet pulp. We were there for hours. Light filtered through the window, and still the three of them gathered around the King’s bed, holding his hands, stroking his face, and murmuring things I did my best not to hear. 
 
    Alex cried first, and he cried the loudest. The sound of it almost drowned out the pounding in my veins that screamed stop this, stop this, but I thought of King Jonas and the way I’d stolen him from his grave and could not move. It was not my place. Holding my breath, I let the King slip between my fingers while his family begged for just another minute. 
 
    “He was stubborn,” Queen Aren said, when she pried her hand from his. “We could have prevented this. We could have saved him, but he would not let us.” 
 
    “Mother,” Alex said, reaching for her. 
 
    Flinching, she edged away. 
 
    Clinging to the bedframe, Claire pulled herself to her feet. For once, determination was enough to push past the ache such effort brought with it. She headed to her mother’s side, put her hands on the shoulder, and endured the Queen’s steely gaze, until she relented all at once. She collapsed against Claire’s side and wrapped her arms around her waist, shoulders silently shaking. It wasn’t as though there had never been a drop of bad blood between them; rather, it was as though it had evaporated thanks to the long, arduous night.  
 
    “He was stubborn, and a coward,” Claire agreed. “But he was in agony. It was not the easy way out; it was simply one way to put an end to things.” 
 
    It was easy to think of the King and Queen as people born to fulfil roles, but the way Queen Aren held Claire and let Alex wrap an arm around her reminded me that they had been married for decades. They had loved one another, but now the King was gone and Queen Aren was alone. 
 
    As discreetly as they could, the healers drew a sheet over the King’s body. Watching Claire, Alex and Queen Aren alter between bouts of silent mourning and stuttery tears was worse than waiting for the last drops of life to eek from the King. 
 
    I took slow steps into the corridor, where Akela and Kidira had been waiting. I closed the door softly behind me, and the question etched into the faces confused me. How could they not know beyond knowing that the King was dead? The air reeked of it, and morning light did little to drive it into the dark corners. 
 
    But they were not like me. 
 
    They were not like Kondo-Kana, or Halla. 
 
    I nodded and their frowns deepened. 
 
    “What do we do now?” I asked. 
 
    “Now, we are waiting. It is not being easy, I am knowing this, but it is all we are being able to do,” Akela said solemnly. “We are letting them forget that they are being royalty, and that they are having an entire Kingdom to be worrying about. For today, we are letting them forget they are ever scheming and being spiteful towards one another.” 
 
    I dug my nails into my palms. It wasn’t too late, it wasn’t— 
 
    “Go outside,” Kidira ordered. “Take a moment. We’ll be here.” 
 
    My feet carried me down the stairs before I could find a way to refuse her. It wasn’t the need for fresh air that drove me out of the building and away from Claire, but the way the healers drew closer and closer without ever moving. Outside, I was amazed by how high the sun had reached, as though time itself ought to have stopped in something akin to respect. 
 
    It was close to midday. The Mansels were sitting on a worn stone bench in the manor gardens, relationship apparently no worse for wear after what had transpired the night before. They were too bored to do much more than glance my way. 
 
    I followed the path down to the lake, wondering how much easier this would all be, had I slept. The King was dead. It was good, but it wasn’t. It was what we were waiting for, needing Claire to claim the throne, but the King was dead. Her father’s death was yet another thing for Claire to struggle through, and once she was done with the grief she had no choice but to make public, Queen Aren wouldn’t relinquish her power without a fight. 
 
    I crouched by the edge of Lake Lir, shallow water washing over my fingers, and shattered the surface as I splashed it against my face. 
 
    “Rowan!” someone called. 
 
    I stopped mid-motion, water dripping down the front of my shirt. Eden was behind me, waving as she drew closer. Her face was cheerfully red from a brisk walk, and there was mud on her boots and breeches.  
 
    “Good morning!” she said, offering a hand to help me up. 
 
    “Where have you been?” was the question my brain provided, in spite of all that had unfolded in the house behind us. 
 
    “I was with Oak!” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “I thought he might be lonely or otherwise bored, and so I spent some time reading to him.” 
 
    She gestured to the satchel at her side, and everything about her was so radiant, so wonderfully kind and thoughtful, that all I could do was take her hand and let her pull me to my feet. No wonder Claire loved her so. It was hard not to. 
 
    “That’s…” I blinked hard. “That’s really sweet. Thank you.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Eden said, letting go of my hand to offer out her arm. “Shall we?”  
 
    She tilted her head towards the castle. I took her arm, ready to leave, but when she took a step forward, I came to my senses. Grabbing her wrist, I stopped her on the spot.  
 
    “Rowan?” Eden asked, letting herself be drawn towards me. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “No. He’s dead. Claire’s dad, he’s…” 
 
    Eden had almost become King Garland’s daughter-in-law. She clasped my arm tightly, face falling. I slipped my hands into hers, once her fingers fell slack. 
 
    “When did— How— Was he…?” Eden tried, swallowing thickly after each fragmented question. “Is Claire alright?” 
 
    Tugging on her hand, I led her to the manor house. Claire needed all the family she had left. Once inside, Eden rushed into the room, and I knew that she felt the death of the King perhaps not as strongly, but just as keenly, as the others gathered around his shrouded body. She embraced Claire, Alex, and Queen Aren, whispered her condolences, and the four of them lapsed into the silence of their shared loss. 
 
    “We cannot let the people know of this,” Queen Aren said with subdued determination. “If word gets back to Rylan…” 
 
    “He will do something rash,” Claire concluded. 
 
    There was no argument to be had. Hostilities between Claire and her mother had helped me forget that they could bridge the differences between them by uniting against a common enemy. It meant that Queen Aren would continue to maintain her pretence of power, but Claire did not fight against it. 
 
    “The Kingdom first,” Queen Aren said, and Claire was too exhausted to laugh bitterly at the gall it took to claim such a thing.  
 
    It stormed all afternoon, and through the night, too. The next morning brought sheets of rain with it, and the grey skies cast a chill that belonged in autumn. The King’s body was not moved, for that would draw far too much attention, but his bed was packed with bitterwillow to stop any encroaching rot, and the healers remained in the manor house. 
 
    Had I not loved Claire, and had I not been at her father’s deathbed with her, I would’ve told her to fight Queen Aren. I would’ve told her to claim the throne, because it was rightfully hers; I would’ve told her that no matter how genuine Queen Aren’s grief was, she was still using Claire’s to her own ends.  
 
    But I couldn’t. I could give her days. I had seen the world change in the blink of an eye before, but I had to believe that two days of rest and reflection would not see Thule brought to its knees. We had not heard from Rylan in over a month and he had been across the wall for close to two years; this wouldn’t change anything. What’s more, I was struck with the horrible, sinking sensation that what we did was of no consequence, as though there was some greater force at work. 
 
    I’d asked Tizo about Isjin’s supposed influence and the extent of her power in the grand scheme of things once, and she’d laughed, slapped my back, and said Isjin was just as surprised by what happened as the rest of us.  
 
    I understood why I felt as I did. There was so much conspiring around us that it was impossible to believe anything we did could alter the course fifteen-hundred years of tension had set into motion. If we defeated Rylan, perhaps Agados would grow stronger; if we took down the Agadian King, freed Halla and the pane, perhaps we would act as though we had done our part, and forget the pane living in our mountains. 
 
    I could not pull one thread and watch the others come loose, no matter what Claire said. It was too tightly woven for that. The best I could do was leave the impending threat of warfare to Kouris and Akela, the politics to Claire and Kidira, and the changes in policies to Sen. 
 
    And I could do my best not to leave Claire alone. 
 
    As a meagre sort of peace offering, Queen Aren was no longer actively trying to keep me away from Claire. The guards stationed outside of her chambers didn’t cross their newly-repaired spears at my approach, and Queen Aren did not demand all of Claire’s time, either. I heard around the castle, from one of the servants who brought me my breakfast, that Queen Aren had taken three days to herself to go hunting north of Lake Lir, as she did every year. I expected she was still within the castle. 
 
    It didn’t take much convincing to get Akela in the kitchen. She said she didn’t know of any problem that wasn’t helped by baking, and after a morning spent mixing batter and licking spoons, we were as prepared as we were going to get. 
 
    Kouris, Eden and Haru-Taiki were already in Claire’s chambers. Whatever terse conversation they’d tried to build had been replaced by uncomfortable silence masked by reading. Everyone sat unnecessarily straight, unable to drop their shoulders, and when Akela and I stepped through the door, I couldn’t tell who was more relieved to see us. 
 
    More people meant less focus being put upon Claire. More people meant that any attempts at making conversation might actually gain momentum, freeing everyone’s minds from what they had become perpetually stuck on. 
 
    “Kouris, my friend, you are not looking so disappointed! I am not standing to see you like this!” Akela said, placing the first of the cakes on the table. “This one, it is being made from chocolate, but I am not so thoughtless that I am forgetting you. Or Sen!” 
 
    That was my cue. I followed with a strawberry-laden cake, and Kouris rubbed her hands together, eager for a distraction. Akela excused herself, and returned short minutes later with sandwiches and Sen. Sen smiled enough for the lot of us, excused herself, and returned with Ash in tow. 
 
    Things got off to a slow start. We gathered around and ate without saying anything, beyond the occasional appreciative hum and Haru-Taiki’s cooing. He was perched on the arm of Claire’s chair, leaning against her side. His feathers had dulled, as though he only held any power so long as we believed he did. 
 
    The rain plinked against the windows, and we were dangerously close to finishing off the bulk of the food when Ash finally spoke up. 
 
    “It’s weird being home, right?” she said, meeting Claire’s gaze. All of us were trying so hard not to say I’m sorry that our ears burnt in an effort to latch onto Ash’s words. “The last time I was here, I didn’t know you. I mean, I knew who you were, but I doubt you’d ever set eyes on me in your life. And I didn’t know about the… everything, the dragons, and when Luxon came to me and said he had a mission, shit. I thought working with a Knight was going to make my career. 
 
    “But everything in the territories and Orinhal, after Kastelir, those years felt so long it was like we’d always been on that side of the wall. This place doesn’t feel much like home now.” 
 
    “You have family here, do you not?” Claire asked. I shouldn’t have been surprised that she could still make her voice level. “Have you met with them?” 
 
    “Yeah. My mums and a brother,” Ash said, flicking cake crumbs off her jerkin. “That guard, Laus, went down to Thule with me. Talked me into it. It was—I dunno. Good to see them? But it was weird. I guess I spent so long thinking of Felheim as the enemy that I’m not sure how to sit down and have a cup of tea with any of them.” 
 
    “It’ll get easier,” Claire assured her. “Give it time. We all have too much to deal with at the moment to think about anything resembling normalcy.” 
 
    “Have you always lived in Thule?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Both my mums were born and raised here, too. I used to want to be a Knight, if you’d believe it,” Ash said. “Didn’t make the cut, though.” 
 
    “You’re a better soldier than you give yourself credit for,” Claire said. “Besides, it cannot be considered a bad thing, in retrospect.”  
 
    Snorting, Ash said, “Embarrassing, though.” 
 
    “If you want embarrassing,” Eden said, lips curling into a smile around her drink, “There are plenty of stories about Claire and Thule to go around.” 
 
    Claire glowered at her, and the wind shook the windowpanes.  
 
    “Eden! My friend, my beautiful, intelligent, wonderful friend, you are not saying something like that and stopping so suddenly!” Akela said, mouth full of bread. “I am understanding that you are wanting to build suspense, but Claire, she is already squirming, and I think we are deserving to hear more.” 
 
    Setting her drink down, Eden leant back against the sofa and said, “I couldn’t possibly.” 
 
    Claire pinched the bridge of her nose, Haru-Taiki tilted his head in concern, and everyone stared expectantly at her. 
 
    “I… fell,” she said. 
 
    “In the lake,” Eden added. 
 
    “I fell in the lake,” Claire corrected herself. “Happy?”  
 
    “She was trying to show off,” Eden said, arms folded across her chest. “I told her to be careful on the edge of the boat, but no, no, I know what I’m doing, she said. Did you know that Claire actually swears? Only when it coincides with her boots slipping on wet wood and her behind thudding against the side of a boat before slipping into the water, that is.” 
 
    “Lake Lir is surprisingly deep in its centre,” Claire protested. “I could have drowned, had I hit my head.” 
 
    “But you didn’t. And you assured me beforehand that you were so very good at swimming.” 
 
    Akela laughed loudly and Claire said, “There is a small chance I may have been slightly obnoxious in my early twenties.” 
 
    “She ended up with a fish in her boot,” Eden added, and shot a wink my way. 
 
    “I did not,” Claire muttered, and turned her attention to Haru-Taiki. He was only too happy to have his feathers preened. 
 
    “Fish in a boot or not, I reckon we’re missing the important part here,” Kouris said. “We’re gonna need to hear you swear.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “I-I don’t think that’s… necessary…” Sen said, as though the world might end if Claire loosened her tongue. 
 
    “Probably for the best,” I said. “Last time I swore, Kidira punched me in the face.” 
 
    Akela sighed, exasperated, and said, “That is sounding like something that is happening with Kidira. Foul language, she is not approving of it. When she is finally learning all of the words in Agadian, I am having to watch my tongue very carefully! One word she is considering bad and for a week, I am sleeping on the sofa!” 
 
    “Been there,” Kouris said, and because it wasn’t as if we were trying to lighten the atmosphere, she said, “Where is Kidira, anyway?” 
 
    “Probably off with Galal,” Ash said. “He’s being all… reclusive. Can’t blame him, I guess. I was out scouting when everything went down, but he was right there at the heart of it. He escaped, and everyone else…” 
 
    She turned her point into a shrug. 
 
    “But hey,” she concluded. “At least we’re here now. And you’re going to be Queen, right?” 
 
    Haru-Taiki recognised the word Queen and puffed his chest out proudly. 
 
    “It’s my lawful right. Beyond that, I cannot say what will happen. What my mother is planning.” 
 
    “If it helps,” Kouris said, stretching out her clawed toes, “We could lock her into some forgotten pantry until the coronation is over.” 
 
    “I am thinking Kouris and I, we are making excellent barricades!” Akela agreed. 
 
    Like the rest of us, Claire briefly considered it. 
 
    Not letting the conversation deteriorate any further, Sen decided to keep us busy with a game of cards that quickly got out of hand with so many players and a phoenix incessantly pecking at the tabletop. Still, there were smiles to be had, and the afternoon did not drag on as I feared it would. 
 
    “I think—” Eden started, but was cut off by the door thundering open.  
 
    Too much force had been put upon it. It hadn’t been locked in the first place and would’ve opened with a simple twist of the handle; there was no need for Emma to have kicked it. I’m not certain what it was about her that let me know which of the Mansels she was – the way she looked at me, perhaps – but I didn’t second guess myself. 
 
    “You,” she said, pointing at me. “Can you get out through the window?” 
 
    I didn’t have time for confusion, let alone attempted escape. Emma was joined by her sister and a dozen soldiers in a heartbeat, and they formed an arch around Queen Aren. 
 
    “Mother?” Claire asked without rising to her feet. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    The Mansels had each taken one of my arms before Queen Aren deigned to answer. I struggled, and they held tighter as the soldiers moved in closer. I saw Kouris and Akela rise to their feet over the soldiers’ heads and held Kouris’ gaze so that I didn’t forget to keep breathing. 
 
    “Sit down. All of you,” she said. My brow dampened with sweat because I knew what this meant. I knew what it was. I’d been here before, over and over. Nothing ever changed: only the faces around me. “I know what she is, Claire.” 
 
    The others absolutely did not sit down. Kouris reached between the soldiers with a growl, and they used their spears to bat her hand back. 
 
    “A farmer?” Claire asked. “Or did I fail to inform you of Rowan’s stint of piracy?” 
 
    “You failed to inform me that you brought a necromancer into my castle.” 
 
    The soldiers tensed at the word. Even the Mansels were on edge. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Claire said. Her cane tapped against the ground, and I saw her step closer. “Had there been a necromancer at my side all this time, do you think I would look like this?” 
 
    My stomach swirled with guilt and gratitude. Queen Aren considered Claire’s argument. Despite myself, despite knowing that Kouris, Akela, Ash and Eden would fight for me, I struggled in the Mansels’ grasp, causing them to cling tighter.  
 
    Breathe, breathe. It would be over soon. Like everything, it would be over, and only a memory would grasp at me: not hands.  
 
    “This is absurd. I’ve little doubt that all sorts of people are spreading all manner of rumours to smear my name. Let go of Rowan immediately and I will do my best not to hold this against you.” 
 
    “The healers know what she is. They understand it intrinsically. It has merely taken them this long to put a name to what they feel.” 
 
    “You are harassing Rowan because the healers have a feeling,” Claire said, clicking her tongue. “It’s alright, Rowan. Come here.”  
 
    She held out a hand. I shot towards it, but the Mansels pulled me back.  
 
    “This is for your own good,” Queen Aren said, and directed the Mansels and the soldiers out of the room.  
 
    It is not that the others did not fight. They were outnumbered, but a dozen guards would have been as nothing to Akela and Kouris. The Mansels posed the only real threat, but as everyone prepared to clash together, everything closed in around me. All I could do was grind my teeth and say, “Stop, stop! Stop, I’ll… I’ll go.” 
 
    I’d go with her. I’d prove I wasn’t a necromancer, but I couldn’t do that if panic got the better of me and my eyes and fingertips started glowing.  
 
    I was marched through the castle. My feet moved of their own accord but the Mansels didn’t loosen their grasp on my arms. The others followed, but Queen Aren made certain our pace was brisk enough to stop Claire from biting at her heels.  
 
    All the while, I thought to myself that it did not matter how many steps I took. It did not matter if I was this side of the wall or the other. So long as I was in Felheim or Asar beyond, I would never be accepted. I would never be allowed to simply live, to keep to myself and harm no one. People had held onto their hateful beliefs for centuries and I wasn’t going to change that. I was foolish to think I could. 
 
    I needed to leave. After this, I needed to slip free and return to Canth. Canth, where I had been accepted. Where I had wasted so much time believing they could never look at me with anything but disgust but finally, finally, I’d felt like I belonged. Felheim wasn’t my home. It never had been. It had chewed me up and spat me out and spited me for surviving the gnashing of their teeth and healing from the cuts left by their incisors.  
 
    We left the castle and made for the manor house. I understood the implications and reminded myself that I was powerless. The air was thick with the constant, settled sensation of death, but it was not mine to push and pull. I was like everyone else. I was like everyone else, and I deserved to be treated as they were. 
 
    The healers were still stationed in the King’s room. The younger of the two looked more guilty than apologetic and kept his eyes on the ground, while the other stared straight through me, justified in his accusations. 
 
    The soldiers were ordered to wait outside, along with anyone who might defend me. Claire and Kouris pushed through the crowd, while Ash, Eden and Sen forced themselves to abide being locked in the corridor, only able to hear a muffled strain of what was happening. 
 
    “Revive him,” Queen Aren said, pointing at the bed. “Bring him back.” 
 
    Not having the first idea how necromancy worked or what it looked like, after a few uncertain glances, the Mansels loosened their grasp and let my arms slip free. I clasped my hands together, compulsively rubbing at my wrists. 
 
    I looked around. If there was an escape, I couldn’t find it. My head was spinning and my surroundings blurred, and the figures in the room arched, as if reaching the ceiling like a cage made of flesh. 
 
    Focus, focus. I was there to do nothing. 
 
    “Rowan,” Claire said, cutting through the haze. “There is nothing for you to do here.” 
 
    “Let her be the judge of that,” Queen Aren said. 
 
    “I don’t…” I murmured. “It’s a corpse. I don’t want to go near it.” 
 
    I didn’t have to try to sound disgusted. I was. With the effort it took to deny my powers freedom, I began to understand what was actually before me. It was not death festering, ready to heed my commands and shrink from me. It was not a form for me to control, was not something I could pour my will into. 
 
    It was flesh and bone. It was sullen and sunken, and the bitterwillow soaked up what ought to have been decay and let out a rancid stench. It was empty. All signs of the man that had once resided within were gone, and in doing nothing, for the first time I could truly comprehend how powerful I was. 
 
    Perhaps they were right to fear me. 
 
    I could make something from the nothingness in front of me. I could pour light into the void, just like in all of those stories about Isjin. 
 
    I waved my hands over the King. 
 
    Nothing, nothing. 
 
    “I can’t,” I said. 
 
    “Can’t or won’t,” Queen Aren said wearily. “One of you—cut her.” 
 
    Amy drew her blade, and there was a tumult of sound and pressure. Claire protested at the top of her voice, Kouris roared, and Akela and Sen threw themselves against the barricaded door. All the while, I lifted my hands and clamped them against my ears. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Emma barked, regaining control of the room. “Look, usually I’m the first one to resort to torture, but if she’s a necromancer… I don’t know, don’t you think bribery might be a better motivation? Because if she can do all that you think she can, Your Majesty, then if we cut her, she might be kind of pissed off at us. With, uh. All due respect.” 
 
    “… Hm,” Queen Aren said, conceding that perhaps taking a dragon-bone blade to someone who could instantly drain the life from anyone in the room wasn’t the best idea. “Well? What is it that you want, Rowan?” 
 
    She said my name awkwardly, as though it belonged to a language she didn’t speak. I looked between the Mansels, Claire, Kouris and Queen Aren, and my mind swam with possibilities. Queen Aren had used a necromancer before. She didn’t condemn us to the same extent Kidira had, when she was Queen. She would not burn what she could use. 
 
    I could bargain. I could bargain with myself. I knew what I wanted: I wanted to go back to Canth, but I pushed the urge to blurt that out down, down. 
 
    “I don’t want anything. Because you can’t pay me for something I can’t do,” I said. I caught Claire’s eye and knew it was the right thing to say. This was the woman who had left a necromancer in the Bloodless Lands, unable to twist free of his chains or fall to his knees. “And if I was, what I’d want is for you to give Claire her throne! And that’s not going to happen if the King’s alive again.” 
 
    Queen Aren looked to Amy, exasperated but far from surprised, and considered using force once more. 
 
    “Here!” I said, getting ahead of myself. I moved before my mind could scream at me to stop. “If you still don’t believe me—” 
 
    Sucking in a breath, I reached out and wrapped my fingers around Amy’s sword. 
 
    I had been hurt plenty of times. I had caught my fingers in farm equipment, slipped with kitchen knives, and had blades pushed into my heart, but this was different. This was dragon-bone. My palm barely grazed the blade, but I doubted the swing of an axe could’ve cut deeper. 
 
    My skin was spliced. The blade was so sharp it took me a moment to feel the wound, for blood to rush to the surface. When it did, it poured as relentlessly as the rain had for days. Don’t heal, don’t heal, I commanded, having no idea if it actually worked that way. Had the cut not been deeper than I’d prepared for, had the pain not caused all the breath in my body to catch in my chest, the wound likely would’ve disappeared in the blink of an eye. 
 
    I’d meant to scratch myself. I’d meant to make a fist and stare Queen Aren in the eyes as the blood dripped and dripped, paltry wound refusing to close. But it hurt, it hurt in a way that steel could not, and all I could do was seethe and shake my hand to get the pain out. 
 
    Claire rushed over to me, hand on my back. 
 
    Don’t heal, don’t heal, I pleaded as tears streaked down my face. 
 
    The younger healer, unable to deal with the blood gushing onto the floor and pain spiralling in the air, rushed over and closed the wound for me. He washed the pain away as my skin knitted itself back together. 
 
    Knees weak, I clung to Claire’s arm. 
 
    “A bold display,” Queen Aren said. Screwing my eyes shut and forcing myself to focus again, I caught her eye and knew that it had never mattered if I was a necromancer or not. She only needed to give the appearance of believing I was. “Take Rowan and the Princess into custody.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Claire asked. 
 
    “This is a necromancer’s deception, for all we know. You have long since been in contact with her, and I cannot allow you to so much as think about claiming the throne with this hanging over you,” she said. “The people will not accept you, with or without your bird.” 
 
    “If you attempt to restrain either of us,” Claire said in a quiet, terrifying voice, “I am entirely convinced that an eight-and-a-half-foot pane and the former Commander of the Kastelirian army will tear you in two. You are grieving, mother. This is beyond unreasonable, even for you. Let us return to my chambers, while you sleep on the choices you wish to make. Come back to me in the morning when you are level-headed, and I will forget all of this.” 
 
    Queen Aren’s eyes fixed on the blood smearing my knuckles. She hesitated, perhaps considering what Claire had said, or merely thinking how best to neutralise the threat in the corridor beyond. It did not matter. Her answer never came. 
 
    Bells rang out from the castle towers with the same ardency horns had sounded in Port Mahon. 
 
    No one was focused on me anymore. I was the only one staring down at my bloodied hand. 
 
    Claire placed her hands on my shoulders and said something to me, but it was lost to the thrum of the background. The doors flew open. It was no longer a case of us against them. Everyone gathered wanted answers, and the turbulence of mere minutes ago was forgotten. 
 
    People rushed around me. Minutes trickled by. Claire rubbed her hand against my bloodied one, and then I heard a voice call out. It was one I’d never heard before, and one I never heard again. 
 
    “It’s the Prince! He’s brought an army with him!” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XIV 
 
    Discord swirled around us like a whirlpool, hoisting me out of the room and into a current I couldn't fight against. Voices rose. Panic took command of sense and rationality, and fears and self-imposed threats were being yelled down the corridor. There had only been a dozen soldiers with the Mansels minutes ago, but now half of the castle had poured into the manor house, expecting it provide protection against an army.  
 
    I was vaguely aware of Claire's presence. She reached for my hand and squeezed my fingers every few minutes as one armoured person after another came to her, adding another ounce of dread to the situation with their latest reports. I couldn't focus. My head pounded to the rhythm of blood that no longer gushed from healed wounds, and all I wanted was to be gone. Away from the noise, the people that made it, and the room they filled.  
 
    Away from Thule.  
 
    I didn't care whether Rylan was at the gates or not. Either we would find a way to win, or we wouldn't. It was as simple as that. I didn’t need to play any role in it. Go, go. Back to my room, back to my blankets. Let Rylan break through Thule and into the castle. Let Katja come to me. I did not care. In my mind, I was so completely finished with all the business of Felheim and dragons and petty royals that I didn’t even shudder at the thought of encountering Katja again.   
 
    Akela's voice was the first thing to cut through the din.  
 
    “People! People! We are stopping this,” she bellowed, and climbed atop a cabinet. Akela could earn anyone's attention with ease, but to hear her roar like the Commander she was made everyone in the room believe time itself had ground to a halt. “There is not being an army at our gates! There is not being an army outside of Thule!”  
 
    The tension in the crowd was palpable. Everyone wanted to believe it so much that they wouldn't let their guard down.   
 
    “But the reports! The scouts spotted them!” Someone yelled.  
 
    “The scouts are spotting people, yes, but they are not seeing an army. Are you understanding the size of one? Are you understanding how slowly these people are moving, and how often they are having to stop and rest, resupply, all of these things? If they are approaching, we are knowing about it. We are knowing about it weeks ago. We are having scouts all across Felheim, and some, they are being in the old Kastelir. They are sending word. Ravens are reaching us! If they are sneaking up on us, then I am not thinking there are being more than fifty of them. And if there are only fifty of them, then I am not even needing my axe to be dealing with them!”  
 
    It was hard to argue with Akela when she put her heart into it.  
 
    “I will take a party and meet them head-on,” Claire said. “Kouris, fetch the horses and meet us at the front gate. Akela, find Kidira and regroup with us.”  
 
    Strange. I took in the conversation as though hearing was the only one of my senses still working. I did not see anything. More than that, I did not feel anything. People must've been bumping into me and I knew that Claire's fingers were there, but none of it was happening to me.   
 
    Luckily, my feet worked even without the awareness that they belonged to me. I crossed the castle, able to traverse open ground even if I could not bridge the disconnect between my actions and thoughts, and wondered how Claire was keeping up with us. Was her leg not screaming in pain? All I had to do was listen to it, but my mind was stuck on an endless loop of a droning buzz of whys and hows, but never formed a question beyond the initial empty desire to know.  
 
    “Are you coming?” We were at the castle gates. When had that happened? “Yrval?”  
 
    Kouris. That was Kouris speaking.  
 
    I could not say if I nodded, but my lack of arguing, the absence of my usual pleads to go with them, worked in my favour. Sensing something was wrong, Kouris put her arm around my shoulders and eased me towards the horses. Better to keep me close, lest something happen in her absence.  
 
    Claire was already with the horses, and Akela had returned with Kidira. Ash was pulling on her armour and doling out shields and helms to those around us. How long had it been since we had heard the news? Since I had grabbed the blade?  
 
    “We will address him together,” Queen Aren said, sat astride her own horse. The horse was brown. Black. White. It did not matter. “If you insist on going out to the field in your condition.”  
 
    Why weren't they arguing? Had there been an argument? It made sense for there to have been. Queen Aren would've told Claire she couldn't go, because of some reason fabricated on the spot, and Claire would've said that it was her place to go. It was her Kingdom, and he was her brother. Her family.  
 
    It must've happened. It felt right.  
 
    Word of an army had reached the city. Perhaps it had started there, in the streets, carried on the backs of workers and bellowed from one tavern to the next. People left their homes and businesses to watch the procession pass: their Queen and Princess, the former Kastelirians and a pane, countless soldiers, and Knights leading the charge. Some of the foot soldiers were carrying green and gold banners.  
 
    We were putting on a show. Half of the people we passed must've been convinced we were about to charge into a battle. Had Akela not said an army wasn’t at our door, I would've believed it too. I would've found a way to convince myself that this was the end, this was what it had all been building up to; but because Akela had spoken, I believed her without question.  
 
    Beyond the city, the ground was bloated with yesterday's rainwater. Our horses left deep hoof prints in the slick mud, but there was no more rain to be had. The grey clouds overhead drifted apart, and sunlight filtered down, turning the air thick with humidity. It was stifling, oppressive. The outside matched my insides.  
 
    No more than a mile from the outskirts of Thule, we found the supposed army. To say there were a hundred of them was a generous estimate. It was easy to see how it had become an army in the people's minds. One person reported a hundred soldiers approaching, and the next spread word that there were a hundred and fifty; soon, there were two hundred, and then three; people exaggerated, little by little, until there was an army of thousands at their front door.  
 
    One hundred. One hundred. There were only one hundred; I had to focus on numbers.  
 
    It was as much as I could ask of myself.  
 
    We left a quarter of a mile between us and the army that wasn't an army. Our forces, dwindled though they were, could've crashed down on them like a tidal wave. I headed forward when Kouris did, having let her guide me this far, and Claire and Queen Aren moved with us. Four people on the other side dared to breach the gap, and we met in the centre.  
 
    I could tell there was something unnerving about them. Their armour was the right colour, dulled gold with streaks of forest green, but the design was not Felheimish. There was too much bulk to it. The edges were too straight, and none of it was dented, scuffed or scratched.   
 
    They wore no sigils, either. There was no mark of Felheim, or of Rylan's army. And it wasn’t that they were all Agadian, though some undoubtedly were, because there were more than just men amongst their ranks. There were Felheimers there, former Kastelirians too, but they had been backed by Agados with its wealth of resources and labourers. I imagined the pane hunched over smiths’ furnaces, beating metal into pieces of war they themselves would never be able to wage.  
 
    Belatedly, it occurred to me that the first thing I should've noticed was that Rylan was not amongst those who'd stepped forward. Katja wasn't, either. It made no difference. The chosen soldiers would deliver the message, and once they'd said their piece, we would have yet another thing to fret over. Another problem to add to the pile. Rylan and Katja would make their presence known whether they were there or not.  
 
    Strange. Strange how Katja was a real, tangible person, even when I wasn't thinking of her. And that was not often. But she breathed, spoke, thought, slept, ate, drank, laughed, argued, cried, and I did not make the slightest bit of difference, when it came down to it.  
 
    She had her life, and—  
 
    Oh.  
 
    Talking. The soldiers were talking.  
 
    “We are here by the will of Prince Rylan of Felheim,” one of the soldiers said, all bluster and clenched fists. “We are here but to deliver a message.”  
 
    “What is it?” Claire asked, letting her horse draw closer to theirs than anyone else's.  
 
    “The Prince is returning to Thule to claim the throne that is rightfully his,” the same soldiers said. “In light of His Majesty's passing.”  
 
    Queen Aren's gaze shot to Claire's back, as though Claire was the one to be suspected of betrayal. Reason quickly overtook instinct. Even if Claire had contacted Rylan's soldiers with news of King Garland's passing, it would've taken them weeks or months to get word to Rylan.  
 
    “The throne that is rightfully his,” Claire repeated. The soldier thumped a fist against his chestplate in lieu of nodding. “My brother understands that I am next in line to the throne, does he not?”  
 
    Queen Aren remained silent, but even with her lips pressed into a tight, thin line, there was not a single soldier on either side who forgot her presence. Everyone's gaze skidded nervously over to her, though none were brave enough to meet her eye. I saw the way uncertainty clogged the throats of the Felheimish natives. She was still their Queen, in spite of the loyalties they'd laid at Rylan's feet.  
 
    “Prince Rylan challenges your claim,” a second soldier said. She was Kastelirian, if her accent was anything to go by, and found it easier to address Claire because of it. “His Majesty asserts that you forfeited your right to rule Felheim firstly when you betrayed your father and fled to Kastelir; secondly when you actively led Kastelirian troops against his forces; and lastly, by associating with a—”  
 
    Don't say it. Don't say it.  
 
    “A necromancer,” a third soldier added.  
 
    Did they know the necromancer was there? Did they know I was the necromancer? Did they know that a necromancer was not a tower of rotting flesh, of swirling power, but small and scared and insignificant outside of their abilities, no matter what they did?  
 
    “Anything to tarnish my name,” Claire said dismissively. Queen Aren did not take the news in her stride, and glowered at me as though her gaze alone was enough to cause me to burst into light. “And when does my brother intend on returning to Thule? Will there be an army at his back?”  
 
    “Undoubtedly,” the first of the soldiers said. “His Highness will return within two months.”  
 
    “In the same way that he was going to return to Kyrindval in a month? Tell me, what trouble is he having with the Agadians? What has he promised that is not his to give?”  
 
    The soldiers were trusted to deliver a message and had little else of worth. Claire's question left them genuinely confused, and they did their best not to glance at one another when nobody answered. If they had been with Rylan's army, they might have had to depart from the bulk of his forces months ago. They may not have known that Rylan never returned to Kyrindval.  
 
    “Very well,” Claire said. “Go, then. Take a message back to my brother. Tell him that the King is dead, and that I will be crowned long before he stakes his claim on my Kingdom. Tell him that if he returns to challenge me, he will lose. Ensure he understands that this is the last chance to make peace he will ever get.” 
 
    The soldiers left. The constant buzz between my brain and skull and the fog clouding my eyes and mind made it difficult to measure anyone’s reactions. Most of what was said went muffled. I watched the soldiers’ backs and fixated on how I should open my mouth and call out to them; I should ask them where Katja was, what she was doing, so that I finally knew. I would finally be able to stop thinking of her. 
 
    But I did not. I only stared. I barely managed to tear my eyes away when Kouris took hold of my horses’ reins and led him back to the city. 
 
    “Do not give me that look,” Claire muttered under her breath. “What would you rather: that I take the throne, or Rylan does?” 
 
    “Do not make this so black and white. Rylan’s soldiers made an educated guess and little more. Had you not been so brazen with the truth, they would’ve had no proof to back up their claim. There are more options, Claire. Do not be hasty. Do not think that I have not made plans for Felheim that spread over years. Despite what you may think, I continue to have the Kingdom’s best interest at heart. Do not compromise that.” 
 
    Claire gave no reply. As we marched back to the city, Queen Aren’s eyes did not once leave me. I felt her plans take form behind her piercing gaze, and knew that she would not go easily. Even if Claire did claim the throne, Queen Aren would never hold her tongue when it came to what I was. Another problem of my making. 
 
    She would find a use for me. The smart thing to do was see that her desperate grasps at power were cut short, as Gavern’s were. The smart thing to do was be anywhere but there.  
 
    I blinked and we were back in the city. I blinked and that was that: it was as though I had been trapped in the depths of a dream, but had surfaced in the waking world once more.  
 
    I understood what was around me, and I understood it in relation to myself. Sound filled the air, no longer tunnelling in through my ears, and I picked apart the layers of confusion, anticipation, fear and hope. The masses were kept separate from us by a wall of soldiers, and as I looked over the streets from horseback, I saw that the crowd was ever-growing. People filtered down small side streets and poured from buildings, pushing themselves on tiptoes as though that would help them hear any better. 
 
    “Don’t do this,” Queen Aren said, but it was no order. She knew there was nothing she could do to stop us. 
 
    She was outnumbered. All of Thule was there to serve as witness, and with Haru-Taiki joining us once more, there were none who would’ve let Claire be silenced, let alone taken away. 
 
    Everyone was there. Kouris, Akela. Kidira and Sen. Eden had brought Alex, and even Ash and Laus were amongst the soldiers surrounding us. 
 
    All Claire had to do was say the words and Felheim would be hers. 
 
    She hesitated. She parted her lips but no words left them. Haru-Taiki stopped circling overhead in favour of landing on Claire’s shoulder, not needing to understand what was being said to know how important a moment it was. She looked at him and pushed down each and every emotion that belonged to her, rather than a future Queen. She steeled herself to speak of a dead King, not her dead father. 
 
    “People of Thule. Citizens of Felheim,” she began. Her voice hitched, barely noticeable, and she threw herself headlong into a momentum that made the hairs on the back of everyone’s necks stand up. “I am here today to tell you that there was no army at our gates. That we are safe. I am here to tell you that I will fight with all the fire has forged within me to ensure it stays that way. 
 
    “I am here to tell you that the King is dead. Healer’s bane has taken him, and I am his rightful heir. He has left me to rule, but I do not care about his wishes or his word. What matters is you. All of you. If you do not think me fit to rule, if you do not believe that I will be just, speak up. If there is another better suited to protect our lands and aid our neighbours, say so. I will abdicate before I am crowned, if that is what you wish.” 
 
    There were those who supported Queen Aren and there were spies in Rylan’s pocket spread throughout the crowd. I didn’t doubt that. There was those who believed Claire was unfit to rule because of what she had been through and the years she’d been gone, too, but all dissident voices were drowned out by the cheers of thousands. 
 
    Only I was close enough to see her swallow the lump in her throat. She’d doubted herself. She’d actually believed there was a chance her people might turn her away. The fact that she’d given them a choice regardless of that proved that she deserved to be Queen. To her, it was not about wielding power, but directing it in ways that helped her do the right thing. 
 
    It was hours before we made it back to the castle gates. Every citizen in the capital had something to say to Claire, and while they did not intentionally block us in, our impromptu parade crawled mere inches at a time. It was impossible not to notice the way so few openly mourned the King, but the people were right to look to the future, rather than dwell on the past. Claire was real. She was right there amongst her people – people, not subjects – while the King had toiled away in the castle, choosing the next village or town to be struck by a dragon. 
 
    They loved her. I loved her. 
 
    I loved her as a Queen, a Knight, a Marshal, and just as Claire. I loved her as the person who’d taken me from my old life and promised me a better one, but that did nothing to break Queen Aren’s icy gaze. 
 
    I was still a necromancer, and I would always be treated as such. 
 
    The castle gates opened for us, and the bells rang out for another reason altogether. All gathered forgot the threat of war. Courtiers tripped over themselves to express sympathies and assure Claire they’d always known she had the makings of a great Queen. Council members rushed forth, ready to spill their country’s secrets and accounts, now that the tide was turning. Dozens of people I couldn’t identify and didn’t care to sought Claire’s ear; they were already discussing when the coronation would be, and what she’d wear; and oh, would she be changing the royal family’s sigil to a phoenix, too? 
 
    “Please! Please! We are grateful that you are being so enthusiastic in your support of the Princess who is becoming a Queen soon, yes, it is as if you are saving up all of your loyalty for this very moment. Not that we are needing it before!” Akela said, clapping her hands loudly enough for it to echo down the corridors. “Now, if you are being so kind, we are needing a little time alone. Today, it is being a big day! All of us, we are needing a break and we are eating and resting and sleeping. Goodbye!” 
 
    Akela had no official role within the castle, yet nobody thought twice about questioning her. The masses broke away with scattered murmurs, and our friends bid us farewell and promised to come back soon, one by one. When we went into a great, ostentatious room, seemingly having no purpose other than to display towering portraits and house a piano, only Claire, Akela, Queen Aren and I were left. 
 
    “Where are your attack dogs?” Claire asked, cutting off whatever her mother had been about to say. 
 
    “Likely reassessing where they wish to place their loyalties,” Queen Aren said, watching as Claire took slow steps towards the piano and found refuge in its seat. “I never claimed to trust them as far as I could throw them.” 
 
    “I am trusting you as far as I am throwing you,” Akela whispered, nudging my side. “I am very strong.” 
 
    Making a show of not engaging with her mother any further, Claire tentatively pressed the piano keys. A few notes rattled from within, filling the chamber with the sound of a string being pulled taut. She played no particular pattern as she tested the waters, but after a minute, regained some familiarity with the instrument. 
 
    She picked up speed along with a rhythm I didn’t recognise, but it soon became oddly familiar. Every time she missed a note thanks to her missing fingers, the three of us tensed, though Claire did little more than tut and start again. 
 
    “Really, Claire,” Queen Aren said. Claire didn’t look up from the piano. “A necromancer.” 
 
    Claire didn’t answer. She played faster and faster, not caring when the music jarred awkwardly. 
 
    “As if the part about her being a farmer wasn’t scandal enough. You change but you do not change, Claire. What are you going to do when your subjects find out about this dalliance?” 
 
    “I’m right here,” I said. 
 
    “It’s true,” Akela said, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “I am looking around and Northwood, she is being right here! And not only this, but she is having a mouth and she is having ears, too. It is amazing, I am knowing this.” 
 
    “That was quite the performance you put on earlier. I almost believed that there was nothing more to you,” Queen Aren said. She drew closer in spite of what I was. In her mind, I was already in chains, knees never touching the ground. “You may be infatuated with my daughter, but try, for a moment, to think of what this will do to any future Queen. If she is known to associate with you, do you think the people will trust her? Do you think they will rally behind her, or be swayed to Rylan’s cause?” 
 
    “What should she do? Chain me up in the Bloodless Lands?” I asked. 
 
    “You saw what you wanted to see. You do not understand what our ways have meant for Felheim and its prosperity. You do not understand—” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” I snapped, letting light flood from my eyes. I grasped strands of it in my fists and Queen Aren paled. Claire continued to play, notes blurring together, mistakes seeming heavy. Intentional. “All you care about is being Queen. I know that. You blame Rylan for everything that’s happened, because it makes your… your watered-down version of what he’s done seem more acceptable. I knew someone who wanted to be King before. He decided it was his right, even though the throne was given to the Princess. Do you know what I did to him?” 
 
    My whole body was light. I was burning with it, eyes like the moon, like Kondo-Kana’s, and Queen Aren could not answer me. Gods, I wanted her to speak up. I wanted a word to tumble from her lips so I could roar that I would not be used, that I would never be held against my will again. 
 
    But she couldn’t find her voice. The light bled from me, turning the carpet and floorboards beneath my feet white. Part of me was convinced I could bring Iseul back if I invoked the Bloodless Lands. 
 
    “I made a corpse of him. One minute he was sitting there, threatening me. The next, his face thudded against the table. I made that corpse stand up, climb out of a window, and into the ocean. And once he was back on dry land, I gave his body to Akela, so that she could take his head with an axe.” 
 
    Akela crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her chin. I stared at Queen Aren as she’d once stared at me, and saw that she was truly afraid. I told myself that this was just. I told myself that I was only ensuring she never dared to hurt me again, no matter what it took; I told myself that I was in control, and that the surge of power rippling through me didn’t feel good. 
 
    “Claire…” Queen Aren said under her breath.  
 
    It was a plea for help. 
 
    Claire had taken to using one finger to strike the keys in order, high to low, high to low. 
 
    “I love who I love, mother,” she said. “Akela. Take Lady Aren to her chambers. Place guards outside; guards you trust. Ash and Laus ought to do. Search the chambers first. Ensure there is nothing that could be fashioned into a weapon, and that there are no means for her to communicate with anyone. No one is to go in without my strict, prior permission beforehand,” Claire said. 
 
    She did not look up. 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Akela said, bowing deeply. 
 
    She marched over to Queen Aren – just Aren now – placed a hand on her shoulder to turn her on the spot, and tied her wrists behind her. She had done so a hundred times with prisoners and pirates alike, and Aren did not resist. She couldn’t. The Mansels were gone, and her only other option was facing a necromancer. 
 
    They left the room. I tried to shake the light out of my system, but it didn’t fade. No matter how I rolled my wrists or clenched and unclenched my fists it clung to me, and with every second that passed, my chest became tighter and tighter. 
 
    “That is it,” Claire said, tinkering with the last few keys. “I am to become Queen. I ought to have never listened to my mother and kept the news of King Garland’s death a secret to begin with. I was blinded by grief. But now it is so. Now all of Thule knows, and soon, all of Felheim will as well. Rylan, too. I am to become Queen, and now I must find a way to fulfil all of the promises I have yet to make. But it is done. It is over.” 
 
    I looked up from my glowing palms to stare at her. Wisps of light made my vision clearer and tinted at the same time, and I willfully chose to take any exhaustion on her part as indifference. 
 
    “It’s over. It’s over?” I asked, holding up my blazing hands. “Your mum was right, Claire. No one’s going to accept you if you’re with a necromancer.” 
 
    “I will make them accept us,” she stated. 
 
    “That—that doesn’t matter, Claire. Even if you could, it wouldn’t matter! Don’t you remember what was happening a few hours ago, before Rylan’s supposed army saved me? She was going to hurt me, Claire. She was going to cut me open because she could, and… and I guess everyone but me can take that in their stride. What happened to make this a part of my life? For this – being hurt, being used – to be something that just happens to me?” 
 
    “Rowan. I understand—” 
 
    “You don’t! You can’t. You’re not like me. You’re not what I am. You don’t have to spend every waking moment constantly fighting back the thought that you could kill anyone, that you could do whatever you wanted, because you don’t want to be that person. All my life! All my life I’ve listened to the things they said about necromancers, and I learnt to hate myself. I convinced myself I had to work as a healer to prove that I was worth something, that I wasn’t what all the stories claimed I was, and as soon as people find out what I am… 
 
    “I’ve been outcast by my own village. After twenty-three years they just… they turned their backs on me. They forgot who I was, because suddenly, they could call me something else. It was like I’d never existed to begin with. I had to keep it a secret because they’d burn me otherwise, and in Orinhal they set fire to Sen’s home – they were willing to hurt Sen! – because of me. And that’s not even mentioning Katja. Do you know how I cried for you, Claire? Do you know that I sobbed out your name as I tried to cling to the hand that wasn’t there anymore? Do you know that she told everyone afterwards?  
 
    “She laughed. She… All I can think about is her. Not even her knives. Just the fact that she doesn’t want me anymore. But Rylan does. He’ll find a way to use me. Your mother would, if she could. All of them. All of this… it’s going to get worse. For me. And everyone can support me and defend me but it happens no matter what. And I don’t feel it any less. 
 
    “So how can you ask me to bring you into this, after this has been my whole life?” 
 
    Claire said nothing for a long moment. I knew what I said hurt her, but it was the truth; I needed to get it out or it would fester and I open a rift between us. 
 
    “I want to understand,” she eventually said. 
 
    “I know! I know you do, Claire, but you can’t. You’re not a necromancer. I need… I need to see Kondo-Kana. I need to leave.” 
 
    “You need to leave,” she repeated. Nothing in her expression betrayed any emotion.  
 
    “Yes! I need to go back to Canth. I need to get away from here. You don’t know what it was like for me there, Claire. The way they treated me. No one was afraid to look at me.” 
 
    “I don’t,” she agreed. “Because I was here.” 
 
    “And now you’re going to be Queen. You have Kouris. You have Akela. You have Kidira, Eden, Ash, Sen, Alex… You’ll be able to do what you set out to in the first place. But I can’t—I can’t breathe here.” 
 
    “My father is recently dead. My mother is imprisoned. My older brother is leading an army towards us, and I am to become Queen. It is all happening, all at once. I…” She paused, pursing her lips together. “I do not want to do this without you. I cannot.” 
 
    “I’m scared all the time, Claire!”  
 
    I hadn’t planned on saying any of it, and I didn’t understand how true it was until I had. 
 
    I needed to be gone. Gone, gone. Forgotten, more than that. 
 
    “You’re leaving,” Claire said, unable to process what she was saying. 
 
    “Yes! I need to. I need—I need to be somewhere I can just exist,” I said. I couldn’t stop throwing my hands out as I spoke, heart pounding, eyes stinging with tears. 
 
    “Do you not think I would like to leave this all behind?” Claire asked, voice almost a whisper. “That I would not like to cross the Uncharted Ocean and forget what my family have done, and the multitude of things there are for me to fix? That I would not like a new life with you, away from harm, where we did not have to worry about armies, but rather, what to make for dinner? We all want this to be over. We have all been hurt, and we all want to be away from this strife, free to live idealised versions of our own lives. But I cannot leave. It is my duty to stay here. I had hoped that you would consider it yours, too.” 
 
    “You think I’m selfish,” I said, swallowing a lump in my throat. 
 
    “I think you are afraid. I know you have been hurt,” she murmured. “I think you seek refuge in a dangerous woman because you do not understand yourself. I am selfish. I had hoped that I would be refuge enough for you.” 
 
    “Then why—” I could barely get the words out. “Why are you just sitting there, when I feel like this?” 
 
    The light was pouring out of me, leaving my body trembling. Tears streaked down the side of my face, catching on the corner of my mouth. 
 
    “I apologise,” Claire said, looking away from me. “My leg hurts. I can barely think, let alone stand. If I could embrace you now, if I could offer some small comfort, I would never let go. I hate that I cannot. Do not think that a lack of action on my part somehow dampens my feelings for you, Rowan.” 
 
    And for all my talk of how people had always treated necromancers, how they had instilled that loathing deep into my core, I had never hated myself as much as I did at that moment. I could not apologise. There were no words strong enough for how sorry I was, and so I did the worst thing I could think of: I left her alone in that room, stranded by the piano. 
 
    My boots slid in the slick mud of the forest long before I was aware of what I was doing. I’d left the castle and was charging between the trees, huffing and grunting every time I tripped on a root or caught my cheek against a low branch. Leave, leave, leave. That’s all there was for me to do. There was no taking back any of what I’d said, because I’d meant it. 
 
    Felheim was not safe, and it certainly wasn’t safe for me. Staying would be selfish. Claire had only just managed to pry the throne from her mother’s steely grasp, and if the people knew I was a necromancer – and they would find out – they would never accept her. It would add a whole new layer to our problems, and I was already losing count of all there was to contend with. 
 
    But Canth was a land of sweat and sea-salt, of scorching sand and the slow, blistering burn of the sun. It was pirates and chaos and broken bottles, and the only harm that had come to me there, the only thing that had stuck beneath my skin, originated in Kastelir. I could leave that all behind and become someone else. Someone new. 
 
    A pirate. A healer. The necromancer of Port Mahon. 
 
    All I had to do was find Kondo-Kana. She’d have answers to the questions I hadn’t yet thought to ask. 
 
    “Oak!” I called between the trees, when I could see the horizon beyond them. 
 
    He was hidden, but only so well as a dragon can hide. His going undiscovered depended on travellers sticking to the beaten path and not getting lost, and he jerked in surprise at the sound of my voice, too startled to realise it was me, for a moment.  
 
    Puffs of smoke rose from his nostrils and he leapt up onto all fours, growling before he could see reason. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” I said, holding up my hands. “It’s okay, Oak. It’s just me. We’re going, okay? We’re going to Canth, so… so just calm down and let me on your back so we can leave, okay?” 
 
    Oak’s fright turned to blank confusion. He tilted his head to the side, gesturing towards the castle, and let out a growl.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter! We’ve got to leave, Oak. I’ve got to leave.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around one of his front legs and tugged on it, but it was no good. Oak was me and I was Oak, and the only difference was that he was clear-headed enough to realise how much I loved Claire. I pounded a fist against the hard scales covering his chest, and he growled, knocking me back with his shoulder. 
 
    He wouldn’t take me. Without him, it was eight weeks on a boat. Eight weeks alone with nothing but my thoughts, ocean open wide beneath me. 
 
    When I didn’t get back up, when I didn’t plead with him, he stretched out a wing and covered the damp ground with it. I crawled forward, curled up on it, and fell asleep remembering how it felt to be seasick.  
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XV 
 
    I awoke with Oak's scales imprinted on the side of my face. I scrubbed my cheek against the leathery wing he'd patiently stretched out all night for me, groaned in the face of a dawn that was too bright, too real, and reluctantly pushed myself into a sitting position.  
 
    “Morning, yrval,” Kouris said. There was a soft amusement in her voice that said she'd been watching over me for some time, and it told me the world hadn't ended in my absence.  
 
    “Nn,” I said, scrunching up my face.  
 
    Oak grunted, back muscles twitching. I shuffled off his wing but he did most of the hard work for me. He pulled it away like a rug from under my feet, and I went with the motion, slumping against Kouris' side.  
 
    “See, now that's why I didn't say good morning,” Kouris said.  
 
    I pressed the heel of my palm to my forehead. I was a necromancer: how did I still have a headache?  
 
    Bells rang out in the distance. Not only from the castle, but all of Thule below. I wondered if they'd stopped at any point during the night. 
 
    “Don't want to talk about it,” I grumbled.  
 
    “Don't suppose you do,” Kouris said, nudging me. “Claire didn't, either. All I got out of her was that you were probably already halfway to Canth.”  
 
    “Oak didn't want to go.”  
 
    “Aye. Rotten though his skull may be, he's still got half a brain left in it,” Kouris said, and Oak huffed in agreement. “What was your plan, yrval? Disappear overnight without saying anything to the rest of us?”  
 
    Kouris held out an arm to wrap around me, but I ducked away from it. I sat with my chin rested on my knees, arms holding them close to my chest, and came up with a dozen ways to explain myself. She'd seen what I'd had to do just to convince Queen Aren not to torture me, to use me. Like Claire, she could know what I'd been through but she would never understand it. I’d be the downfall of all we were trying to achieve. The premature end of Claire's reign.   
 
    But I said none of that, convincing myself it was childish to give a voice to what I only knew to be true when every fragment of my mind was working against me. Things were clearer in the morning, and that was not necessarily for the better.  
 
    “I shouted. I said things I shouldn't have,” I said, burying my face in the crook of my elbow.   
 
    “So your answer is to run away?”  
 
    “It's not running away. I just—I wanted to leave. I still do. Just... just not now,” I mumbled and felt, in a way, that I had betrayed myself. Last night, I would've sooner clawed my own skin off than stay in Felheim a moment longer, yet now my throat became thick with guilt at the mere thought of leaving. I did not want to be gone; I wanted the things that sought to drive me away to disappear, as though they'd never held any sway over me.  
 
    Go. Stay. I would be haunted, no matter which direction I ran in.  
 
    “Look, yrval. You had an argument. I'm not gonna pretend that fighting is something that makes you stronger, because I've seen both of you this morning,” Kouris said. She held out her arm again and I didn't brush her off a second time. “But look at everything that's happened. Everything's so much bigger than you, bigger than all of us, and we're all bound to crack. Remember those horrible things we said to each other? Didn't let that defeat us, did we?”  
 
    “I should go apologise,” I said, pressing my face to her chest.  
 
    “Both of you need to take a minute to breathe and realise there's a whole lot more worth blaming than each other. Look at her, yrval. Her dad just died and she can't mourn properly because of the person she discovered he was. Her brother's trying to steal her throne, and her mother—gods, you've met her. She's faced with people who've known her forever, but remember her for who she used to be. Who they wanted her to be. And you, you don't need me to tell you what you've been through.”  
 
    I hated that she was right. I hated that it was what I wanted to hear.   
 
    “I got scared. I was... I was stuck in my head,” I mumbled. “I lost her once, and I'm so scared it'll happen again that I want to make it happen now, so I don't have to deal with any of this later. It's my fault. I'm...”  
 
    “You're up against what feel like impossible odds. I know that. Claire knows that. And we'll both fight for you, so long as you let us.”  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I nodded and said, “I'll take a bath. Then I'll go talk to her.”  
 
    Had I tried to say anything else, I would've broken down in tears.   
 
    “That'll clear your head,” Kouris agreed, clasping a firm hand against my shoulder.  
 
    I stayed with her as the birds began to sing, and imagined Haru-Taiki flying through the castle corridors and courtyards, outshining them all.   
 
    Support Claire, I thought. That's all I had to do. It was unfair of me to expect her to take me from my old home and find a perfect one for us, just waiting; we both had to work towards making it perfect for one another.  
 
    Yet I was too ashamed to face her. Ashamed of the way I'd shouted at her and accused her of not caring, when she was in so much pain she couldn't stand. How long had she sat there after I'd left, stranded in the centre of the piano room, alone?  
 
    Too long. Too long.  
 
    Eventually, I made a noise which Kouris took to mean I was ready to go. She hoisted herself to her feet, blocked out the sun, and held a hand out to me. Looking up at her, I remembered how new I'd been to the world when we'd met; more than that, I recalled the way I'd been so scared of everything, of every looming shadow and rustling bush, but had chosen not to be afraid of her. It'd only taken a handful of hours and my heart had stopped thundering in my chest, because of who she was.  
 
    I wrapped my fingers around two of hers, let her pull me up, and barrelled against her stomach. I wrapped my arms as far as they'd go around her and said, “I love you. And I'm sorry I was going to leave without saying anything.”  
 
    “Love you too,” she said, splaying a hand across my back. “And you weren't gonna leave. Not really. Reckon you just needed to get something out of your system. I'm just sorry you ever felt the need to leave this place.”  
 
    We returned to the castle hand in hand. It was more alive than ever, as if the inevitable rumours of Aren's confinement were enough to allow everyone to move freely once more. There was such a blur and a buzz to it that I could not tell between the nobles and servants in spirit alone; in the same way, I could not discern between those organising Claire's coronation and those planning the King's funeral.  
 
    “… Breakfast,” I said, not yet brave enough to face the future Queen. “Let's get breakfast first.”   
 
    If I ever saw Kondo-Kana again, the first thing I would ask was how she had grown so content in her hunger. I could not imagine it abating, for I had barely gone a day without food and my stomach was clawing angrily at me. Kouris agreed that food would make me brave, but we didn't get the chance to turn towards the nearest kitchens.  
 
    “Rowan!” Alex said, hooking his arm through mine and leading me in what I was sure was a very important direction. “Just who I was looking for. Might I borrow you for a moment? Just an hour or two?”  
 
    “I think you already have,” I said, glancing back at Kouris.  
 
    She saw us off with a cheerful wave, deeming her work done, and had far more important matters to attend to.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked Alex. I didn't point out that he was in a rather good mood after recent events, because it was nothing but a tactic to push away the thoughts he couldn't dwell on any longer.  
 
    “The coronation, of course! There's so much to prepare and so little time. As I'm certain you know, my dear sister wishes to, I quote, get it over and done with as quickly as possible. She claims to have more important things to worry about than decorations and invitations, when she knows as well as I do that failing to invite someone convinced of their own importance will cause horrific problems down the line.” 
 
    There was something different in the way people were looking at me. They no longer saw me as just a farmer: they were trying to gauge how best to earn my favour, and how useful getting on my good side would be in the future.  
 
    “I thought planning parties was your thing. I'm not sure how helpful I'm going to be, unless you want the coronation to look like something out of a portside tavern.”  
 
    Laughing to himself, Alex said, “No, no. That isn't it at all. As I said, my sister claims to be far too busy for trifling matters such as what to wear. It is down to me to find something suitable, and since the two of you are involved as you are, I thought you might like to offer me some insight.”  
 
    Talking about Claire was enough to feel guilty, never mind going along with things as though I hadn't been shouting at her last night. Still, I dove headfirst into an excuse to postpone the inevitable.  
 
    “Alright,” I said, forcing a smile. “What were you thinking?”  
 
    Apparently, Alex was thinking of every shade of fabric and every type of cloth. There were plenty of royally-appointed tailors living and working within the castle walls and dozens more had come to the castle in the early hours. We visited them all before the morning was out. Each boasted that they had been thinking of nothing but this event for years, and that they had dreamt of Claire's dress mere nights before she announced she was to be Queen.   
 
    I spent hours running my fingers across what was supposedly the finest fabric in this Kingdom or any other, and Alex hummed, asking me what I thought of this cloth, and would that shade draw too much attention away from the proceedings?  
 
    “Alex,” I said, pulling him aside as yet another tailor toyed with a tape measure, convinced they had already been given the job. “You said Claire didn't have time to talk about her dress, right?”  
 
    “Yes. She was far too busy for any of it,” he said, distractedly eyeing a pile of sample fabric that probably would've made a half-decent pair of curtains.  
 
    “No. Listen. She didn't want to talk about the dress, did she? You said that to her—that you wanted to get her a dress.”  
 
    “I... yes,” he said, creasing his brow as he realised he was missing something.  
 
    “Claire's burns, they aren't just...” Lowering my voice, I started again. “Why do you think she's always wearing high collars and long sleeves? It's summer! Her burns are everywhere, Alex. Not just on her hands and face, where you can see. It's not that she can't be bothered to pick a dress. She doesn't want one.”  
 
    Alex's face paled. Letting out a heavy breath, he rubbed his fingers against his lips and looked anywhere but at me.  
 
    “She always loved dresses so very much that I just assumed...” he murmured, but shook his head. Without meaning to, he said, “It’s all so very much, Rowan. I am so out of the loop. Every time we speak, Claire has some other awful news to impart. She told me about Kouris. About the truth of her.” 
 
    I did not know what he meant: that Kouris was the Kouris of legend, or that she had truly been beheaded. 
 
    I found myself forgetting that only I knew her as Katja far too often. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, wanting to speak of nothing but textures and hemming. “You didn’t know she was still alive, did you?” 
 
    “It was a relief, for all of a moment. Which was inevitably followed by guilt. What sort of man is daunted to hear that his fiancée is alive? Former fiancée, that is. From what Claire has told me – and she was clear, though not explicit, I assure you – the underlying sense of unease I always felt around her was more than justified. It’s simply that my mother was so eager to see me happy… or married, one or the other, that I pushed it aside. I know the agreement was always political in nature before it was anything else, but…” 
 
    “She’s not a good person,” I told him. I almost didn’t feel as though I was lying. “And you are. You deserve someone who’s not just manipulating you to get to your country.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Alex said, smiling. He put a hand on my shoulder, spun on his heels, and said, “You! Tell me, what options can you offer in the way of suits?”   
 
    The rest of the day unfolded in much the same way, though Alex turned his attention to me. He had already chosen a tailor for Claire's coronation suit when he asked me which one had been my personal favourite. I shrugged, picked one that stood out from a sea of much the same, and the next thing I knew, I was the one being fitted for new clothing.  
 
    Alex didn't notice the way I dragged my feet, or how I bristled at every mention of Claire's name. I was almost thankful he had his declining family situation to focus on, and did all I could to play the part of a distraction.   
 
    When I finally gathered something close to courage and set off to find Claire, partly motivated by Alex's attention being demanded elsewhere, I didn’t have an easy time of it. After a solid five minutes spent working myself up to knock on the door, I found that she wasn’t in her chambers, and half-relieved, set about wandering the castle aimlessly on the off-chance I might walk into her.  
 
    Again, people were taking notice of me. Some went so far as to bow their heads or smile politely. The servants gave me a wide berth, rather than weaving around me at the last moment, and the voice in my head that wasn't mine but wasn't anyone else's said it wasn't going to last. Sooner or later, they'd find out what I was.   
 
    I tried Eden and Kidira's chambers, but had no joy with either of them. I was unfamiliar with much of the castle, and came across no fewer than two libraries, four pantries, five dormitories, and a single ballroom on my journey. It was Akela's laughter that led me in the right direction, after an hour spent hoping the entire day would be taken up by fruitless wandering.  
 
    I followed the warm, familiar explosion of sound to a set of doors that looked more important than doors had any right to. While they were not so decorative as the doors outside of Kyrindval’s great lodge, there were plenty of carvings to take in. They were all words, from what I could tell, and swirled together to form an image I was too close to see.  
 
    I could've stepped back to figure out what it was, but I'd wasted enough time. Akela had only just stopped laughing, and now was as good a time as any for me to make my entrance.  
 
    The door creaked on its hinges. Whatever argument had been brewing found respite in my interruption.  
 
    There were a dozen people in the room, but only Claire, Akela and Kidira numbered amongst those I recognised. When Claire looked at me, she did not look through me. She was not angry, but she was not relieved, either. She met my gaze, and it was like the first time I'd seen Sir Ightham without her helmet all over again.  
 
    The unknowns, likely people with more political sway than I could imagine, glanced at Claire and waited for her to handle the matter. When she said nothing, Akela slumped in her seat, scooted under the table, and kicked one of the chairs on the other side out.  
 
    “Northwood, you are sitting and you are listening to this,” Akela said. With no one else offering any suggestions, I took my place around the unremarkable oval table. “This man, he is saying he is Lord Aldonai, and he is inheriting his title from his mother who is doing something very innovative with crops, yes. This man who is never holding a sword, he is thinking he is having the right to be saying I am not being the commander of this Felheimer army.”  
 
    With her hands planted on the arms of her seat, Akela pushed herself back into a respectable sitting position and folded her arms across her chest.  
 
    “But you are going to be commander again, right?” I asked.  
 
    “She is,” Claire informed the room.  
 
    “I am not doubting Ayad's credentials,” the exasperated Lord said. “I am merely saying that a matter this grave ought to be put to a vote, and that with all due respect, Your Majesty, you are not Queen yet.”  
 
    “The King is dead and the Queen consort no longer has a say in matters. Prince Rylan has an army a mere two months out, and we have a respected, capable Commander sitting in our midst, willing to lead us to victory. I will not put it to a vote. As she has so rightly pointed out, you do not have any military experience,” Claire said sternly. “There is no one else to make these decisions. The coronation is a mere formality. Do not presume to hold power over me until then. Does anyone else object to Akela Ayad's instatement as Commander of the Felheimish army?” 
 
    Several others in the room clearly did. She was a Kastelirian with the remnants of an Agadian accent, and they had never seen her do more than pat the axe at her hip. Unlike Lord Aldonai, they weren’t so willing to speak up. They sat there, forcing themselves to bide their time. No doubt they already had treason in mind, even if not a single one of them possessed the will to actually go through with it. 
 
    It was a time of great unrest and change. War loomed on the horizon. No wonder everyone was so tense. From what I could read in Claire’s features, she took absolutely none of their hesitancy or resistance personally, and her only action against them would be to prove herself over and over. 
 
    “Wonderful. First things first, of course, I am letting everyone in this room suddenly decide that they are happy for me, and are wanting to buy me a drink,” Akela said, clasping her hands together. “Secondly, I am having to wear the colours of Felheim? I am thinking, gold and green, they are not really my colours, yes?” 
 
    “You will look fine in them,” Kidira said, eager to hurry things along. 
 
    “In that case! Yes, yes, of course, I am wearing these colours proudly. They will be working for me, I am certain of this.” 
 
    The rest of the matters they had to discuss weren’t as interesting or elevating. It all boiled down to taxation, loans, the houses currently in power, and those that had driven themselves into debt. There was much talk of numbers and the rest was metaphor I tuned out. Between the lot of them, they managed to drag it out for another two hours. Akela broke the tension whenever it arose, and Kidira assured it didn’t remain banished for long. 
 
    She had been Queen for thirty long years. She knew all the tricks the council members and politicians would try to pull.  
 
    When matters were attended to for the day and people began to filter out of the room, I wished for another dull hour of accounts. Akela squeezed my shoulder on the way out, always knowing when she needed to wish me luck, and Claire continued to read endless documents as though she was alone. 
 
    “Claire,” I said weakly, when she turned yet another page rather than look up. 
 
    “You didn’t leave, then,” she said, eye fixated on some meaningless number. 
 
    “I didn’t. I wasn’t going to. I was just angry and afraid. I’m still afraid,” I said, ducking my head to catch her eye. “Every time someone looks at me, I’m terrified they’ll know what I am and that it’ll ruin everything we’ve worked so hard for.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Claire said briskly. I sat in silence, allowing her a moment to gather her thoughts. “We have been through more than anyone should ever have to in a lifetime, and yet no matter how it has changed us, we cannot rightly compare what we have suffered. The result might be the same, but the reality…” 
 
    Shaking her head, she finally met my gaze. 
 
    “Things will get worse before they get better. That is the only thing I can say for certain. I can, however, promise that I will do all I can to ensure you are not driven from Thule. The castle will never again be my home, if you are not here. But understand that you should not let me bind you to such a place. If you will be safe in Canth, if you will be happy there, then I will not force you to stay.” 
 
    “Claire, I—” I started, but she was not done. 
 
    “It will not always be like this. Have you ever thought to yourself: I cannot do what tomorrow demands of me? Have you ever gone to bed and found yourself unable to sleep because you are so fixated on how you do not have what it takes to fulfil impossible, future tasks? It may seem obvious, but it is because you are tired. Exhausted. Because the day has already demanded enough of you. If you were to say to yourself: well, I shall not do it, and retired to sleep, you would awaken the next morning renewed, and it would no longer be such a monumental task.” 
 
    Pausing, she raked her fingers through her hair in frustration. 
 
    “What I am trying to say is that tomorrow may feel impossible, but that is because too much has already been asked of us today. Yet when tomorrow comes, we will settle into it, and bit by bit, we will find ourselves acclimatising to the idea of tomorrow,” Claire said, leaning back in her seat. “You have come to the castle – and indeed, into my life – at a hectic time. Do not think it will always be like this. Two months. All we have to do is last another two months, and we can handle the problem head-on. After that, things will simmer and slow. A year for now, I will understand what it means to be Queen, how to balance all aspects of my life, and our greatest task will be rehousing those still in need…” 
 
    “Sometimes,” I began, uncertain whether I should smile or cry because of her words. “Sometimes I think about this all being over, and it’s not a nice thought, because… I can’t think of what things would be like without all of this. I can’t imagine a world where we’re just allowed to be together, together and happy, without…” 
 
    Trailing off, I held out my hands, gesturing to the castle beyond. To the world beyond that. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for what I said. I’m sorry for losing my temper, and I’m sorry for being so cruel.” 
 
    “I know you are,” Claire said. “You don’t have a bad bone in your body.” 
 
    “Sometimes I think it’d be better if you and Eden could—” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like my mother,” Claire said, cutting me off before I could finish the thought. “Eden and I are in the past. Surely you know this.” 
 
    I nodded shallowly and said, “I do. But it’s not fair. You loved each other! You loved each other so much, you were going to get married, and you had a life together. All the things that happened, everything that got in the way. I wished it hadn’t.” 
 
    “I love Eden. Of course I do. She is my family, and one of the few I truly trust. You must not think of what happened between us as nothing but sadness; we had many wonderful years together, and we can look back fondly on those times. We still have one another,” Claire explained softly. “I had a life with Eden, that much is true. I can have a life with her in a new way, different but equally as important. I can have a life with you as well, Rowan.” 
 
    My shoulders shook, but no tears came.  
 
    I believed her and it terrified me. For once, I didn’t want to run from the fear. 
 
    With nothing more to say, I looked at her and she looked and me, and though things still did not feel right, I knew that they would be, eventually. She had given me long minutes of her time and I knew people were pulling her in all directions; still, she sat there, not saying anything, content to be with me. 
 
    When a knock at the door told us we couldn’t afford to waste any more time, Claire got to her feet with the help of her cane and placed a hand on my face as she passed me. 
 
    “Remember: worse, before it gets better,” she said firmly. 
 
    I put my hand on the back of hers, fingertips curling around her palm. I didn’t get the chance to squeeze her hand before she was gone, doing a poor job of hiding how badly she was limping.  
 
    And so it was for the week leading to her coronation. If I wanted to see her, it was always in a crowded room, and there was always someone arguing against her propositions. Not to mention those openly staring at me. I could've visited her in her chambers of a night, now that the guards were no longer under Queen Aren's thumb, but something still didn't feel right between us.  
 
    It was not an open, gaping wound. Not exactly. I understood that things would feel as they always had, once we had time to be together, and that now wasn't the time to put more pressure on Claire, but it didn't make it hurt any less. I smiled at her across the room, shared brief words with her in the corridors, and spent most of my time with Eden, Haru-Taiki, and Oak.  
 
    The others were too involved in political matters to have time to do anything but prepare for the coronation, and Akela was losing sleep to make something of the tattered remains of the army Rylan hadn't taken. To me, it looked as though there was no end to the soldiers at our disposal, but Akela assured me there weren't enough to form the basis of a halfway respectable strategy.  
 
    Eden and I spent countless hours teaching Haru-Taiki more Mesomium and learning handfuls of his signs at a time. She didn’t say it out loud, but I knew Eden felt as useless as I did. Claire, Akela, Kidira and Kouris all had their roles to fulfil, and even Sen understood her place in the castle, but there was little more for us to do than wait.   
 
    Beyond the forest, Eden continued to read stories to Oak. I half-heartedly pretended that they weren't for me, as well. Once, we stayed out far too late, and the summer night was so thick with heat that we had no desire to drag ourselves back to the castle.  
 
    We laid against Oak's side and stared up at the cloudless night sky, each making our own constellations of the stars. I told her about the shapes Reis had mapped out for me in the Canthian sky, and while she did not quite see them all, she said she should very much like to meet someone with such a vivid imagination.   
 
    Had Eden not said something more, we would've fallen asleep there and then.   
 
    When she spoke, it was as though out of nowhere, but I knew it must've been on her mind for days. Weeks, even.  
 
    “Claire is not happy with you,” she said, voice soft. “Because she is not happy. And it is not fair on either of you, because the world is—oh, she is not happy with you, but I see the way she looks at you, Rowan. I know how miserable she would be without you. And it may be selfish of me to say so, because I understand that you have been through so very much since you met her, but I am glad she has you. Once this is over, once this nonsense with Rylan and the dragons and Agados is behind us, I know there will be happiness in abundance for you both. Because you deserve nothing less, and I want nothing more.”  
 
    I turned from the sky to look at her, and her eyes were as bright as the stars above. I took her hand, grateful for the reminder that as much as I loved Claire, this was the worst of it, not the best; there would be so much more for us, one day.  
 
    Eden offered me a flicker of a smile, and whatever anguish the last week had bloated her chest with dissipated, just a little. Her eyes, neither filled with tears nor completely dry, darted left to right, left to right, as though someone other than Oak might overhear us.  
 
    “In yet another selfish way, I am grateful Claire has someone. It makes me feel less guilty about the other, er...” She waved a hand, as if trying to knock the words she'd just spoken out of the air. I raised my brow, genuinely curious about where she was going with it. “Other women.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said, and then parsed what she'd meant. “Oh.”  
 
    Even with only a sliver of moonlight draped over us, I could tell Eden had turned bright red. I broke out into unflattering laughter and she tugged my hand, scolding me with a click of her tongue that dissolved into laughter halfway through.  
 
    On the day of the coronation, I didn't know what to expect. I only knew what was expected of me, and that was to put on my new clothing, brush my hair, and go where I was told to. I asked Kouris what it was going to be like, and she said it was bound to be different in every country. Besides, when Kastelir was founded, they'd had four rulers to crown.  
 
    Today, the focus was on Claire alone.  
 
    I couldn't imagine Queen Nasrin abiding half of the pomp and ceremony already rippling through Thule. Then again, I couldn't imagine her stopping her work long enough for any formal ceremony, no matter how drab. In all likeliness, she had kept working and muttered yes, yes, of course, while someone reading from a very old book asked if she was taking things seriously.  
 
    Thule had decorated its streets in a way that put the Phoenix Festival to shame. Haru-Taiki was the inspiration once again, and taverns and inns renamed themselves in his and Claire's honour. There were half a dozen The Phoenix Rises in the city, and at least one Phoenix Knight. The coronation took place within the castle, and so was not something all of Thule would be able to witness, but that didn't deter the people. By midday, they were already drunk from the dozens of parties they'd drifted between, and chants of Long Live The Queen! filled the air long before the crown had been placed upon her head.  
 
    None of that was to say that the coronation was a private, cosy occasion. I was escorted by Kouris, who had dressed in something akin to a human suit, only with vastly modified trousers, to the open area that had once hosted Alex's birthday celebrations. It had been my first real experience of Thule's castle, and so it felt right that Claire have her coronation there.  
 
    There were four hundred people gathered, with countless more pressed up against the castle gates. If there was a religious aspect to the ceremony in Canth, it was not so here: an elderly woman of eighty or ninety years led the coronation, and was nothing short of practical about it. Claire's duties were laid out plainly for her, and each time the woman paused, Claire swore that yes, of course she would do all within her power to do what was right for Felheim.   
 
    She would not be blinded by wealth or succumb to bribery. She would never ask for more than the people could spare, and if there was nothing for them to offer up, then she would bear the blame for that. Felheim was hers to protect, from invading armies to desolate fields alike.  
 
    Despite all that had been put into the day, from the perfectly tailored suit proudly showing Felheim’s colours, with an eyepatch and cane to match, to the decorative banners hanging from windows and spanning across archways, Claire wasn’t fixed in the moment. She was impatient, as though being crowned was not what we had worked towards for so long. The people cheered for her, and as Kouris and I watched from the front row, Kidira, Akela and Sen by our sides, I knew that to Claire, this was a mere formality.  
 
    But that didn't stop a chill from going down my spine when the crown was placed upon her head and Haru-Taiki rose up from behind the raised platform she stood upon, circled the crowd, weaved around the citizens, and returned to her outstretched arm.  
 
    Applause rang out. Claire held up a hand, offering her mute thanks to all those who had gathered for her. Had she spoken, it would've been lost to the roar that rose from Thule, and I could not help but join in, clapping with so much force I convinced myself Claire would hear me over the others.  
 
    The crowd rippled beside us, and Ash barged her way through. She never would've missed this moment and must've been watching from another vantage point. When she reached us, she had to lean in close for me to hear her.  
 
    “Look who I managed to drag out,” she shouted.  
 
    I glanced over her shoulder and saw Goblin straggling behind her. He started at nothing more severe than eye contact, regathered himself, and waved sheepishly.   
 
    Knowing any attempts at conversation would be awkwardly lost to the crowd, I decided a pat on the shoulder would let him know I was glad to see him. He'd spent so much time in his chambers, wherever they were, that I kept forgetting he was in Felheim at all.  
 
    I turned away, not wanting Goblin to see in my face that I was thinking of his father. He'd worked so hard to get back to Asar, and I wanted nothing more than for Atthis to be able to share this moment with us. I swallowed a lump in my throat and focused on the moment.  
 
    The cheering didn't die down. Claire proceeded regardless. She gestured for people to join her on stage, all of them equipped with scrolls and quills, and the crowd's riotous applause turned to a curious murmur. When everyone gathered concluded that their neighbours hadn't been mysteriously granted the insight they lacked, they fell quiet and returned to pushing themselves up on tiptoes.  
 
    “My people,” Claire began. Haru-Taiki, still perched on her arm, tucked his wings in and puffed out his chest. The people Claire had summoned to the stage began to write, wrists moving as quickly as Claire's lips did. “Let this day not be thought of as the first of my reign. Let us not delude ourselves into thinking that I was nothing, and now I am something, all at once. Remember the steps I took in order to stand here before you today.  
 
    “Remember that I was a Knight. That I fought for you. Remember that my flesh was scorched, time and time again, that another village might not fall prey to a dragon.”  
 
    There was a ripple of applause, though most could feel the uncomfortable shift in the atmosphere approach, like a building storm clambering over the horizon.  
 
    “And remember this: it was all for nought. It was all a lie.”  
 
    I saw council members and politicians shoot each other horrified glances. This was not scripted. Worse still, they didn't know where it was headed.  
 
    “Today, I reset the calendar. Today, we enter a new era. Today, I tell you why we ought not to look upon our past with anything but bitter contempt and aching disappointment, for there never were any unprovoked dragon attack.  
 
    “There were only carefully planned assaults on villages and towns the King and Queen – my parents – and their predecessors before them considered worth sacrificing to keep all of Felheim under their thumb.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XVI 
 
    “Your Majesty,” a woman hissed from across the stage. “If you do this, it will be the end of your reign.”  
 
    Only those at the front were close enough to hear her, and only those who’d been with Claire from the start cared. Everyone else joined together in a taut, terse silence, desperate to know what came next; needing to know that there was a punch line, and that they’d misinterpreted their new Queen.  
 
    “Many of you know that I left Felheim. Most of you know that I was involved with the former Kastelir’s resistance; most of you know I was their leader. What you do not know is how it all started. Why I left without a word to anyone,” Claire began, eyes fixed not on me or anyone in the crowd, but on the even line of the horizon. “When I left Thule, I was alone because I believed I had to be. I believed that I was the only one who could stop what was being done, and that it was my duty to bear the burden on my own two shoulders. 
 
    “More than that, I was conflicted: King Garland was my father, had trusted me with Felheim’s gravest secret, and my heart was instantly moved to betrayal. To treason. My mind soon followed. 
 
    “He told me how for long centuries, Felheim’s rulers had warped and twisted dragons to do their bidding, or at least fly to where they were commanded to. There the dragons, confused, afraid, and hurt, would lash out at everything around them. 
 
    “None of this happened by chance. Dragons are powerful, peaceful creatures, and it is the work of us, the work of humans, that has seen our people turned to ash. What does this achieve? What is all of this death and destruction for? It keeps us in order. It ensures we always have enough food to feed our people. It ensures that Kastelir and the territories before it would never so much as think of invading a dragon-infested land. It ensures that Agados thinks we are more trouble than they’re worth. 
 
    “We – my family, my predecessors – have tortured and abused necromancers, pane, and dragons alike. I could not abide this. I could not continue the cycle. And so I left. I forced myself into a self-imposed exile, meaning to seek aid from the rulers of Kastelir, that I might find the support I needed to prematurely claim the throne and right our wrongs from within. 
 
    “I need not tell you what happened. How Isin was turned to dust and millions of lives were lost. What I will tell you is this: do not be defensive. Do not act as though by being Felheimish you are to blame, or somehow implicit. Few knew about this, few orchestrated it. We are all victims of this. 
 
    “But there are those who have it worse than you. Than us. Remember them. They are not dead and buried, or charred bones lost amongst the ruins of a once great city. They are the former Kastelirians who no longer have homes, whose cries for help we would ignore; the pane who have been forced to do horrendous things and the pane who have been pushed back into the mountains, unable to wander freely; the necromancers who have been used by our rulers for their own horrific ends, and the necromancers who have grown up knowing nothing but a perpetual fear and self-loathing. 
 
    “The fact that I stand here today, able to share these things with you and swear that it shall never happen again in Felheim, throughout the whole of Bosma, does not change what these people are still going through. I do not expect anyone to take this news easily, and I know that countless of you have lost friends and family in dragon attacks, but I ask one thing of you: do not turn against one another. Do not make enemies out of shadows. 
 
    “Our anger, our energy, is better spent healing and helping those we have the chance to still help. This is a new era. We no longer mark our calendars from a war we do not remember and may never have happened. We mark our days from the decision we made to move forward, to be better than we were, and live together. Humans, necromancers, pane, dragons, phoenixes, and all.” 
 
    There was no burst of applause this time. How could there be? Confused silence lingered on, as though there was anything Claire could do to make sense of this, and when noise rose, there was the anger Claire had spoken of. Only it did not take a productive form, as she had wished. The celebration turned to outrage. Confused, demanding cries rose up in a cacophony that could only lead to violence, and Akela was in front of Claire in a heartbeat. 
 
    Kouris helped me clamber onto the stage, and Claire’s guards formed a blockade. She looked at her people one last time, and marched as briskly as she could back into the castle. The ceremony was over. She had her crown, along with overdue unrest, and there was nothing she could say to soften the truth that had spilt from her lips. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” someone inside called. Their billowing robes spoke of importance, and like half of the nobles in the castle, they had learnt to say Your Majesty with an air of incredulity. “Is this true?” 
 
    If there were any who’d so much as suspected the truth, much less known exactly what had been unfolding behind the country’s backdrop, it was in their best interest that they distance themselves from any accusations of involvement.  
 
    More questions rattled towards Claire. Everyone wanted to know the same thing, whether it was true, whether they had been betrayed by their own rulers, but they all wanted to ask it in their own way; they all felt entitled to have Claire answer for their pain. 
 
    She raised a hand. The crowd fell silent. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    Someone gasped. Claire might lie to the common people, but in their minds, there was no way she would be anything but honest with them. 
 
    There was more shouting. More questions the people didn’t truly want to be answered. 
 
    “My brother was visiting a mill in the town of Archwood, when a dragon struck the settlement,” a woman called out. “My brother who often had the King’s ear. Are you saying it was orchestrated? That my brother was allowed to walk into a town that was to be razed?” 
 
    “Everything that was done and everything we lost as a consequence was deemed a necessary sacrifice,” Claire said, and all the hurt and disbelief that bloated Thule was turned towards her. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Kouris bellowed. People curled their lips at her. They hadn’t taken Claire’s words about coexisting to heart. “Your Queen has had one hell of a day. Reckon she’ll want to be resting up for a while. Once those scribes get the word out across Thule and the rest of Felheim, we’re all gonna have a lot to answer to. For now, let her enjoy her day. If I’m remembering correctly, there’s supposed to be a feast at this sort of event. At least, that’s how we used to do it.” 
 
    There was no feast to be had. Not one that Claire wanted any part of. Food was brought to us regardless, and Claire, not about to neglect her duty to Thule, gathered us in the highest tower, where bells had spent the last week sounding from. We could see everything from there. It was all so small from on high, which in turn gave the illusion of things somehow being easy to solve. 
 
    We sat in silence, trying to make out a single word or phrase from the dull roar below. I had done the people of Thule a disservice: their anger had not turned to violence after all. At least not on a wide enough scale for us to fear the castle might be torn down. I’d had years to process what they were going through, and they had every right to be hurt and angry, to stumble as they made sense of this. 
 
    Everyone watched from their own window. Akela, Kouris and Kidira stood on one side of the tower, while Goblin and Ash hovered uncertainly behind. Eden and Sen shared another window, and I stood by Claire’s side, unable to tell how close was too close. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” I said quietly. 
 
    The figures below were too small to discern from one another. I could only tell the clusters of citizens and soldiers apart when the sun caught on their armour. 
 
    “I did,” Claire said. “I do not deserve to be Queen if have to hold back such a truth to keep my throne. It would’ve come out, one way or another. These things always do. Rylan knows the way of things. Katja, as well. One of them would’ve twisted it to divide my forces. Queen Claire has known all along what was being done to you, and she did not even have the decency to let you know. She has abandoned Felheim once before; what makes you think she will not do so again? That sort of thing.” 
 
    Claire paused, drawn into deep contemplation over the title of Queen no longer being something she was striving for. It was no longer a potential way out of this all: it was what she had become. 
 
    Belatedly realising the crown was still atop her head, she removed it and twisted the intricately woven piece of metal between her fingers, holding it lightly between her palms. 
 
    “I am Queen,” she said, wanting to say it with her own voice. “I am Queen and I do not deserve to withhold the knowledge that some may take closure from, finally able to grieve properly, because it is more convenient that I continue to lie.” 
 
    I tried to catch her eye and offer a smile, but she couldn’t look away from Thule and the green, wooded land spreading out from it. I held out a hand, and catching it from the corner of her eye, she handed me the crown. 
 
    I felt like I should take it with shaking hands, that the thought alone of holding it should overwhelm me, but it was only a piece of metal. It was a symbol, and I understood that symbols had strength, insofar as to show the world that Claire was what I’d always believed she could be. 
 
    “You didn’t have to say that about necromancers,” I said, resting the crown on the rough, stone windowsill. I kept a finger hooked around it, aware that I’d make myself even less popular with the rest of the castle if I let the Queen’s crown tumble a million miles to the ground. “I don’t know how many of us there are. Not many. With all the places I’ve been, I’ve only met three, and I’d know if there’d been more. It’s going to hurt you more than it’ll help us. Me. Because it’s about me, and I… 
 
    “You should’ve focused on the pane. On the Kastelirians. There are so many of them, and I—” 
 
    “It does not matter if there is one necromancer or a hundred-thousand necromancers in my Kingdom,” Claire said, finally looking my way. “I will not overlook you, or them. I will not overlook a single person for the comfort of many. I am going to rule for a long time, Rowan, and I will be nothing but upfront with my intentions. It may take time, but the laws will change. And so will people’s minds.” 
 
    My mouth was dry. There was water set out along with the food that had been brought up to us, but I could’ve drained Lake Lir  and my tongue still would’ve felt like the cracked plains of Canth. 
 
    I trusted her. Believed her. She could not make everything right in a single day, but I could learn patience. Time was the greatest resource a necromancer had on their side. Perhaps one day I’d wake up and not be terrified that everything I had was going to be taken from me. 
 
    “I guess all that talk about the dragons kind of distracted people from the necromancer part,” I said with a grim smile. “I’m not sure they’re even focused on that.” 
 
    It was a strange thing to laugh at, but it earnt a puff of breath from Claire. 
 
    Eventually, when it seemed that Thule would not be lost to riot and the inevitable flames that would be brought with it, we peeled ourselves away from the windows and sat down to eat. It was a slow, uncomfortable thing at first, as though we had all bitten off too much and could not remember how to chew. It wasn’t until Akela began to choke on a turkey leg and Kouris had to slap her back that the ice thawed between us, and I took the time to appreciate being surrounded by the people I loved and valued. 
 
    As well as Kidira.  
 
    We ate. We talked. Congratulations were passed around our group, and though Akela and Kouris did their best not to plot at the table, the pair of them rattled potential strategies and ways forward off each other. The occasional glower from Kidira wasn’t enough to deter them entirely. 
 
    Supposing it wasn’t every day I got to attend a coronation, I made a feast of the meal and ate until my stomach ached. Even Claire managed two entire plates of food, and did not once idly push scraps around and cut them into smaller and smaller pieces.  
 
    “Come with me,” Claire said, and made a question of it. There was a nervousness unbecoming of a Queen, and my mouth split into a soft smile. “There’s something I need to show you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, cautiously excited. Had the trip down not been so treacherous on her leg, I might’ve been brave enough to take her hand as though I’d never barked at her about leaving. 
 
    Sen had helped her up the tower, but Claire insisted on making her own way down. I took her cane so that she could hold the bannisters with both hands. Both of her feet moved to the stair below, and none were skipped over. She grit her teeth but didn’t let it sour her mood as badly as it could’ve. I syphoned the pain out of her and chewed on the inside of my cheek to stop myself asking what she had to show me. 
 
    She took me to her chambers. I stood in the centre of the room as though I’d never spent long, comfortable nights there, and glanced around, expecting every piece of furniture and artwork to have changed in my brief absence. 
 
    But it was as it had always been. Claire headed straight for her desk and placed her crown atop a pile of scattered papers. Taking a key from the pocket of her suit, she unlocked a drawer beneath the desk and retrieved a thick, leather folder from within. 
 
    “Here,” she said, holding it out to me. Taking the package, I pulled the chords keeping it closed free and opened the flap. 
 
    “Uh. Are these letters?” I asked, flicking through the pages that were sticking out. 
 
    “Indeed. But not for you. Do not worry.” 
 
    Claire didn’t elaborate. I bided my time by neatening the pages and wrapping them back up tightly. 
 
    After a moment spent avoiding my gaze, she clasped her hands behind her back and took a deep breath. 
 
    “I want you to go to Canth,” she said plainly. 
 
    “I—” I swallowed the lump in my throat, willing my heart to slow. She was kicking me out. She wanted me to leave. “But I don’t… I don’t want to go, I told you, I was just scared and I-I…” 
 
    “Rowan,” Claire said. Her voice was so tender that my fears drained away before my mind could catch up with events. She took the letters from me and covered my hands with her own. “I don’t want you to leave, and I’m not asking you to. All I want is for you to visit Canth. 
 
    “Kidira told me of your idea about a real alliance with Canth, and I believe it has merit. I would not, however, like to make such an offer via letter alone. You already have a rapport with Queen Nasrin. And not to mention with me. You are the perfect ambassador for Felheim.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. Had I still been holding the letters, I would’ve dug my nails into the leather binding. Instead, I wrapped my fingers around Claire’s hands and held on tightly. 
 
    “Of course, you would have plenty of time to speak with Kondo-Kana. To see your friends. Varn, Atalanta, Reis, Tizo, and… Tae, wasn’t it?” 
 
    She smiled at me hesitantly, worried she could’ve possibly done something wrong in suggesting this. 
 
    Canth. I could go back to Canth and I could come straight home to Claire. I didn’t have to choose between them. Rylan wouldn’t be upon us for months, and Oak could make short weeks out of the journey there and back. My heart was racing, only this time in a way that pushed up the corners of my mouth.  
 
    “I thought Kondo-Kana was a dangerous woman,” I asked, rocking on the balls of my feet. 
 
    Claire tilted her head to the side and sighed, conceding that it hadn’t been the wisest thing to say. 
 
    “I was a Knight. I put a sword through Ash’s back because she was going to hurt you. Kouris is the only pane to have ever taken up arms, raised an army, and slaughtered all those in her path. Akela’s axe has been at Kidira’s beck and call for years. I need not warn you against dangerous women.” 
 
    “And I brought a dragon back to life,” I said, as nonchalantly as I knew how. 
 
    Leaning forward, I buried my face in her shoulder. I grinned into the fabric of the suit most of Thule would forever remember her wearing, and she put a hand on the back of my head, idly playing with my hair as though it was the most natural thing in the world.  
 
    Her breath rushed shakily against my skin and I knew she’d been terrified this wasn’t the answer. That I’d want more and I’d want it far, far away from her. Squeezing her tightly, I eased myself back and cupped her face. 
 
    “I have something to ask you. When I get back,” I said slowly, and grinned to let her know it was something worth looking forward to. Her features twisted in curiosity, settling into soft anticipation as I pressed my forehead to hers. “It’s going to be different. Going back there.” 
 
    “It’s only been a few months,” she said, leaning into my touch.  
 
    “But you’re alive. I know that you’re here, and that you’ll be waiting for me. The last time I was in Canth, I thought—” I found myself blinking too many times. “I missed you. I thought I’d miss you forever, and that I’d never get to tell you that I loved you, and now… now I’ll only have to miss you for a few weeks.”  
 
    She kissed me as though we were already saying our goodbyes. I pressed a smile to her lips and understood what she couldn’t say. We’d both spent so long thinking each other dead, and yet there we were, in one another’s arms. Fire had divided us and an ocean had kept us apart, but I was kissing her on tiptoes while her fingertips danced on the back of my neck. 
 
    I tugged on the hem of her shirt and led her to the bed. Her suit was not the sort of thing she could sleep in, but I knew she wouldn’t be comfortable changing in front of me. Somehow, without speaking, we came to a compromise. I stayed so very close that I couldn’t have seen her scars if I’d wanted to. 
 
    I kept my forehead pressed to hers, kissing her as she changed, hands fluttering to help when her own fumbled on some stray hem. Shuffling towards the bed together, she retrieved the nightclothes that had been left in a neat pile on the edge of the bed by Sen. I only let her break the kiss to pull them over her head. I kicked off my own trousers and lost the shirt. I tugged her onto the bed, let her find some semblance of comfort, and nestled up against her. 
 
     Her jaw was tense, shoulders up by her ears. Reaching out a tentative hand, I said, “Can I?” 
 
    Claire hesitated. She pressed her tongue to her dry lips and settled on digging her forehead against my collarbone. 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    I didn’t need to touch her for it to work, but I knew there’d be comfort in my skin brushing against hers. I gently placed my hand just beneath her hip, where the incessant pain spread from the core of her wound. I brushed my fingers up and down, knee to hip, hip to knee, feeling all of her misshapen skin and the gnarled, twisted bone and muscle beneath it. The pain eked out and echoed in me, but Claire humming against my shoulder was enough to make me forget the sensation. 
 
    “Of late, I… I believe I ought to start using a wheelchair,” she said. “At times.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good idea,” I said, and had for a long time. I knew I couldn’t be the one to suggest it; it had crossed her mind over and over, despite her never speaking of it. She had to be the one to act on it, and to act freely. 
 
    “I will try it,” she said. “I will have no choice soon. I am better than I was, back in Isin. But of late…” 
 
    I’d taken all the pain I could from her and kept tracing impossible shapes across her skin. 
 
    “Thank you for listening to me. Even when I was shouting and jumping to worst-case scenarios,” I murmured. “I wanted to speak with Kondo-Kana, and you heard that. Even when I wasn’t making sense.” 
 
    “You always make sense to me,” she said, lifting her head to kiss the jaw of my line. “It simply takes me a moment to realise it, sometimes.” 
 
    “I’m glad you understand me,” I said, grinning down at her. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Do not,” she ordered, doing her utmost not to laugh. 
 
    “Or what? You’ll send me to the dungeons?” 
 
    “We don’t have dungeons. We have cellars, along with several disused armouries.” 
 
    “You don’t have dungeons? What kind of castle is this?” 
 
    “It is my castle,” Claire said, pressing her forehead to mine. “… Our castle.” 
 
    I bit the inside of my mouth hard enough to be instantly grateful I was a necromancer. I stared at her, unable to blink, to say anything, but oh, I didn’t want to leave. Not even for Canth, for the first home I’d had to call my own. 
 
    But I had to. I had to. It would be weeks, not years. I knew that we were perfectly capable of being apart but felt no need to prove it, and so grimly reminded myself that not even Claire could give me everything. There were questions she’d never be able to answer, and I had to do my part for Felheim. The alliance had been my idea and I had to forge something real from it. 
 
    The next morning, I awoke with Claire and a buzz of excitement. I was full of forward momentum, ready to throw myself at Canth’s blistering shore, but it wasn’t so simple as that. Plans had to be made. Arrangements were not yet underway. 
 
    Claire had done a lot of squinting at maps and jotting down of numbers, and had concluded it would take Oak a week to reach Canth in middling weather, providing his speed remained more or less consistent. I agreed that I wouldn’t like to spend all of that time on dragonback, and so a harness unlike any before was commissioned. After a quick conversation with Oak, once his excitement at the prospect of returning to Canth faded enough for him to be able to listen – he didn’t distinguish between places I’d been and where he’d been – he agreed to be strapped to a bow of a ship. 
 
    I thought the week would drag, but I had so much to attend to I barely found the time to sleep. There were regular bursts of disruption throughout the city, and though the number of guards patrolling the streets had increased, those altercations rarely resulted in violence. The people were angry, that was clear, but many were heartbroken and confused, too. It eventually simmered out into a blank, gaping despair we’d all had to contend with, at one time or another. 
 
    I went into the city with Goblin, thinking being out of the castle would do him good, and saw how things were changing – or being forced to change – little by little. Any signs that said Humans Only or Establishment Unfortunately Not Suited To Pane were begrudgingly taken down. I didn’t need Goblin to tell me what was written on the signs. People’s faces said enough. But there were those who welcomed change, and when word got out that we had pane from beyond the mountains residing in the castle, supplies were sent to them. It was all used blankets and battered books, but for many of the pane in the castle, it was the first time they’d had something to smile about. 
 
    Some of the city’s poorest wrote to Claire, saying they could make room in their houses for any who needed it, so long as the Queen could find a way to ensure there was enough work to go around. Acts of kindness like that made it easier to block out the voices of dissent, to ignore those who told Claire over and over that her honesty would be the end of her and Felheim alike. 
 
    With Rylan ever on the horizon, Akela put all of herself into her new role as Commander. Kouris and I helped her take stock of all our weaponry, shields, spears, swords, axes and all, assessed the state of our armoires, and visited the barracks around Thule. Goblin, while not much of a soldier, had the makings of a great strategist, and was assigned to the largest barrack on the outskirts of the city. Ash and Laus, joined at the hip of late, were stationed with him, and recruits were called from all over the Kingdom. 
 
    No matter how we looked at it, Akela always came to the same conclusion. 
 
    “We are not having enough soldiers. Not having enough horses! The spears, there are too many of them, but not all soldiers are even knowing how to hold them. These soldiers, they are not me. And that is being a very sad thing, because when Rylan’s army is coming, we are being overwhelmed,” she said with a sigh. “Northwood, when you are going to Canth, you are doing me a favour and you are asking Queen Nasrin to be borrowing her soldiers, yes?” 
 
    “We’ll find a way, Commander,” Goblin would always say. “We aren’t going to lose now.” 
 
    Supplies were sent ahead to Ironash for me and on the morning of my departure, Eden brought me a cake of her own making wrapped in brown paper. 
 
    “For the journey,” she said, leaving me with a kiss on the cheek for good luck. “I apologise. It won’t be nearly so good as Akela’s.” 
 
    I left as the sun rose, having said my goodbyes to the others the night before. Kouris would’ve come with me, had she not been occupied by a hundred other things, and had I not needed to do this alone. 
 
    Oak looked as though he’d not only been up all night, but had been pacing back and forth across the bank of Lake Lir since sunset.  
 
    “Ready to go?” I asked, grinning up at him. 
 
    He let out a strangled roar of exasperation and I didn’t keep him waiting any longer. Climbing on his back with Claire’s leather-bound documents on my own, we took to the air, headed as high as we could, and circled around Thule. The people didn’t need another dragon to pull their frayed nerves all the tauter.  
 
    Fingers hooked around Oak’s scales, I let him fly as fast as he wanted without fear of falling. The landscape tore past in a blur, and at the height of summer, moving freely through the air brought a new sort of clarity. The hours melted away, and we didn’t begin our descent until we were a few dozen miles from the coast. We hadn’t spoken about it, but there wasn’t any need to. Oak glided into the fields that had once overflowed with sheep, and I ran the rest of the way to our farmhouse. 
 
    “Rowan!” Michael called from his bedroom window. “Talk about making an entrance!” 
 
    By the time I’d slid off Oak’s back, found my feet and endured one of Michael’s hearty slaps on the back, I managed to laugh at my father’s bemused expression. It was hard to faze him, and even a pane had caught him off-guard for a mere matter of seconds, but the same couldn’t be said of Oak. 
 
    “Hm,” he eventually said, standing straighter when Oak puffed out a happy breath. “Michael wasn’t lying about the dragon.” 
 
    I had lunch with them, and there was no end to Michael’s questions about Claire and her coronation. I would’ve rather caught up with how things had been for the pair of them, but it was easier to give Michael the answers he wanted rather than attempt to change the subject. I couldn’t spend more than an hour with them, but I was glad to have seen them; not so glad to have taken them the news about Orinhal and Atthis. My father clapped his hand on my shoulder as I left but could not bring himself to smile. 
 
    I shared Eden’s cake with them, saving plenty for myself, and continued on to Canth. The locals at Ironash had been told to expect a dragon, but I still thought it best to fly around the town and approach by sea. Oak landed hard in the water, sending up waves and soaking us both, and drifted leisurely towards the docks. 
 
    Most of the town had come to see the commotion. They stared down at us, and I didn’t miss the way the hands of the soldiers stationed there hovered over their weapons.  
 
    “Ambassador Northwood?” one man asked.  
 
    “I… Yes? That’s me,” I said, holding out my arms as I stood squarely on Oak’s back. “Is my ship ready? I can tell we’re making people uncomfortable, so I’d like to get out of here as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “It is,” he said, and gestured down the docks. 
 
    The ship he pointed out was the last one I would’ve expected to be set aside for me. It was massive, with room for at least two dozen crew, but had a strange look about it for the way the mast and sails had been removed. It wasn’t the fishing boat I’d expected. 
 
    “It’s… bigger than I imagined,” I said. 
 
    “Her Majesty Queen Claire deemed it to be of suitable size. Anything smaller would’ve had difficulty remaining stable at the speeds your, ah, dragon will be travelling at. Your supplies are already in the hull, and your crew are on board.” 
 
    My daydreams of sailing to Mahon with Oak and Oak alone had been crushed days ago, when I realised I’d need someone to navigate for us. 
 
    With there being no need to attend to any sails, my crew was only four-strong. Two of them looked excited beyond belief at the prospect of reaching Canth in a week, and the others looked at Oak as though he’d be the death of them. I let those two remain on deck and had the more enthusiastic of the group help me strap Oak into his harness like he was the world’s largest horse. 
 
    I gave him a little time to get settled, for the restrictive straps were unfamiliar and initially uncomfortable, and after a great deal of splashing and stretching, he decided he was ready to leave. 
 
    I watched the coast as Oak took flight. There was resistance, at first, and the ship shook as though a storm we couldn’t see or hear was pulling waves into the air, but Oak found his stride quickly enough. We cut straight through the ocean as easily as I’d flown through the air that morning, and soon there was nothing but sea and sky all around us. 
 
    I’d overcome seasickness some time ago, and though Oak’s speed made the journey smoother, it still took some getting used to the momentum. He didn’t fly as fast as I knew he could, considering the weight of the ship, but his tattered wings beat without fail. On and on he went, flying for days at a time, only ever stopping for an hour or two. He’d sprawl out in the water, face under the surface, and float aimlessly. 
 
    I talked to the crew and found them pleasant, for the most part, but it was hard to dedicate myself to the present when I was so excited about what was to come. They treated me with a strange, stiff sort of respect. Either they thought I was more important than I was, or I had not fully comprehended how important I’d become. 
 
    With the speed Oak travelled, there was no gentle increase in temperature. Each morning I awoke drenched in more and more sweat, as though the angry sun was drifting ever closer. Had I not been a necromancer, I’m certain my skin would’ve cracked and burnt. I spent my days at the bow of the ship, impatiently gripping the rail as I waited for Canth to come into view, and helped the crew shout orders at Oak when we needed to adjust our course. 
 
    The air was thick and stifling and familiar when land crept over the horizon. Breathing was a chore and my chest burnt with the effort. I’d spent the last day in a sluggish haze, but with Port Mahon mere minutes away, no one on Bosma had ever possessed so much energy. I was so eager to make dock that I almost flew straight into a pirate town with a dragon. It was only the distant sound of horns blaring that brought me back to my senses. 
 
    They had no idea that Oak was on his way. Dragons were native to Asar alone, and most of the pirates didn’t have the first idea what they were seeing. 
 
    “Stop! Oak, that’s close enough!” I called. 
 
    Better to get the situation under control before anyone started firing cannons. 
 
    “Help me get him out of his harness,” I said to the crew. We drifted on a calm sea as we clambered over the bow and unstrapped him. He got us most of the way there: he swam around to the stern, and with a shove of his front legs, sent us gliding towards the docks. 
 
    Grabbing a rope, I half-jumped, half-lowered myself down the side of the ship. I landed in the warm, salty water, and swam to the docks like a fish fleeing a net. Water splashed against my face and the sun blinded me, but I could see it all in my mind: Reis’ hut along the edge of the beach, the temple in the centre of the town, Siren Song full to the brim, and the bright, fierce murals on the side of white, square buildings. 
 
    I climbed onto the end of a pier and found a crowd waiting for me. Daggers and swords glinted in the sunlight and it felt as though I was a heartbeat from being banished into the ocean in a stream of red, but Reis was right there in front of me. 
 
    They lifted a hand and the masses behind them relaxed. They stood apart from the rest of the pirates, save for two people I didn’t recognise. The first woman was all muscle: she was tall and black with a jaw strong enough to survive the swing from a hammer. Her hair was so short it had likely been shaved off entirely the week before, and when I caught her eye, she didn’t blink. The other woman commanded respect with her mere presence. For all the Queens I had met, I had never known a woman like this. 
 
    One look my way and I felt my powers wither to nothing. 
 
    She dressed extravagantly, as if to spite the Canthian heat, in a long, thick coat and high boots made from some animal I had never encountered. She was neither Canthian nor Myrosi though she shared a striking similarity to both people, and her voice was rich with something new to my ears. 
 
    “Reis,” she said, effortlessly making an order of it. 
 
    Frowning, Reis stepped forward and pressed their pistol to my forehead. 
 
    “Sorry, kid,” they said. 
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 CHAPTER XVII 
 
    Reis’ pistol made an unsettlingly satisfying sound when it was cocked. I put my hands in the air, not knowing what else to do, and understood intimately that Reis was not in control. 
 
    “Sza?” the woman in the long coat asked. 
 
    “Kéta Rowan os,” Reis said, not taking their eyes off mine. “Kéta orus os.” 
 
    The woman gave a slight nod. Reis felt it without having to turn around. They raised their eyebrows, less I’m sorry and more you know how it is, and holstered their pistol. They held out an arm. I’d gone from pure, honest excitement to confusion-driven fear in such a short space of time that it left me paralysed. When I didn’t move, Reis clicked their tongue, stepped forward, and threw their arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “Alright, kid,” they said, ruffling my hair. “Ain’t every day we get a dragon making port here. Didn’t have a bloody clue that it was you with ‘em. I needed to be more than sure.” 
 
    “It is me!” I said, almost throwing myself headlong into a hug. It was far too hot for that, and Reis had never been the cuddly sort. Their arm around my shoulder was more of a welcome than I’d hoped for. 
 
    “What brings you back so soon? You ain’t set fire to the rest of that continent, have ya?” 
 
    “I came back to see Queen Nasrin. To talk to her about Canth’s alliance with Felheim,” I said, remembering how to grin. My brain didn’t register that I’d thrown myself headlong into Canthian: it came to me as easily as breathing in the depths of sleep. “We’re doing it, Reis. Claire’s Queen now. We’ve got Felheim back.” 
 
    “Claire?” Reis asked. “Ain’t she dead?” 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    “That your doing?” 
 
    “Nope!”  
 
    “Huh. Sure thing, kid,” Reis said, knowing better than to ask. “You’ve got bloody good timing, though.” 
 
    The woman in the long coat stepped forward, and for a split second, my eyes were allowed to scan across the docks. Reis had always kept order in Port Mahon by letting its citizens and visitors alike believe everything happened purely because it happened, rather than by their machinations, but there was a stiff sort of formality that made the place unfamiliar. Seeing rows upon rows of pirates silently stand shoulder to shoulder when there was a dragon splashing around in the ocean was an unnerving feat. 
 
    “Szet Rowan os?” the woman asked Reis. “Lat virkénsz? Tu vallá ostayhár.”  
 
    Laughing, Reis said, “Tza, tza. Zhoba Rowan os.” 
 
    The woman stepped closer, moving in the same way smoke billowed from a fire. 
 
    “Rowan,” she said, jade green eyes fixing on mine. There was something endless to them, and I felt I could spend an eternity waiting for them to burst into light like Kondo-Kana’s. “I’ve heard much about you. Much that led me to believe you would not be returning to Canth so very soon.” 
 
    “Things are kind of…” I waved my hands vaguely in the air. “You’re, uh. You’re…” 
 
    “Yin Zhou,” she confirmed and offered her hand. 
 
    The woman she was with sneered over her shoulder, and I didn’t know whether Yin Zhou was inviting me into a trap. Yin Zhou wasn’t supposed to be there. She wasn’t supposed to be real. She was an character from Reis’ stories. A creature of legend and a part of the way the world worked, like the tide or billowing winds. She was a Kondo-Kana who didn’t sleep the ages away. 
 
    She wasn’t a necromancer. The draw I felt towards her was not like the one that had radiated from Kondo-Kana and Halla. It was not familial. It was not safe. But it wasn’t cruel or dark, either. I didn’t understand it and had a sinking feeling it wasn’t my place to. 
 
    “I…” I took her hand. It felt like anyone else’s; there was no ice in her grasp. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    “And I, you. The necromancer of Port Mahon, come all the way from Asar. And by dragon, no less. A remarkable creature; I have never seen one tamed in such a way. Or is this the new practice in Felheim?” 
 
    “He isn’t tame. He’s my friend.” 
 
    “Hm. A necromancer with a dragon for a friend. Curious.” Yin Zhou looked at him for a moment longer, then promptly lost interest. “Your Canthian is good, for a Felheimer.” 
 
    She said it as though it was the most remarkable part of the situation. Her companion, likely a bodyguard of sorts, tapped her on the shoulder and caught her eye. Yin Zhou offered a weary agreement. 
 
    “Back to business?” Reis asked, and Yin Zhou hummed.  
 
    Getting the feeling I was supposed to join them, I said, “Hang on, I just…” and sprinted down the pier. I’d almost dried off since my last stint in the water and saw to it that it didn’t last long. I headed back to Oak with a splash and placed my hands on his snout as I trod water. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon. No one here’s going to hurt you. They’re our friends. Just let me talk to Yin Zhou for a bit and we’ll sort it out.” Oak stopped blowing bubbles in the water at the mention of Yin Zhou and I said, “I know!” 
 
    I headed for the beach and waded through the shallow water towards Reis’ hut. With Yin Zhou, her bodyguard, and Reis already out of sight, the pirates of Port Mahon were scattering and dispersing. No small number of them rushed my way, cutting me off on the beach. 
 
    “Felheim!” a familiar voice called. “Oi oi! Look what the cat dragged back.” 
 
    I turned my head in time to see Tae swing her fist and endured the friendliest punch to the shoulder of all time. 
 
    “You gone blind, Tae?” Tizo asked from behind her. “That weren’t no cat I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    My cheeks ached from smiling. Having shown restraint in not hugging Reis, I wrapped an arm around their shoulders. 
 
    “I have so much to tell you guys,” I said, not caring that being hugged by two pirates during a Canthian midday was like stepping directly into a furnace. “Let me talk to Yin Zhou and we’ll going to Siren Song, okay?” 
 
    “Pssh!” Tae said, dusting herself off as she stepped back. “Don’t go acting like we ain’t got nothing to tell, either. You’re not the only one who’s been up to stuff, Fel. We’re ain’t been pining for your return, day after boring day.” 
 
    “We don’t have a dragon,” Tizo pointed out. “So, ah. Felheim. Mate. What’s the chance we could…” 
 
    “You can talk to him. He’ll know who you both are. Just don’t overwhelm him, okay? Don’t let the whole port go after him at once.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is, basically, we’re in charge of the whole dragon situation?” Tae asked, eyes gleaming in the same way a blade did before being swung. 
 
    “… Tizo’s in charge,” I decided, if only to see betrayal in its purest form claim her. 
 
    “Best not to keep Yin Zhou waiting,” Tizo said, and dragged Tae off by the arm. 
 
    I knew Yin Zhou had founded Port Mahon close to two hundred years ago. I knew she was from a continent to the south-east of Canth, and that Reis’ stories made it sound like something from another world, torn out of another time; I knew that much of the world beyond my comprehension was only what it was because of her. In spite of all that, I could’ve turned from the hut and never thought of her again, if it meant getting to spend more time with Tae and Tizo. 
 
    I might’ve done so, if I didn’t get the feeling Reis would be held accountable for my disappearance.  
 
    Inside, Yin Zhou was sat on one of the sofas. She took up the entire thing, arms spread across the backrest, coat billowing around her. I tried to look at the door leading to my old room, tried to absorb the gaping nostalgia I should be at the mercy of, but Yin Zhou kept pulling my gaze back towards her. 
 
    And she wasn’t even looking at me. 
 
    “The dragon-born isn’t with you?” Yin Zhou asked, and raised a finger in a way that told Reis exactly which drink to fetch her.  
 
    “Kouris? No, she stayed behind. In Felheim.” 
 
    “A shame,” Yin Zhou said. She took her drink without a thanks or so much as a glance. “Kouris a dear friend of mine. I have not seen her in some years. I hear things are changing in Felheim, however, and thanks to her, in part. Last I visited, Queen Mera was on the throne. What is the state of affairs now?” 
 
    I hadn’t heard of Queen Mera. Claire’s grandmother or great-grandmother, perhaps. I shot a glance at Reis, sat at the table in the centre of the room, and they shrugged. More account books than I thought possible to exist at once were sprawled across the table, and I could tell they hadn’t slept in days. There were dark marks beneath their eyes, and exhaustion clung to them in the same way it did to Claire, casting familiar shadows across their face. 
 
    “I, well. A lot has happened. Felheim used dragons to destroy Kastelir. Did you know that…? About the dragons?” 
 
    Yin Zhou waved her hand, gesturing for me to hurry up. 
 
    “Tza, tza. It feels like yesterday Kastelir was founded, and already it is ash. As for the dragons and their particular use, of course. I sat down to dine with Queen Mera, you understand. It barely took a bottle of two-hundred-year-old Yhouan wine to loosen that woman’s tongue.” 
 
    I saw in those impossibly deep eyes what she wasn’t saying: do not presume that there are secrets I do not know, or do not have a part in.  
 
    I didn’t dwell on the fact that Yin Zhou claimed to be Kouris’ friend and hadn’t told her about the dragons’ true, twisted nature.  
 
    “That was all Rylan. Prince Rylan. He’s over in the territories, or Agados, gathering an army. He plans to attack in a few months, because—oh, King Garland, he died. Healer’s bane. So Claire, Claire Ightham, she’s Queen now. Aren’s still alive, but we had to lock her up, because she wanted to keep using people and dragons like the King was. And that was kind of her doing, too. So Claire’s Queen and we’re trying to defend Felheim and help all the Kastelirians that have been made into refugees. And we don’t have as big an army as we should because Rylan took most of it, and I thought it’d be a good idea to make a real alliance with Canth. So—” 
 
    “I get the gist. Not one for politics, are you,” Yin Zhou said. She smiled and it absolutely didn’t reach her eyes. “Agados, though. I have been meaning to do something about that for some time.” 
 
    She glanced back at her guard who stood behind the sofa like a statue. The woman shook her head and Yin Zhou sipped her drink loudly. 
 
    “You’re right. Too many other things to attend to. And perhaps Queen Claire shall sort matters for us.” 
 
    “We’re trying. We—” 
 
    “Off to see my niece, are you?” 
 
    “Your niece? Queen Nasrin?” 
 
    “Well. Great-great-great-great… you get the idea,” Yin Zhou said, finishing the last of her drink. “I shall accompany you. I had only intended to see how Port Mahon was flourishing under Reis’ rule and I am sufficiently pleased. I may as well see how the rest of Canth is progressing. I find myself too easily distracted, when it comes to Canth’s problems. Such petty things consume this land.” 
 
    “I was going to go by dragon,” I protested.  
 
    “Nonsense. You shall travel with me,” Yin Zhou decided. “After all, you are Rowan Northwood, Virkénsz zau Port Mahon. Slayer of Gavern, a particular thorn in my niece and Reis’ sides alike.” 
 
    I said nothing, because nothing I said would’ve made a difference.  
 
    “Kouris alright?” Reis asked. As closed-off as they usually were, they’d been visibly uncomfortable since the conversation started. They sat with their hands under the table, clenching and unclenching them into fists.  
 
    “She’s busy,” I said. “She misses you too.” 
 
    “Heh,” Reis said, shoulders relaxing a little. 
 
    Yin Zhou’s guard decided it was time for me to leave. She said nothing, but her eyes guided me out of the hut.  
 
    I didn’t begrudge my dismissal. I only regretted having to leave Reis alone. My fear that I’d returned to a Port Mahon I didn’t recognise melted before me; one look across the docks told me that nothing had changed, now that Yin Zhou was out of sight. Oak had swum to the shore, and the whole town was gathered around, cheering when he so much as splashed water their way. 
 
    Tizo had taken control of the situation by making everyone throw their weapons at her feet, and Oak evoked a quiet sort of wonder within the pirates. There were no dragons in Canth, none outside of Asar’s mountains, and many gathered hadn’t even heard of them before.  
 
    “He don’t look much like Kouris,” one pirate muttered. 
 
    “They’re more like distant cousins,” I said, not wanting to explain about dragon-born referring to the way eggs were hatched, rather than direct lineage. 
 
    The half of the crowd able to tear their eyes off Oak turned to me, and I didn’t have time to prepare myself for the impact. A few of the more familiar faces threw themselves at me, and a chant of Felheim! Felheim! filled the air as I was jostled from pirate to pirate, elbows affectionately dug into my sides, hands reaching out to ruffle my hair and knock against my jaw. 
 
    I came out the other side of the crowd a mess of laughter and fast-healing bruises, and Tizo put a hand on my shoulder to steady me. Oak was submerged in shallow water, jaw rested on the docks, and Tae stopped staring into one of his glassy eyes to say, “So? How the hell did you manage this one, Fel?” 
 
    I climbed atop one of the pier posts and said, “It’s a long story. Are you sure you want to hear it?” 
 
    It felt good to be speaking in Canthian again. There was something about the way the words rose from my chest that left it feeling light, and I had no trouble finding a way to express exactly what I felt. I started from the moment I left Port Mahon, and no one rushed me. 
 
    Which wasn’t to say that there weren’t plenty of interruptions. There was cheering (I’d taken Gavern’s head to Queen Nasrin), groans of sympathy (eight weeks spent below deck), and even the occasional, unabashed awww (upon reuniting with my father). I told them all about the trek across Felheim and how cold they would’ve found it, despite winter having been left behind. Plenty of them were impressed by the way we snuck into Kastelir, and once I’d told them about the dragon’s corpse that quickly became Oak, they didn’t want the story to end there. 
 
    And so it continued, through to Orinhal and Claire (more cheering), to the fire that had driven me out and the mountain I’d leapt from. (Strangely, this earnt another round of cheering, amongst surprisingly little wincing). I made sure they knew all about Rylan’s army and what had been done to the Bloodless Lands, and had no shortage of things to say about Kyrindval. I took the story through Felheim and into Thule and didn’t stop until the castle was ours. 
 
    It took hours. Pirates came and went and the crowd ended up twice the size it’d been when I’d started. My face was red from more than the heat, but I didn’t care about the way my head pounded. I was home. Not for good and not for long, but knowing that it was still standing without me was enough. 
 
    “Alright!” Tizo said, reluctantly tugging me off the pier post. “Into the shade with ya. Drinks are on Tae.” 
 
    “Fuck about,” Tae huffed, but was only too happy to brag about the latest haul she’d made on our way to Siren Song. She’d taken to raiding the ships of Gavern’s replacement. He left a lot to be desired, leaving Port Mahon without a particular enemy, for the time being. 
 
    I offered up Rylan for the taking. 
 
    Falling into one of the booths at the back of the tavern, I shuffled along the seat and leant against the wall, oppressively warm and wonderfully exhausted. It was the same as ever: full of people barging past one another, glasses clinking together and thudding against tables. Card games were being played, someone was threatening someone else over a spilt drink, and cheers rose from the back while someone sang off-key. Two women started arm-wrestling in the booth behind us and ended up doing something very different indeed. In a far corner, someone was heaving. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” Tae said, winking as she whacked three steins on the table. 
 
    She slid onto the bench next to Tizo, grabbed her drink, and downed half of it. I took hold of my own, absolutely parched, but only made it three sips in before I felt myself cringe. I hadn’t tasted ale in a long time and felt a sense of betrayal flood me. What if this was Thule, not Port Mahon? Would I go home and kiss Claire with a mouth full of alcohol? 
 
    Tae rolled her eyes when I got myself a glass of water, but had fewer objections when I pushed my ale towards her. 
 
    “So,” Tizo said, leaning forward. “You got in early and hooked up with a Queen before she was a Queen. Smart move.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, doing my utmost not to smirk into my drink. 
 
    “And now you’re off to negotiate with Queen Nasrin,” she said, raising her glass in a toast. “How about that.” 
 
    “Bloody crazy. When Fel first wandered into Mahon, I didn’t expect her to last a week. Forget about getting this far,” Tae said. “No offence.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s because the first time you met her, you screamed at her in a language she didn’t understand, waved a sword in her face, and almost broke her nose on its hilt,” Tizo pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, well.” A shrug. “I was having a bad day, aye?” 
 
    “Not as bad as the day I was having,” I said. Memory was a funny thing. I’d been terrified and Tae had been covered in blood, but I found myself laughing at my former self’s expense. “Why’s Yin Zhou here, anyway? Have you met her before?” 
 
    “Once,” Tae said. “And when she comes around, you don’t ask why she’s doing it, okay? Yin Zhou owns Port Mahon and she owns us. She gets to do what she wants. Best you don’t argue with that.” 
 
    For once, Tae wasn't needlessly dramatic. Tizo nodded in grim agreement and I slumped back, already unsettled by the thought of our carriage ride together. 
 
    “You met Ade, right? Her guard? She’s well quiet, yeah?” Tizo asked. 
 
    “Didn’t say a word. Didn’t have to,” I said. 
 
    “That’s ‘cause she ain’t got no tongue. Wanna know why?” 
 
    “… Horrible fishing accident?”  
 
    “Yin Zhou cut it out. She was in a meeting with some ambassadors from fuck knows where, and they were thinking about double-crossing her. Yin Zhou knew because she always knows everything. So she said ‘look here—Ade’s never once been disloyal to me in all the years she’s worked for me.’ And she called Ade over, took out a knife, and sliced off her tongue. Held it in her hand like a fish! Ade let her do it. Talk about never being disloyal! So, anyway, Yin Zhou says, ‘She never did a damn thing wrong, but I still cut this out. ‘cause I could. Imagine what I’d do to someone who fucked me over.’ Bloody terrifying.” 
 
    Tae nodded gravely, as though she’d been sat in the room with Yin Zhou and Ade’s bleeding mouth. 
 
    “You’re really making me feel better about having to travel with her tomorrow,” I said, downing the last of my water as though it was something stronger. 
 
    “Psh. You’re a necromancer, Fel. She’s probably gonna want to keep you around,” Tae reassured me.  
 
    We stayed long into the day, until the sun set and the heat verged on tolerable. We moved to Charybdis to eat, and wherever we went, there was a familiar face waiting for me. Plenty of them had new scars to boast of. I’d be the talk of the town until something equally as absurd happened, and when I visited Oak on the way back to Reis’ hut, I found that he’d been plied with meat all day. 
 
    I bid him goodnight with a kiss on the snout and told him to eat anyone who caused him any problems. He slept along the surf, face half-buried in the sand, and I was tempted to join him. I crouched on the beach, hunted smooth shells by moonlight, and watched the windows of Reis’ hut. When I’d mostly convinced myself that there wasn’t enough movement from within to account for Yin Zhou and Ade, I shoved the shells into my pockets and climbed onto the pier. 
 
    “Reis…?” 
 
    “Right here, kid,” they grumbled from the sofa. 
 
    They’d taken their leg off and weren’t having the easiest time keeping their breathing level. They waved a hand, wanting the door closed behind me, and said, “Get us a drink.” 
 
    It was like I hadn’t spent a day away from Mahon. I did as Reis asked, uncorked a bottle, and sunk into the other half of the sofa once they’d taken the drink.  
 
    Reis wrapped their fingers around the bottleneck but didn’t bring it to their lips. Instead, they rocked their remaining leg and pressed their fingers where their other thigh abruptly ended. I’d never seen them like this. I’d thought it impossible to draw anything but indifference or exasperation out of them, but they couldn’t begin to mask what they were feeling. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    They nodded but said, “Didn’t bloody expect to see Yin Zhou today.” 
 
    “I thought you worked with her for a long time?” 
 
    “Aye, I did. It’s weird. I knew exactly what she was capable of and saw what she was willing to do, but being that close to her day after day, it wasn’t until I got away that it all caught up with me,” they said, leg rocking faster. “If she ain’t happy with how things are going, she finds a way to get rid of whoever presumed to be in charge. Look at the bloody King. That Atalanta works for Yin Zhou, right? It’s not a damn coincidence she took a trip to Chandaran just before he got assassinated.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “But you’re okay. You’re doing great with Mahon, and even if you weren’t, I’m here. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Gonna stitch my head back on?” Reis asked, mouth quirking at one corner. 
 
    “If I have to,” I said, and watched as they remembered there was a drink in their hand. 
 
    “No Kouris, huh?” they said, halfway through the bottle. “Shame. Reckon she’s got her reasons, though. Anyway—be careful tomorrow. Travelling with Yin Zhou. She’s a hundred steps ahead of us all ‘cause she started a hundred years before us, and there’s no way she ain’t already figured out a thousand uses for you.” 
 
    “I always got the impression you liked her,” I said. “Or looked up to her, anyway.” 
 
    “It ain’t like that. I did this for her—” Pausing, they gestured to their ghost of a leg. “And a hell of a lot more I don’t ever wanna talk about again. She caught me off-guard today, aye, and it ain’t that I don’t like her, but I know her better than most people.” 
 
    “Tizo said she cut her guard’s tongue out to prove a point.” 
 
    “Don’t believe everything Tizo tells you. Especially if Tae happened to agree,” they said, measurably more relaxed. “Look. First time I killed someone, I was, I dunno. Nine? Ten? Can’t say I even knew what was happening. There was so much going on, all this noise crashing down on me, and that knife my parents always made me carry around was suddenly all red and dripping. How it happened ain’t the point. You know my folks. When they saw what I’d done, my mum clapped me on the back, said it was messy but effective, and my dad sat me down for a chat about how it was alright to defend myself or to make a point, alright if it took me further in life, but it weren’t alright to just do it because I liked the feel of it. I was nine. That’s how I was raised. It might be messed up, but I don’t feel that. I’ve always been a pirate through and through. 
 
    “All of that and Yin Zhou still manages to make my skin crawl. She’s terrifying because she’s seen just about everything there is to see, and her morals are on a completely different scale. It ain’t that you can’t reason with her. It’s just that there’s no point.” 
 
    “Gods,” I grumbled. “Between you, Tae and Tizo, I’m not looking forward to the morning.” 
 
    “You’re tough. You’ll do alright,” Reis said. “Just needed to get that off my chest.” 
 
    While strapping their leg back on was far too much effort, using their cane and every available piece of furniture to get another drink apparently wasn’t. They tackled their second bottle in measured sips, and I sat admiring the latest leg they’d carved. Evidently they’d had more free time, since Gavern had stopped being a nuisance. 
 
    “So. The dragon. Gonna need to know about that,” Reis said, brow arched over their glasses.  
 
    I told the tale from start to finish yet again. It was different, now that I was talking to Reis. I wasn’t putting on a show, wasn’t boasting. The truth rattled out of me with comforting ease and I knew they cared about the people involved, and not simply the twists and turns in the story. 
 
    “Queen Claire, huh,” they said, once I was done. “Queen Kouris, Queen Nasrin. Sensing a pattern here. Oh, aye, and Queen Kidira too. Bloody glad she weren’t dead after all.” 
 
    “Come back to Felheim with me,” I said. Exhaustion had loosened my tongue, but as I said it, I realised I meant it. “It’s been, what, thirty years since you were there? It doesn’t have to be forever, either! I’m sure Oak will bring you back, once you’re ready. That way you can see Kouris and Akela, and you can meet Claire…” 
 
    “Bet Atthis is missing me, too,” Reis said, rolling their eyes. 
 
    That was one part of my story I’d left out. 
 
    “He, um. Atthis, he’s—there was a riot in Orinhal, and the city, it was… Atthis didn’t…” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Reis muttered. Knowing I didn’t want to linger on it, they said, “Who’s gonna look after Mahon if I go, anyway? You trust Tae with the accounts? Still. Wouldn’t mind meeting that Claire of yours, or Kidira. I grew up on stories about her, y’know.” 
 
    “She’s almost talking to Kouris again,” I reported, after a long, grinding silence. “She can stand to be in the same room as her, anyway.” 
 
    “Good for her,” Reis said. “I’ve kept you up long enough, kid. Reckon you must be knackered. Go on. Room’s the same as you left it, like I said it would be.” 
 
    “Thanks, Reis,” I said. I knew better than to hug them goodnight, no matter how strong the urge, no matter how much I needed it, after mentioning Atthis. “And I’ll be careful tomorrow. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Aye, aye. You’ve made yourself into a dragon and a dragon into you. I take it back. I ain’t worried no more.” 
 
    I stepped into the room – my room – to find my things untouched. Everything was exactly where I’d left it. I emptied my pockets and placed the shells I’d gathered onto a low shelf. I fell back onto my bed and let the sounds of the ocean raking against the shore lull me to sleep. 
 
    I awoke to find I’d sweated half my personality into the mattress. Dawn was long behind me and the sun had no qualms about letting me know it had risen. I groaned into the pillow, having managed to forget the way my hair perpetually stuck to my skin, and more than anything, I missed Claire. Not that I wanted her there with me at that moment; another body within a few feet would’ve been the end of me. 
 
    Reis wasn’t alone in the living area. Assuming Yin Zhou and Ade had returned, I climbed out of the window. Not to escape, but wash. I took an armful of clean clothing with me, jogged down the beach, and rinsed off what felt like an ocean of sweat in the rock pool close to the cliffs. By the time I’d changed and made my way back to the hut, the sun was beating against my back. 
 
    I scrambled up the side of the hut. It was raised from the beach and much harder getting into than out of. Varn had made it look easy, but I was left pulling splinters from my palms as I strolled into the living area.  
 
    Strolled wasn’t the right word for it. It’s what I aimed for, but my footsteps came out clunkily, like I’d spent the previous day running and my knees were only now protesting. It was hard to remember how to act in my own skin when I’d learnt so many fascinating things about Yin Zhou.  
 
    Reis was on edge again, but marginally less so than the day before. Not being assassinated in their sleep was apparently a good sign, and they had taken to dismantling their pistol and cleaning all the intricate parts while Yin Zhou sipped tea and helped herself to delicately sliced fruit. Age had nothing to do with appetite, apparently. Unlike Kondo-Kana, she still bowed to the urge to eat. 
 
    I knew she wasn’t a necromancer, but beyond that I wasn’t certain what she was. Something resonated from deep within her, something that recoiled off me the moment I tried to grasp it. It was enough to twist my own body against me. I forgot that I was a necromancer. Frowning, I turned my back on the room and cradled my hand to my chest. 
 
    My fingertips still lit up when I willed them to. 
 
    I was still a necromancer. Still me. Her powers had left me unsettled, not muted. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said, when Yin Zhou continued to help herself to fruit. It wasn’t that I thought more of myself than I rightly should’ve, but I had expected a woman with her connections and famed foresight to at least be slightly interested in a necromancer and their dragon. “Are we leaving this morning?” 
 
    “Soon,” Yin Zhou said, taking her time with her breakfast. 
 
    Ade was stood to attention again. Taking a plate of fruit for myself, I made the deliberate effort to tilt it her way. She looked at the plate, up at me, and didn’t have to shake her head to decline.  
 
    I shrunk away from her and ate with my head down. I’d only offered her food because I’d wanted to see how she ate without a tongue and was worried she’d seen straight through me. I couldn’t have been the first person to stare at her with intrusive intent in their eyes.  
 
    “Where’s your ship?” I asked. I hadn’t seen anything out of place or close to remarkable down at the docks yesterday, and there were no exceptionally unusual ships there now. 
 
    “I have more ships than you have hairs on your head,” Yin Zhou said, licking her fingers. “My favourite of which is the size of a small country. It would not do well to dock in Port Mahon. Too obvious. Far too obvious.” 
 
    “Did you stay in town last night?” 
 
    It was difficult to imagine a woman of her status spending the night in a box of a room above a tavern, lying on sheets that hadn’t been changed in weeks, but if I wanted to make conversation with her, I had to start somewhere. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    And so it went for some half an hour. Yin Zhou became increasingly less interested in anything I had to say, and I became increasingly less patient. Kondo-Kana was mere days away and I could make the trip in hours, had I taken Oak to Chandaran. I’d already be there, if not for Yin Zhou and her carriage. 
 
    “I don’t mind going alone. I could take Oak and meet you the—” 
 
    “We leave now,” Yin Zhou said, dropping her plate onto the sofa. She headed over to Reis, stood over them, and placed a hand on their cheek.  
 
    “Relax,” she said, smiling when they flinched. “I shall be back shortly, my dear. You’re doing a fine job. I could not have hoped for better. Truly.” 
 
    “… Aye. Cheers,” Reis muttered. “You leaving Oak here, kid?” 
 
    “Look after him for me?” I said, eager to distract them from Yin Zhou. “He knows you like I do and he’ll help you out around port. Just make sure no one bothers him too much, okay? He gets stressed and scared easily.” 
 
    “Looked after you, didn’t I?” Reis asked. 
 
    Smiling, I left with time for nothing more than a wave. Ade edged me out of the door, and once we were out in the early morning light, I let my fingers glow for a brief second. Just to be certain, again. 
 
    Yin Zhou’s ship might not have been at port, but her carriage certainly was. It was huge and enclosed, with big, airy windows covered in thin layers of cloth that barely diffused the light but obscured what was within. I felt oddly like I was being jostled into some manner of cell as Yin Zhou ensured I went first.  
 
    I clutched all the important documents to my chest and shuffled into the corner when Ade sat next to me. Yin Zhou’s coat was a labour of love and I didn’t begrudge the way it fanned across the seat and engulfed most of the space in the carriage.  
 
    The tailors in Thule could only dream of creating something so beautiful. I kept my eyes on the intricate details, the unreadable words stitched into the hems, and wondered if I could pass the entire journey studying it. 
 
    “You know the Queen of Felheim,” Yin Zhou said, once we were on the road to Chandaran. It wasn’t a question, and I instinctively knew she knew everything I had shared with Tae and Tizo last night. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. 
 
    “You are hers.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I always thought Felheim would be a mere phase. Mesomia rending itself apart did not end well on all sides: there were the territories, there was Kastelir, and now we have the territories once more, in ashen form. But Felheim stands strong. Thanks to interesting methods,” Yin Zhou mused. “Which are about to change, meaning the balance of Asar is also changing. Myros and its neighbours have long since been irrelevant, thanks to my dearest Teleros, but there is still Agados and the territories to take into consideration. And what lies beyond those? 
 
    “Canth trades openly with Agados. If not officially. Of late, they have been especially interested in certain products. Gunpowder, for the most part. What happens if Felheim loses or gains power? How does this affect Canth? And how does that, in turn, trickle down to the southern hemisphere? Felheim wishes to change the manner of its alliance with Canth. If Canth were to be abated of its debt, if it gains more resources – bitterwillow, say – how will it react? Will it swallow Ridgeth whole? How will the rest of Bosma react? An increase in trade, as well as military presence? My home continent has technology that would blind your people, Rowan. If one thing changes, all others do.” 
 
    “Um,” I said. It was all I could say. Yin Zhou was waiting for answers as though I could offer some enlightenment, but all that came out was, “We’re just trying to help people. We haven’t thought that far ahead.” 
 
    “Of course you haven’t. That’s what I’m here for,” Yin Zhou said. She placed one foot on the edge of the seat between Ade and me and slumped on her bench. “Do you believe that this Queen of yours has the interest of all people at heart? That she will look beyond the scope of her own Kingdom and time?” 
 
    “Yes!” I said. I held all I felt for Claire between my teeth, wanting Yin Zhou to feel how deeply I believed in her; how right she was for the throne. “She told the people she wouldn’t take the throne if they didn’t want her to. Everyone is her priority. Felheimers. Former Kastelirians. The pane. Agadians. She doesn’t stop caring once we reach borders.”  
 
    Yin Zhou considered my answer. She looked at Ade, who shrugged. 
 
    That was good enough for Yin Zhou. 
 
    “Let us hope she is as much yours as you are hers,” she said. “She will listen to you. And you will listen to me. Kouris would agree. We are old, dear friends, remember? She understands the value – and necessity – of following my advice. As her about Rán, one day.” 
 
    “Rán?” I asked, leaning forward. 
 
    “Mm. Best not to bring her up around Reis, though,” Yin Zhou said, and banished the subject with a wave of her hand. “This is a good thing, Rowan. I can help you. You can help me. You are what you are and I am what I have made myself. I have the experience you lack, and I have ways of helping you put that into action. I could help Felheim. I could stand with Queen Claire against her brother, if an army is what you need.” 
 
    “You’d… you’d give us an army? Why?” 
 
    “Because you believe she will be kind and just, and because I have been waiting for the right time to see that Agados is no longer what it is,” Yin Zhou said. “And because I would like for the both of us to be friends.” 
 
    “Because… I’m a necromancer, you mean? Is that how you’re so old?” 
 
    Yin Zhou raised her brow and held out a hand to stop Ade from reacting.  
 
    In search of a reaction, Yin Zhou settled on a smile that was about as sincere as Queen Aren’s had ever been. 
 
    “The only other necromancer I have ever met resides within Chandaran. We are family,” Yin Zhou explained. “I have plenty of other means at my disposal. Do not think you are the only source of power in this world. But do not think that it makes you any less special, either. I will do you and your Queen this favour, and you will do me one in days to come. How does that sound?” 
 
    “I…” I thought of Reis sat at their table, clenching and unclenching their fists. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Perhaps I was being selfish. Perhaps I ought to ensure the safety of an entire continent if the cost was something so small as sacrificing my own comfort and autonomy.  
 
    “You do that,” Yin Zhou said, watching the ever-repeating landscape from her carriage window. “But we can and will do great things together, Rowan.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XVIII 
 
    My second journey to Chandaran managed to be worse than the time I had no idea why I was being summoned to the castle, and it wasn’t simply because I didn’t have Varn and Atalanta for company. Kondo-Kana was waiting for me, but I couldn’t focus on that when Yin Zhou was peeling back all I was and plucking out every part of me to learn from, merely by being in my presence. I gave something away every time I exhaled. 
 
    I slept when I could and pretended to sleep when the rocking of the uneven ground wouldn’t let me drift off in earnest. Luckily, Yin Zhou was content with Ade and her stony, silent company. She spoke at length to her in a language I didn’t know the name of and Ade listened intently enough to memorise every word. Yin Zhou’s other people remained outside of the carriage at all times, and when an extravagant tent the size of a cottage was set out of a night, they slept on the hard ground. 
 
    I’d expected more of a convoy, but Yin Zhou was too old and too smart for all that pomp and fanfare. She preferred her subtleties, for extravagance often went hand in hand with assassination attempts, and throughout our three days on the road, she only found reason to use her name once. 
 
    We couldn’t have been more than a handful of miles from the capital when the carriage ground to a halt. Yin Zhou, having not authorised the impromptu break, poked her head out of the window. A second later, she slumped back in her seat and sighed. 
 
    “Wonderful,” she muttered. “Bandits. This forsaken continent teems with them.” 
 
    Yin Zhou and Ade climbed out of the carriage, so I did the same. 
 
    Five women stood on the road ahead of us, each of them clutching a larger weapon than the last. While they didn’t outnumber us, they certainly had more confidence than half the country combined. 
 
    “Go. Be on your way,” Yin Zhou said, waving a hand to swat at them like flies. “I shall endeavour to forget about this little interruption.” 
 
    “Look at her,” one of the women whispered. She was built like a regular down at Mahon’s docks, but I didn’t recognise any of them. “No one travels like that without being rich. Oi! What’s in the bags?” 
 
    “My belongings,” Yin Zhou said. “Let us put it this way, then: I am Yin Zhou. Now. Go. Last chance.” 
 
    The group stared at her for a drawn out moment before breaking out into laughter. 
 
    “You have any idea how many rich-sorts try that line on us?” asked a woman with hair as red as fire and an oversized sword in one hand. 
 
    “Dozens, I expect. My reputation precedes me,” Yin Zhou said, then caught Ade’s eye. “Would you?” 
 
    Ade didn’t need to be asked twice. She pulled a knife from her boot, stepped forward, and the redhead yelled, “Alright, alright!” as she made a tentative swing with her sword. Side-stepping it, Ade grabbed her wrist, twisted it back, and drew the knife across her throat.  
 
    The woman was on her knees with a single, effective slice. The bandits clearly hadn’t encountered anyone who could fight back before, and by the time they’d turned their panic into something vaguely productive, the woman had bled out into the dry ground. 
 
    My fingertips twitched. I could still hear her gurgling on her own blood. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Yin Zhou said. The women could not choose between fighting and fleeing and so took her advice and froze. “Rowan?” 
 
    Yin Zhou stepped back. Blood dripped from Ade’s knife and ran down the inside of her wrist. It didn’t occur to me what Yin Zhou expected of me until she gestured to the body on the floor. 
 
    “Oh. I—” 
 
    “Come now. You can kill my nephew but you cannot bring this misguided girl back from the dead? Well?”  
 
    I froze like the bandits. Why had she let Ade kill the woman if she intended to revive her seconds later? It wasn’t like the time Claire had pushed a blade through Ash’s back, thinking she would cut me in two with an axe. Yin Zhou had done it purely because she could. To her, this was not an inconvenience. It was a cheap way to see my power in action. 
 
    And I was not so petty that I would let a woman remain dead because of it. 
 
    Looking to the side, I waved a hand. The arteries in the woman’s throat closed and refilled with blood as the flesh of her throat stitched itself back together. She spluttered the last of the blood out of her throat, and though her companions tried to help her up, her bare feet slipped on the ground and she smashed her face against the hard-packed dirt. 
 
    “What the—what the fuck,” one of the bandits yelled as she dragged her briefly-dead friend by the ankles. 
 
    “I told you: I am Yin Zhou. You are not to bother me.”  
 
    Yin Zhou stood with her chin raised, pleased by the way things had played out, and watched the horizon long after the bandits were gone. I rubbed my wrist uncomfortably, aware that this would be the way of things, should she lend us an army. I would forever be tagging along with her and exploiting my powers to teach people their place around her. 
 
    “Very good,” she said, patting Ade on the shoulder as she headed back to the carriage. 
 
    I did my best not to look at Ade for the rest of the journey. All I could think about was the inside of her mouth. I knew that Tizo’s story couldn’t be true. It was like Kidira and her slaughtered brothers: it was a falsehood that served a purpose. In days people would be spreading tales of Yin Zhou’s necromancer, felling and raising two dozen bandits by the side of the road. 
 
    Perhaps Yin Zhou had a reason for doing it. Perhaps Ade had been struck by an illness, a growth, that had started in her mouth and threatened to spread. Perhaps it had been carved out by one of Ade’s enemies and Yin Zhou did not want to give them the satisfaction of letting rumours spread that someone had got close to her right-hand woman. 
 
    There were a thousand possibilities and not a single one of them were any of my business. 
 
    Yin Zhou hummed to herself for the remainder of the journey, at the mercy of a wonderful mood. And why wouldn’t she be? Even a woman as old and well-travelled as her did not encounter a necromancer every day. 
 
    I kept my eyes on the gradually changing landscape as the river Qart came into view. Slowly, buildings began to crop up, until the outskirts of Chandaran rose around us. The low city was bordered by the setting sun, turning the sky between and above buildings a dusty red we never saw the likes of in Asar. I forgot my present company, took in the sounds and smells and the gentle laze that came with late afternoon, and let my heart beat to the rhythm of the names of those I was about to see. 
 
    Yin Zhou claimed authority over Chandaran’s palace and the guards at the gate didn’t look twice at her before simpering and rushing to let us in. We followed the pathway around to the empty fountain at the palace doors, left the carriage, and let Yin Zhou’s people take care of the horses. With the documents clutched to my chest, I took a deep breath that made my chest tighten as my lower jaw trembled. 
 
    I could feel her. She was there. Of course she was, of course she was! But I had not expected to feel it so keenly, so sincerely. 
 
    Yin Zhou gestured for the doors to be opened but I said, “They’re not in there.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    She stopped the guards from leaping into action with a raised hand. 
 
    “They’re outside. In the gardens,” I murmured, breaking away from Yin Zhou. “Kondo-Kana is, anyway.” 
 
    My explanation was good enough for her. I drifted around the building and Yin Zhou followed.  
 
    The palace was located in one of the few parts of Canth that allowed greenery to grow. Left unattended, its gardens were thick and overgrown. A mess of mismatched flowers fought for their place amongst the long grass and I took the path pressed flat by a thousand footsteps before me. 
 
    I found what had drawn me close in an alcove behind the palace. A stone bench had likely been the centre of some manner of courtyard decades back, and was now surrounded by ivy thick enough to hide in on all sides. The plant crept around the legs of the seat and formed an arch around it.  
 
    Queen Nasrin sat on the bench, but she wasn’t reading endless, mind-numbing letters or examining yet more accounts. She was holding what looked to be an actual story. Atalanta and Varn were half on duty and half eating their dinner sprawled out in the grass, and Kondo-Kana—oh! Kondo-Kana was there, lying across the bench with her head rested in Queen Nasrin’s lap. 
 
    I didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. Didn’t need to. She was there. 
 
    She was there. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    Proving that she was worthy of her position, Varn scrambled to her feet and held out her spear. I hadn’t noticed it, hidden in the grass as it had been. Atalanta remained seated, but slowly reached back for her bow. 
 
    “Who’s there? C’mon, get the hell out of the shadows already. You ain’t no good at sneaking!” Varn called. 
 
    Taking slow steps forward to avoid being impaled, I held up my hands and couldn’t wipe the grin off my face. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too,” I said. 
 
    Varn glowered at me as though she would’ve rather had her dinner interrupted by Gavern, sneered for a solid five seconds, then threw her spear to the ground. 
 
    “Your Majesty. Permission to punch North Woods in her stupid face?” she asked, not letting her posture slip. 
 
    “You may hug her,” Queen Nasrin said. 
 
    Varn settled for the middle-ground. Marching over, she slapped a hand on my back and rubbed her knuckles against my scalp, not relenting until I’d pulled her into a hug. 
 
    “My! I daresay this was unexpected,” Atalanta said, cheerfully leaving her bow on the ground as she rose to her feet. “Gods! It’s terribly good to see you, Rowan. How did—” 
 
    Atalanta had no need to finish her question. Yin Zhou and Ade stepped into what little light there was and the atmosphere quickly changed from one of surprise and wonder to that of stiff respect and formalities. 
 
    “Yin Zhou. Hashá,” Atalanta said, taking off her hat. She swept it in front of her chest and bowed deeply. “We had not thought to expect your company either, my captain. It is a true honour to see you in my homeland once again.” 
 
    “Atalanta, my dearest,” Yin Zhou said warmly. She gestured for Atalanta to rise, placed both hands on her cheeks, and kissed her forehead. “How wonderful to receive such a welcome.” 
 
    Varn, who had been burrowing her gaze through Ade, belatedly remembered to bow. 
 
    Queen Nasrin didn’t stop threading her fingers through Kondo-Kana’s loose, wavy hair. That was one of the things that stood out most about Yin Zhou: people felt compelled to find uses for their hands around her, in such dire need of a distraction that they restlessly had to create one. 
 
    “Aunt,” Queen Nasrin said. “What brings you here?”  
 
    Queen Nasrin kept her tone even and her eyes sharp. I doubted there were many other people who could’ve done the same in such company. 
 
    “Do not worry about that. Rowan has far more interesting matters to share with you.” 
 
    “I expect so,” Queen Nasrin said, glad that it wasn’t anything that couldn’t wait. “When I last saw you, Rowan, I put you on a ship to the home you so desperately wished to return to. It has been mere months, and yet here you are. You could not have spent much of that time on solid ground.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    It was hard to speak, hard to tell the story the way I wanted to tell it, with Yin Zhou’s eyes on my back. Faltering, I was drawn to Kondo-Kana’s sleeping face, hoping to find some determination there. 
 
    “We shall wait inside,” Yin Zhou said. “We’ve heard enough.” 
 
    Queen Nasrin and Atalanta watched as Yin Zhou traipsed her way across the garden while Varn’s gaze remained fixed on Ade.  
 
    “Okay. It’s a bit of a long story. Ready?”  
 
    Over the last few days, I’d become proficient in telling tales of Asar. A few short months ago I was back on its shores, sharing stories about Canth. I sat in the long grass, legs stretched out, and told the story as best I could, from Ironash to my village, from Orinhal to Kyrindval to Thule. I didn’t mention the Bloodless Lands. Not in any real detail. That part was for Kondo-Kana and she was still half-asleep; she heard what she wanted to, but didn’t open her eyes. 
 
    There were plenty of interruptions, most of which came from Varn. She was determined not to believe in Oak until she saw him with her own two eyes. In her words, dragons were something Kouris had made up to mess with her. 
 
    “That was more interesting than some of Kana’s tales,” Queen Nasrin said, once I’d reached Canthian shores but omitted enough details for the leather folder in my arms to remain a mystery. “Well. Your new Queen has her Kingdom and you have a castle to call your own. What brings you here? Not that I object to seeing you, Rowan, but your report raises more questions than it answers.” 
 
    “Seriously, a Queen?” Varn whispered loudly. “Nice one. Didn’t know you had it in you.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Atalanta said with polite sincerity.  
 
    “I, um. Thanks!” I said, glad it was too dark for anyone to see how easily my face turned red. “I’m here as an ambassador. I have a message from Queen Claire. About the alliance!” 
 
    Queen Nasrin tapped an impatient finger against Kondo-Kana’s shoulder, frowned, and said, “If you are being sent to collect some new debt I am about to learn my father incurred, I can only pay it in the form of carefully planned promises.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said, opening the folder. “She wanted to get rid of that bit about debt.” 
 
    Queen Nasrin had learnt not to hope long ago. She held out a hand and said, “Let me see those.”  
 
    I handed her the letters. Settling back against the bench, Queen Nasrin read them far too quickly to take in any of the details. She started again, and handed each page she’d read to Atalanta, to confirm she’d interpreted them correctly. Queen Nasrin’s face remained blank, ever unwilling to give anything away, but Atalanta’s eyebrows crept higher and higher until blinking was out of the question. 
 
    “Canth’s debt is considerable. It has been accrued over generations,” Queen Nasrin said. “What could Felheim possibly stand to earn from this arrangement?” 
 
    “Claire knows how much it is! But she thinks it’s more important to have real allies. For us to open up trade and travel channels,” I said, heart skipping a beat when Kondo-Kana stirred but didn’t wake. 
 
    “It is all written here, Your Majesty,” Atalanta said, tapping the pages she’d read against her palm. 
 
    Waving a hand, Queen Nasrin said, “When something seems too good to be true, that’s because it is. I will sign nothing until I have assurances that we will not be worse off than we are now. I will not have this debt taken from Canth if our dignity is to go along with it.” 
 
    “But—” I tried, desperate for her to realise that this benefitted us all. 
 
    “No more,” Queen Nasrin declared. She took the papers from Atalanta and rebound them. “I suppose I’d better not leave Yin Zhou unattended for too long. I rather like my head being on my shoulders.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the way Queen Nasrin’s gaze lingered on Atalanta, or indeed the way Atalanta pretended not to notice. She stood to attention, took the papers from her Queen and gestured for Varn to get to her feet. I bit the inside of my mouth to hold back all the arguments Queen Nasrin didn’t want to hear. She was well within her rights to be cautious. She didn’t know Claire and her only experience with Felheim was one of exploitation.  
 
    Let her sleep on it. Let her read the letters over and over, until she saw that there was no catch: only an offer of friendship. 
 
    “I shall leave Kana to you,” Queen Nasrin said. She was well-versed in extracting herself from beneath Kondo-Kana’s sleeping form. “Find us when you’re ready. I’ve no doubt that Yin Zhou has plenty to discuss with the both of us.”  
 
    Atalanta mouthed lovely to see you as she marched past and Varn bumped my shoulder with her own. I smiled at her back, hoping she’d frown without knowing why, and waited until they were out of sight to tiptoe over to Kondo-Kana.  
 
    She smiled as I approached, closed eyes creasing at the corners. 
 
    “Aejin yu ka Aejin,” she said, voice thick with sleep. It was like music. I wanted to reach out, to brush her cascading hair out of her face, but had never known myself to be so content merely looking. 
 
    Looking, breathing, waiting. All of them were remarkable, in her presence.  
 
    She stretched out, toes curling, and blinked her eyes open. She sat up, soft and languid, arms stretched above her head. When our eyes met, it was like my vision had focused for the first time in months. Her eyes were not the white of the Bloodless Lands; they were something purer, something truer. 
 
    I held out a hand to help her up. When she took it, I couldn’t let go. She didn’t mind; she didn’t pull away. It was the same for her. Her fingers dug into my wrist and she trailed the back of her other hand down my cheek. 
 
    “You have changed once more. So very much, and in such a short span of time,” Kondo-Kana said. She moved her hand from my cheek to my chest and splayed her fingers over my heart. I had wondered. I had wondered if it had really been destroyed when I fell from the mountain and oh, it had. My heart had been torn from me and something strange had blossomed in its place, but it didn’t matter. Her hand was on my heart and it didn’t matter. “I have barely seen a dozen moons since last you were here.” 
 
    “There’s so much happening. I have to keep up,” I said, pressing my lips together. I didn’t want to kiss her, it was just— 
 
    It was something so much more than that. 
 
    “Humans are this way. They believe they have less time than they truly do and occasionally, they are motivated to make the most of it,” she said, fingers fluttering away from my heart. “You brought interesting stories with you, Aejin. Kings dying, Queens rising from the ashes, Kingdoms rending themselves apart; these things happen. But Oak. Oak is different. I should like to meet him.” 
 
    “He’s… it was amazing. I could feel that there were gaps in his mind, and I wouldn’t be able to bring him back to life like I usually did. They were empty and gaping, and there were too many of them. Just bringing him back wouldn’t work, so I—I poured myself into him. That’s what I did, isn’t it? I don’t know how I knew to do that, or that it’d work. I just knew,” I explained as she entwined her fingers with my own. We took a trodden path around the gardens, moonlight guiding our way. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I know the way of these things,” Kondo-Kana said, smiling wryly. For a moment, she was firmly in the present. She wasn’t trapped in the murk of a past that was lost to her. I knew then that so many of the things I had been told about the war were true; I knew she had risen and manipulated dragons and pane, knew that she had emptied herself into the holes driven into their heads. “Do not worry. Oak is different. Oak is you.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. She didn’t hide her smirk. 
 
    Breaking her gait, Kondo-Kana stepped in front of me and tapped her fist beneath my jaw. 
 
    “You are a little lamb,” she said. “The person who hurt you. When you told me about her, she was right here in the palace. Your insides have been twisted and your mind turned against you, yet you never once thought to harm her. She was right there, Aejin. I would’ve broken her to pieces, if I thought it was what you wanted, but you only needed to know how you could move past this all. How you could trust your friends to understand that there was more to you than pain.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop frowning. 
 
    “So? It’s not like I could do anything.” 
 
    “You could. You could, but you didn’t. Your actions were not an absence of anything; you chose another path. That is all. If it was me, if someone tried to hurt me again, they would be on the ground before they could reconsider their actions. In the ground before they could be missed.” 
 
    “That’s not… listen. That’s not how it works. It doesn’t change what I can do. I mean, if you went up to someone, just a regular person and said… Hey, you know that person you hate? If you stab them, they won’t fight back. And you won’t get into trouble! Most people wouldn’t be able to do it, just because they could. Right?” 
 
    Kondo-Kana wrapped her fingers around my jaw and smiled softly. 
 
    “I am happy. Happy that the things you have been through have not changed you, Aejin. Nothing has been so terrible that the things you could never do quickly become the things you have already done,” she said, and let go of my face to continue walking. “Would you like to hear a story?” 
 
    Wrapping both of my arms around one of hers, I rested my head against her shoulder and said, “I came all this way to talk to you.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said, but did not start her story until we had rounded the palace. 
 
    I was not anxious. I was not eager to hear her tale. Around her, I was nothing but calm and content. Chandaran was alive with the falling night, the day’s heat forced to subside, and I watched the city’s lights flicker through the wrought iron bars. 
 
    “I was in love, once. Before Nasrin, that is. Long, long before her. I have been in love many times, I suppose, but it is like pain: so easy to forget, once you are no longer experiencing it. But I was young, and I was in love,” she began, eyes flickering and dulling. “Her name was… it is a Myrosi phrase. I would not like to tell you what it was, without you knowing my tongue. You would not understand. To you, it would be empty syllables. A sound as vast as a dying star. It would not mean what it does; and what it means is the feeling that thaws in your chest when you realise that spring is upon you, and winter is no more. 
 
    “But I loved her and she loved me. She worked in the temple I was assigned to. She was the only Priest – the only person – who did not think as much of me as I did myself. She taught me to be humble. That I ought to understand that Isjin had made me what I was in order to serve, not so that I might glide through life, expecting everything from everyone. When I was your age, when I was younger still, oh, I expected the world to bow to me. And it did, until I met her. 
 
    “And she knew that. They knew that. The people who sought to silence and control me when I gathered the courage to question the way of things, when I saw enough to realise that my fellow Aejin and I were being exploited,” Kondo-Kana hummed. Before I could interrupt, she added, “That is not a story for today. It would not serve you well, and I can only be expected to remember so much at once. 
 
    “When I raised my objections, when I fully understood the power within me, they took her. They took her because they knew there was only one way to truly hurt a necromancer. Five years by her side, with her in my arms, and when they gave her back to me, there so little left that even I could not bring life to the dark, wet pulp. Whether they burnt parts of her or used their blades or—” Pausing, she took a deep breath of the night air. “I do not know whether I have chosen to forget how they tortured her or whether I could not tell in the first place. It does not matter. Why should it matter? I was the reason it happened. They took her because of me. 
 
    “I knew that then, but I understood something more keenly than that: they took her. They chose to do the things they did to her. I did not force their hands. I wanted freedom. They… I did not make them do that. I thought I was a lamb once, Aejin. I believed that I was innocent and that my circumstances were beyond my control, but it was not so. Do you know what I did to the people who took her? To the ones who ordained it all?” 
 
    I didn’t want to know. It would change things. It would change what I thought of her. I knew that. I knew that, and yet— 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I took them. I took the man who returned those insignificant scraps to me, as though the dark meat in his hands was her, and I did not use my powers. I used what I could wrap my fingers around, what I could feel: rocks and blades and pieces of broken glass. He begged me not to do it. He said that he was thinking of me. He would be dead within hours or days and would be free to spend the rest of eternity in the Forest Within. But I, I would be haunted by it for all time. I would not be able to sleep at night. I would not be able to live with myself. I would become someone I did not recognise. And I looked at my hands, wrapped around blades and slick with blood that wasn’t my own, and I listened to him. I looked at my hands and reminded myself that they were the same hands that had held her, the same fingers that had traced impossible shapes across her skin with such love… 
 
    “And I laughed. I laughed and I laughed and I could not stop, even as I cut into him. What did it matter if it haunted me? Five years, ten years. A hundred years. I could live with that, so long as he experienced a fraction of the pain I had in his last moments. I would become the monster they wanted me to be, because I would live forever. I would be haunted, and then I would not. I would forget. 
 
    “And you, Rowan. You could do the same. All this trouble in Mesomia would stop with a word from you. Any who opposed you would fall, and though you would ache to your core, you would forget. Time would soften the edges.” 
 
    “You…” I swallowed. My mouth was too dry to speak. The words stuck in my throat and I looked up at Kondo-Kana, framed by the night sky. Things should’ve changed. She should’ve been someone else, and she was: hundreds of years had passed and it wasn’t me hearing the story that had caused her to change. She was not that person, but she was. All I knew was that I wasn’t afraid. All I knew was that I understood, and I wished I could’ve gathered so much as the desire to hurt Katja as she’d hurt me. “You said that we forget, but we don’t forget. That these things find a way to cling to us.” 
 
    “I did,” she said. The way she spoke made me certain a hundred years had drifted by since last we’d met. “There were sleepless nights. I cried. Sobbed. Hated myself and wished to trade every ounce of my power to travel back, that I might change my mind. I cursed Isjin, claimed that she was no god of mine. But it faded, as I knew it would. Now, it is only a fact of my life. I understand how deeply I once regretted it, but if someone were to hurt Nasrin…” 
 
    “You’d do it again?” 
 
    “The world would tremble.” 
 
    “If someone hurt Claire, I…” I began in a murmur. “I can’t pretend I’d know what I’d do. I thought she was dead once already, but if I lost her again, if I saw it, I’d…” 
 
    It was all there in my mind: another siege from Rylan. Fire falling from the sky. Claire’s already scarred skin turning black with burns, flesh disappearing in chunks, bone showing through— 
 
    “See?” Kondo-Kana asked, kissing the top of my head. “You cannot say it. You would remain yourself and your Queen would want you to.” 
 
    “And Queen Nasrin wouldn’t want you to still be you?” 
 
    “I do not change, little lamb. Nasrin knows what I am, and what I have done. A moment of peace does not change that. A lifetime of quiet will not, either.” 
 
    I buried my face against the side of her neck. I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to pass judgement until I knew the whole story. I trusted that she would share it with me one day, but it was impossible to stop my mind from chewing on the gristle of all she’d said. 
 
    Strangely, selfishly, there was relief in it, too: she did not believe I would change. She did not believe I would become the things I feared the most. 
 
    “I went to the Bloodless Lands,” I whispered. “I saw what you did.” 
 
    “Myros is beautiful, isn’t it?” she said, arms wrapping loosely around me. “The colours of Phos, the golden fields and the red rock. I am glad you went. Someone must.” 
 
    I put my arms around her in kind and realised how little of her there was. She was not as lithe as Queen Nasrin, but she was shorter, all small pieces – fingers, joints, teeth, eyes – coming together to form a whole that did not take up much space at all. She was not a monolith. She was not a mountain or a fast-flowing river, though she was certainly as old and deep as the Qart. She was made of the same parts that I was, and she understood me. 
 
    “Do you ever look at the moon and the ocean and think how wonderful it is that nature works together to push and pull: that the tides come and go and fill the air with sea-salt and leave behind smooth shells?” she murmured. “Or do you look at the moon and see how it tears at the sea? How it tries to rend it from Bosma like a scab, like dead, rotting skin, and the ocean has no choice but to throw itself this way and that, ever crashing against the rocks it inadvertently shapes?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Oh, do not concern yourself with that. Come. Let us join the others.” 
 
    Together, we made our way through the dim palace halls, past closed-off chambers and bare walls, and ended up in Queen Nasrin’s study. There were few other places suited to receiving company. Atalanta and Varn had taken their place at the door and Yin Zhou sat on the chaise longue with Queen Nasrin. Ade stood behind them both, assessing every last movement for a sign of betrayal. 
 
    “Teleros,” Yin Zhou said, bowing her head in greeting. There was something stiff in her movement, something unfamiliar to even herself. “How nice of you to wake up.” 
 
    “Tahn-Zjau,” Kondo-Kana returned. When she smiled, her teeth showed. “I would not miss a dear friend’s arrival.” 
 
    “Might we continue with business?” Yin Zhou asked, gesturing to Claire’s letters spread across the crowded table. I was meant to hear nothing but mild irritation in her voice, but there was something underneath that. Something that spoke of the need to seek permission. It wasn’t respect. It was something older than that. Fear, perhaps. 
 
    “Of course,” Kondo-Kana said, falling onto the sofa in a stream of red fabric. She leant against Queen Nasrin’s side but made certain to face Yin Zhou. “We are family now, Tahn-Zjau. There is no need to be so formal around me.” 
 
    “I am only sorry I missed the ceremony,” Yin Zhou said. She paused to see if Kondo-Kana had anything more to add. When she didn’t, she set her gaze back on Queen Nasrin and said, “I have read a thousand documents of the sort before, Nasrin. I know when there is some hidden clause. This is nothing but an offer of friendship. Take them up on it. I shall speak to their Queen on your behalf, if you wish.” 
 
    “You’re going to visit Asar? I thought you’d sworn off the continent for at least another century,” Queen Nasrin said. 
 
    “Sometimes, even my plans change.” 
 
    Looking at me was Yin Zhou’s biggest mistake. Her eyes only wandered for a split second, but Kondo-Kana didn’t miss the intent burning in them. 
 
    “No,” she said plainly. “You will not go to Mesomia.” 
 
    “I won’t?” Yin Zhou asked tersely. 
 
    “You will not,” Kondo-Kana said. “You are not a selfish woman, Tahn. Sometimes, I do not think you are a woman, a person, at all: you are a force, you are part of nature. So long have you wandered Bosma and set history on its course. I know you do not do all of this for yourself. But sometimes, sometimes you are wrong. Sometimes, you think of yourself and it is not in relation to the world at large. 
 
    “You will not go to Mesomia. Rowan will not be in your debt; she is not yours to use.” 
 
    “Felheim needs an army. I have plenty at my disposal, and—” 
 
    “Jahta: kénsz shalaau zha valh asta, qon ka von as,” Kondo-Kana said, eyes flashing. 
 
    The moon, pulling the tide. The moon, tearing skin from muscle. 
 
    Yin Zhou ground her teeth together. Ade pretended not to understand what passed between them, and I watched it unfold. I watched Kondo-Kana take an army from me, watched her forbid Yin Zhou from helping us win an impossible battle, and I could not have been more relieved. 
 
    I wouldn’t be hers. I wouldn’t be used. 
 
    “Nasrin,” Yin Zhou near-enough snapped. “Go in my place. Meet the Queen for yourself and consider her terms.” 
 
    “Now,” Queen Nasrin said slowly. “You want me to go to Felheim now, with things as they are, to talk to someone.” 
 
    “Things will always be as they are. Canth will not one day be the land you dream it can be if you do not step outside of the palace once in a while, Nasrin. I am pleased with the progress you have made thus far, but even if there was some catch, why would you not want to rid your country of its debt?” 
 
    My eyes darted between the two of them. The conversation couldn’t go fast enough. My mind was racing ahead; already, I was dragging Varn and Atalanta back to Thule with me. 
 
    “And who will take care of my country while I am gone? Who will respond to all of these?” She used her bare foot to gesture to the letters making towers out of the table. “Who will attend the hearings? Who will answer to the people when the banks of the Qart are not fertile enough for the third harvest running?” 
 
    “Those are trivial matters. Anyone who sounds as though they know what they’re doing can attend to them,” Yin Zhou said dismissively. “Do not worry for Canth. I shall take care of this palace you call a home.” 
 
    “You will stay here?” 
 
    “I will. The law permits for a suitably competent family member to rule in one’s absence.” 
 
    “When did you implement that law?” 
 
    “Everything for a reason.” 
 
    “It is not that I do not trust you. You are… Canth would flourish in your hands,” Queen Nasrin admitted. “But what do you gain from this?” 
 
    “An insight of Canth’s workings. A break, more than anything.” 
 
    “I… I cannot leave. There is too much I must do here, and—” 
 
    It was a weak argument, even before she was interrupted. I saw in her eyes that she wanted to go and that she understood the potential growth it would mean for her country. It was only that she was afraid to hope. 
 
    “You can,” Yin Zhou said. “And you will. Teleros?”  
 
    “I have always known I would return. That Asar’s shores would greet me once more. There is hope in this, Nasrin, and I have known Tahn-Zjau for a very long time. She will not fail Canth. Not while I still draw breath.” 
 
    Lowering her voice, Queen Nasrin leant towards Kondo-Kana and whispered, “But the ocean, Kana, you will have to—” 
 
    “It does not matter,” Kondo-Kana said. She finally turned her back to Yin Zhou and placed a hand on Queen Nasrin’s face. “Do not think of me. Think of Canth; think of all we can ask of Mesomia. Rowan’s dragon will have us across the Wide Waters in a week, and the Queen, she will swallow this debt and offer us her hand in friendship. I trust Rowan. I trust her Queen.” 
 
    The course was clear. Queen Nasrin closed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose, and said, “Very well. Very well. I cannot argue with my aunt and wife.” 
 
    And so it was.  
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XIX 
 
    Varn and Atalanta’s room was one of the few left open in the palace. They’d made a home of it, even if most of the decorating had been left to Atalanta. There was a small, low shrine in one corner, covered in half-burnt candles and pools of melted wax. A fist-sized statue of Isjin entirely unlike the form Kondo-Kana revered stood in the centre. Windows ran from floor to ceiling, thin curtains billowing in the warm breeze, and one wall was taken up by alternating displays of books, weapons and beautifully unfamiliar trinkets that spoke of adventures in lands beyond my imagination.  
 
    Atalanta settled down on the sofa, but Varn insisted on dragging me to the bed to better interrogate me about the situation. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m just saying,” she said, hands grasping at the nothing above her as she rolled onto her back and clicked her tongue. “All me and Lanta have done since you left is stand around like we’re bloody being paid to look pretty, and you’re telling me about your new dragon and phoenix, and your girlfriend’s a Queen.” 
 
    “Right?” I said, rolling onto my side. Varn scowled with something like jealousy, perhaps missing the adventures pirating brought with it, but Atalanta watched from the sofa with unabashed amusement. I doubted Varn’s time had been that boring in my absence, considering she had spent most of her stint in Mahon whining about wanting to see Atalanta. “It’s as if either everything happens at once, or it doesn’t happen. I’ve gone months in Port Mahon without anything interesting happening, anything beyond… life, but since I got to Felheim, there’s been enough happening to last years. Decades! I don’t know how I’ve found the time to sleep.” 
 
    “I still don’t believe you about the dragon. Or the phoenix. Gods! Ain’t making a fool of myself for you, North Woods. Not until I see ‘em for myself.” 
 
    “And you will see them, darling,” Atalanta reminded her. “We leave in the morning.” 
 
    Scrunching her face up, Varn said, “How the hell are you so calm? We’re going to Asar, across the Wide Waters, with no fucking warning!” 
 
    “I have known Yin Zhou longer than you, my love. I have witnessed things far less believable and more abrupt in her employ plenty of times,” Atalanta said. 
 
    Varn furrowed her brow and decided to give up trying to accept any of it. Me being there was surprise enough. Every now and again she’d glance at me, narrow her gaze, and sneer whenever I smiled. 
 
    After a few minutes of such a back and forth, Varn shuffled onto her side, forehead inches from mine, and searched my face. 
 
    “That nutjob who cut your hand off. Katja. You said she’s with Rylan and that now, yeah?” Varn asked without consideration. She didn’t give me time to nod. “We’ll find her. I’ll stick a knife in her face for you, alright?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. Not because I couldn’t and not because Katja being brought up never failed to wind me, but because there was something caring and sincere there. It just so happened to come from Varn, who equated acts of violence with displays of affection. 
 
    “I see you’re going to make a wonderful impression on the Felheimish,” Atalanta said, when the silence dragged on. 
 
    We didn’t sleep. Every time I thought I might drift off, Varn had another question about the food or customs or climate. She wanted to know exactly how cold it was going to be, and when I explained that it was nearing the end of summer, so she shouldn’t have too much to worry about, she said we had too many seasons. Going to Asar was the worst idea anyone had ever had. Ever.  
 
    Atalanta rose with the sun and packed for herself and Varn. Varn sat with her arms folded across her chest, complained that she was tired and, impressively, was more irritable than usual.  
 
    I helped Atalanta carry the bags Varn wouldn’t and met Queen Nasrin and Kondo-Kana by the palace doors. Yin Zhou and Ade were with them, and Yin Zhou nodded over and over while Queen Nasrin spoke at length. 
 
    “—Nasrin. Darling. This is not the first time I have watched over a country in its leader’s absence, and Canth is not in the worst shape, either. You spend so very much time behind letters and accounts that I daresay the people will scarcely notice your absence. I will not be public about this. I shall simply do the job as you yourself would.” 
 
    “So you say,” Queen Nasrin said. “I understand who and what you are, but you understand why I am not comfortable with this. You understand how very much of myself I have given to Canth. And it rather feels like I am being pushed out of the door.” 
 
    “You give more to Canth in visiting Felheim,” Yin Zhou assured her. “And was this not in your best interest, your wife would never allow me to move you an inch.” 
 
    “I will not interfere with history,” Kondo-Kana said, sounding as though she’d got far more sleep than I had. 
 
    “And yet you did not allow Yin Zhou to aid Rowan,” Queen Nasrin sighed. 
 
    “It is different. I am protecting my own. Humans, now, it is not for me to meddle with them.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Queen Nasrin said, keenly aware that she had no choice but to relent. Reaching out to take Yin Zhou’s hand, she said, “If this is truly for Canth, then so be it. I will see our debt ground to dust.” 
 
    “So you shall,” Yin Zhou agreed, shaking her hand. 
 
    With nothing more to say, she saw herself into the palace. Ade remained outside and Queen Nasrin visibly relaxed, shoulders slacking. Deciding that the sooner we left the sooner we could return, Queen Nasrin wasted no more time. She had Atalanta and Varn move their collective luggage onto the top of the carriage Yin Zhou had lent us and climbed in with Kondo-Kana at her side. Yin Zhou had lent us horses, as well. Varn didn’t trust anyone in Mahon enough to look after Fiennes and Musashi for more than five minutes. 
 
    Atalanta took the seat at the front of the carriage and I hopped inside. Varn didn’t move. 
 
    “You coming?” I asked, poking my head out of the window. 
 
    “Yeah, I just—” Varn began. Words failing her, she glanced over her shoulder and caught Ade’s eye. 
 
    She immediately turned around and scrunched her face up, thinking that if she were still enough, Ade would forget the eye contact. 
 
    Varn’s shoulders rose to her ears as Ade’s boots crunched against the parched ground behind her. With a hand on her shoulder, she turned Varn on the spot and put a fist under her chin to hold her gaze. 
 
    “Do not be afraid of Felheim, or the journey there,” Ade said. I was so surprised by the fact that she was speaking that it took me a moment to process that words actually meant something. “You will be fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, I— Look, I just—” Varn tried. “Argh. Whatever.” 
 
    Ade’s hand slipped from Varn’s shoulder and she wrapped an arm around her back. Varn slumped against her, returned the hug, and the pair embraced with awkward, heartfelt warmth.  
 
    “You will be fine,” Ade repeated. “You are greater than any dragon, stronger than any storm.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure,” Varn said, rolling her shoulders to free herself. “Have fun doing fuck all for the next few months.” 
 
    She turned back to the carriage and saw I’d witnessed the whole thing. Splaying a hand against my face, she pushed me through the window and into the far corner. 
 
    “What?” she asked as she barrelled in after me. “Gods. Don’t tell me you listened to Tizo about her, Rowan.” 
 
    “I just thought—” 
 
    “No one’s gonna cut my mum’s tongue out,” Varn grumbled. “Not even Yin Zhou.” 
 
    The journey was uneventful. Varn fell asleep slouched against my side and Kondo-Kana was occupied by her own past. Deep in thought, she did little more than hum under her breath throughout the days it took us to reach Port Mahon. Having her close was enough. I drifted in and out of sleep, jerked awake by bumps in the road, eyes always snapping open to see Queen Nasrin scowling at her latest failed draft. 
 
    She was putting too much pressure on herself and telling her that she didn’t have to worry about being so formal did nothing to help. Her journey marked the first time anyone from Canth’s royal family had visited its supposed allies, and Queen Nasrin was determined to do things right. Writing the perfect reply was the first step. 
 
    I didn’t try to stop her, after that. It couldn’t be easy for her. She had, in effect, been pushed off her throne with a few short words and exiled from her own country due to a spur of the moment decision. It didn’t matter how temporary her absence would be. She understood how tenuous her rule was with Yin Zhou’s shadow draped over Canth. 
 
    We spent our nights in small inns across barren stretches of road, never mentioning who we were. On my first journey to Chandaran, I’d been glowing and the innkeepers couldn’t have been more delighted to have a necromancer in the building. I wasn’t certain they’d be able to comprehend having two necromancers and the Queen of Canth under their roof.  
 
    “Looking forward to seeing Reis?” I asked Varn as Port Mahon rolled into view. We’d taken the reins from Atalanta, who was cheerfully chatting with Queen Nasrin about all the things that wouldn’t go wrong in their absence. She had the utmost faith in both Yin Zhou and her Queen. 
 
    “Shut it,” Varn said. “It ain’t even been seven months since I was here. Everyone’s gonna think I’m doing it on purpose. Gods. Like going to Asar ain’t bad enough, we’ve gotta go through Mahon to get there.” 
 
    Poking her head out of the window and holding her feathered hat in place with a hand, Atalanta said, “Don’t fret. You’ll get to see Akela, won’t you?” 
 
    “I fucking hate the lot of you,” Varn muttered, steering the horses towards the stables outside Port Mahon.  
 
    “He’s here,” Kondo-Kana said, smiling distantly as she stepped out of the carriage and slipped an arm around my shoulders. “Your dragon.”                           
 
    “You can feel him?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course. He is you and you are him. It is the same,” Kondo-Kana said. I didn’t doubt her, but I’d only ever been able to sense Oak using my eyes and ears. 
 
    “You mean… like he’s a necromancer?” 
 
    “He is keeping himself from dying, is he not?” she asked. “You cannot feel him because we do not understand ourselves in the way we understand other Aejin.” 
 
    That made sense. If I felt as I did around Kondo-Kana or Halla when I was alone, I never would’ve had a dark moment in my life. 
 
    “Should anyone ask,” Queen Nasrin said as she headed towards the town, letting Varn and Atalanta drag our things with them. “I am a wealthy merchant, here to discuss business with Reis Jones.” 
 
    “You got it, Your—er, Merchantness,” Varn said, grunting as she hoisted one of the larger bags higher up her back. 
 
    We avoided the town itself and wound our way down to Reis’ hut. It was a few hours after midday and the scorching sun was high, leaving much of the streets and beach deserted. Kondo-Kana walked barefooted on the burning sand, long red cloak trailing behind her, while I was drenched in sweat. I focused on Felheim, on the autumn that was promised and the winter that’d follow, and wiped my forehead with the back of my hand as I jogged the rest of the way to the hut. 
 
    “Reis!” I called, nudging the door open with my elbow. “We’ve got company!” 
 
    Reis wasn’t inside. There were signs of life, from the half-eaten rice on the table next to open account books, to their leg haphazardly discarded on the sofa, but all was silent. The others had let themselves in by the time I reached the end of the pier. I shielded my eyes from the sun, just about able to make out Oak and Reis. 
 
    Light danced off the gentle blue-green waves, and far from the beach, Oak floated with his wings spread out. Reis laid on his back, soaking up the sun. Had Queen Nasrin not been hovering by the door, I would’ve let them drift across the ocean until Reis remembered how much work it took to keep Mahon running. 
 
    I waved my arms above my head and achieved absolutely nothing. Atalanta joined me on the pier. With a polite smile, she took the responsibility of getting Reis’ attention off my hands. She brought her fingers to her mouth and sent out a sharp, sudden whistle across the ocean. 
 
    Oak was gliding towards us in an instant. Reis, broken from their trance, had an arm hooked around one of his horns and almost toppled into the ocean when he stopped sharply at the pier. Oak clambered up with a rush of water and soaked us for a second time when he spread his wings out. 
 
    “Alright,” Reis said, taking my hand when I offered it. Their cane had been left on the edge of the pier and Atalanta swooped down to offer it out to them. “What’s all this about, then?” 
 
    Varn jabbed a finger square against their chest, but Reis snatched hold of it before she could knock them off balance. 
 
    “What’s all—what’s all this about?” Varn spluttered. “Like me and Lanta turning up is a bigger deal than… that!” 
 
    “Watch yourself. His name’s Oak,” Reis said, releasing Varn’s finger and hooking an arm around her shoulders. “And I might not have my glasses on, but I ain’t completely blind. Pretty sure that’s the bloody Queen of Canth standing in my living room, along with a necromancer.” 
 
    Varn didn’t reply. All of her attention was on Oak, split evenly between awe and the desire to find out how difficult dragon slaying really was. When blinking didn’t drive him out of existence, she lifted a hand and Oak mirrored her. His tail swished in the water as he perched on the end of the creaking pier, and he pressed his great, clawed paw to her palm. 
 
    Varn laughed, mouth splitting into a smile that made her less rough around the edges. There’d be no getting through to her for a good while. 
 
    Atalanta was quietly impressed, endeared by Oak and Varn alike, and Kondo-Kana watched from a distance I couldn’t comprehend. If Kondo-Kana felt the same pull to Oak that I felt to her, I would’ve tumbled straight into the ocean in my rush to get to him. 
 
    Queen Nasrin wasn’t quite so impressed. Her gaze drifted past Oak and instead settled on the ships docked at port. To her, going to Felheim was more monumental than any dragon, half-dead or not. Like the Kastelirians once had, she likely expected the country to be teeming with more of the same. 
 
    Reis caught her eye. There was no formality to it. They simply tilted their head in mute respect and kept hold of Varn for support. 
 
    “Push me in the water and I’m gonna get Oak to eat you,” Reis warned. 
 
    “I remember when you used to have two legs,” Varn muttered. She was too distracted by Oak to shrug Reis off. “Weird how there’s less of you now but you’re still just as fucking annoying.” 
 
    “Why did we ever break up?” 
 
    I retrieved Reis’ leg and had Oak on his way to the docks as quickly as Claire’s name was out of my mouth. The six of us made our way across the beach and baked flagstones, drawing looks because Reis never went ignored and nobody was going to miss the opportunity to glare daggers at Varn. Between the two of them, they made a decent distraction. The pirates that hadn’t hidden from the sun were too busy watching a dragon being strapped into a ship to wonder who the women with Reis were, anyway. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m going already. I just got here. It’s barely been a week!” I said, while Kondo-Kana waved my crew away and leant against the bow, talking with Oak under her breath.  
 
    “Can’t be keeping you here for years again, I guess,” Reis said. 
 
    The others were on board, luggage and all, save for Varn. She hovered on the gangplank. 
 
    “I’ll be back, alright? Once this is all sorted. I’ll bring Kouris, too,” I promised. “Want me to tell her anything for you?” 
 
    Reis shrugged. 
 
    “Tell her I said hi.” 
 
    I laughed under my breath and shoved Varn onto the ship to distract myself from the ache in my chest that told me I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t want to leave, but Claire and Kouris were in Felheim, Akela too, and I had to let that thought keep me company on the way home.  
 
    I helped pull in the gangplank, and instead of tending to the ropes, the crew told Oak that we were ready to leave. The ship set off with a heave, and I held my hands above my head, waving as Port Mahon slowly pulled away from us. Reis watched, unblinking, but the moment I was about to turn my back to them, they started waving.  
 
    I grinned but didn't get the chance to wave harder. Reis fired their pistol skyward, forcing a thwup into the air.  
 
    “The hell?” Varn called, rushing to the stern.  
 
    “I believe somebody wants our attention,” Atalanta said, and called, “Terribly sorry, but we're going to have to wait a moment,” to the crew.   
 
    Oak was confused but would've had no qualms about returning to shore for Reis, had turning back with a boat strapped to him been an easy manoeuvre. We weren't left in suspense for long. One moment Reis was being sailed over in a rowboat, and the next they were clambering up the side, grumbling, “Bloody hell. Alright, alright.”  
 
    Resisting the urge to kick them off the side, Varn took Reis' outstretched hand and pulled them onto deck.  
 
    “The hell you playing at now?” she asked.  
 
    “You lot ain't going nowhere without me,” they said, finding their feet. “It's about time I took a break from Mahon.”  
 
    “You're coming with us?” I asked. 
 
    Reis was right there in front of me but it still felt too good to be true.  
 
    “Yeah. Mahon needs to figure out how to pull its weight without me, and it ain't like my parents are far. They're always telling me they'll take care of things, like I'm needing a holiday. Well, here it is. Plus, it's been too long since I last saw Felheim, and y'know. Kouris,” they explained, rubbing the lenses of their glasses against their vest. “Got room for me, aye?”  
 
    “Of course!”   
 
    I would've slept on the deck if it meant making room for Reis.  
 
    They journey back was shorter by almost a day. Oak was more confident crossing the ocean and warm, favourable winds carried us back to Asar. I spent those six days with Reis, Atalanta and Varn, for the most part. We played dice and card games to pass the time, and Atalanta shared stories about her past adventures. Even Reis raised an eyebrow at the authenticity of them.  
 
    She told us about her time spent in a land that was all frost and ice, where the humans were as tall as pane, and about the house-sized boar that had spent half a decade tormenting a town full of seasoned hunters. The locals hadn’t been able to stop it, but Atalanta had killed with it a single well-placed arrow.  
 
    Supposedly.  
 
    Reis snapped commands at the crew and had them working twice as efficiently with a few well-timed stares, and Varn didn't spend as much time acting as something akin to a pirate as I'd expected her to. She kept to her quarters and the centre of the deck, and didn't so much as lean against the railings to take in the view.  
 
    I didn't see Kondo-Kana, but in the same way that I'd felt Katja through the walls on my last trip to Asar, I knew she was there. I knew that something had changed, as well. At night, when the blanket of stars stretched on forever, light crept between the boards that made up the walls and door of her quarters. When the wind dropped to a whisper, silent, empty howling resonated from within her. Queen Nasrin rarely left the room, and when she did, any questions about Kondo-Kana were met with a curt shake of her head.  
 
    As much as Kondo-Kana wanted to return to the Bloodless Lands that were still Myros in her mind, she had to cross her own watery grave to get there. I had died a handful of times falling down a mountain, and though it had been over in minutes, the thought of it still made me uncomfortable in my own skin. Too much had changed within me. Kondo-Kana could've been trapped at the bottom of the ocean, drowned and dead, for weeks, for all I knew. Parts of her could've been nothing but bone.  
 
    When shore came into view, I climbed and crawled across Oak's restraints and made the rest of the journey on his back. The people of Ironash had been expecting us, in the same way that I had expected a Knight to arrive in my village; just because it was a possibility didn't mean it would ever happen. There was a smattering of a crowd at the docks, but the rest of the town withdrew into their homes.   
 
    Oak landed in the water and drifted towards the shore. He planted his paws against the dock to stop, and the ship thudded awkwardly behind him. Praising the sight of land and cursing how cold it was all in one breath, Varn darted across the restraints to help me free Oak. He knew the plan by heart. Reis had written a letter to Claire, explaining that I was returning with company, and Oak was to deliver it, ahead of us.   
 
    I tied it around his neck and told him he could rest, if he wanted to, but he flew towards the castle at full speed. I didn't blame him: I was just as eager to see Claire and Kouris. I would've gone on his back, had I not been determined to play the part of ambassador.   
 
    “Quit smiling,” Varn snapped. “I already hate it.”  
 
    “What's wrong with it?” I asked, watching as she cautiously placed a foot on the docks.  
 
    “It's shit! Look at it—it's bloody cold, and everything's covered in plants.”  
 
    “Ain't even winter yet,” Reis added helpfully.  
 
    It was easy to secure a carriage and horses, after showing the seals Claire had given me. We dragged our luggage towards the streets and loaded it onto the carriage, and Queen Nasrin and Kondo-Kana joined us. The Queen walked with her arm around Kondo-Kana's waist, murmuring something in her ear as she supported her.  
 
    Kondo-Kana had her hood up and her cloak wrapped tightly around her, but even at midday it was too easy to see the light pouring from her. It filtered through her long, tangled hair, bled through her cloak, and her steps were heavy, misplaced. Had Queen Nasrin not been there, she wouldn't have been on her feet, let alone moving in vaguely the right direction. This wasn't the Kondo-Kana the stories spoke of. There was no power, no destruction. She was vulnerable enough that a stray breeze could be the end of her.  
 
    “Hah! She's lost it again,” Varn said gleefully. She jabbed Kondo-Kana in the shoulder. “Hello? Anyone home? We're back on solid ground!”  
 
    “Leave her be, Varn,” Queen Nasrin said sharply. To her credit, Varn snapped a salute and her mouth shut in the same instance.  
 
    Atalanta and Varn took the driver's seat, and I sat next to Reis in the carriage. Kondo-Kana sunk into the corner, making herself smaller, and absent-mindedly raked her nails against the door. Queen Nasrin kept gently wrapping her fingers around her wrist to draw her hand away, but Kondo-Kana invariably shook her off and started all over again. Reis and I looked anywhere but at her, pretending it didn't bother us.   
 
    “How long until we reach your capital?” Queen Nasrin asked, though I was certain she'd already studied the maps for herself.  
 
    “Just a few days. I want to stop off at my village first, but it's on the way and it won't take long.”  
 
    “Hm,” Queen Nasrin said, tapping her fingertips against her knee. “Is it always so cold here?”  
 
    “This is almost as hot as it gets,” I was sorry to admit. Varn wasn't whining for no good reason. I'd only been back in Canth for a little over a week and already missed the searing heat. “I'm sure Claire will help you find something warmer to wear!”  
 
    Nudging me in the side, Reis said, “Don't reckon I've ever seen you so excited.”  
 
    “Of course I'm excited. Everything's... well, if Rylan had come back while I was gone, they would've heard about it in Ironash. People wouldn't be so calm. Which means that this is a good thing! Queen Nasrin's here, Kondo-Kana's here, Varn, Atalanta, you. I get to have all my friends in my Kingdom, and it's going to be good for Felheim and Canth. It's a big deal!”  
 
    “Aye, aye,” Reis said. “And seeing Claire ain't got nothing to do with it, I suppose.”  
 
    “Maybe a little bit,” I said, like my grin didn't give me away.   
 
    My village was in sight by early evening. There was no point in causing too great a delay, so I had the carriage stop at the top of the valley and rushed down with Atalanta at my side.  
 
    “This is where you grew up? Goodness! It's like something out of a story,” Atalanta said, taking in the view. “It's wonderfully rustic. What humble beginnings you have!”  
 
    I banged on the farmhouse door and Atalanta removed her hat, dusted it off, and ensured the feather was standing up properly.  
 
    My father answered the door and Atalanta immediately took his hand.  
 
    “I understand that you have no idea what I'm saying whatsoever, but it's terribly good to meet you! Your daughter is quite wonderful, and something of a living legend in Canth.”  
 
    My father shook her hand heartily, nodded his greetings, and turned back to me for an explanation.  
 
    “This is Atalanta. She's Canthian,” I said. “Some of my other friends are with us, too! I can't stop because we kind of have the Queen of Canth with us and we need to get back to Claire. There's not room in the carriage, but you should come to Thule, okay? I don't like you and Michael being alone down here when we have plenty of room up there. So think about it! I know Claire would be happy to have you there.”  
 
    “A pane, a dragon, a Canthian, a Queen...” my father muttered and shook his head. “I'll leave the decision to Michael. Which means yes, doesn't it?”  
 
    Beaming, I said, “I'll get Claire to send you a letter once we've sorted everything out with Rylan. Once it's safe for you to come up.”  
 
    I left with a hug, and Atalanta looked all too proud of herself for saying goodbye in Mesomium.  
 
    We travelled late into the night. I took the driver's seat with Reis and Atalanta both, being the only one who knew where I was going, and whenever Varn asked if we could finally stop, Queen Nasrin waved a dismissive hand. Travelling at night was no easy task and my eyes were heavy before the sun had set, but I understood her haste.  
 
    Our stops were impromptu camps. I built the fires, familiar with our surroundings, and we slept on the hard ground while Kondo-Kana and Queen Nasrin remained cramped in the carriage. For once, Kondo-Kana wasn't sleeping. She was barely blinking. It wasn't until late into the second day of travelling that something within her changed. Her blank stare became a little more focused, and she began to mumble under her breath.  
 
    I closed my eyes as the carriage jolted over every loose pebble in our path, and tried to take in what she was saying, even if it was in Myrosi. I didn't need to speak the language to know that it meant nothing and everything all at once. Queen Nasrin gently hushed her, one arm around her shoulders as she idly patted the side of her head.  
 
    “Is she going to be alright?” I asked.  
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Queen Nasrin replied. “She'll recover, if nothing else. Kana slips away from herself, from time to time. That's all. I knew she should not have made the journey, but she would not stay in Canth. There is no stopping her when she sets her mind to something. Kana is... afraid, more than anything else. Afraid more than any of us can know. She insisted on crossing the ocean she died in time and time again, because the Bloodless Lands were promised to her.” 
 
    “Do you know about them? The Bloodless Lands?” I asked, and no matter how much I knew I was prying, I couldn't stop myself. “Do you know what happened?”  
 
    “Indeed. I know what it is, how it came to be, and why. All that there is left for Kana to tell, that is,” Queen Nasrin said. “But it isn't my story to share, Rowan. I know she wants to tell you. But you have to understand that while who she is remains constant, what she is comes and goes; she does not keep things from you to be cryptic, but simply because she does not remember them.”  
 
    I nodded. I wanted to understand. Too often it felt like Kondo-Kana had a plan for everyone and everything, that she saw decades into the future and knew patience enough to ensure everything happened at the right time. It was easy to think of her as a Yin Zhou with a thousand years more practice behind her, rather than someone who simply forgot and spent much of her time lost.  
 
    “You have been there. You’ve seen what she has done,” Queen Nasrin said. “Does this change what you think of me? I chose her, regardless of that. I knew. It was an informed decision.” 
 
    “I… I think it’s more complicated than what I think, Your Majesty.” 
 
    As we wound further north, what little heat there was simmered. An early autumn was upon us, and while I relished the way the leaves were turning crisp along their darkening edges, promising blooms of red and orange-gold, Varn had nothing but complaints. I hoped it would start to snow, bitter winds freezing her mouth over. Atalanta was far better company and had nothing but genuine curiosity and delight to offer up to the passing landscape. Reis looked on in silence, trying to remember a Kingdom they’d left a lifetime ago. 
 
    A handful of hours from Thule, Kondo-Kana’s eyes stopped burning as much as they ever would. The Myrosi on her lips faded and she stretched out, knees knocking against mine as her feet slid under the bench I was on. 
 
    “Ah… Nasrin. Did I fall asleep?” she asked. 
 
    “Not quite,” Queen Nasrin replied.  
 
    Kondo-Kana frowned, having too clear an idea of what that meant. 
 
    “They are only days. Only days…” she murmured, rolling her shoulders back. “See? I may fade, but like the moon, I always become myself once more.” 
 
    “The moon sticks to a schedule,” Queen Nasrin said, returning her attention to the window. 
 
    Like the moon, Kondo-Kana regained herself in slivers. Minutes passed before she realised I’d been there all along. If it was possible to surprise her, she might’ve started. Her eyes widened as she saw more than shadows in the far corner. She smiled crookedly at me, as though I’d burst into the moving carriage and disturbed her.  
 
    “Aejin,” she said softly, seeking my hands. “I’m glad to know we reached these distant shores.” 
 
    I squeezed her hands and leant towards her. 
 
    “I’m glad you came. I know how hard it must’ve been for you,” I told her.  
 
    Everything in my chest became light and warm. 
 
    “Oh, we’ve work to do here. Much work, Rowan, though you do not yet know how you are wrapped up in it all.” 
 
    Queen Nasrin turned from the passing landscape and sighed. 
 
    “You’ve much work to do?” she asked, pulling her arm free of Kondo-Kana’s. “You’re going to make a nuisance of yourself in front of yet another Queen and fall asleep in a whole new set of royal chambers.” 
 
    As we headed into Thule and towards the castle, I saw that preparations for our return had been made. It was difficult to absorb the moment: two Queens from a fragile, tenuous alliance were about to meet for the first time. It was nothing short of historical, yet all I could focus on was getting to see Claire again. 
 
    The letter Oak had carried reinforced Queen Nasrin’s contempt for extravagance or any unnecessary, wasteful measures being undertaken on her part. There wasn’t a single banner or marquee to be seen, and the citizens were wholly unaware of her arrival. Those within the castle worked as usual, though the guards at the gate were dressed in their finest armour, metal parts polished.  
 
    They greeted Queen Nasrin with strong salutes, and once the carriage reached the castle doors, an appointed guard rushed over to open the door for her. 
 
    Assuring them that it was alright through a series of hand gestures, that she could manage on her own, the guard straightened like a spear had been shot through their spine and said, “Her Majesty Queen Claire will meet you in the throne room, Your Majesty,” in near-perfect Canthian. 
 
    “What a wonderful castle! The doorways alone are more than any novel could’ve prepared me for,” Atalanta said, breathless. “I must say I’m terribly excited to be off the road and more than ready to get on with all of this.” 
 
    “Eh,” Varn said, sliding off the top of the carriage and landing heavily on her feet. “It’s too obvious. We get it! You’re rich!” 
 
    For the first time since arriving in Felheim, Varn stopped grumbling about the cold. Surrounded by a sea of foreign guards, she reached for her spear without taking her eyes off them, and stood to attention by Queen Nasrin’s side. Atalanta fell into stance on the other side of the Queen, and with Reis and Kondo-Kana behind us, I led the way to the throne room. 
 
    Much of the castle had been cordoned off, leaving us as the only ones filling the corridors. Kondo-Kana walked with her arm linked around Reis’, pointing to each painting and breathing a story to life about it, and Varn and Atalanta remained focused on the task at hand. Queen Nasrin paid no heed to the echoes of riches she’d sold off to collectors and pirates alike. 
 
    The throne room doors were heavier than they looked and I’d prepared myself to strain my shoulders. I tugged on both handles to no avail, and when Varn snickered behind me, I dug my heels in and wrenched them back. Once they’d budged an inch they moved easily and didn’t have the good sense to creak and announce our arrival. 
 
    “Ah. Perfect,” Queen Nasrin said upon stepping into the room and finding two sole figures stood in front of the thrones. “At least we know your Queen has the sense not to suffocate me.” 
 
    Claire stood beside Alex, crown pointedly absent. Had she been able to spend hours on her feet, waiting by the castle doors, I knew she would’ve. She smiled at the sight of me, and though she quickly smothered the expression, it was enough to make my heart leap. 
 
    When Queen Nasrin approached, Claire moved down the stairs leading to the throne, ensuring they were on the same level. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Claire said, tilting her head politely. “Allow me to begin by apologising. I haven’t studied Canthian in close to a decade.” 
 
    “You’re more than passable, at a glance. I’m certain Rowan can get you up to speed, if needs be,” Queen Nasrin said, making no effort to measure her words. I hadn’t done more than mention Claire’s burns, but Queen Nasrin’s gaze did not linger unkindly. “Would it surprise you to learn that you are the first foreign royal I’ve met? I’m afraid I’m not overly familiar with the correct procedures.” 
 
    Claire allowed herself a brief smile. 
 
    “Felheim hasn’t met with foreign dignitaries in centuries, so I’m afraid I’m no better off. Introductions do seem the place to start, though,” Claire suggested. “I am Claire Ightham of Felheim, and this is my younger brother, Prince Alexander.” 
 
    “Nasrin Ranjha,” she said. “These are my personal guards, Varn Ironsi and Atalanta Neverfell. Reis Jones joins us as representative of Port Mahon, and this is—never mind her. I’d like to say she won’t cause you any problems, but I can’t promise that she won’t take a week-long nap in your study.” 
 
    Varn pretended to be a statue. Atalanta stepped forward and shook Claire’s hand firmly enough for the two of them. 
 
    “It’s an honour, Your Majesty. That dragon of yours made an awfully long journey almost bearable, and other than the slight chill, there isn’t a thing worthy of complaint,” she said, clasping her hat to her chest with her free hand. “We’re all rather eager to make a real go of this.” 
 
    “I’ve heard much about you all,” Claire said, unable to help but glance over at Kondo-Kana. Ever since Queen Nasrin had pointedly not mentioned her by name, Claire had been caught in the depths beyond her eyes. “… Excuse me. Is this your entire party?” 
 
    Hands clasped together, Kondo-Kana tilted her head back, mesmerised by the patterns painted on the arched ceiling. 
 
    “This is it,” Queen Nasrin said. “Canth does not have the resources to spare for much of a procession, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Recently, Felheim has—” Claire began, cut off by something crashing against the doors. 
 
    Reis, who’d been waiting to introduce theirself properly once Queen Nasrin was done, turned on the spot and said, “The bloody hell was that?” 
 
    I didn’t have to guess. 
 
    Hurrying over to the doors, I pushed one open and found Haru-Taiki behind it. He was furious at having been denied the chance to greet our guests. He took a moment to be pleasantly surprised by my return before squawking, and saw to beating his wings and making his way to Claire. He didn’t care in the least that he was interrupting a historical meeting. 
 
    Frowning, Claire refused to set out an arm for him to perch on. 
 
    “I didn’t invite you for a good reason. I didn’t want it to seem as though I was showing off, or making some manner of spectacle.” 
 
    Deaf to all the parts he understood, Haru-Taiki flapped his wings and pushed himself higher. Queen Nasrin went to no lengths to mask any awe that slipped into her features and Varn’s composure came close to cracking when Atalanta gripped her arm and pointed up at the phoenix. 
 
    Kondo-Kana was the first to move. She rushed forward, no longer languidly letting time push her this way and that, and held a hand out to the sky she couldn’t see. For a moment, for a fraction of a second, there was colour in her eyes again. Blue swirled beneath the white, and with a smile echoing the past, she said, “Haru-Taiki!” 
 
    Haru-Taiki plummeted the few feet towards her, and Kondo-Kana placed a hand against her chest as she spoke so quickly that had we understood Myrosi, her words would’ve been lost to us. 
 
    Haru-Taiki didn’t blink, didn’t caw or chirp. Smile still plastered on her face, Kondo-Kana held out both hands and Haru-Taiki finally flinched. Beating his wings hard, he lifted his talons and tore them clean into her face, letting blood stain his feathers. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XX 
 
    Atalanta’s bow creaked as she notched an arrow, and Varn was set to throw her spear over her shoulder. Claire rushed forward, equipped with only her cane, but Queen Nasrin acted first. 
 
    She took hold of Kondo-Kana’s arm, pulled her close, and held out a hand to stop Atalanta and Varn from loosing their weapons. The look of dread and disappointment across Claire’s face was enough to return some sense to Haru-Taiki. She was utterly mortified and he understood that the blood splattered across the floor and dripping from his talons was the reason why. Beating his wings, he retreated to the ceiling and perched on one of the beams. 
 
    For a moment, Kondo-Kana didn’t know what she was. Blood gushed from the twin ruts driven into her face, skin split open, and it wasn’t until Queen Nasrin squeezed her shoulders tightly that she remembered how to heal. The wounds closed like tilled land smoothed over, but blood caught in the corners of her mouth, creating dark patches against her already red robes. 
 
    Nobody dared to move. 
 
    Varn and Atalanta didn’t blink as they assessed the situation. One of their own had been attacked, and though they hadn’t wandered into a trap, they were in a Felheimish castle. They were outnumbered, if not out-skilled, but the way Alex was on the verge of fainting did something to stop them from taking aim at anyone else. 
 
    “Queen Nasrin, I—” 
 
    Queen Nasrin held out a hand to silence Claire. 
 
    “Kana. What have you done this time?” she asked. She pressed her fingers to Kondo-Kana’s face and tilted her head this way and that. “The only phoenix left on Bosma wants to tear you in two, and I doubt you would’ve stopped him on your own.” 
 
    “I don’t…” Kondo-Kana mumbled, bringing her fingers to her face. Pulling them away, she started at the red smeared across her hands, awed by the sight of blood. There was enough of it to drip down her wrists. “Ah. Ah, I am still full of this, I… Hokra yora, isin sca, kanos cletar…” 
 
    “Hush, hush,” Queen Nasrin said, and turned to Atalanta and Varn. “Put those down.” 
 
    They liked the idea of putting their weapons down as much as they liked the idea of disobeying Queen Nasrin. Varn, confident she could tear anyone apart with her bare hands, slowly crouched and let her spear roll across the marble floor. Following Varn’s lead, Atalanta returned her arrow to its quiver and dropped her bow. 
 
    Neither of them took their eyes off Claire. 
 
    I might’ve been Felheimish, but I was as close to a neutral party as we were going to find. 
 
    “Okay. None of us were expecting that,” I said, holding my hands in front of me as I stepped between Claire and Queen Nasrin. “But I think it’s pretty clear that Kondo-Kana and Haru-Taiki have history, and that their issues have nothing to do with Felheim and Canth. Right?” 
 
    Reis had remained calm throughout the commotion. Their pistol rested against their hip, and they nodded to let me know I was nudging matters in the right direction. 
 
    “I can assure you, Your Majesty, that I had no idea Haru-Taiki would react in such a way,” Claire said. “We were aware that he at least knew who your… companion was, as most do, but we understood nothing of the nature of their relationship.” 
 
    Queen Nasrin glanced distastefully at her blood-covered hands. Atalanta produced a handkerchief from her shirt’s breast pocket, solving one problem. 
 
    “All anyone on this continent can talk about is the Bloodless Lands. Why should anyone who was present at its formation have a favourable opinion of Kondo-Kana?” Queen Nasrin asked as she wiped her fingers clean. “Rowan is correct. This matter has no bearing on what we have come to discuss. If anything, I am at fault for bringing such a person with me. These lands have suffered enough. I have no desire to rekindle painful memories.” 
 
    Everyone in the room let out a shaky breath of relief and Alex brought a hand to his forehead, thanking no one in particular.  
 
    “Still, this is hardly the best way to start official matters. Have no doubt that I will ensure Haru-Taiki does not—” 
 
    Tired of hearing his name thrown around in a conversation he didn’t fully understand, Haru-Taiki squawked to silence Claire and glided down. He landed in front of Kondo-Kana, so that no one had to fear what he’d do with his talons. 
 
    Forgetting the blood, Kondo-Kana held out her arms. When she spoke, her words were so heartfelt that I was on the cusp of understanding Myrosi in its entirety. She pleaded with Haru-Taiki, desperate to explain something she could only recall when her eyes were fixed on him, but none of it meant a thing to him. It was too late. Wings folded across his chest, he turned his head sharply to the side and walked away as words continued to gush from Kondo-Kana like a wound that had never been treated. 
 
    “I need no apology, nor do I wish for you to make amends for this,” Queen Nasrin said. “Show us to our chambers. This will all be easier to put behind us after a bath and a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    Claire ground her teeth together, crushing an apology between them. 
 
    “Of course. Prince Alexander will take you to your chambers,” Claire said, gesturing for him to step forward. 
 
    Despite knowing enough Canthian to follow the conversation, it took Alex a moment to respond to his name. Once he did, he almost tripped over his feet in his eagerness to help. 
 
    “Should you require anything more, you have the castle and its staff at your disposal.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Queen Nasrin said. She placed a hand on the small of Kondo-Kana’s back and guided her towards the door. “As much as I would love to discuss political matters and the failings of our respective fathers, I ought to tend to my wife. Goodnight, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Only Reis remained. Despite Alex’s best efforts to usher them out of the room, they stayed where they were, far from interested in turning in for the night. With the throne room doors closed, Reis shook off the evening’s events and leisurely made their way over to Claire. 
 
    “That was a hell of a first meeting,” Reis said, offering their hand. “Reckon that weren’t one for the history books.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Claire said, taking Reis’ hand. “But Queen Nasrin is sincere in her wish to put it behind us.” 
 
    “Expected a lot from Kondo-Kana, ever since Rowan here lemme know she was actually real,” Reis said, frowning at the bloodstains. “With all those stories, I thought we’d be dealing with someone terrifying and powerful. But I ain’t saying I’ve never been down to a tavern and heard the way rumours spread for myself, of course.” 
 
    “She might just be both of those things yet,” Claire mused.  
 
    Reis hummed, open to the idea. 
 
    The two of them stood together easily, feeling no need to rush into introductions or slip into forced, scripted conversation. I saw the stark similarities between them: they both rested heavily on their canes, both had the same fair skin – or Claire once had, underneath her burns – and their eyes shone with the same sort of intensity that appeared cold and jagged, if you didn’t know them better. They were natural leaders, people who made hard decisions each and every day, and I understood, for the first time, why I had felt so comfortable around Reis when I first arrived in Mahon. 
 
    After a thoughtful pause, Reis lifted their cane and tapped it against Claire’s failing leg. 
 
    “Lose it,” they said bluntly, and rested their weight back on the cane. “You ain’t fooling nobody, hobbling around on that thing.” 
 
    Reis didn’t give Claire the chance to furrow her brow, let alone move to anger. Claire knew about Reis’ injury, but it didn’t truly register until Reis leant over and rapped a fist against the wooden leg they’d finished carving on the journey. Waves rushed towards the knee joint and a map of stars was scored across the sky above. 
 
    “… Ah,” was all Claire could say. 
 
    Reis didn’t push the matter. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll be finding Kouris,” they said, dropping the subject as abruptly as they’d brought it up. “Time to go surprise the hell out of her. I ain’t up for pretending like I’m here for anything other than a holiday.” 
 
    And though I’d missed them since I’d left Canth and though I’d dragged them all the way to Thule, I was relieved when they dismissed theirself. Since I’d stepped into the room the only thing that could tear my attention from Claire was Kondo-Kana’s blood, and my fingers twitched uncomfortably with the way my arms weren’t wrapped around her. 
 
    We stood in silence. Not having seen each other in long weeks was overshadowed by Haru-Taiki, huddled behind the throne. He muttered away to himself, plucking feathers from his wings. 
 
    “Haru-Taiki,” Claire said sternly. She took a few, heavy steps up to the throne. “You cannot harm anyone like that. Do you understand?” 
 
    Haru-Taiki tore out another feather and retrieved his beak from beneath a wing. He stared up at Claire, aware, if nothing else, that he was being scolded. 
 
    “Kondo-Kana is my friend,” I told him. 
 
    He recognised one word. 
 
    Friend.  
 
    He drew away from us. Defensive, afraid. 
 
    Claire stepped towards him but he held out his wings to stop her from coming closer. Ashamed of how he’d acted in front of Claire and appalled by what we were claiming, he set off into the air. Fire formed around his talons and with a great beat of his wings, Haru-Taiki sent the flames rushing against the windows. He melted a perfect circle into the glass and tucked his wings in as he flew through it. 
 
    “I…” I began as the strange light faded. “He’s going to be alright, isn’t he?” 
 
    “It isn’t fair to be angry with him. Who can say what happened between him and Kondo-Kana? Or, indeed, what she truly did all those centuries ago. We need to explain the situation to him properly.” 
 
    “I’m not sure he’ll hear Kondo-Kana out, though,” I said. 
 
    I squinted at the hole high up in the glass and tugged on Claire’s arm when she couldn’t stop staring at it. She turned my way, shoulders finally relaxing when she realised I wasn’t yet another person demanding the impossible from her. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, smiling. “I missed you.” 
 
    “Even with Canth to distract you?” she asked. 
 
    She did her best to sound playful, but there was something bitter in it. 
 
    “Even with Canth to distract me,” I said, slipping my arms around her waist. 
 
    She placed her hands against my face, fingers toying with the strands of hair sticking out over my ears. 
 
    “I was worried,” she murmured. 
 
    “Worried?” 
 
    “That you would not return. That you would realise you belonged in Canth and wish to stay there…” 
 
    She smiled without meaning it. It hadn’t been a passing concern for her; it had been the truth, for weeks. 
 
    “Claire…” I said, pushing myself onto tiptoes to kiss her nose. “I came back when I thought you were dead. Nothing could keep me away, now that I know you’re here.” 
 
    Exhaling softly, she pulled me close. I buried my face against her shoulder and wanted nothing more than to stay like that for as long as we both could stand it.  
 
    “My first meeting with another Queen and one of my companions tears her wife’s face apart,” she said. She only relieved Haru-Taiki of the blame to hoist it onto her own shoulders. “My first meeting with a pirate and I’m told to remove my leg.” 
 
    “The important part is that you’re actually meeting with another Queen, and not because you’re forcing another country to drive itself into debt,” I said. “You and Queen Nasrin are doing things no other rulers have ever thought about doing before. Kondo-Kana, she’s…” 
 
    “An outlier?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, deciding it sounded right. “There are a hundred things going on at once! At least a few of them have to go wrong. Queen Nasrin is like… if you and Kidira were Queen at the same time. She might seem tough, and she is, but it’s only because of how much she cares.” 
 
    Kissing my forehead, Claire said, “I do not know what I would do without you, Rowan. Or rather, I do, and I did not enjoy it in the least.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” I promised her. “Not unless you send me across any more oceans.” 
 
    I finally got a smile out of her and considered it a victory. We spent a few more minutes in each other’s arms, not needing to talk about what had happened over the last few weeks straight away, and a knock at the door reminded Claire that she was still a Queen. Her duties were still endless. I reluctantly let go of her on the condition that she was prepared to expect me in her chambers that night, and left with a kiss that would’ve lingered for hours, if not for the increasingly impatient knocking at the door. 
 
    In the corridor beyond, Reis hadn’t got far. They walked with an authority that said the castle was theirs as much as Mahon was, which meant that the guards neither questioned their presence nor asked if they needed directions. 
 
    “Just who I was looking for,” Reis said when I fell into step next to them. “Big place, this. Not done bad for yourself, kid.” 
 
    “Yeah! I mean, I’ve been staying here for a while now, but it felt like… like I was just stopping off in the castle, like I have with so many places, but I guess I live here now. Me! In a castle.” 
 
    “With a Queen making eyes at you,” Reis said, immediately reconsidering their choice of words. “Making eye at you. She wouldn’t be a bad pirate. Looks the part.” 
 
    Reis’ eagerness to see Kouris manifested somewhere between irritation and nervousness, and I took the most direct route through the castle to her chambers. I wanted to be there to see the look on her face when Reis knocked on her door. 
 
    It didn’t take long for someone to stop us in our tracks. Eden, looking as wonderfully cheerful as ever, rounded a corner and almost walked straight into us. 
 
    “Rowan! Goodness, it’s lovely to see you back!” she said, eyes bright. “Alex tells me there are Canthians in the castle. It’s all rather exciting.” 
 
    “Yep!” I said, as pleased to see her as I was to show Reis off. 
 
    I held both hands out towards them, and Eden said, “Oh, I do apologise. I don’t speak Canthian, you see, so…” 
 
    “Ain’t a problem,” Reis said, unable to help but grin. “I might be a bit rusty with your tongue, but I’m from around here. Born in this very castle, as it happens.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh, yes, sorry, I oughtn’t to have assumed you couldn’t speak Mesomium. And born in this castle! Really!” she said, more flustered than I’d seen her before. “Are you… I do hope you don’t mind me asking, but Rowan’s told me such exciting stories, and I was simply wondering if you are a, that is to say—” 
 
    “A pirate?” Reis asked. They let their voice be heard in contrast to the way Eden’s dropped to a whisper. 
 
    “… It isn’t a rude question, is it?” 
 
    “Nah, you’re good. And I am, as it happens. Technically retired now, though I keep a pirate port in order. Amounts to a whole lot of babysitting. Though don’t go thinking all pirates have got one of these,” they added, tilting their head down towards their wooden leg. “Reis Jones, of Port Mahon.” 
 
    “Eden Hawthorne. It’s a pleasure. I must say, you are the most obliging pirate I’ve ever had the good luck of meeting. I expect the two of you have places to be, but should you need a tour of the castle, do let me know,” Eden said. Her smile was warm and sincere, but there was something different about it. I couldn’t place what it was. 
 
    “Aye. Reckon I might,” Reis said, tilting their head in a goodbye. 
 
    As luck would have it, Kouris was in her chambers. I hadn’t spent much time there, for she preferred the surroundings of Claire’s chambers, and from what I saw through what little of the doorway she didn’t fill, she hadn’t made much of a home of the place. 
 
    She grinned at the sight of me, gold eyes flashing like polished coins catching sunlight, and she was halfway to clasping my shoulder when she caught sight of Reis and froze mid-motion. 
 
    Her ears twitched. I went forgotten. Reis grunted as Kouris pulled them to her chest and whacked her shin with their cane when she didn’t let go. 
 
    “Aye, aye, it’s me, in the flesh,” they said. 
 
    “Yrval, one of these days you’re gonna give me a couple of heart attacks,” Kouris said, and stared unblinking at Reis until they finally relented, lips twitching into a smile. 
 
    “Guess who stopped by Mahon,” Reis said. 
 
    “Who?” Kouris asked, before reading their expression. “… Yeah? How’d that go?”  
 
    “Still got my head, don’t I?” Reis asked, shrugging. “Apparently I ain’t doing a bad job. Best she’s seen Mahon in over a century.” 
 
    “No kidding. Remember what it was like the first time we went there? Pretty sure the docks were on fire.” 
 
    “And the ocean around it.” 
 
    As much as I wanted to see Kouris, I knew it was best to give them time alone. I left with a quick squeeze of her hand, and decided there was nothing more for me to do than head for Claire's chambers and wait for her.  
 
    I settled into one of the armchairs, closed my eyes and tried to line up all of the scattered pieces. Almost everyone who meant anything to me was in the castle, and with any luck, my father and brother would be with us in a matter of months. Relief washed over me, but it was soon drained away and replaced by the sensation of being tugged in every direction. It was impossible to keep up with everyone, to keep track of who was doing what. I had to take deep breaths and tell myself that it wasn't up to me to shepherd everyone around.  
 
    Everyone was perfectly capable of taking care of themselves.  
 
    What's more, politics were bound to be at the heart of things. I was allowed to sit this round out.   
 
    There were other, equally important things for me to focus on. Kondo-Kana and the Bloodless Lands. Haru-Taiki's absence. Claire's health.  
 
    I was curled up in Claire’s bed by the time she returned. It was wonderful to let the covers engulf me after the baking, sticky nights spent in Canth, and I buzzed with the warmth of being half asleep. Claire was in a rush, but not in a bad way. I enjoyed the thought that she'd only returned because she knew I'd be there.  
 
    She ran her fingers through my hair and crawled into bed next to me.  
 
    “Tell me about Canth,” she said, arms wrapping around me.  
 
    I did. I rested my head against her chest and heard the ocean waves wash up on the shore as her heart beat steadily against my ear. I told her about Tae and Tizo, Yin Zhou and Ade; Port Mahon and Chandaran; the way the sun felt on my skin, and the sound of water raking across the sand. She told me about the meetings that had eaten into her days in my absence, the murmurs of discontent finding a voice in Thule, and all the other things a Queen spent her days doing.  
 
    Paperwork and keeping all the wealthy houses in Thule happy, apparently.  
 
    She could've been talking about anything and I would've listened. I stretched out my toes, arms wrapped tightly around her waist, and wanted nothing more than to soak in her voice. Being close to her, taking in so much of her with my eyes closed, was like sitting down to a feast after a lifetime of famine. I kept sighing, content, certain I had all I needed as she ran her fingers through my hair.  
 
    “There was something you wanted to ask me,” Claire said.  
 
    I'd expected to regret having ever brought it up, to find a hundred reasons why it wasn't a good idea to even mention, but before a yawn could silence me, I said, “I want to stay here. Can I?”  
 
    “… In the castle? Why wouldn't you be able to?”  
 
    “No,” I said, laughing as I felt her tense with misplaced concern. “Here. With you, in these chambers.”  
 
    “You want to move in with me,” Claire said, voice thick with confusion. “… You want to move in with me?”  
 
    “Of course I do. I love you, and I had to spend a really, really long time away from you. And now that I'm here, now that we can be together, I don't want to sleep in some other room when I could be with you.”  
 
    Claire didn't reply. It wasn't because she was thinking up some way to gently let me down. She'd never made me feel anything short of worthy of her, and I had no reason to doubt how much she loved me, but I knew some part of her thought she was protecting me by keeping me at a distance. I held her tighter, not wanting her to think for a minute that she couldn't give me what I wanted.  
 
    She was what I wanted.  
 
    “I have no desire to spend my nights in any way other than this,” Claire said softly. “I should like to make up for every minute that was lost between us.”  
 
    I fell asleep in her arms. I fell asleep happy.  
 
    I awoke to more than Claire's company.  
 
    “Did you even knock?” I heard her ask. My face was buried in my pillow and I didn't dare to move. “Or have you already ensured my guards know to bow to your every wish?”  
 
    “Both,” Kidira said.  
 
    I groaned into the pillow and debated slipping under the covers to bury myself.  
 
    “I take it this is important,” Claire said.   
 
    The mattress dipped as she shifted into a sitting position.  
 
    “If it wasn't, I would've knocked twice,” Kidira hummed. “Akela?”   
 
    I turned my head enough to open an eye to look for Akela. From what I could see, she either hadn't woken up much earlier than Claire and I had, or she hadn't slept at all.  
 
    “I am not thinking you are wanting to be using that name for me right now,” she said, frowning.  
 
    Nothing in the world felt right when she did that.  
 
    “Commander?” Claire asked, voice terse.  
 
    “The soldiers that are visiting, the ones that are making their demands and saying that Rylan, he is being King, they are not lying. They are not lying about the part where Rylan is sending an army, no. We are receiving the first report this morning.”  
 
    “How many?”  
 
    “More than we are having.”  
 
    When no one spoke, I pushed myself up and flopped on my back. An army was making their way towards us and the people best equipped to save us were staring at each other, utterly mute.  
 
    “What do we do now? You've been working with the army, right?” I said, dragging them out of their thoughts.  
 
    “I am working with them, but there is only so much even I am being able to do. If you are giving me a single egg and a stick of butter and saying Akela, you are baking a cake, it does not matter how good I am at baking! You are not getting a cake. It is the same here,” Akela said, rubbing her chin. “The best we are doing is recruiting. If we are pulling more people from around Thule, around all of Felheim, then perhaps we are looking as though we are having the numbers to be putting up a fight.”  
 
    “We have the resources. If we let Rylan come to us, he will arrive with an exhausted army and dwindling supplies and morale alike,” Kidira said. “Geographically, we have the advantage.”  
 
    “And numerically, he does. Keeping our soldiers full won't mean a thing if we're outnumbered ten-to-one by Rylan and Agados both, no matter how hungry his army is,” Claire said.  
 
    “Speaking of being hungry,” Akela said. “My stomach, it is growling. I am sure you are hearing this, it is embarrassing, yes, yes, but I am not thinking if I am not taking care of myself first.”  
 
    Claire and Kidira said nothing, which counted as an agreement. I watched the matter drop from the moment, if not their minds, and sat there swamped in blankets, staring.  
 
    Kidira and Akela had brought us the news that an army was approaching, and now they were planning breakfast in their heads.   
 
    “Um,” I said, clear and concise. “There's an army coming. Everyone seems kind of... calm?”  
 
    Akela stepped over to the side of the bed and crouched by me.  
 
    “You are remembering when it is the last time, and the castle is thinking there is an army at their gates? And how I am saying that our scouts, they are spotting them a long time before they are reaching Felheim? We are needing to plan for this immediately, yes, but they are not arriving for weeks. It is being a month, even!”  
 
    “Why did you rush in here, then?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.  
 
    Akela leant closer, and in an exaggerated whisper, said, “Secretly, Kidira, she is liking all of this drama.”  
 
    Having learnt not to take the bait long ago, Kidira glanced between Claire and me and said, “If you aren't too busy, we shall reconvene within the hour.”  
 
    Claire assured her that we would be prompt, and Kidira left without another word. But not before looking at me pointedly; not as though she'd missed me, but rather as though it only now occurred to her to acknowledge my absence.  
 
    Before leaving, Akela said, “Also, I am welcoming you back, Northwood! You are returning from Canth and you are bringing friends with you. Varn, she is happy to see me! I am not seeing anyone who is turning so red so quickly before. You are telling me all about it later, yes? Ah, it is a shame that Tae and Tizo, they are not coming also! They are missing me, though, I am certain of this.”  
 
    She left with a grin that made her look much more herself, and ruffled my hair as she sprang to her feet.  
 
    I didn't look at Claire because I didn't know what to say. Sorry there's an army headed our way didn't convey the sentiment, and sorry there's an army being led by your brother heading to your castle to challenge your right to the throne was too much of a mouthful.  
 
    I got out of bed, realised I had nothing to change into, and headed back to the chambers that were no longer mine to scoop up armfuls of clothing. Sen was there by the time I returned, helping Claire to her feet and into an outfit for the day, and she spared a moment to smile warmly at me.   
 
    It'd only been a matter of weeks but there was so much for me to catch up on. I had no idea how Sen was progressing with her work on reclaiming the pane's stolen land and what Akela's duties as Commander consisted of, and I hadn't even spoken to Kouris; yet things were being thrown forward, and I had no choice but to move with them.  
 
    I’d find time to catch up later.  
 
    “I don't think I'm going to be of much use here,” I told Claire, once I'd shrugged my way into something vaguely unrumpled. “I want to find Kouris. She might not know what's happening. What's going to happen. Are you going to be alright?”  
 
    Claire had a glass of water in one hand and papers in another. She wasn't wasting a minute.  
 
    “Honestly, I'm somewhat relieved,” she said, though she didn't look it. “At least I know something is happening. I no longer have to guess. The sooner he arrives...”  
 
    “The sooner it's all over?” I asked.  
 
    She nodded, gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, and said, “Bring the remainder of your things over, should you find the time.”  
 
    I headed straight for Kouris' chamber. If news of the impending army hadn't reached her yet, it would soon. I had to make the most of what little time I could steal with her.  
 
    I walked with an uncomfortable weight in the pit of my stomach. One moment the castle walls around me represented the safety of home, and the next they were nothing but stone. How comfortable I felt within its corridors and chambers would not stop an army from flooding them.  
 
    It was just hunger, I told myself. Hunger and a rude awakening. I'd make sense of this, once I'd eaten. Once I'd spoken to Kouris.  
 
    There were none who could say she didn't understand the battlefield.  
 
    Her chamber door was ajar. It was located in a quiet part of the castle, where Aren had supposed they could make space to house a pane, and with the corridor to myself, I could hear voices drifting into the air. I assumed it was Reis and that they'd either never left or just returned, but their rough, Canthian accent was nowhere to be heard.  
 
    “Soon we will be at war again.”  
 
    It was Kidira.  
 
    I didn't want to eavesdrop on their conversation, but I didn't want to immediately retreat, either. I leant against the wall and stared at the wallpaper as I half-heartedly willed myself not to listen.  
 
    “Aye. But I'm not a Commander,” Kouris replied.  
 
    “Indeed you are not,” Kidira said. “But you have led armies before. You have united them. You understand what must be sacrificed to win a war.”  
 
    “So do you. So does Akela, Claire...”  
 
    There was something almost dismissive in the way Kouris spoke. They must've met like this countless times, must've had a dozen conversations no one else would ever know of, for not so much as a single word of Kouris' to come out as anything but a plea for Kidira to stay.  
 
    “They weren't there. They were barely even born. I was there. You were there. Jonas and Atthis were there, but now only two of us remain,” Kidira hissed.  
 
    I wanted to walk away, but I was terrified the sound of my retreating footsteps would catch on Kouris' ears.  
 
    “Have a little more faith in 'em. They're gonna figure this out. You don't need me for that. You haven't needed me all these years. And I've got to go up to the mountains. I've got to make the pane do something. Anything.”  
 
    There was a pause, long and stagnant. I heard Kouris' clawed toes scrape across the floorboards, followed by a flurry of smaller footsteps.  
 
    “Heh. Y'know, I spent a long time thinking you'd sooner kill me than stand in the same room as me again. And yet...”  
 
    “I did kill you. I sent you away and they took your head,” Kidira said curtly. It put an end to anything else Kouris had to say. “Then you went to Canth not once but twice, and now you leave us again.”  
 
    “You met Reis yet? Thirty years I spent with 'em. Thirty years I should've spent with you. They were basically raised on stories of you, Kidira, but I can't wait around here on the off-chance that one day, you'll decide you can stand to be in a room with me in anything but secret. And it's not that I don't deserve it. Reckon I deserve a lot worse. I left you. I chose to stay away. But this is something I have to do, and I wouldn't do it if I didn't believe you could get through a war without me.”  
 
    “This is not about me. It is about Felheim and what remains of Kastelir. It is about ensuring that—”  
 
    “Kidira. It's alright for things to be about you, once in a while,” Kouris said in a soft rumble of a growl. “You had to deal with me being gone for all that time. You lost Kastelir. You lost Akela. You lost your daughter. Jonas and Atthis, too. You lost me. Again. But you kept on fighting. You didn't slow down once, and I reckon you didn't take a moment for yourself. So breathe. Stop thinking about the bigger picture.” 
 
    A pause. Things were drawing to a close. I had to move, and fast. 
 
    “… You sound like Akela. She says much the same.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve got a type.” 
 
    There was movement within. A restless rush of fabric. I wondered if they’d so much as looked at each other, or found time to blink amidst the intensity which with they stared. There was no in between. 
 
    “Fine. Go. I have always found that my head is clearer when I believe you to be dead. Perhaps knowledge of your absence will have the same effect.” 
 
    If Kouris replied, I didn’t hear it. Finally willing myself to move, I darted down the carpeted corridor on bare feet and turned the corner in time for Kouris’ chamber door to swing fully open. I skidded to a stop, waited for a few seconds, and made my way back to Kouris’ chamber with my hands in my pockets. Kidira, heading in the other direction, caught my eye. I wondered if she’d ever shed a tear in her life. 
 
    I knocked on Kouris’ now-closed door. Inside, she wasn’t frantically shoving her belongings into a bag, as I’d expected her to. She sat in an armchair that barely contained her, fingers threaded together. 
 
    Reis was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, it’s fine. Other than the impending army, anyway,” Kouris said, patting a hand against her knee. “C’mere. Missed you.” 
 
    I slid into her lap, rested my head against her collarbone, and forced back the urge to ask her why she was leaving. I didn’t know she was going because I hadn’t listened in on a conversation that wasn’t meant for my ears, and so I could say nothing of it. 
 
    “Not as much as Reis missed you,” I said. “I think they came all the way across the Wide Waters just to see you.” 
 
    “Nah. Reckon they wanted a break, too.” 
 
    And although Reis must’ve told her everything about my arrival and the journey back, Kouris listened patiently to my rendition of the tale. There was something different in telling her, compared to Claire; she knew the places I spoke of and had met the people I called friends. It was in no way better, and I took the time to appreciate the things each version of my journey brought. 
 
    “There’s something I should tell you,” I said, once I was done and Kouris had no more questions about the trouble Tizo was getting Tae into. “It’s, um. I moved. Into Claire’s chambers with her.” 
 
    Kouris’ ears twitched, uncertain if they wanted to fall or rise. 
 
    “That’s okay, isn’t it? I didn’t ask you before, but if I should’ve, that’s okay. I can talk to Claire!” I blurted out. “It’s not that I wasn’t thinking of you, or that I’d forgotten everything about Canth, because we—” 
 
    Kouris mercifully cut me off with a laugh that resolved itself as a kiss. I wrapped my arms around her neck and blinked up at her, confused and happy. 
 
    “Yrval. No need to be rambling on like that,” Kouris said, pressing her nose to my cheek. “Always knew you were gonna be shacking up like that. As far as I can tell, it’s not gonna make any difference to you and me, or me and Claire. No reason you can’t still be having sleepovers here, is it?” 
 
    “It’s just…!” I didn’t know what it was, beyond belated, misplaced guilt. “You and me. Claire and me. It’s different, but it’s the same, so…” 
 
    “It’s always different,” Kouris said, nose moving to my neck. “It’s always gonna be different every time you love someone, but that doesn’t mean it’s worth any less. We’re still living in the same castle, yrval. As far as I’m concerned, the only difference between you being in your own chamber and in Claire’s is that the pair of you are gonna be as happy as you deserve to be. Besides, I might not be the best at this whole domestic thing. Claire’s stepping in so I don’t disappoint you.” 
 
    I wanted to frown at how easy she made it sound, but she was kissing my neck and I couldn’t keep still in her lap. 
 
    “I love you. I love Claire. That’s just how it is,” I decided, gripping her horns. I sunk against her chest, felt her claws run through my hair, and did what I could to forget the rest of the world. I didn’t succeed. Unable to shake the shadow of a bad feeling, I muttered, “And we’re going to war, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Looks that way,” she replied. 
 
    “And we don’t have enough soldiers, do we?” 
 
    And Kouris, who had fought impossible battles and forged a Kingdom out of warring clans, could think of nothing more to say than, “Looks that way,” once again as we held each other tight. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXI 
 
    As Varn and Atalanta were the only guards Queen Nasrin had cared to bring with her, their duties were long and tedious. Kondo-Kana was on bedrest, as per Queen Nasrin’s orders, leaving Reis as the only free Canthian. They were sincere when they claimed they were in Felheim for nothing beyond a break; they didn’t engage in talks of war and strategy, and left the others to hunch over a table and point at maps, scowling. 
 
    That was as much of the situation as I understood, anyway.  
 
    I wasn’t made for war and plotting, and couldn’t suggest how best to lead an army. One thing I could do was show my friend around Thule. 
 
    Reis had changed. They’d found something suitably Felheimish with Kouris’ help, and no longer looked entirely out of place with their loose shorts and thin, open vest. They’d been given breeches, a foreign concept to them, and they kept tugging on the collar and cuffs of their long-sleeved shirt. The pistol at their hip spoke of far-off shores, stopping anyone from mistaking them for a natural part of the castle and they liked it that way. 
 
    As fluent as they were in Mesomium, they made a point of speaking Canthian as we made our way through the castle, open streets fixed firmly in our minds. 
 
    “Weird to think that the people responsible for me are probably still around here. Heard they did their time and went back to their jobs, or something,” Reis said, casting a suspicious eye in all directions. “I coulda been here, if not for my parents having an ounce of common sense between ‘em. Can you bloody imagine it? Liege Reis, going to balls and reading dusty books and doing… whatever the nobles waste their time on.” 
 
    Reis was a pirate. In my mind, they’d been born for it. Starting life in Thule’s castle had been an unfortunate miscalculation that was soon set right. 
 
    “My birth parents could be right here. That could be ‘em,” Reis said, gesturing from one group of people to the next. “Or those two. Or them. Or them.” 
 
    “Now you’re just pointing at random white people,” I said. 
 
    Chuckling, Reis made their way out of the courtyard at a slow, comfortable pace. I’d promised to show them Thule, despite being barely qualified myself. I hadn’t spent much more than a few scattered days down in the city, and had yet to determine where the best places to eat were and which market squares should be avoided at all costs. 
 
    We were close to the castle gates when we were interrupted, and far from rudely. 
 
    “Good morning, Rowan! Captain Jones!” Eden said brightly. She was dressed for the impending autumn in a neat, light jacket, and had her hair arranged in a way that appeared dishevelled, but had likely taken a maid at least half an hour to style. “I heard from Kouris that there was to be a tour around the city. Would you mind if I joined you? I know an excellent tavern that’ll give you the most splendid lamb steak you’ve ever tasted, should you be able to best the barkeeper at an arm wrestle.” 
 
    “What’s a lady of the court know about arm wrestling and city taverns?” Reis asked, comfortably switching back to Mesomium. “Not that I’m objecting to the company, mind.” 
 
    “I was many things before I was a lady of the court, Captain,” Eden said with a smirk. “And a renowned arm-wrestler is but one of them.” 
 
    Reis tipped their head in acknowledgement, and Eden offered her arm for Reis to take. It wasn’t common practice in Mahon, but they picked up the custom quickly enough, and walked with Eden on one arm and their cane in the other hand. 
 
    We spoke about much of nothing and it was honestly a relief. The three of us talked about what was in front of us, from freshly painted signs being hung over recently renamed taverns, to groups of pane hesitantly moving in pairs through the streets. Eden gave us a thorough tour, pointing out tiny cafés hidden down narrow side streets and small, boxy establishments that became music halls and theatres, once the sun set. 
 
    We took lunch in a tavern at Eden’s recommendation. It was hardly the sort of establishment that Lady Hawthorne should be in, but to Reis, it was positively extravagant. It was already crowded, but we wound our way around the regulars and found a booth in the back corner. The table was only a little sticky. 
 
    I sat next to Reis and Eden settled opposite us. 
 
    “You have ale on this continent, aye?” Reis asked, eyeing the bar. 
 
    “We do indeed,” Eden said. “But if you intend to buy beverages for more than yourself, I’m afraid I do not drink.” 
 
    “Water, then?” 
 
    “That would be wonderful.” 
 
    “I’ll have the same,” I said as Reis planted a hand on the table to push theirself to their feet. 
 
    “You too?” they asked, glancing back like I’d betrayed them. “What’s got into you?” 
 
    “It’s, uh,” I began, scratching the back of my neck. “It’s Claire. She… I think it’s better if I don’t drink, because…” 
 
    I shrugged as I trailed off. 
 
    Slumping back into their seat, Reis said, “Oh, that’s how it is, aye?” and rolled their eyes. 
 
    Eden and I sat in uncomfortable silence. The anticipation of Reis’ judgement made me feel that it wasn’t something I should’ve shared with them, but they only huffed a breath and rubbed their chin. 
 
    “Aye, seen that problem plenty. Had it myself, in fact,” they said, and when Eden and I gave them the exact same look, said, “Not bloody like that. Bitterwillow was my vice. One day you’re chewing it ‘cause your bone’s splintered and stuck in the roof of a pirate ship and there ain’t a healer for hundreds of miles around, and the next you feel shitty if you don’t keep eating and eating it. Anyway. Aye. Water it is.” 
 
    Relieved, Eden and I set about picking out lunch while Reis leant against the bar, unaccustomed to being made to wait. When they returned with a trio of rather unexciting drinks, they informed us that they’d already told the barkeeper to cook us up whatever was going, and leapt back into our previous conversation. 
 
    “When’s she hacking that leg off, anyway?” they asked, taking a disappointed sip of their water. “It’s fucking mangled. Only saw it for a few minutes and I can tell that.” 
 
    “You can’t just go around telling people to cut their legs off!” I said. 
 
    “Aye, I can. It’s one of the benefits of only having one of my own bloody legs.” 
 
    “What are the other benefits?” Eden asked, both horrified and amused by the conversation. 
 
    “I get to take my bloody time. And this thing—” Pausing, they reached under the table to rap a fist against the wood beneath their breeches. “Looks more interesting than anyone else’s leg. I can switch ‘em over whenever I feel like it.” 
 
    “Really? Do you make them yourself?” 
 
    “Aye. Been working on ‘em for years now.” 
 
    “I admit I only caught a mere glimpse of the carving, but it was undoubtedly impressive. I had no idea you were a pirate and an artist!” 
 
    “Take a better look if you like. Didn’t make ‘em to be hidden beneath these damn things,” Reis grunted, tugging the fabric up towards their knee. 
 
    “Look, never mind that. Do you really think Claire should… that she’d be better without it?” I asked, interrupting them. 
 
    “You tell me. You’re the necromancer,” Reis said blithely, not thinking to lower their voice in a Felheimish tavern. I glanced skittishly over my shoulder, but if anyone had overheard us, they hadn’t caught enough of the conversation to be concerned. “How’s it feel to you? Good? Feel like it should be there?” 
 
    I sunk into my seat, hands wrapped around my glass. There was no point denying that I’d often mulled over how much better Claire would feel without it, but that was only considering the physical aspect of it. She had already lost enough; I couldn’t ask her to sacrifice more pieces of herself. She couldn’t look in the mirror as it was. 
 
    “Maybe you should talk to her,” I mumbled. “Might be better coming from you.” 
 
    Conversation died down until food arrived, prompting us to change the subject. I took in the sounds of the tavern, the glasses coming down against tables, chairs scraping, conversations going through spurts of droning and jeering, along with the bell above the door ringing every time someone came in. 
 
    We chatted easily as we ate, as though Eden had been in Canth with us, and having her there made me feel oddly proud of my friendship with Reis. In Mahon, I had been the latest person to know them, one in a line of hundreds, but Eden knew nothing about Reis. She had no assumptions and hadn’t heard any rumours; she learnt about them as we tucked into grilled chicken, and plenty of Reis’ stories managed to involve me. 
 
    Yet there was something troubling me. Something I couldn’t quite get my head around. 
 
     “What you were saying earlier, about how your birth parents were—” I started, only to be cut off by a great thud from the other end of the tavern. 
 
    A pane had walked in and one of the patrons had accidentally bumped shoulders with them and accidentally knocked them into a wall. I watched as the pane rubbed the back of his head, doing his best to smile through a wince. He wanted the staring humans to believe that he thought it had been unintentional, so as not to cause any more problems. 
 
    “It’s a joke,” someone whined. “Not even a week since they made us take that sign down and that’s the third one already.” 
 
    “I’m, um,” the pane began, dull, golden eyes darting from one accusing face to the next. “I only wanted a drink. I’m sorry, I…” 
 
    “Things were fine how they were!” a woman called out. 
 
    The pane took a step forward, but someone blocked the doorframe. He stuttered out an apology, but the crowd drew closer. 
 
    “Leave ‘em alone,” Reis called out, without bothering to stand. 
 
    Someone nearby asked what kind of accent they had, albeit not as politely, and the pane continued to apologise for what wasn’t their fault. 
 
    “I heard… I heard Queen Claire permitted this, but if you’d like me to leave, I—” 
 
    “Fuck the Queen! Her family uses their dragons to burn us, and all she gives a toss about is letting them roam in packs,” the same woman from before said. She was met with a general murmur of agreement. “Don’t trust her a damn bit more than I trusted her old man, and at least he had the decency to put ‘em to work.” 
 
    Reis, used to all sorts of aggression and loose tongues, darkened with anger. Their green eyes narrowed and I understood why. In Canth, the dragon-born were almost as revered as necromancers. Nothing Kouris had told them about Felheim had prepared them for how the pane would truly be treated. 
 
    With lunch forgotten, they got to their feet and used their cane to push through the crowd. 
 
    “Now,” they said, standing between what was dangerously close to becoming a mob and the pane. “Reckon we can solve this civilly. You lot, go sit down. All this lad wants is something to drink. Maybe some meat. Ain’t that right?” 
 
    “I—y-yes,” the pane stuttered. 
 
    “Bullshit. We got the right to be surrounded by our own kind,” the woman said. At a guess, she was a baker or a butcher. She was far from the pirates Reis was used to shepherding or subduing. Not that it mattered. Had she been a pirate, she would’ve recognised Reis and known better than to talk back. “Either they get out, or we show ‘em the door.”  
 
    Sighing, Reis pulled their gun from their hip. The pulsating crowd watched with more confusion than interest, having never seen anything of the sort before. Eden, similarly clueless, decided it couldn't be anything good. She gripped my wrist and I took her hand, though there was little I could do to reassure her.  
 
    “It's the law now. The pane can eat and drink wherever humans can,” I said, as if rules would stop the situation from meeting its inevitable climax.  
 
    “The Queen had the fucking sense burnt out of her,” the woman snarled, one eye fixed on Reis' hand as they fiddled with the pistol. “Heard she's taken a necromancer to her bed.”  
 
    There was a round of appalled agreement from the crowd. Two men took hold of the pane's arms in a clear refusal to let them leave, no matter how they claimed they wanted him to see himself out.   
 
    “That's me,” I said, not thinking it through.  
 
    “What?” The woman asked.  
 
    “That's me. I'm the necromancer.”  
 
    “Sure you are,” she said, snorting a laugh. “Don't waste my time. Only wanted a drink with my lunch, but apparently the entire Kingdom's gone to shit. Now—”  
 
    Rolling her sleeves up to her elbows, she turned towards the restrained pane. His mouth pulled back in fear, making his tusks uselessly sharp. I didn't know what the woman intended to do, whether she truly wanted to hurt him or just put fear in his hearts, and I never found out.  
 
    Reis grabbed the woman by her collar, pulled her close and pressed the pistol to her forehead.  
 
    “I said to leave 'em alone,” Reis said, pushing the barrel between the woman's eyes.  
 
    “The fuck is that?” she asked, eyes locked on Reis'.  
 
    She knew enough not to make any sudden movements. The rest of the tavern stilled.  
 
    Reis didn't reply. Not with words, anyway. They pulled the pistol from the woman's forehead and before she could relax, Reis pointed the barrel at the floor and shot a hole clean into the boards.  
 
    Everyone jumped. Those hoping to see a lunchtime brawl suddenly regretted getting involved, and Reis pointed their gun at anyone who tried to edge towards the door.   
 
    “Easy now,” they said. “So. We getting this lad a drink or what?”  
 
    The pane was allowed to sit at a table, uncomfortable and grateful and scared, and the barkeeper poured a drink in stiff, forced motions. Everyone in the tavern held their breath as the pane took deep, messy gulps from his stein. I slid onto the bench next to him, hoping to offer some company. As soon as he could see the bottom of the glass, I nudged his arm and had him follow me.  
 
    The four of us made our way onto the street. Reis holstered their pistol and watched the doors swing shut behind them.  
 
    “That's, um. Not really how we do things in Felheim,” I said, and managed a strangled laugh.  
 
    “Maybe it should be,” Reis said. “You alright, aye?”  
 
    “I'm...” The pane was too stunned to string a sentence together. “Yes. I. Thank you. You didn't have to...”  
 
    “Someone did,” Reis said, shrugging. “Morons, all of 'em. You ever have any trouble again, go up to the castle and ask for Reis. I'll sort it for you.”  
 
    The pane stuttered his thanks and darted off in what wasn't the direction he'd intended to head in.   
 
    “We should probably...” Eden said, gesturing to the castle on the hill.  
 
    Her usual spark was gone. She was no longer overflowing with excitement at the prospect of showing a Canthian around Thule; there was no reason to cut the day short, but she looked as though she couldn't get back to the castle quickly enough.  
 
    We headed back in stiff, stifling silence. I divided my time between staring at the ground and pretending to look out for Haru-Taiki. Since Kondo-Kana's return, he hadn't been back to the castle. No matter how I craned my neck, I couldn't catch a glimpse of him. Wherever he was, he was fine. He had to be. He was old enough to know how to take care of himself, no matter how upset he was.  
 
    More likely than not he was off sulking somewhere with Oak.  
 
    Once we were back within the relative safety of the castle, Reis made their excuses and left with a sharp nod. Eden trailed behind me as I headed nowhere in particular, and though the way she dragged her feet made it obvious she was deep in thought and wanted to talk, I didn't push the matter. I waited until she caught my arm and drew close to me.  
 
    “You know Reis well, do you not?” she asked.  
 
    “I lived with them for nearly two years,” I said, nodding.  
 
    “Do you think they really would have... that is, had it come down to it...”  
 
    “They would've shot her, if they had to,” I said. I didn't like it in the least, but I wasn't going to lie. “Things are different in Canth. People listen to Reis or they end up in the ocean. It's just... they're a pirate. It's kind of what they do and how they are.”  
 
    “I know, I know,” Eden said, clearing her throat. “It's just that when one thinks of piracy, it's easy to romanticise it. To think of the ships sailing against the horizon, drifting away from the setting sun. I am naïve, I admit it, but it was all adventure and glinting gold in my mind.”  
 
    “It's nothing like that,” I said, nudging her playfully. “Reis actually spends most of their time doing accounts for the town.”  
 
    “Is that so...” Eden said, failing to force a smile.  
 
    “Look,” I said, knowing she wasn't convinced. “It's not going to change the fact that they would've hurt someone and have a bunch of times before, but they really looked after me. When I first got to Canth, they took me in, and they never asked for anything. They look after their people. They're like... the way they treat Mahon is like the way Claire treats Felheim. They just have their own ways of going about it. And when... when something bad happened to me, when I didn't think I'd ever be okay again, Reis was there for me. They believed me. They made sure nothing more could happen. So don't judge them just because of today, okay? They only wanted to stand up for the pane.”  
 
    Eden mulled over my words and said, “Yes, yes. I suppose it would be wrong to cast my final verdict so rashly. We are from different worlds, after all.”  
 
    She excused herself shortly after, leaving me with little to do until dinner time. There was a diplomatic meal of sorts, and we were all desperately hoping it would go better than Kondo-Kana's encounter with Haru-Taiki.   
 
    Aren had been invited, but refused to leave her chambers. Perhaps she wanted us to believe that they weren't a prison she was desperate to escape.  
 
    I spent the afternoon watching for movement along the horizon and listening for whisperings of war in the corridors, but the nobles had yet to catch wind of what was happening. We had a few hours of peace left, at most, before every hint of a rumour was blown out of proportion and scattered throughout the city.  
 
    Taking the last of my things to Claire's chambers – my chambers – our chambers – didn't take long at all, but instead of finding myself some wardrobe or chest of drawers, I stood in the centre of the room, unable to comprehend that I lived there now. In a castle. With a Queen. With the woman I loved.  
 
    I was the only one in the room, but the thought alone was enough to turn my face bright red.  
 
    After spending far too long with my face buried in a cushion, I tracked Alex down and had him help me pick out a suitable outfit for the evening. Unlike Aren, he hadn't turned down Claire's invitation, and was going to great lengths to ensure everything was perfect, even though only Queen Nasrin and Kondo-Kana would be dining with us. The idea was for us all to be able to relax in an informal setting and think of something other than politics for five minutes, but I'd met both Queen Nasrin and Claire before.  
 
    I arrived with Alex. He'd spent the last hour fretting about everything and anything, from Haru-Taiki to his mother's stubborn imprisonment, and he only did so to avoid thinking about the impending battles that were going to take place between his sister and brother. Yin Zhou's promised armies came to mind, along with the victory that would effortlessly be ours, had I only been more willing to give away insignificant scraps of myself. I thought I might feel too guilty to eat.  
 
    Food had yet to be served. Claire rose from her seat when we arrived and greeted me with a kiss on the cheek, and Queen Nasrin briefly stood, nodded, and returned to her chair. Kondo-Kana sprawled out comfortably next to her and greeted me with nothing but the warmth that radiated from her.  
 
    There wasn't a single reminder of the ruts that had been raked into her. I hadn't expected there to be, but I couldn't get the image of her with her face splayed open, blood running free, out of my mind. Even as she sat there, languidly sinking into a seat she treated as though it had been carved for her and her alone, I knew there was something simmering beneath the surface. She had not forgotten the shock so easily; if anything, she remembered far more than she had short days ago.  
 
    “I'm glad you could make it,” Claire said, waiting until Alex and I were seated to reclaim her chair.  
 
    Varn and Atalanta were off to the side, in the shadows. There was an ease in the way they stood to attention, as though all in the room were aware that they were there for show, rather than a necessary protective measure. Varn kept fidgeting with the long-sleeved shirt she'd been given, but Atalanta wore her own identical, if not larger, shirt as though she knew Felheimish fashion better than anyone in the castle.  
 
    “The timing couldn't be worse,” Claire said as the first course was brought in on silver trays draped in delicate filigree. “You are, of course, welcome to leave Felheim before Rylan's armies arrive. In fact, I would encourage you to do so.”  
 
    Queen Nasrin glanced at the range of forks set out and said, “I do not think you understand how little of this is up to me. Yin Zhou wishes for us to form a great alliance, one that will benefit Canth and Felheim alike, without affecting trade across the rest of the world, and so I shall remain until such matters are sorted. War or not.”  
 
    Kondo-Kana pushed away the food offered to her with a single finger and held my gaze as she brought a gold and green goblet to her lips. She drank from it as though inhaling fire. Whatever Claire and Queen Nasrin were saying fell away. There was music in Kondo-Kana's eyes, a deep, burning desire that clawed behind my ribs. She wanted something from me.  
 
    She wanted the Bloodless Lands and I had promised them to her.  
 
    She wanted the Bloodless Lands and I wanted to return them to her.  
 
    I looked away. I fumbled with my cutlery, cut up my gravy-laden meat with a scrape of metal against porcelain, and forgot how to chew comfortably. I swallowed down what remained and when I finally found the nerve to look back up, Kondo-Kana was still looking at me.  
 
    I wanted to say something. Anything. I wanted to tell her about Halla all over again, and I wanted her to tell me that it was alright; that she would go to Agados with me and together, we would help Halla realise that there was so much more for her. That she could have her own life, no matter what she'd already been through.  
 
    But I said nothing because the pounding in my ears ensured I would've been deaf to my own words, and Kondo-Kana and I were not alone.  
 
    “Are you feeling better?” Claire asked, drawing Kondo-Kana's attention from me.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said, elbows dug into the arms of her chair. “So much better. I only worry for my dear friend, Haru. He always did have a short temper.”  
 
    Varn fidgeted behind her, staring enviously at our meals.  
 
    “Is this a traditional Felheimish dish?” Queen Nasrin asked, supposing she'd better feign some interest in conversation.  
 
    Before Claire could finish what she was chewing to answer, Kondo-Kana said, “Excuse her. She does not understand small talk. She has spent her life lost in the books that were denied to her, and understands all the grit that does not make it into the ink that scrawls life into stories. She is not interested in your food. She is interested in you; in a Queen forged by fire; she is interested in the way you have felled dragons and then stood beside them; she is interested in so many things, but dinner is not one of them.”  
 
    Claire slowed her cutting as Kondo-Kana spoke, until her knife and fork stopped completely.  
 
    “I am perfectly capable of asking my own questions in my own time, Kana,” Queen Nasrin said, batting her away when she tried to lean close. 
 
    “I know you are,” Kondo-Kana said and sat with her chin in her palm. She stared adoringly at Queen Nasrin, as though she had seen nothing so magnificent over fifteen hundred years as a woman putting delicate cuts of meat in her mouth.  
 
    Claire, Alex and Queen Nasrin spoke without Kondo-Kana propping up the conversation. They discussed customs for more than the sake of speaking, and though it was supposed to be a relaxed environment, they shared ideas of what they could do for each other’s countries. I felt privileged not only to sit in a room with such carefully selected guests, but to hear the faint glimmer of hope in Queen Nasrin’s voice as she mused over what increased bitterwillow imports would do for Canth’s agriculture.  
 
    I watched Kondo-Kana as the evening drew on. I did all I could to tell myself that I shouldn’t take her to the Bloodless Lands, and that nothing good could come of it; she had destroyed everything north of the mountains and did not deserve to return to it. She was the reason no one would ever accept me. Claire had rewritten the laws to allow pane to go where they pleased, and it changed nothing in people’s minds. If they could not begin to understand what the pane were, there wasn’t a chance they’d accept a necromancer. I would forever be on the outskirts. 
 
    But I couldn’t align the past with the present. I didn’t know what had been done to her, what had pushed her to drain the life from half a continent, and I couldn’t bring myself to believe she was the monster I wanted her to be. 
 
    I wanted to know what she'd done, how the Bloodless Lands had sprung from her, down to my marrow.   
 
    I'd made my decision long ago. All that remained was to fight off the guilt.  
 
    Dinner came to a close too early, though no one else shared the sentiment. Claire and Queen Nasrin had discussed political matters without promising anything to one another, any unintentional offence had been tiptoed around, and there were enough pleasant feelings to make tomorrow's more formal proceedings run smoothly.  
 
    Varn sighed in relief as the last of the plates were taken away and leant over Kondo-Kana's shoulder to snatch up her uneaten food. Atalanta raised an eyebrow in disapproval but took a piece of the fresh bread Varn offered her. Having to endure the sight and smell of a three-course meal fit not just for a Queen but two was one of the unique forms of torture royal bodyguards were tasked with handling.  
 
    Queen Nasrin thanked Claire for the meal, Alex handled all the usual pleasantries, and I rocked on the balls of my feet, waiting for the exact moment when rushing off was no longer considered rude. Kondo-Kana hung lazily off Queen Nasrin's arm, but I was aware of her eyes in the same way a traveller moving in the dead of night is aware of the full moon overhead.  
 
    It was a strange sensation. I wanted to run from what I never wanted to leave behind. I muttered my goodbyes, turned, and headed down the corridor with hooks planted in my spine, caught on springs stretched out until they were barely coiled.  
 
    “Aejin,” Kondo-Kana called.  
 
    There was no demand behind it. No presumption. There was only a soft sort of apology to be heard, as though she had no choice in what she was about to do.  
 
    I stopped. My mind screamed for me to panic, but every muscle in my body relaxed. I had brought her there on an unspoken promise and she'd had to cross her grave to get there. I couldn't deny her the damage she'd already done.  
 
    She murmured something in Queen Nasrin's ear and drifted away from her. I wondered if I would move like that, in a thousand years. If I would seem like a leaf that had chosen to break away from its branch in the midst of summer.  
 
    “You want to go, don't you?” I asked as she placed her hands on my face.   
 
    “Very much so,” she whispered, swiping her thumbs in gentle crescents across my cheeks. “If want is the word. In fifteen hundred years and a dozen languages, I have not found a word that means all I feel.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, putting a hand on her wrist. “We'll go.”  
 
    Claire watched from the end of the corridor, concern taking her, but Varn was the one who made a move.  
 
    Jogging towards us, she looked at Kondo-Kana and said, “You want me to come? I'm Her Majesty's guard, yeah, but there's probably some rule about me protecting her wife too.”  
 
    The offer was made all the more meaningful by Varn's apparent hunger, and I wished I could've taken her up on it.  
 
    “It's kind of a... necromancer thing,” I told her. “If you came, you'd have to keep your eyes closed the entire time.”  
 
    “Don't mind being paid to nap,” Varn joked, but she lingered long enough to let me know I could change my mind.  
 
    Claire shot me another worried look. I forced a smile and nodded as though I knew what I was doing.   
 
    Kondo-Kana would go with or without me and Oak. It didn't matter what excuses I came up with, or how I tried to delay it. Both of us understood that. She offered me her arm and together, we moved wordlessly through the castle, through the forest, and towards Oak.  
 
    Autumn had staked its claim on Felheim before summer could truly come to a close. It was colder north than I ever recalled it being in my village, but it wasn't yet entirely dark. The sky was inked an earthy red and the only clouds were almost out of sight, silver-gold along the horizon.  
 
    They pointed us towards the Bloodless Lands.  
 
    Kondo-Kana embraced Oak before climbing onto his back. She did so with a certain solemnity, as if it was the last time she would ever do such a thing. There was a clarity to her that was more unnerving than any cryptic remark she had ever made.  
 
    “Do you want to go to Phos?” I asked. It was the only city I knew, but in spite of all Kondo-Kana had forgotten, I had no doubt a map of Myros was locked within her. “Are you from there?”  
 
    “Phos was my home, as many places have been,” she said, face buried against the back of my neck. “But Phos was the first.”  
 
    We flew over the Bloodless Lands and she didn't flinch. She didn't tense, didn't wrap her arms tightly around me. I glanced over my shoulder and found her drifting close to sleep, white eyes closed. The Bloodless Lands below meant nothing to her. The ground had been stained white by her hand yet it was as though only open fields spread out below, each one less interesting than the last.  
 
    Having no regard for the rest of Myros, Kondo-Kana woke the moment Oak landed in Phos. She slid off his back, bare feet hitting the white ground. She offered out a hand and I let her help me down.  
 
    I'd expected my heart to ache for Kondo-Kana and Myros alike. I'd expected something stronger than mere recognition to flood her features, eyes dulling as sorrow twisted at her gut, but she only smiled. No memories a hundred years forgotten were brought to light. She trailed her fingers across the statue of a phoenix and made her way into Phos.  
 
    “Ah. Home. I am...” Kondo-Kana said, but the rest of the words were meant for Myros alone.  
 
    I followed her as she drifted through the streets, head tilted back to take in the bright towers. I stopped every time she decided to stare at a lamppost that hadn't bled light since she was last there. I felt more than I could rightly describe when I came to the Bloodless Lands, and it was stronger every time I crossed over from the world of colour. Despite that, I knew that things were different, this time.  
 
    I didn't simply walk across the Bloodless Lands. I was caught between them and Kondo-Kana, wedged between two opposing forces that had forgotten they were supposed to revile one another.  
 
    “What is this?” I asked when I remembered I was allowed to fill the silence soaking the streets. “This... white. Everything's white. How did it happen?”  
 
    In my gut, I knew. In my heart, I wanted to be wrong.  
 
    “Give and take. Give and take,” Kondo-Kana said, trailing her fingers across a doorway that could no longer be opened. “All things are void until Isjin's light pours into them. When none of it remains, when there is not even a spark, this is the way of things: white. Void. Light can be taken. It can be stolen.”  
 
    “And you... we, we can do all of this?”  
 
    “Of course. Of course. I told you, did I not? Aejin yu ka Aejin. Light from my light. It is the core of us. Surely you know this.”   
 
     I did. I realised I knew it too well. The same white emptiness had rushed from me when I was chained to Katja’s stove, when I had fallen from the mountains; when Claire had been brought back to Isin’s castle, charred and unconscious. Only now did I understand that it wasn’t something that had come from within me. The Bloodless Lands weren’t something that had seeped from Kondo-Kana.  
 
    She had taken from the world. I had taken. 
 
    It was not something: it was nothing. 
 
    Kondo-Kana span on her heels and stretched out her arms as she walked backwards. 
 
    “You do not know the old stories, do you? The true stories,” she said, eyes brightening with more than the chance to speak of the void. The muscles in my body wound tightly, because I had prompted this. Our surroundings hadn’t done a thing to reach Kondo-Kana. “When Isjin slept within the void, her dreams became light, the light of all things that ever were or would ever be. But a terrible creature filled the void, stopping the light from flowing into the world. The creature was—” 
 
    “The creature she tore in half to make the dragons and pane,” I said, nodding. Katja had told me that story. I wouldn’t forget it. “I know.” 
 
    “No, Rowan. The creature became the dragons and humans, the first of her great races. She gave them power and intelligence both, though the humans were flawed. The dragons were flawed in their own ways, but they were content in what they were. The humans, from the moment Isjin taught them to speak, could only bemoan their short lifespans. And so she took the dragons and the humans and dreamt that they were one in the same. She dreamt of the pane in this way, the most peaceful of her races, and gave them a lifespan humanity could not grasp. 
 
    “But the pane, as happy as they were with their lot in life, could still be harmed. They could still grow sick, and so died before their time. The pane did not feel entitled to anything else, and though they often grieved, they understood the way of nature. But humans, ah. Humans pushed Isjin, and she dreamt away the guilt of having created such fragile beings. 
 
    “Her next race could not be hindered by death: these were the phoenixes, reborn from their own ashes.” 
 
    She was moving again. I had to jog to keep up with her. She turned sharply into a side street and cut through the city as though she did this each and every day. She moved far from aimlessly.  
 
    “I’ve never heard that version of it,” I said, having no more reason to doubt Kondo-Kana than I did to believe in tales of Isjin in the first place. 
 
    “Of course you have not. The humans, they wish to make things about themselves, but they do not wish to be any part of the monstrosity that helped the void thrive,” Kondo-Kana explained, pausing to read the signs speared into the ground at the end of every street. “And did you know, when they looked upon the phoenixes, they grew sick with envy. Isjin, she did not blame them for this. She blamed herself, thinking them incomplete, and so allowed some to be healers, to battle all that could lead to death. 
 
    “But they could not contend with it. And though Isjin had no more dreams left to dream, it was not enough for the humans. They mocked death as fiercely as they feared it, and Isjin loved the humans so. 
 
    “She gave them the last of the light within her chest. She divided up what remained and spread it across Bosma, that it might eternally burn bright. A race that is not a race, for how few of us there ever are. Light from herself; light from my light. And that is what we are, Rowan. The last of her light, twisting itself into familiar forms. We were never a mere dream.” 
 
    I took a step backwards. She was wrong. She was wrong. I was flesh and blood; I was thrumming with power, not made of it. 
 
    I couldn’t say that out loud. Couldn’t argue to Kondo-Kana’s face, because she didn’t realise what was happening. She didn’t see the emptiness that Myros had become. 
 
    To her, there was no void. 
 
    Hundreds of years ago, she’d stolen the light from the land and drawn it into herself. She’d fed on it. It thrummed through her, ever trapped in her eyes. Through it, she saw the colour that had once filled the cities, the open fields and the rolling hills. The light resolved itself as a wave of noise and a burst of warmth, flourishing under the pale Myrosi sun.  
 
    She spoke to me as though I was from one of the temples, eager to learn more about Isjin. 
 
    “Kondo-Kana,” I said. “We should head back. We’ve been here for long enough.” 
 
    It wouldn’t take long for Myros to realise what Kondo-Kana was, in the same way Haru-Taiki had. 
 
    “Kondo-Kana,” I called when she kept on walking. 
 
    Her fingers trailed out behind her and said, “No, no, I must…” 
 
    I couldn’t leave her alone in Myros. I couldn’t risk anything more happening to a land that was beyond shadow and light. I moved softly behind her but kept my distance, not wanting to disturb the void. Not wanting to let it crumble into the nothingness beyond what it had become.  
 
    “I hear there is an army, headed for Mesomia,” Kondo-Kana said, stopping in the centre of the road. She waited until I was stood behind her to catch my eye. “Hundreds. Thousands of them. Do not let them near. Do not let them take your home.” 
 
    She grasped my shoulder and leant in close. 
 
    “Do not let them take you, Aejin. Fell them. Stand against them and kill them all. They will understand what you are made of.” 
 
    I rolled my shoulders, trying to free myself. 
 
    I’d been a fool. I’d thought that at worst, Kondo-Kana would mourn for what she’d done, but she was left with only regret, while guilt was mine to process. Some naïve part of me had hoped that returning would spark something within Kondo-Kana; that she would understand the depth of what she’d done and realise she had the power to make things right. 
 
    But stood in front of me was the Kondo-Kana of legend. The person who destroyed my ancestors’ world. 
 
    She was more flame than woman. 
 
    More agony than remorse. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXII 
 
    “I won’t kill them,” I heard myself say. 
 
    Kondo-Kana roared with light, mute and deafening. It wasn’t the mere glow that often claimed me. It had become her, and through the haze of fear, my heart sunk at how familiar it was. 
 
    Forgetting talk of war, she carried on through the streets. I expected to reach the Phoenix Fire or one of the greater temples in the city, but after a dozen twists and turns through streets she could never forget, Kondo-Kana stopped outside of a house, wedged in the centre of a row of identical buildings. 
 
    “This—this is my home,” she told herself. The light that thought it was her fingers wrapped around the handle, but the Bloodless Lands were not what they seemed. They were a continual spate of emptiness, and the handle could not turn, could not remember what purpose it had once served. “I live here. Lived here? With my mother, my grandmother…” 
 
    “Kondo-Kana,” I said softly. “We really should go. Oak’s waiting for us.” 
 
    It was too late for that. She pressed her palm to the door and colour bled back into it as she released what was inside of her. 
 
    “And my brothers? No, no. I never had those. It was only me, I… I…” 
 
    Plastering her hands against her forehead, Kondo-Kana turned from the house and swayed so heavily that I had to dart forward to catch her. She clung to my collar with both hands, face featureless for the light that burnt within. 
 
    “Please. Let’s go, okay? I’ll keep you safe,” I promised. 
 
    All of the comfort and understanding I felt around her mixed with an oily fear. 
 
    “No, Rowan. Look. Look around you,” she said in a voice too clear to be hers. There was no depth to it, no twisting chasm echoing age and watery wisdom. “You’re the only one who can. The only one who can look upon the Bloodless Lands and not suffer for it.” 
 
    “You can as well,” I assured her. “Any of us can. Any necromancer. There’s another one. Her name is Halla, remember? I know you’d like to meet her. If you come with me…” 
 
    “No. No, no, no—” 
 
    She pushed me away and slipped easily from my grasp. 
 
    “We are light, Rowan. We are not death. It does not fester within us. We are so much more than the world has ever understood,” she said, tearing her cloak free from her shoulders. “I see it. I see it all: everything I have done. The void is howling for my blood, but I will not turn it over, will not run dry…” 
 
    Kondo-Kana fell to her knees, trembling as the ground ought to have. 
 
    She drew in a breath and the light that consumed her vanished. In that moment, I understood how dark it had become. Even her eyes lost their glow. There was something eerily human about her, now that she’d locked all of her power within her chest.  
 
    “You did this,” I murmured. I didn’t know why I said it, but I finally understood that she was the person from those stories. She wasn’t a mere reminder of the past. 
 
    Clawing at the empty dirt, she said, “I do not have room to remember this all, and yet… You do not understand how it was, Aejin. You do not understand who I was. We were Priests, we were Children of Isjin, but we were not free. We were bound by what we were, owned by the rich and not allowed to cleanse disease as we saw fit. They called it the Will of Isjin and said that there was a price to pay for miracles. But we were not theirs to use. They would not allow us to die, but even if they did, what would there be for us? 
 
    “Silence. Just the silence. I hear it, Rowan. I hear it when I am awake and when I am asleep. It pounds, pounds like drums. But not the drums of war. There is no fight to be had, no chance I can win this.” 
 
    Moving back onto her knees, fingers knotted in her hair, Kondo-Kana took in the breadth of what she’d done and sobbed. 
 
    “Fix it,” she said, burning eyes fixed on me. “Fix it, fix it—” 
 
    “I can’t,” I croaked. My ribcage pressed in on itself, tightening around my lungs. “I don’t know how.” 
 
    Wailing, Kondo-Kana struck the ground with her fists. 
 
    “Fix it,” she demanded, teeth grit. “I cannot give this back. It cannot be carved out of me. I—after all I have done, I still cannot…” 
 
    Kondo-Kana rocked forward on her knees, forehead pressed to the ground. She wrapped her arms around her waist, causing the back of her shirt to slip away as she frantically tore at the fabric. A tattoo scarred her back, cast in white. It was a design I’d never seen the likes of before, but to touch it would be to understand it. 
 
    Kneeling next to her, I pressed my palm to the interlocking patterns that spiralled from the centre, arches rising and falling, crossing twisting vines and falling feathers. In spite of all that roiled and roared within Kondo-Kana, she understood why my hand was splayed across her back. 
 
    “A brand… It is a…” she started, but it was already lost to her. She beat her fists bloody against the ground, gashes barely bothering to heal over. “Take it back, take it back, I don’t want it, I…” 
 
    I threw myself against her back. I didn’t know what else to do. I threw myself against her back, pinned her arms from her side, and pulled her hands away from the thick red smears across the void. 
 
    She tried to throw herself free but I buried my face in her neck and refused to release her. She twisted her shoulders sharply but it was no good. I wasn’t letting go, and the last of her strength faded. The light reclaimed her, and I finally loosened my grasp on her. She lifted her hands, but not to strike the ground. She pressed her hands to the stains and her palms slid against the bloodied void. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed. 
 
    “Let’s go back,” I mumbled into her hair. 
 
    I gathered her into my arms and she continued to cry. She’d stopped trembling, but it couldn’t be a good thing. 
 
    I placed my hands on her shoulders and eased her back. The light that ever twisted and rose from her eyes spread across her skin once more, engulfing her. Once again, I found myself kneeling in the Bloodless Lands and holding a necromancer as they turned to light in my arms and threatened to slip through my fingers.  
 
    “Not again,” I mumbled, making a promise of it to myself and Kondo-Kana. “Not again…” 
 
    I dragged Kondo-Kana through Phos and onto Oak’s back. He flew faster than I’d ever know him to, so fast I could barely cling to his scales as the wind threatened to make ribbons of my face. There was no hiding Kondo-Kana, but I couldn’t leave her outside the castle. I couldn’t waste a single second. 
 
    Her feet didn’t want to work, so I dragged her through the corridors. With my back and arms aching, I left her on the floor of my chamber. I didn’t have time to wonder where Claire was as I sprinted down the corridors. I’d drawn more than enough attention in bringing her into the castle; ignoring all of the looks I’d garnered as my boots struck the floor hard didn’t mean that people ignored me in kind. 
 
    I ran until I found Varn stationed outside of Queen Nasrin’s chambers and burst through the doors before she had the chance to react. 
 
    “Queen Nasrin!” I called, stumbling through the door. 
 
    She was sat at her desk, brushing her hair while Atalanta read in the corner. Atalanta was quietly bemused and didn’t consider drawing her weapon. 
 
    “It’s Kondo-Kana,” I blurted out. I didn’t need to explain myself; Queen Nasrin knew where she’d been. “Something happened.” 
 
    She didn’t need to hear anything more. She swept out of the room with her hairbrush in hand and Varn and Atalanta fell into step behind her. Varn looked me up and down and I realised I must’ve been quite the sight: I was dishevelled by the wind, face and arms smeared with blood. Tears I didn’t remember crying were dried in streaks across my cheeks. 
 
    I broke into a sprint, overtaking the others. 
 
    The guards who’d tensed when I brought Kondo-Kana up fumbled over themselves to salute Queen Nasrin. She paid them exactly no attention. I reached for the handle with unsteady hands and managed to shoulder the door open. 
 
    Queen Nasrin placed a hand on my shoulder, moved me to the side, and stormed into the room to find Kondo-Kana curled in a ball on the floor, seeping light from every pore. 
 
    Without blinking, Queen Nasrin said, “What happened in Old Myros, Rowan?” 
 
    “S-she remembered too much,” I stuttered. “I knew it wasn’t a good idea, but Kondo-Kana would’ve gone without me…” 
 
    There was no flash of anger, no exasperated sigh. Queen Nasrin remained focused and managed to forget that there was anyone in the room other than Kondo-Kana. From how quickly she worked and how still Varn and Atalanta remained, I knew it wasn’t the first time it had happened. 
 
    She gathered Kondo-Kana up in a swathe of torn red cloth and wrapped her arms around her waist as though it could keep the light in. Guiding her to an armchair, Queen Nasrin knelt in front of her and placed her hands on her knees. 
 
     “Kana. Kana, listen to me,” she said, reaching for her hands. Queen Nasrin’s fingers slipped straight through, leaving her clutching at flames that wouldn’t burn her. “You’re here. You’re still here.” 
 
    Kondo-Kana moved. She curled into the corner of the armchair and tucked her knees under her. She held her hands out and stared at her palms as they faded in front of her. 
 
    “Nasrin…” Kondo-Kana murmured weakly. “I don’t want to die again. Please. Don’t… don’t make me go through that, I cannot—” 
 
    “Shh, shh,” Queen Nasrin said, offering her hands out again. “You’re safe here, Kana. You aren’t going to die. As long as you wish to stay on Bosma, I will anchor you. Do you understand that?” 
 
    Nodding weakly, Kondo-Kana reached out, terrified the light would slip through Queen Nasrin’s fingers again. My heart turned to ice in my chest, and I prayed that Kondo-Kana had been right about what we were. I prayed to Isjin to let her stay on Bosma and not to reclaim her light as she had Iseul’s. 
 
    Fingers curling to my palms, Kondo-Kana finally clasped Queen Nasrin’s hands. She was a real, solid thing, and the light slowly retreated.  
 
    My heart thawed and lurched. I knitted my fingers in my hair and turned away to take a deep breath. Varn and Atalanta shifted uncomfortably, staring at something interesting on the ceiling. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t have taken her if I didn’t think she’d go without me. If I’d known that would happen… I just—” 
 
    “I’m aware of how Kana is,” she said curtly. She slowly rose to her feet and perched on the edge of the chair without letting go of Kondo-Kana’s hands. “This is no one’s fault but her own. She lures you into these things because of what you both are. Had you not been there, I’ve no doubt she would not have returned to the castle.” 
 
    Relief stuck in my throat, impossible to swallow down. Kondo-Kana remained curled in her chair, too small to really be the woman who had hissed at me to slaughter armies. 
 
    “I shall take her back to our chambers. Now that this nonsense is done with, perhaps she will know something akin to peace,” Queen Nasrin said and gestured for Atalanta to help her. 
 
    Together, they helped Kondo-Kana to her feet, ready to half-carry her through the castle. Varn fidgeted on the spot and kept glancing at me, but didn’t build up the courage or compassion to ask if I was alright. Had Claire been there, the idea of them leaving wouldn’t have been so daunting. I felt as though a rift had opened inside of me, and I understood how much there was to know and how little sense any of it made to me. 
 
    It was a relief when Atalanta glanced at Queen Nasrin for permission to speak and said, “Varn, darling. If you wouldn’t mind terribly, I think it would be for the best that you remain here with Rowan.” 
 
    Varn was on the verge of sneering, but when Atalanta caught her eye, she grumbled, “… Yeah. Sure. Whatever,” and made herself comfortable on one of the sofas. 
 
    I thought I had felt bad before, but with Kondo-Kana and her warm, calming presence gone, it was like having knives in my gut. 
 
    Literally: I knew how that felt.  
 
    I paced the room. I reminded myself to keep breathing but did so too heavily. Varn followed me with her eyes as I walked along the edges of the room, soon tiring of my antics.  
 
    “Sit down or I’m going,” she said. 
 
    I did as she asked for three entire seconds. I bolted back to my restless feet and Varn grabbed the back of my shirt to yank me back down. 
 
    “Calm down,” she said. “Kondo-Kana’s gonna be fine. She always is.” 
 
    “Does that happen a lot?” 
 
    Varn shrugged. 
 
    “Dunno. Only been in the castle for a few years. It ain’t always that bad, but sometimes it’s worse.” 
 
    I nodded but barely took any of it in. It’d happened before. It wasn’t something new, something of my making. 
 
    “What’s Old Myros like, anyway?” 
 
    “The Bloodless Lands?”  
 
    “That’s what you call it? Lame,” Varn said. To her credit, it did sound unnecessarily clunky in Canthian. “Whatever. Same thing. North of the mountains.” 
 
    I paused before starting, because how could I explain it to her? How could I explain that the country was all cut from the same cloth and that everything I’d seen amounted to nothing? I took a deep breath and dove in. I explained the towers and the gates and streets, the motionless rivers and the aching white. I told her how the blood had been drained from the ground. 
 
    Once it was done, once I had hollowed out all there was to say, Varn said, “Oh. You mean it’s like the void, right?” 
 
    “The void?” I asked, sitting up straight. “You know what that is?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah? I live with Kondo-Kana. She’s always fucking up everything with the whiting-out, so I asked her about it one day. Gives me a right headache, though. Must suck being in Old Myros.” 
 
    “It didn’t bother me,” I said. “You knew what the void was?” 
 
    “I just said I did, didn’t I?” she snapped. “Gods, Rowan. You’d think you—wait. Wait, wait. You didn’t know?” 
 
    “Why would I?” 
 
    “I don’t fucking know. Maybe because you’re the necromancer here and I ain’t?” Varn offered up. “And I bet Reis’ left leg that you’ve gone and voided something before.” 
 
    I nodded mutely. 
 
    “You really didn’t know?” 
 
    “No! Of course not! I spent the first twenty-three years of my life pretending I wasn’t a necromancer. There was no one for me to talk to, no one to tell me anything,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Always forget you lot are a bunch of heathens,” Varn grunted. “How old are you anyway?” 
 
    “Twenty-five.” 
 
    “Cool. Me too,” Varn said, and nudged me in the side in a spate of camaraderie. 
 
    Varn was brutally honest. That trait had seen her dragged into plenty of fights before, but I could appreciate getting to the point and moving on from topics without meandering excuses. Varn didn’t care about the Bloodless Lands, didn’t care about what had happened to Myros – or Mhyōa, as it was known in Canthian – and cared far more for the present. 
 
    “So! A Queen, huh,” Varn said, sinking into the sofa. She tilted her head back and took in the extravagance of it all. I remembered what she had said at the castle gates: it was too obvious. Perhaps we ought to strip it down as Queen Nasrin had and use the money to house those displaced by dragon’s breath. “What the hell happened to her face?” 
 
    I frowned but didn’t feel the depth of it.  
 
    Varn was Varn and she had eyes. Of course she’d noticed. She had likely seen pirates with scars far more consuming and not kept her mouth shut about those, either. 
 
    “When Isin fell, in Kastelir—” 
 
    “Kastewhere?” 
 
    “The country that used to be next to this one.” 
 
    “Ain’t that Asar?” 
 
    “Asar’s the continent.” 
 
    “Then where are we now?” 
 
    “Felheim,” I said, watching as she squinted out of the window as though the land was laid out like a map, ink scrawled across the hills. 
 
    “I thought this was Asar.” 
 
    “How could you think this was Asar if you thought Asar was next to it?” 
 
    “Dunno. Gods. How am I supposed to know where you’re from?” 
 
    “Felheim. Everyone in Canth called me Felheim. Didn’t you think there was a reason for it?” 
 
    “… Yeah, that kinda makes sense,” Varn conceded. “So. Kastewhatever got the shit burnt out of it by dragons, right? That was Kouris’ country, yeah?” 
 
    “Right. Isin was the capital, so it was hit first. And Claire, she was a Knight back then. She got it into her head that it was up to her to save everyone, all by herself. But there were dozens of dragons, and…” I picked at one of the sofa’s loose threads as I trailed off. “She was stuck under a building for a few days. And, you know. Everything was on fire, so…” 
 
    Varn scrunched up her face. 
 
    “Yikes,” she said. “That sucks. Still. Not bad, North Woods! Look at this! Weren’t you a farmer or something?”  
 
    “I used to look after sheep,” I said. 
 
    I told her about the hills I’d grown up in before I’d pretended to be something less than I was, and she listened with interest, as though being a farmer’s daughter was somehow more fascinating than growing up as the daughter of Yin Zhou’s right-hand woman. She told me in spurts about her time on various ships, Yin Zhou’s and otherwise, muttered that she guessed she’d sailed with Reis and that’s how they met, but her stories always came back to Atalanta and all the ridiculous things they got up to under Queen Nasrin’s command. 
 
    It was late by the time Claire returned to our chambers and I’d long since cleaned myself up. Varn and I were still chatting and laughing and occasionally punching each other in the shoulder. If not for Claire’s arrival and the reminder that there were other people spread throughout the castle, I could’ve forgotten all about what unfolded with Kondo-Kana. I smiled at Varn as she sprang to her feet, snapping a salute.  
 
    There weren’t many people who could take my mind off things so effortlessly. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” Varn said, effortlessly falling into a perfect stance. 
 
    “Varn,” Claire said, tipping her head in greeting. The day’s affairs dragged on and on and were far from resolved, but a little humour creased her mouth. “It seems that you’ve made yourself comfortable. You’re Rowan’s guest. Please, don’t move on my account.” 
 
    “Nah,” Varn said, not quite forgetting herself. Her shoulders slumped but she clasped her hands at the small of her back. “Got a Queen of my own to get back to. And, no offence, but you look knackered. Don’t wanna keep anyone up.” 
 
    Varn finished with a slight bow and took a step towards the door as Sen made her way in. She smiled nervously as Varn stared up at her, ears twitching at the tips. 
 
    “What’s the deal with her? Or is Kouris the only one with two horns?” 
 
    “Varn!” I said and reached out to whack her with a cushion. 
 
    “What? She don’t speak Canthian. Can’t get offended if she can’t understand me,” she said, shrugging. 
 
    Not caring for an answer, she stepped around Sen and her armfuls of blankets and stomped her way down the stairs. 
 
    “Tough day?” I asked, holding out a hand to Claire. 
 
    “Dinner feels as though it was a week ago,” Claire said, limp worse than ever. “And matters are still not resolved. I am only here because Sen has insisted upon it. I suppose I am no good to anyone exhausted, but I hate leaving things half-solved.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sen,” I called across the room as she dropped the clean blankets off in the bedroom. “What’s tonight’s problem? Rylan’s army? Kastelirian refugees? Kidira wanting to behead everyone she thinks might betray you?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Claire propped her cane between two of the sofa cushions and let herself sink into the seat. She might have been determined to work through the night but her body betrayed her, screaming that she was endlessly grateful to be able to stop.  
 
    “It is everything. Rylan’s army is moving with frightening haste, likely thanks to mass bitterwillow consumption, and we do not have the forces to contend with him. Akela is recruiting all over Thule and beyond and is having remarkable success, for I suppose it is impossible not to be inspired by one of her speeches. Sometimes even I believe she could lead us to victory equipped with little more than a ladle and her wits. But we can only take on so many recruits at once. There is the matter of arming them, of training them. In truth, I believe we are hoping to create a wall of bodies to scare Rylan off.  
 
    “And then there is the matter of the pane’s land. Half of my council members either believe that we have more important things to focus on right now, or that those lands cannot rightly be called the pane’s anymore, by virtue of the centuries we have farmed and built upon them. Of the half remaining, half say nothing either way, and of those who fiercely support Sen and me, I cannot tell how many do so because they believe it wise to be on my side.” 
 
    “It’s… it’s difficult. I-I knew it would be hard, but… There’s nothing on most of that land. No villages or farms. The humans, they just don’t want us living there,” Sen said, poking her head back into the room. “Even when it makes sense. The pane, we… we’re good farmers. B-better than humans. We could farm the land to help everyone. But the people still won’t listen.” 
 
    “Sen is a beacon of logic and has nothing but realistic hope for the future. She has a real head for agriculture, yet even when she puts it on paper, people still do not wish to listen,” Claire said. Sen might’ve got Claire back to her chambers, but that didn’t mean she would be able to take her mind off work. Gesturing for Sen to sit down, I set about making tea. “I could propose the same ideas. Present them as facts. People would listen, the council would have no choice but to, but it is not right. These are Sen’s ideas, for her people. They ought to come from her.” 
 
    “I-I don’t want credit. I don’t need anything like that. I just… I want to help the pane.” 
 
    “It isn’t about credit. It’s about the pane having a voice in my council, in my Kingdom. A voice that equals that of any human’s.” 
 
    “I’m not… m-my voice, it’s, it might not be the best example. I…” Sen murmured, rubbing the back of her neck with her claws. 
 
    “Nonsense. Akela, whose voice could fill a ravine, listens to you as though there is no one else in the room. The issue is not with you, but with those listening,” Claire said. 
 
    Sen said nothing in reply but I saw her fight off the start of a self-conscious smile. 
 
    We drank our tea in small sips and discussed all the things that weren’t going as they should’ve been. The pane and their land. The approaching army that would dwarf ours. The former Kastelirians who were still without homes. Queen Aren, locked in her chambers, and her insistence on bending Claire’s ear. Agados, looming in the distance, yet closer than any of us were comfortable with. 
 
    I hugged Sen tightly as she left, once Claire was changed and ready for bed, and thought I might fall asleep without having to close my eyes all the way. 
 
    The moment my head hit the pillow, realisation hit Claire. 
 
    “… Did you not take Kondo-Kana to the Bloodless Lands this evening?” she asked, sitting on the bed next to me. I nodded into my pillow, mumbling in the affirmative. “Why have we been discussing trifling matters when there is this to talk about?” 
 
    I rolled onto my back, meaning to tell her that an encroaching war was hardly a trifling matter, but catching her eye undid all of the good chatting with Varn had done. 
 
    And so I told her. I shuffled up the bed, rested my back against the headboard, and described every inch of what I’d seen. I told her every word Kondo-Kana had said, engraved on me as they were. 
 
    “Haru-Taiki was right. For attacking her. For being angry at us for being friends with her,” I said. “Everything she did… It doesn’t matter if it was yesterday or a million years ago. She did it. She chose to do it. And maybe we can forgive that, because it’s been so long and she’s changed, but it was only yesterday to Haru-Taiki. We don’t even know what happened between them and I can’t say any of this to him because he wouldn’t understand! It might be years before he knows enough Mesomium for us to explain. And that’s if we even find him!” 
 
    Claire placed a hand on my shoulder and eased me back under the blankets. 
 
    “We’ll find him. It’s only been a few days, Rowan. All he needs is time,” Claire assured me. “And perhaps to speak with Kondo-Kana. If he can face her, she can translate for you.” 
 
    I buried my face in Claire’s shoulder and didn’t have to do anything but exhale heavily for her to ask, “What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said instinctively, but was quick to continue. “It’s just the things Kondo-Kana said. About necromancers and where we come from. What we are and why.” 
 
    I explained it as best I could, paraphrasing Kondo-Kana in a way that hopefully made sense. 
 
    Propping her chin atop my head, Claire hummed to herself as she processed what I’d said. 
 
    “She said that you were made from the last of Isjin’s light, when she had no more dreams to dream,” she said, making half a question of it. 
 
    “Yeah. Right. She made it sound like we came after humans, after pane, after phoenixes… after everyone. Like we’re not just humans who can do something extra, but…” 
 
    “But something different altogether?” Claire asked when I couldn’t finish the sentence myself. “From my understanding, we are all made from this light, whether that is simply a placeholder for something beyond our comprehension or a mere metaphor for something far more complex and drawn out. We are all one in the same, at our cores. You would not think a pane worth any less than a human, would you? If you are not a human, if that is the case, then it is of no consequence. You are you. You are made of the same things you have always been, and those who loved you yesterday love you today.” 
 
    “I don’t think I even believe in Isjin,” I mumbled. I let my arms slip around her waist and held on tightly. “And Kondo-Kana doesn’t make sense most of the time. I don’t know why I’m making a big deal about it.” 
 
    “Because it matters,” Claire told me. “… And because you’re tired. Talk to her in the morning. Give her time to clear her head and organise her thoughts and see if she has better answers for you outside of the Bloodless Lands.” 
 
    I didn’t talk to Kondo-Kana in the morning. There were more important matters to tend to. I had lunch with Kouris, where she devoted much of her time to squinting at letters, like the Claire of old, and spent the afternoon helping Akela stroll back and forth in front of the new recruits. They were a mixed bag in all regards but wealth: the young and old, experienced and novice, were all from the poorer parts of Thule. War was an abstract idea to the rich, and Akela assured me that most of them were currently busy working out how to make money off it. Ore, timber and leather could be sold in bulk for the weapons and armour we needed, and with business concluded, they were content to hide behind castle walls and within their gated communities. 
 
    I was busy the next day. The one after that, too. I had to show Varn and Atalanta around the rest of the castle, and Reis couldn’t have possibly found an art store without me. I ran chores for Sen so that she could focus on her real work and made sure Oak wasn’t lonely. He was short with me and kept puffing himself up to appear bigger whenever I tried to pass him. It was almost as though he was hiding something or someone.  
 
    I purposely didn’t mention Haru-Taiki around him. 
 
    It was a week before I saw Kondo-Kana again. A week where she’d slept far less than I’d told Claire she had. A week of constant gnawing at my gut as her influence spread through the castle. At first I could feel her from a corridor or two away, could feel her through the walls, but the longer she remained in the castle the more empty spaces she found a way to fill. I could feel her in my chest all the way from the lake the day before I finally caved and sought her out. 
 
    Atalanta greeted me at Queen Nasrin’s door. She shook my hand as though it wasn’t the dozenth time we’d met and we hadn’t, in fact, spent much of yesterday playing cards while Claire and Queen Nasrin drew up all sorts of contracts and agreements. Trust the two of them to commemorate their newfound friendship with paperwork.  
 
    Atalanta promptly returned to her book once the door swung closed behind me, having long since decided that of all the threats in the castle, a necromancer was far less of a danger than the cut of the glares some nobles threw Queen Nasrin. Varn was curled up in an armchair, dead asleep by a fire that was almost called for with the abrupt onslaught of autumn, and Queen Nasrin sat behind her desk, working at a far more leisurely pace than she ever did in Canth. 
 
    The room was empty, beyond the three of them. My eye was drawn to bed, but the lumps under the covers were pillow-shaped; not even Kondo-Kana had mastered the skill of sinking so far into a mattress that she went unnoticed. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Your Majesty,” I said, bowing my head in a polite attempt to draw her attention away from her work. “How are things?”  
 
    “Well. Quite well. Did you know that I’m the first in my family to have experienced the leaves turning colour as they are? It is amazing how much work one can get done when people can neither reach me by letter or by presuming to barge into my study. Perhaps my dear aunt wasn’t entirely misguided in sending me here. After all, with Felheim’s aid, I ought to be able to put numerous plans that once felt like mere dreams into motion. I can start rebuilding bridges – literally, at that – and dedicate more farmland to food with a steady supply of bitterwillow,” she said. “We should be leaving within the week. Just enough time to avoid any war. Allies we may be, but all of this work will be for nothing if Canth falls into the hands of whoever my successor may be. Were you looking for Kana?” 
 
    “I was,” I said, trying not to linger on the thought of them being back across the Wide Waters in a matter of weeks. 
 
    “She’s outside. I couldn’t tell you why. In fact, I believe she might be doing it to get me to ask her why,” Queen Nasrin said with a shake of her head. She pointed towards the double-doors leading onto a small patio. “She’s been asking for you.” 
 
    “She has?” I asked cautiously. I was half-convinced she’d have forgotten I’d been in the Bloodless Lands at all. 
 
    “Oh, not in so many words. Rowan will find me when she realises that I need to be found. That sort of nonsense. It loses any sense of being self-assured when you hear it no fewer than five times a day.” 
 
    “Hopefully this will get her to stop,” I said, excusing myself with a bow. 
 
    Queen Nasrin returned to her writing and I headed for the patio doors. I pulled the latch across, stepped out, and the wind battered my sides. It wasn’t pleasant outside. The trees had already stripped themselves bare and the skies were grey and heavy with the threat of more rain. A storm was on its way and it may well have been what Kondo-Kana was waiting for. 
 
    She was clad in her usual red cloak. While it was excessive for Canth, it was barely enough for Felheim, and the shawl draped over her head did little more than ripple in the wind. She leant over and wrote as Queen Nasrin did, and I quickly learnt that the warmth I felt from necromancers wasn’t enough to banish the cold. 
 
    “Aejin,” Kondo-Kana said. Her back remained to me and her quill moved restlessly across the page. “It is cold and your bones are already brittle. Go back inside, where your marrow will warm.” 
 
    I considered it but convinced myself that rubbing my hands against my forearms was enough to keep the cold at bay. At least I’d thought to wear boots. I stepped around the table and brushed a few lost leaves off the seat in front of her. 
 
    The tip of her quill scratched against the parchment, ink flowing freely, and I saw myself in hundreds or thousands of years, sat across from a young necromancer, only able to recall Claire and Kouris and Akela and Reis because some dusty tomb laid claim to their names. I wrapped my arms around myself and watched as meaningless symbols filled the page. I let autumn’s tentative bite remind me that I was in the present, and the future was mine to shape. 
 
    “What are you writing?” 
 
    “Eulogies. Apologies. Histories,” Kondo-Kana said. “My life has been so much gall and wormwood, yet I wish I had made a record of it before this. I wish I had not forgotten that first truth of Myros. I wish that so much had not happened, and that if it had to unfold as it did, I wish I could remember every moment of it. But we are close to what you call the Bloodless Lands and so recollection comes easier. I ought not to waste this chance as I have wasted so many others. And so it is: Gall and Wormwood. 
 
    “But that is not why you are here. What do you wish to ask me, Rowan? Do you wish to speak of Myros and all that was rekindled within it?” 
 
    Kondo-Kana was as far removed from the flame of a woman bleeding light and beating the ground as Katja was from the person who’d once claimed to be my friend. I’d told myself I’d accepted that there were things in Kondo-Kana’s past that weren’t mine to understand or forgive, but curiosity still claimed me so. 
 
    “Was everything you said true? Everything you said about the necromancers and Isjin? About what we are?” 
 
    “Of course. In Myros, all knew this. We learnt these things as you learn the names of the seasons,” Kondo-Kana said, setting her quill down. “It is strange to think that you have not always understood what you are. A Daughter of Isjin in the truest sense.” 
 
    But how was I supposed to understand what I was when I didn’t believe in my supposed source? I had travelled from Felheim to Kastelir to Canth and back again and seen no proof of Isjin, no reason to believe that Bosma hadn’t become what it was through sheer chance alone.  
 
    “You talk about Isjin, but—” 
 
    “How do I know she is real?” Kondo-Kana interjected. “Not only do I feel her, Aejin, with each breath I borrow from her, and not only do I see her seared into my eyes where colour once was, but our friend Haru-Taiki has met her.” 
 
    It was so far removed from the words she usually reached out with. I’d been waiting for her to tell me that I already knew Isjin but simply didn’t know that I knew, or that all I needed to do was claw out my own light and stare without seeing. Instead, all she offered me was a single fact. 
 
    “You need to understand how real Isjin has always been to us, Rowan. I do not give thanks where none are due and I do not offer up prayers that will never be heard. Isjin is not an idea to us, not a concept abandoned by our ancestors,” Kondo-Kana said. “In Myros, after she left, the Aejin yu ka Aejin were said to be proof of her miracles. We were made as a reminder of her presence in the world. But centuries passed and revered though we once were, our services were expected of us. They began to see us as Isjin’s final apology. 
 
    “By the time I came into this world, the only choice we were given was what temple we wished to serve. They laid claim to us, Aejin. You saw the brand across my back, did you not? Our temples would tattoo us with patterns more intricate than star charts so that we would never be lost to them.” 
 
    “But how? How did they keep necromancers there? Couldn’t they just…?” I asked with a wince and pointed at my back. 
 
    “Carve off the brand? Some did, but many more were only too happy to serve. But what is more suspicious than an Aejin without a brand? They would never be able to tell anyone of their powers again. And if they wished to return to the temple, they would have to explain their smooth skin; their betrayal,” Kondo-Kana said, dropping her hands into her lap. “Of the few who ran, fewer still wished to fight. To see harm come to anyone. If their families were threatened with fire…” 
 
    “You escaped from that, didn’t you? And that’s why there was a war,” I said. Knots twisted in my stomach and tightened in bitter-sweet relief: I finally understood what had started it all. Necromancers hadn’t incited senseless violence and there was no reason for me to ever fear doing the same. “Why do you still have your brand?” 
 
    For once, Kondo-Kana had no answer for me. I met her eyes and knew she couldn’t bring herself to be rid of the ink that burnt into her skin, the reminder that she had not once belonged to herself. 
 
    “I am still the person you saw in Myros. I am the person history has whispered of. My surroundings and circumstances may have changed but the things I have done and thought and wanted remain true,” she said. “You do not have to forgive me. Nobody does. But understand that if you are hungry to change the past then I am starving.”  
 
    Kondo-Kana’s eyes blazed as she spoke. 
 
    Pressing a hand to the dry ink she’d penned, she held my gaze and said, “Would you like me to read to you, Aejin?” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXIII 
 
    “It never occurred to me to think that I might be a necromancer, for they were establishments in and of themselves. Everyone on Bosma knew their names and could recite their deeds by heart. They were old, centuries, most of them, and their temples had been built from the ground around them. The youngest was more than eighty, by the time I was born. But you would not know it to see them,” Kondo-Kana said, eyes ghosting across the first page. “The Everlasting Kingdom of Myros was no longer in its golden age; that is what the philosophers said, though the common people noticed no changes. There was art and music, poetry and science. Celebrations of them all, in grand ballrooms. And there was theft and murder, deception and subterfuge.  
 
    “There were those who celebrated those things, as well.  
 
    “As I write this, I do so knowing that there are no words that can describe all that Myros was. All that it meant to me. The colours, the life therein; there is no expressing them. The dragon-born roamed the streets freely, arm-in-arm with humans, towers and houses and crumbling corner shops painted vibrant purples and gold, the stone of the street worn shiny beneath boots and talons and clawed toes. The phoenixes hopped from rooftop to rooftop, gathered on street lamps, and caught rides on the horns of obliging dragon-born.  
 
    “Temples to Isjin were found on every street, between tailors and bakeries, and incense burnt on the low sills, filling the streets with the scent of sandalwood and magnolia, of hope diffused into the air. When winter came – and it did, with thick, heavy snowfall – the people of Myros were prepared. The pane and humans worked together, pushing piles of snow to the side, that the phoenixes might melt them.  
 
    “Phos embodied all that Myros was from north to south, east to west. It was the Kingdom's heart long before it was its capital, and the centre of all the trade and innovation and piety that made us so everlasting. From the moment I awoke in this world, Phos was my home. It was my home and there will never be another, for that is the land my mother lived upon. She was the first one who breathed the words Kondo-Kana. In Myrosi, a Myrosi tongue older than the one I wield, it means little lamb.  
 
    “I did not grow up with any understanding of what I was. The knowledge was not withheld to me, was not denied. It simply didn’t occur to anyone to share it. Had I known the word for what I was, for what burnt within me, all in Myros would've fallen to their knees and held the answers out to me. But I had no questions. I lived my life.  
 
    “We were not poor. There were few who were truly poor in Phos, but we were not rich, either. Our neighbours were a baker, ever big-hearted and willing to share what they did not sell, and a young pane. Their name was Skalo-Halos, in the tradition of Myros. In spite of all we can be blamed for, we were never so foolish as to divide lands and nationalities between races. Skalo-Halos taught me many things: to sew, to cook, to sharpen a knife, and most importantly, how to apologise.  
 
    “My mother was from a small village in the north of Myros, close to the sea, where they dressed in thick furs for much of the year and hunted the fisher-beasts along the coast. When she was but twenty years old, her mother fell ill. The village had no healer. Only bitterwillow. She travelled to Phos, hoping to find a healer willing to trade their services for rich, silvery furs and salted meat. When the exchange was made after little more than a day spent searching, my mother did not leave.  
 
    “She did not leave the day after that, or the week after, either. She found work as a carpenter and always returned with dusty shirts, calloused fingers, and splinters she could no longer feel. Her mother, a renowned hunter in her youth, chose a quieter career: she became a poet.  
 
    “She wrote at dawn every day without fail. One poem, a four-line verse about the rebirth of phoenixes, The Sky Beneath the Sun, became a favourite amongst the Priests. But for the most part she worked in peaceful anonymity, making enough to buy new ink and paper and ensure her daughter did not have to work her fingers to the bone.  
 
    “For my part, I didn’t look upon the necromancers with envy. And they were necromancers then, not Aejin yu ka Aejin. I saw them no more than once a year, when we attended Phos' greatest festival, come the close of winter. They stood on platforms that were more plinths than anything else, and I watched with faint interest from a great distance. If anything stirred within me, I misplaced the source. It was the food, the festival, the dancing, the music. The music. All I wished to do was sing, from the days when I did not yet reach my mother's hip.  
 
    “I was thirteen when I first overheard my mother and grandmother whispering about me. I had been at Skalo-Halos', helping them prepare fresh cuts of meat – my mother had imbued me with the practical talents of her homeland – and returned home to change my shirt, or skirt. It does not matter what the garment was, or wasn't. What is important is that I had misjudged the angle of my knife and blood had splattered across my clothing. I crept back into my house, not wanting my mother or grandmother to see such a foolish mistake, and heard them murmuring in our living room.  
 
    “She has never been ill. Not once, my mother said. Sickness spreads throughout her school yet fever does not draw so much as a bead of sweat from her forehead.  
 
    “Do not linger on it. The girl has a tough constitution, like all the women in our family, my grandmother replied.  
 
    “I dragged you to Phos on what would've been your deathbed when you were not yet forty-five.  
 
    “I did not stay for the rest. I returned to Skalo-Halos' house without changing and did not appreciate the playful way they nudged my shoulder and asked if I had returned to a pile of dirtier clothing, having not kept up with my chores. I skinned Skalo-Halos' prize and severed fresh meat from the bone, and thought long and hard about what my mother had implied.  
 
    “I did not remember my skin ever burning with fever, my voice croaking or limbs aching, but that did not mean it hadn't happened. My mother and grandmother had raised me well. I ate meat and vegetables in equal amounts, and neither wasted anything nor bowed to gluttony. We were pious people; the healers at the local temple looked after all who came to them.  
 
    “At school, where we learnt the things the temple could not teach us, from the literature of the past to equations that would help us move into the future, I asked my friends when they were last sick. Each had a tale to tell.  
 
    “At the age of fourteen, I thought of taking a knife to my thumb to see how long the blood would flow for. I refrained. I became more cautious. I did not play outside or wrestle with my friends. I did not want to scrape my knees and watch as they refused to heal over.  
 
    “Fifteen, sixteen. And then, one night, there was a great clamour from next door. A cacophony of noise had me, my mother, and grandmother out of our beds before it could fade. Broken glass. Something heavy hitting the floorboards.  
 
    “Desperation. Anger.  
 
    “When I wrote that the philosophers said Myros was no longer in its golden age, as the philosophers before them did of the decades before ours, it was because they chose to believe that crime had not existed until they opened our eyes to it. In the same way, crime had not been real to me until that moment, for it had never been more than a story; a warning meant for someone else.  
 
    Until we found Skalo's body on their bedroom floor.  
 
    “They were moving, but it was a shuddering, roiling thing. It was a thing of defeat. To this day, I do not know what was stolen from them. Skalo-Halos always had enough to get by, but they did not have enough to steal. They had startled their intruder and ended up with a blade in their throat. My mother screamed for me to bring blankets to press to the wound and my grandmother was making her way out of the door in search of a healer, but it was too late.  
 
    “Too late for them. Not for me. Time no longer pressed itself around me.  
 
    “It was hazy. Distant. I understood what I had to do and more than that, I understood that there was no rush. I knelt by Skalo's side and placed my hand on their forehead. As death came for them, I felt their pain not because they were family and not because I wanted nothing more than to suffer in their place, but because I felt their pain. It was mine. They were dead when I pulled the knife from their throat. My mother yelled and caught my wrist, stopping me entire seconds too late. Time was her foil, not mine.  
 
    “The blood rushed from the wound, gurgling. For the first time, the sight of so much red did not frighten me. For the first time, the blood pooling around my knees and running across my fingertips elated me. I knew then as I now know the colour of the void that I was more powerful than what had dared to take Skalo-Halos from me.  
 
    “The wound closed and I exhaled.  
 
    “Skalo-Halos choked and spluttered and coughed, but the gold returned to their eyes and death did not hold them for long.  
 
    “The morning of the attack, I had been the daughter of a carpenter, the granddaughter of The Sky Beneath The Sun's visionary, and the next morning, I was something else.  
 
    “People remembered my name. They spoke of it with reverence and did not mock its ancient meaning. Priests came to my house. Our neighbours gathered in the street, trying to steal glances through the window, and those who had never so much looked my way at school had the gall to knock on my door, claiming we had been friends for as long as they remembered.  
 
    “It was too much at once. Perhaps that was the root of the problem. Perhaps not. Perhaps I would have become what I did had I been eased into the process minute-by-minute, second-by-second. It is not worth dwelling on what did not happen. Regardless: I had gone from a life of schooling and chores to being stood in front of the King within mere days.  
 
    “He was an old man. A seasoned ruler. He was two hundred, perhaps. I do not remember and it does not matter: he was less a person and more part of the throne itself. He congratulated me as though I had achieved something. As though I had worked for it. He said I was the first new necromancer he had the honour of meeting in almost a century and that he was certain I would succeed.  
 
    “What did success matter to me? I had brought someone I cared for back from the depths of death; that was all the success I needed for a lifetime.  
 
    “But I soon understood what he had meant by success. As though I would not live forever – and that was not something I had so much as considered, then – the King did not allow me to waste a minute. I was sent to Cáh, Phos’ largest temple, where I was to study all of Isjin's teachings and learn how best to practise her miracles and manifest her will. My mother and grandmother were sad to see me leave at such a young age, but proud, too. The temple was not far from our home. They could visit often.  
 
    “Although I had been sent to the temple on the King's orders, I was something far rarer than he was. He and his council, the politicians whispering in his ear for decades, could be replaced by anyone of distant blood or considerable armies, but I was a necromancer. There had been whisperings, in some circles, that the last of us had made ourselves known long before I was born.  
 
    “In that way, my powers were as much of a surprise to the rest of the world as they were to me. I embraced them and became determined to hone them. Determined to memorise every word, every syllable, of Isjin's teachings. I was visited by other necromancers. The first time I met an Aejin yu ka Aejin, I understood what I was. What I could be. We were strangers, but we were family. There was a certain grace about them, a fluidity in their movements. Their eyes shone like the moon, and I told myself that I would become as great as they were, one day.  
 
    “It was easy to believe, in their presence. Easy to overflow with determination, when other Aejin were close. But they left to continue across Myros, down to Mesomia and Agadia, working their miracles and proving that Isjin was still in the world in quiet, powerful forms. I was young. It was hard to remain focused when all of Myros wanted to know me.  
 
    “The high Priest Ishan watched without comment. Something sparked in his eyes when I looked his way, but he rarely spoke directly to me. He whispered things in the ears of lesser Priests, and retreated before I could do much more than blink at him. 
 
    “Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen. I was given all I wanted. I had my own chambers, my own maids. And there were other Priests, young women, human and pane, who looked up to me and helped me believe I already had all the answers. No request of mine was too outrageous. I took meals at my leisure and sang in the temple halls, voice echoing around the domed ceiling.  
 
    “Twenty, twenty-one. I memorised all of Isjin's teachings, albeit at my own place. I had brought back dozens from the dead – those the King had appointed me to – and cured hundreds of others. Thousands. I could do no wrong: I was Isjin's will made flesh and light.  
 
    “And then, one day, the King, the only person who did not simper and bow to me, said Ishan was not pleased with my progress. That I had made myself comfortable and did not care about the dead and dying enough to go to them. He would not listen to my protests. It did not matter that my temple was in the heart of Myros, known to all. And so he assigned a mentor to watch over me and ensure I stuck to a schedule.  
 
    “His name was Haru-Taiki. He had worked alongside Isjin herself and so refused to put up with my brash, selfish nature. I was stubborn. I did all I could to ignore him, to shut him out. But he had no qualms about burning through doors. He brought me texts I had never seen before in languages I could barely understand. He cawed at my window in the morning, forbidding me from oversleeping. He chased away the young, beautiful Priests who sought to distract me so.  
 
     “Once, he irritated me so very much that I plucked a feather from his tail. He squawked for hours.  
 
    “But there was something growing within me, something that only Isjin herself could answer for. I needed answers. It was a power that meant to choke me: without anything else to occupy my time, I could think of nothing but necromancy. I climbed from my window at night and wandered the streets barefooted, drawing in all the sickness and disease that people didn’t realise they harboured through their bedroom walls. And the more I took, the more pain I felt on their behalf, the more power grew within me. 
 
    “And there was no outlet for it. 
 
    “On my twenty-second birthday, the King sent me a letter. He was pleased with my progress, or at least Haru-Taiki’s reports of it. The temple hosted an event in my honour and people from all over Asar attended. They brought me trinkets I did not need, trinkets I donated to the temples and the poor, and in return, I cleansed them. I promised them that they would be everlasting, so long as I was in their city. 
 
    “For his part, Haru-Taiki gave me three days without his incessant interruptions. 
 
    “That is when I met her. She was a Priest from a temple outside of Phos, and had studied in lieu of sleeping to earn her place in Cáh. It was, perhaps, because she worked so hard and I did not that enabled her to speak to me as she did. I had gone into the temple for refuge, for the celebration took up the streets beyond, and had not expected to find anyone inside the building itself. Let alone a Priest. I thought they were all out revelling in my name. 
 
    “She was breaking off pieces of dried wax from one of the statues. I said hello and she smiled at me politely, and continued to snap off wax with her short thumbnail. She said nothing more. I hovered around her, intrigued by the lack of recognition from her. Surely I was the main lure, even of a temple so old and revered as Cáh. 
 
    “I gave her my name. Little lamb, she said, flicking red wax into a cloth bag. Hello. After some moments, she gave me her name. I will not write it here. I will not speak it ever again. But I will call her Tela-Laos, for it is beautiful in its own, pale way. 
 
    “When she said nothing more, not even to comment on the bells that rang out all day, or the music rising from all corners of Phos, I said, It is my birthd— 
 
    “I know who you are, she told me, statue scraped clean of old devotion. Do not fear. 
 
    “She left. She walked away from me. 
 
    “When the week was up and my birthday celebrations a thing of the past, I asked Haru-Taiki who she was. He puffed out his chest feathers and shook his head in disapproval. I held my hands in front of me in a sort of supplication I had never stooped to before and he softened. He told me where she was from and what she had done to earn her place in Cáh. It was nothing beyond devotion, devotion, devotion. 
 
    “She worked harder than any of the other Priests. She did so by ignoring me. In the mornings, she tended to the temple gardens, pulling out weeds and smoothing the soil. By midday she had led a handful of groups in prayer, and in the afternoon, she spent three hours reading and two penning her own work, until dinner came. We ate communally, and I watched her study her notes as she chewed thoughtful mouthfuls of fish and rice. 
 
    “You are following me, she would say. Are you lost, little lamb? 
 
    “I’m going to pray, I always replied. 
 
    “I heard you only pray in your chambers. 
 
    “It was a strange thing. I had followed the motions and learnt my lines without ever feeling Isjin’s presence. I had known piety to only my own powers. It was not until I was around Tela-Laos that I understood what it meant when people spoke of devotion. When I saw her, draped in sincerity, refusing to bow to anyone but Isjin, a world was opened to me; a world that books and sermons never so much as hinted at. 
 
    “We studied together. She found passages from old reports no one had thought to tell me existed before, about the nature of necromancers and the way our powers would manifest. She put her fingers around my wrists when my hands shook after healing a person, reminded me to inhale, to channel excess power through my veins and into my chest, and push it all out with my breath. Even then, when I had barely wandered from the temple, she said: This is too much. You should not— 
 
    “Forcing myself to smile, I promised her I would get better. 
 
    “I had known her for two agonising, exhilarating seasons. Haru-Taiki was finally proud of my progress and word got back to the King. Before I knew it, I was to be sent on a mission. It was never plainly stated, but all involved understood it to be a final test of sorts. After which I would become— I did not know. I had not been told. I could only assume I would become something greater than I was. 
 
    “Haru-Taiki did not stay. He considered his work done and no matter how insolent I had been in his presence to begin with, I was sad to see him go. He signed to say that he would not leave me alone forever, but no longer had to hover behind me. In the future, we could meet as friends. As equals. He let me know how glad he was that I was finally acting like myself, and it was a sentiment my family echoed. 
 
    “Four of us left: Thorn, a warrior-Priest from Mesomia, designated as my guard; Sino-Toku, a phoenix and a Priest, in need of a partner and tentatively filling the role of mine; and Tela-Laos, who I had been hesitant to invite but had found her own way into the group. I wondered if Haru-Taiki had not put in a good word for her. 
 
    “We headed east on horseback, towards the border between Myros and Thryce. I had been happily confined to the temple for so very long that I found the open road strange and exciting and, most of all, uncomfortable. Tela-Laos’ parents were travelling merchants and she was versed in sleeping under the stars and ever striding towards the horizon. You do not have to wear such a brave face for me, Kondo, she would say, for we were friends by then. You are allowed to complain that the ground is rough and the days are long. 
 
    “At first I had intended to remain resentful of Thorn. Why did I need a guard? What could his halberd do that my powers could not? Should anyone attack us, I would be all the weapon we needed. But it was hard to hate him when he was polite and unassuming and made us all laugh at the most unexpected moments. There was a familiarity to him I had trouble finding the words for. Even with his white skin, we could’ve been siblings. 
 
    “Sino-Toku was unlike Haru-Taiki. He was not there to teach me but to see if we could work together. I did not need to be on my best behaviour at all moments; I needed to be as natural as I possibly could. He did not caw in the mornings, and had sharp eyes and more on his mind than the rest of us combined. When he tired of flying, he perched on Tela-Laos’ shoulder as she rode next to me, so that I could catch his signs. 
 
    “He had recently been in Mesomia, discussing pressing matters: the phoenix population was falling and those who were mutilating the birds for their own ends were not being punished. It was true that dozens had been arrested in the last year alone, but it was never a case of the person caught eating phoenix-meat being the only criminal. There were murders, the people who hunted phoenixes like they were wild animals, and the merchants who moved the meat across the continent and saw the bones ground to dust. 
 
    “There is not even proof that it does anything, I protested, because I did not understand why people would be so cruel. They would be better with bitterwillow, or visiting me. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, Thorn said, heavy-shouldered. They do not care that they are invoking Isjin’s wrath. As long as there are people selling an idea, there will be those willing to do whatever it takes to live a moment longer. 
 
    “Tela-Laos was the only one who did not let herself feel entirely hopeless. 
 
    “We will find a way to stop this. Your people will rise again, Sino-Toku. 
 
    “Our destination was a small town that had been taken by disease. If the same disease were to visit these lands today, it would be of no concern. Bitterwillow would be enough. But at the time, we did not understand how to prepare it to serve different purposes, and believed it to be as limited as our understanding of the plant. 
 
    “The town was a wealthy one, serving as the gate between Myros and Thryce, and relished in good trade the alliance with our neighbours brought. But it was still not worthy of a necromancer’s attention. At first I thought the town lucky: it had been an arbitrary choice in an arbitrary ritual in which I made a spectacle of myself and proved my worth. Thorn, however, recognised one of the ill as a Lord from Mesomia, travelling on business. He likely had the right sort of connections. 
 
    “I gathered the sick in the centre of town. More than a third of the population had fallen prey to the disease and hundreds upon hundreds of people stood shoulder-to-shoulder, pale-faced and choking on their own breath.  
 
    “I healed them. I held out my hands and it was done. There was no strain in it, and though I felt the disease echo dully in the pit of my stomach, I was stronger for what I’d done. One moment the entire town was sweating and trembling and the next people were embracing each other and calling for celebration. 
 
    “Kondo-Kana. You have done it, Tela-Laos said, and there was none of the usual mockery in her voice. I turned away from the masses, turned towards her, and she started. She was not frightened. Only surprised. Your eyes, she said, and with all the hesitance I thought impossible to claim her, she pressed her fingertips to my cheeks. They are bright. So bright, Kondo-Kana. 
 
    “I did not have time to search out my reflection in her eyes. I soon learnt that the warmth in my chest was not entirely because of Tela-Laos’ soft smile. One of the necromancers who had visited me years ago wandered into the town that had so badly needed healing, minutes ago. 
 
    “It’s always the way, Thorn said, smart enough to recognise the man. You wait all this time for a necromancer and two come along at once. 
 
    “Essua was Agadian and exactly one hundred years older than I was. He ever had a wry, tired look about him, but I had missed the utter exhaustion in his eyes the last time we’d met. Able to tell that my presence soothed him, I embraced him and we murmured our Aejin yu ka Aejins as though only we remained in a deserted town. 
 
    “I saw you cleanse them. Are you not tired? 
 
    “I did not understand why I would be and told him as much. 
 
    “I could do the same now, of course. But I was not so very good, when I was your age. 
 
    “I took it as a compliment and did not dwell on it. That night, an impromptu feast was thrown in our honour and I insisted that Essua come along. He only agreed under the condition that I did not tell anyone he was a necromancer, and I supposed that by the time I was more than a century old, I might be tired of the constant attention, too. 
 
    “We ate and drank long into the night, toasting to good health and sending our thanks to Isjin. I do not believe that anything other than one of my Aejin yu ka Aejin could have drawn me away from Tela-Laos’ side. 
 
    “I found him sat outside, watching the moon. I joined him with two drinks in hand and he continued to stare skywards, turning the glass between his palms. 
 
    “You do not have to go back to Phos. You are not theirs yet, he told me. I did not understand. Yet? I had spent the last five years of my life in Cáh. It was where I had chosen to be. They do not own you yet. You are still your own.  
 
    “But still, I did not understand and he could not explain. It was not that he did not want to, and an Aejin could pry almost any truth out of another Aejin, but something greater than our connection stilled his tongue. 
 
    “He rolled his shoulders and rubbed the back of his neck, and though he laughed when he said that my friends and I were welcome to leave with him, I knew it was no joke. I asked him what was wrong. He shook his head but answered me regardless. 
 
    “I am tired. So tired. I am not yet a century and a half old and already I hear the silence. It is all I can focus on, of late. I do not sleep. I do not eat. I only go where I am told. What other choice do I have? 
 
    “I asked what the silence was, but he only murmured, Not yet, not yet. 
 
    “The next morning, Essua was gone. The four of us returned to Phos with the people’s gratitude in material form, ready to be delivered to the temple. The journey home was not all it had been, on the way out. I mulled over Essua’s words, so distracted that Tela-Laos knew there was something I was not telling her, and I found myself glad of Thorn’s halberd. I began to jump at every shadow. 
 
    “Do not be afraid. The forest may be full of wolves, little lamb, but your friends are here, Tela-Laos said as I tossed and turned on the hard ground at night. 
 
    “When we returned to Cáh, it all happened at once. I was told that I had done a remarkable job, that the temple was proud of me, and that I could be trusted beyond Cáh’s walls; they told me I was ready. 
 
    “Whenever I asked what I was ready for, they only said it was a ceremony. They never said anything else. 
 
    “But Tela-Laos knew. How could she not? She had read every book, every tattered letter, our library had to offer, and knew all of the rites by heart. I asked her what they meant by a ceremony and she would not meet my eye. I followed her to her chamber, a paltry thing compared to mine, and begged her for answers. 
 
    “They are going to tattoo you, she said, looking away, even as I held her jaw in my hand. Essua’s words echoed in my head. They did not own me yet, but they would. They would brand me as their own, but to what end I did not know. 
 
    “What if I do not want to be? What if I want to leave? To become something else? 
 
    “Tela-Laos offered me a watery smile and I knew everything I had taken these past years – their food, their shelter, their teachings and hospitality – was now a debt, appointed by the King himself. 
 
    “You are a necromancer. A daughter of Isjin. What else could you want to be? 
 
    “But she understood. She understood the way of things better than I did. 
 
    “I wanted to sing, I told her weakly. 
 
    “Then sing to me, she said, and I did. 
 
    “She stayed with me throughout the ceremony. I laid on my front with no choice but to bare my skin. I could not explain it: it was as though my powers were muted, in Cáh. They’d worked towards that moment for a long, long time. Tela-Laos knelt in front of me for endless hours. She held my hands as I hissed and grit my teeth and the artists pressing needles into my back scolded me. It would not work unless I let it, but every part of me protested. 
 
    “My mind, my flesh. My muscles tensed. My skin healed around the needles, pushing the ink out. 
 
    “I expected hours of agony but we were there for days. Respite only came when the artists’ wrists ached. Tela-Laos held my gaze with her tired eyes all the while, smiling though it pained her so. When I rubbed my face against the wood of the table beneath me, drawing all the light out of it and condemning the floor around us to the white of the void, Tela hushed me and told me to sing. To think of nothing but singing, and her listening. 
 
    “I could not. And so she sang for me. Her voice cracked and she could not hold a tune in a bucket, but it was her voice and I found a way to smile, even with the needles acting as a branding iron down my spine. 
 
    “Once it was over, I had no desire to see it. I wanted to be gone from that room and never return. I had been told I could not cover my back and so I marched into the temple with my robes clutched to my chest. I headed straight for my chambers. Tela-Laos followed but I did not hear her footsteps. It is a strange thing, to know that you have succeeded, that you are what the world wanted you to be, and feel so utterly defeated. So empty. 
 
    “I sat on the edge of my bed and told myself it was an honour. I was a Daughter of Isjin and I had sworn myself to the service of her will. I was proof of her power. I was a miracle in and of myself. 
 
    “I hadn’t been granted reason to cry in a long time. Quietly, Tela-Laos let herself into my room, closed the door behind her and perched on the edge of my bed. You knew this would happen, I accused. She nodded slowly and said that she had. She said that this happened to all necromancers, that it had been part of our studies, and that I ought to have expected it; she thought I knew. 
 
    “And I did. I did, but I did not. It was too easy to think of myself as something new. As something the world had not already confined with rituals and rites. Did you not notice the way they courted you? All temples in Phos have been vying for your service these last years, Kondo, she said, and it became so clear. Of course they had. They had visited and I assumed it was merely because I pulled them into my orbit. Not because they wanted something other than the honour of meeting me. I had been given gifts. I had been asked to visit, to preside over services and ceremonies and to bless new statues, and whenever it had happened, Cáh had given me more of what I didn’t need. 
 
    “Will it be different now? 
 
    “I already knew the answer. They had plied me with the pretence of freedom, had provided for my every need, to make me theirs. I scolded myself for falling for it. For being taken in by wealth and renown when I was sixteen. Had Tela-Laos not moved to Cáh, my debt would’ve been driven deeper still. 
 
    “I will still be here, Kana. 
 
    “My heart lurched. The dull ache on my back faded. No one had ever called me Kana, just Kana, before, and I knew that such a name spoke of nothing but love. 
 
    “She placed her hand on my face and let me kiss her. She put her arms around me and held me, and lulled me to sleep against her chest. 
 
    “And in the morning, it was different. The atmosphere had changed. The air was thicker; harder to breathe. Once the high Priest Ishan was safe in the knowledge that his unspoken threat was burnt into my skin, there were more missions. Thorn had not left and Sino-Toku remained by my side. On these missions, often appointed by the King himself, Thorn helped me pick out those amongst the injured or ill or dead who had money enough to be worthy of salvation. 
 
    “I visited my mother, grandmother and Skalo-Halos and asked if the temple had ever stopped them from visiting me. You had studies to attend to. Or you were meeting with people, or travelling. That’s what we were always told. 
 
    “Next, the healers came. They had moved from Cáh to other prominent temples out of respect for me, but they filtered back in one by one. They were more soldiers than saviours. They stood around Cáh, backs to me, ensuring that nausea claimed me if I went where I shouldn’t. 
 
    “But it was not all darkness in those days. Together with Haru-Taiki and Sino-Toku, we found a solution to the falling phoenix population. I did as Cáh expected of me and had certain freedoms, especially when it was easy to convince the high Priests that it was what Isjin would want, and led the project to create the Phoenix Fire in the heart of the city. It took more than a season to have the platform built, the statues put into place, but on that first day, we threw armfuls of bones into the Fire. 
 
    “Five phoenixes rose. I had never seen Sino-Toku so happy or Haru-Taiki so proud. 
 
    “And I had Laos. She did not return to her chambers after that first night. We had our own world, deep in the temple. Most days, I could forget the ink on my back. I learnt how to stop hating it when she ran her fingertips across it. I kissed her as though I had never known another’s touch before. I kissed her as though I had never wanted for anything – food, water, warmth, rest – until I wanted her. 
 
    “See, Kana? It is not all so bad, is it? You have not been thrown to the wolves, my love. 
 
    “And then, on the morning of my twenty-third birthday, the sky fell. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XIV 
 
    “Laos and I laid tangled lazily together in our bed, watching the sky through the open window as our eyes grew heavy. One moment the moon was bright; the next, the sky blazed with fire. The Priests were torn between believing that Isjin had returned and that the world was ending. Some believed both were happening. All of us prayed as Bosma shook and the horizon burnt. 
 
    “The sun did not rise. Thick plumes of smoke and ash filled the air. When it rained, there was no respite from the heat. Each drop burnt stone and flesh alike. 
 
    “There had been records of comets before, but none like this. The crater it left was half a mile wide, and only a dozen miles from Phos. The days after the impact were dark and never-ending. There were riots in the streets, for it did not take people long to turn from prayers to anger. Thorn led me through the city and I ripped away what disease I could, lifted corpses from the streets bloated with foul, burning rain. Within an hour, I was alive with light. It trailed from my eyes and seeped from my skin. 
 
    “When I returned to Cáh, Ishan was waiting for me. He was a stern Thrycian man who did not believe I spent enough time contemplating Isjin’s miracles. The recent catastrophe had not softened him. He asked what I thought I’d been doing and I saw Thorn’s fingers twitch, missing the comfort of a halberd in his grasp. I explained that I had been out helping people, but he only shook his head and said that there were ways to go about this. That I could not take it upon myself to charge out into Phos and decide what was and wasn’t Isjin’s will. 
 
    “Healers accompanied me back to my chambers. Thorn was asked to stay behind. 
 
    “Inside, I paced restlessly and told Laos everything that had happened. How wrong it was, how unjust the world had suddenly become. My powers were not limited. I could bring back everyone the comet had harmed and it would barely even exhaust me. Laos told me to remember to breathe and I did not understand what she meant until I looked down and saw that my feet were sapping the light out of the ground. 
 
    “Ishan is a wolf, Kana. You know this. He is only as pious as the King pays him to be. And you are a necromancer; you certainly know more of Isjin’s will than he does. 
 
    “It was around that time Essua visited Phos. He was half there to help and half there to see me. Though it had been short years since last we saw one another, it looked as though decades had claimed him. He sneered as he made his way through the temple and said This place is saturated with healers. I remember that trick. It makes you begin to believe that nausea and weakness are your default states. It makes you forget all you are capable of. 
 
    “I asked him what he wanted. It was not an accusation; I wanted to know what his plan was and how I might be able to help him and the people of Myros. There were two other necromancers with him: Maya, who had travelled all the way from Canth in the hopes of finding an answer to their own matter of falling numbers amongst the phoenix population, and Siv of Mesomia. Between them, they had almost four hundred years of experience. I ought to have been a mere child to them, but they accepted me as one of their own. 
 
    “We took to Phos to undo the damage the comet had done. They helped far more than I was capable of. I was forever expected back at the temple. I asked how they were allowed to wander so far and they only said We have been doing this for centuries. You have been doing this for years. In a hundred years, perhaps the hours you are allowed to wander freely through will become days. 
 
    “Laos told me to be careful but I could fear nothing, around three Aejin yu ka Aejin. What could they do to me? Ishan needed me more than I needed to follow his rules and Isjin would judge them for only healing those who could pay for it, whether in coin or deed. 
 
    “Ishan saw to it that I was not confident for long.  
 
    “My mother, who had worked tirelessly every day of her life and never stolen so much as a grain of rice, was put in prison. It is no judgement on her character and I will see it is not reflected as such, Ishan said. But your station means certain privileges. You cannot be punished in conventional ways, not with your gift. Your mother is serving your sentence; that is all. Now, you are needed out west. 
 
    “By the time I was twenty-four, the skies had cleared. The burning rain was but a memory better forgotten and much of the damage was undone. It was thought that the land around the crater would be used as farmland again, one day. Essua, Maya and Siv visited when they could. In spite of the healers that drew ever closer to my chambers, I left with my Aejin in the dead of night and returned by dawn. Essua had been right. The high Priests meant to make me think that sickness was all I was. Laos said I was pulling away from her, that I was becoming someone she did not recognise – a sheep in wolf’s clothing – but I told her I could not stop. 
 
    “I told her and she understood. I knew that Ishan and the other Priests had met with her. I knew that they had charged her with keeping me in one place and I knew that she would never betray me.  
 
    “Take me with you, she said. I will meet these friends of yours and see what my love is doing with my own two eyes. Then I will understand. 
 
    “Ishan had decided there was little harm in me visiting my mother and grandmother, every fortnight. Laos accompanied me, delighted that she had convinced the high Priests she was on their side, but one day, my family did not greet me with bright smiles and open arms. They asked me to come in and had me sit down. Skalo-Halos was missing and had not been heard from in weeks. They had sent a raven to their tribe and so knew they had not returned to the mountains. 
 
    “My mother had been a free woman for six months, by that point. My grandmother had not stopped spewing bile on the matter since. She turned to me with hard eyes and said This is no misunderstanding. Skalo would not leave without saying goodbye. We have been neighbours for twenty-five years. Family for almost as long. You have been going out at night, haven’t you? 
 
    “I went directly to the King. I could still get an audience with him in spite of the recent upheaval, providing I made my demands loud enough. I marched in, ready to demand that Skalo be returned home, but he silenced me before I spoke.  
 
    “I am only a King, Kondo-Kana. Only a figurehead. I am here by the will of my bloodlines, not by that of Isjin. I am no Priest. I see to it that our lands are safe and our allies are content. The Priests see to the things that are truly important. Our souls. I have given the most pious of those leave to act as they see fit. It is all within the realms of the law. 
 
    “Understand that there is a purpose behind all of this. You are a necromancer, a Daughter of Isjin. As you are worth more than others, there are those too who are worth more than their neighbours. It is the way of the world. We want to save everyone, of course we do, but we must be strategic about it. 
 
    “I had no words for him. Just as well. He would have chosen to be deaf to them. I returned to Cáh and put my arms around Laos. I repeated every word that had fallen from the King’s mouth and she stroked my hair, listening as I said that I could not leave this be. I could not let things continue like this. Not for me, not for any necromancer. She kissed my forehead and promised to be at my side no matter what, just as she had years ago. 
 
    “Brief moments of the sort were the only things that held me together at the seams. When I was with her, I could forget the rest of the world. I could almost forget the healers at my door. I lost myself in her, in the warmth that came with knowing I did not love her a jot less than I had the first time I’d kissed her. It had only grown, blossoming inside of me as my powers spread and touched the world. 
 
    “My fellow Aejin slowed but did not stop. Letters were sent in lieu of visits and soon, there were six of us in contact. They all spoke of their disillusion with what the temples had become. The oldest harked back to the days when necromancers were respected as individuals, rather than as mere tools to be used. They had travelled across Bosma as they pleased, helping whoever they came across. Their judgement had been trusted. I devoured those letters. Laos read them over, hid them in her robes, and took them for Thorn, Haru-Taiki and Sino-Toku to see. 
 
    “I decided I would test the temple. I called for a meeting with the high Priests and told Ishan and the others that I was leaving. That I was grateful for the opportunity but had come to realise that temple life was not the only way to devotion. I knew they would say no. I knew they would tell me the tattoo on my back was a contract that could not be voided. 
 
    “Yet Ishan waved a hand and told me to be gone, if I was going to insist upon it. 
 
    “With a narrowed gaze, I asked him why he was letting me leave. 
 
    “You are as troublesome as you are powerful. Cáh was a respected establishment long before your arrival and will continue to thrive, with devoted Priests such as myself and Tela-Laos. 
 
    “I heard the threat implicit in his words. My eyes flashed with Isjin’s light and I stepped close to him.  
 
    “Laos is with my family. She is no longer within your reach or under your authority, I said. He raised a brow as if to say that he knew where my family lived and could see them back in prison in a heartbeat, and so I said, She is being kept company by my guard, two phoenixes and another Aejin. May I still leave? 
 
    “Ishan set his jaw. I knew I had not won; I knew that necromancers before me had tried all this and more. 
 
    “I could kill you all, I told him. It was the first time I had spoken the words out loud and they did not stick in my throat as I had expected them to. 
 
    “And what then? You cannot kill us all. Even one as talented as you will run out of energy or conviction, eventually. But go, if you will. You have branded yourself a traitor to your King and god. 
 
    “I stepped out of the temple. The healers did not follow. Priests watched from tall windows as I went, confused and betrayed, and I did not head to my family home. In truth, no one was there. Essua had moved them safely within the city. I knew there would be retaliation for this and that it was only a matter of time. I walked in circles around the busiest parts of Myros, letting myself bathe in light, and drew as much attention as I could to myself. 
 
    “I wanted as many people as possible to witness what the King would let Ishan do to me. 
 
    “Whispers tore through the streets. Forces were gathering. No, not forces: a small army. It was not the palace guards being sent out but the finest soldiers in gleaming armour. Only then did I regret what I had done. Only then did I wish I had been less bold. 
 
    “I pushed through the crowds and dulled my skin. I took the fastest way out of the city, found myself a horse and headed south. I did not know where I was going, beyond the mountains. I’d only left the flatlands once and that had been a lifetime ago, when Skalo had taken me to their tribe. Like all pane, they had hatched in the mountains, within the safety of dragon-teeth and the Sca-Isjin, but they had not left their tribe for the flatlands until they were twenty-five. The age I had so recently turned. 
 
    “Not even the King would break the sanctity of any sanctuary the pane, ever peaceful, would offer me. But my borrowed horse could not outpace the small army that came for me. I had to abandon him once the mountain path steepened, though I knew I had no chance. There were a hundred or more behind me, and healers mingled amongst their numbers. They would surround me and have me vomit out all I was into the dirt. 
 
    “I left the path. I ran through the long grass, clambered up rocky outcrops and inevitably caught my foot on something and tripped. Not something. Not something. A pane’s horn rose from the dirt, skull half uncovered. I held my breath as I realised what I had unwittingly stumbled upon: it was the place where the dragons and pane left their dead, that their bodies might return to the dirt while their spirits joined Isjin. 
 
    “There were hundreds of them. Some were so recently dead that birds were picking over them, and others were so long passed that they were nothing but dust. There was an army behind me but I did not care. All I could think of was Skalo-Halos and the stories they read to me as a child. Ishan or the King had had them killed and not even returned their body to this sacred place. 
 
    “And that was my fault. No. No, it was not my fault. It was their fault. The faceless, roiling mass gathered behind me, baying for my blood. For my compliance. 
 
    “Skalo would not have wanted me to surrender. To give up. I dug my fingers into the pliant earth, closed my eyes and breathed out light. Isjin had made me for a reason. She had trusted I would know what to do with my powers. 
 
    “She had not created me to be a pawn to selfish men. 
 
    “My power rushed into the ground. The hungry earth accepted me, and all of the corpses it had not yet claimed, dragon and pane alike, were mine. There were more than wings and arms and horns missing. Much of their minds were gone. To thank them for their service, I filled the gaps with what I was. 
 
    “One moment I was cornered. I had nowhere to go, no energy with which to run. The next, a towering army was at my back. Wings and hearts beat to a set rhythm. I watched as my army slaughtered the King’s. I did not look away. I did not blink. The ground was soaked red and I did not once consider raising them, once their lessons were learnt. 
 
    “There was no guilt. No regret followed. Only a dull sense of righteousness swirled within me. They had brought this on themselves. They thought they could control me. They thought that the Aejin yu ka Aejin were theirs to use and that they could threaten Laos. That they could threaten anyone in my family. 
 
    “When I returned to Phos, I did so with an army at my back. I marched for the house Essua had secured for us, but the door had been broken down. Dragons circled the skies above us and pane took up weapons for the first time since the world was dreamt into being.  
 
    “I bled light and the stench of death welcomed me into the house. 
 
    “But Laos was safe. For a moment, I could focus on nothing but that. I could not see the blood staining her robes. I could not see Thorn on his back, sword through his heart; could not see my mother and grandmother collapsed on the sofa, no longer moving. Why should I? It did not matter. I could take it all away. I was stronger than this. 
 
    “Sino-Toku’s uncharacteristic squawking brought me back to the moment. I rose the three of them before my heart could break. Laos, sobbing from what she’d seen, clung to my shoulders and asked me what had happened. She asked me how I was there, for the last thing she had heard, there had been an army biting at my heels. 
 
    “They did not kill you to prove a point. They want me to know there are still things that can be used against me, I murmured. 
 
    “What happened? Laos demanded while Thorn, still trembling, saw to my mother and grandmother with his hands pressed over the bloodstain covering his unscathed chest. 
 
    “I took her to the window. I showed her those I had risen, trapped forever between life and death. She shuddered. She pulled away from me. But what did it matter? I had done this to protect myself. To save her. Had I let myself be captured on the mountainside, Thorn, my mother and grandmother would still be dead. 
 
    “They made me do this, I said. I told her I would keep her safe. I told them all nothing would ever hurt them again. Where are Essua and Haru-Taiki? 
 
    “Laos shook her head. Thorn brought me a neatly bound parcel and explained in a small, cracked voice that the people who had… the people who came to—that it had been left for me. 
 
    “Sitting squarely on the floor, I peeled back the leather wrapping. There was a letter folded into quarters, along with a small jar. I recognised Essua’s writing immediately. 
 
    “Kondo-Kana, 
 
    Aejin yu ka Aejin, 
 
    You are young. You cannot yet hear it. But the silence, it is in my ears. In my heart. I cannot—I will not abandon any of my Aejin yu ka Aejin, but some days, I feel as though you are the only one wh 
 
    “The ink smudged, then faded. There were no more words, other than those written across the clay jar. 
 
    “It was not Essua’s writing, but it was his name. 
 
    “Kondo? Thorn asked, when I clutched the jar to my chest. 
 
    “Essua did not betray us. He did not lead the King’s soldiers here. 
 
    “I said it as though it was of any consolation as I cradled his ashes. They had taken him. They had burnt him. And he was strong, stronger than I was. How many days had the flames eaten at his skin? How many times had he prayed to Isjin for it to all be over? And because of me. Because of my plan. He had been fighting to be his own long before I was born, and it was only now that— 
 
    “No. No. I could not blame myself for their actions. That was what they wanted. 
 
    “Kana. Kana, please. Please, I know it feels impossible, but look at me. Look at me. 
 
    “I did not know I was trembling until I met Laos’ gaze. Her eyes were wide with fear, a fear that I never should’ve been able to evoke in anyone, least of all her. But I could not stop what frightened her so. The floorboards turned white around my feet. It spread to the corners, up the walls, across the ceiling. Out into the streets. Try as she might, Laos could not stay with me. None of them could. Their eyes and minds ached to look upon it, but to me, the white was endless. Relaxing. There was peace there. 
 
    “The King sent more soldiers. My army killed those as well, and I rose them for my own, long days later. This was the war history has spoken of: me, sitting in my void of a house, calling the dead to my defence, while my family cowered in a room where colour remained. I wanted to listen to their pleas but could not. There was no going back, not now. This was for them as much as it was for me. 
 
    “After three weeks, the King sent me a peace offering. He wanted to meet. I left my dragons to guard my fortress and took my pane to the castle. 
 
    “If there was peace, true peace, I would take it. If I could be free, if I could be forgiven, I would ask for nothing else. I would not be petty. I would put my Aejin yu ka Aejin first.  
 
    “Thorn accompanied me. There was no need. His presence was barely ceremonial, but he insisted upon it. And though he was supposed to look for enemies on our way, would-be assassins and those who would see me turned to ash, he tensed every time the risen pane took a step. His knuckles whitened around his halberd as he slowly shook his head. 
 
    “Leave them, Kondo. Have them return to the mountains and lay to rest. This isn’t right. The King is your enemy. Ishan, too. The pane are not, he said. He was not yet too scared to speak freely around me. 
 
    “They are my allies, I told him. They were not pane: they were more me than they were themselves. 
 
    “At the palace, the King’s guard too was largely ceremonial. All there knew that if my risen pane did not kill them, then I would do so with a single thought. They stood to attention and held their shoulders squared not out of respect, but fear. It was not like the days when the streets would fill to catch a glimpse of me, and all would line up in hopes of catching my eye. Walking between the rows of soldiers and their unsteady weapons made me doubt that the past had ever been mine. 
 
    “Once I reached the throne room, high up in Myros’ tallest tower, I understood how the King had gathered the courage to face me head-on. It was not because he believed this was the only chance for peace; it was because Maya and Siv were stood behind him. 
 
    “Did Essua know you had sided with the King? I asked plainly. 
 
    “The King has ensured us that the restrictions on our fellow Aejin will be lifted, Maya said, So long as… 
 
    “I am made an example of? 
 
    “She called the laws binding us restrictions, as though they had merely conflicted with a prior engagement or saw her out of bed earlier than she wished to be. She called them restrictions as though she had not sat around a camp fire with me and spoken of how endlessly suffocating it was not to be able to let her powers flow freely. 
 
    “And you believe them? 
 
    “Enough to betray me. Enough to stand behind the King while Essua’s ashes were in the jar I had clung to so tightly my fingerprints were worn into the surface. The King told me he was willing to extend the same offer to me, and that it was not becoming for a Daughter of Isjin and a King to trade petty threats. That was all it would be, if I were to accept his offer. It would be in the past. Forgotten. 
 
    “And Skalo would still be dead. Not even I could change that. 
 
    “I did not want peace. I did not want forgiveness. I wanted what I was owed. 
 
    “I told him I did not accept. I told him he would free all of the necromancers, myself included, and that he would abdicate. Having expected such petulance, he gestured for Maya and Siv to approach me. I looked at Thorn and he readied his weapon. I did not know whether my power would work on another necromancer and quickly learnt the hard way. 
 
    “There is no way to express it. There is not enough ink on Bosma for me to describe the way it feels to experience the pull of another Aejin, to know they are forever buried in your heart, and attempt to kill them in the same moment. I pushed my power into them and they did the same. It was as though my skull was cracking along impossibly small fractures. Everything I was pounded, screamed, and the bile in my throat told me to stop, stop. Yet I would not. 
 
    “The void formed around us. Thorn charged with his halberd, knocking Maya off balance, and in that moment, I forced death into her. Siv, equipped with a blade as well as Isjin’s gift, thrust the sharpened steel through Thorn’s gut before I tore the life from them, as well. 
 
    “Kneeling by Thorn’s side, I pressed my palm to his face and brought him back the moment he faded away. In the aftermath of a bright, blinding battle, he remained curled up on his side, hands pressed to another wound that had retreated as quickly as it claimed him.  
 
    “The King had not counted on that. He’d thought of me as reckless and self-serving, but had never considered that I might be stronger than any of my fellow Aejin. My fellow Aejin, dead at my feet. Dead in a way even they could not rise from. Something within them had been severed and I knew it was not my place to bring them back. The King had done this to them; he could be the one to live with the consequences. 
 
    “I took a single step towards him. He did not rise from his throne. I pried Siv’s blade from their hands and wiped it clean on my red robes. 
 
    “Do you not want to know, the King asked, fingers tightening around the arms of his throne, How I knew to find Tela-Laos, your mother and grandmother? Your guard? 
 
    “I did not need an answer to that question. Maya and Siv had betrayed me and in doing so, they had betrayed Essua, too. Perhaps they had helped torture him before the flames took him.  
 
    “The King shook his head. I was wrong; it was not so. 
 
    “I did not give into the temptation to ask who it had been. I did not need to. As if everyone gathered knew their lines and cues but me, Haru-Taiki flew into the room in a blaze of red and orange. He perched on the back of the King’s throne, lest I misunderstand his arrival. 
 
    “Of course. Of course! Haru-Taiki had been assigned to me by the King. He had been following me for half a decade, had witnessed every choice I’d made and saw me slowly turn down whatever dark path it was they believed I had set myself on. I should not have been surprised. I should not have been moved to anger. And yet. And yet— 
 
    “He had been my friend. Not born of necessity, or of a bond that bound us together. We had learnt to tolerate each other, and it had become something more. Something greater. But it was all for nothing. He had been my friend. He had been my friend. 
 
    “I marched towards him, Siv’s blade tight in my hand. He spread out his wings and began to explain that he had not wanted to hurt me, that he had only done this to save me, but I would not listen. I did not need to. His words were poison. 
 
    “I snatched him out of the air and drew Siv’s blade across his throat. Flames began to spark along the edge of his wings but I drew the light out of him before he could set himself ablaze. He thudded heavily against the stone. I looked at the King and did not need to ask him what he thought I would do, after seeing what had become of my fellow Aejin and my friend. 
 
    “He pressed his lips together and held my gaze. Knowing it could only buy him time, he asked me the one thing that could make me take pause: did I want to know what the silence was? 
 
    “I confessed that I did. I placed Siv’s blade on the floor and sat down, legs crossed. Thorn was close by, and still he did not move. I reached out a hand and ran my fingers through his short hair. 
 
    “The silence is all that there is for necromancers, after this life. The silence is nothing. The silence is the void left behind for those who cannot be reunited with Isjin, who cannot enter the Forest Within. The silence is the realisation that a body that can come back from almost anything cannot have a soul that frees itself from its mortal form. You are stabbed through the heart; you die; you do not visit the Forest Within; but you return. But what happens when your body becomes ash? When there is nothing to rise from? 
 
    “The silence is all you have. It is all you become. And that is why we set you on this path. That is why we make certain your choices are measures, your actions careful. Controlled. Because this life is all you have, and we do not wish to make you live forever with your mistakes. You have too much power, Kondo-Kana. Too much for this world. You are young. You are frightened. The silence has driven you beyond despair, yet you have not heard a single note of it. 
 
    “He was wrong. He had to be. I was made of Isjin, of her light. She had divided herself up that my Aejin yu ka Aejin and I might live. Why would she abandon me to this life, to the salt of Bosma, and not wait for me as she waited for all others? He was wrong. My fingers twisted in Thorn’s hair and I tilted his head back, demanding that he describe the Forest Within to me. His words were scattered and strained, his tongue reluctant to move, and I pictured it as clearly as any fantastical landscape from any book. 
 
    “It did not mean anything. I had not been there; I had not died. Of course there was much of nothing in my mind. The King was wrong. It was but another story he had spun, another web of lies to keep the Aejin yu ka Aejin tangled in. Yet Essua had been so insistent. It tormented him. But he had not told me what the silence was. It was… It could be— 
 
    “I did not know. I did not know. 
 
    “And so I took the King’s life and his crown. I pushed his corpse from the throne and picked up Haru-Taiki, feathers soaked in blood, and shoved him into a box, that he might never be thrown into the Phoenix Fire. 
 
    “Thorn watched all of this, face paling. I told him we had our freedom. I told him it was over. He pushed himself up on shaking arms and asked me if I thought it would end there. With the King at my feet and an army of the risen dead casting a long shadow across Myros. I told him to bring Tela-Laos to me. He asked if I wanted her to see me like this. I pressed a hand to my forehead and drew the light from the stone of the castle, until there was not an inch he could bare to look at, and asked him again. 
 
    “He left. I did not know if he would do as I had said, but I waited. I tried to move Maya and Siv’s bodies but they were as lead weights to me. I could not bring myself to rise from the throne and drag their bodies away and did not care enough to move the King. I stared into the emptiness I had created and found it endlessly fascinating. Time slipped away. The ache in my chest ceased to matter.  
 
    “When Laos came, I couldn’t tell if it’d been hours or days. She was out of breath and her hands trembled as I finally tore my gaze from the void around me. It did not cut her to the bone, as it had Thorn. She did not see it. She did not see anything but me.  
 
    “I rose from the throne. I told her that I had done it. I told her that I was free, and that we had won. 
 
    “Thorn had told her what had happened. To the King, to my Aejin, to Haru-Taiki. Why, she asked. Why was all she was able to say. That single word summed up all of the hurt that swirled in the pit of her gut and rushed up to her chest. 
 
    “They made me. They gave me no choice, I said. I was no longer certain who they were. The rest of the world, perhaps. 
 
    “They did not make you do this. These were your actions. It was your choice. When a lamb is bitten by a wolf, it does not then become a wolf, Kana. It cowers. It backs away. It finds a way to live another day, and does not let its guard down for a second time. A lamb is still a lamb, no matter how it is mauled. But you— Here she sucked in a breath. Here she stepped away from me, eyes dark. In that moment, I knew she would never call me Kana again, because she would never mean it. You were always the wolf. I understand that now. 
 
    “Laos! I called after her, but she was already gone. 
 
    “Alone in my tower, I collapsed back in my throne. I cursed it all. Bosma. Myros. The King and the high Priests, the artists with their inks and needles, and the healers who trapped me inside of myself. Above all, I cursed Isjin. Where was she? Why would my own creator, my own light, force me to endure this? 
 
    “I could not rule. And Thryce, Agadia, Mesomia; what would they think of this? There would be retribution. There would be retribution and it would not end until all the Kings and Queens and rulers had been wiped from Bosma. All the Princes and Princesses who would take their places, the elected leaders and generals; the common people who would rise, with no one above them. 
 
    “I could not do it. I could not destroy all of Bosma. Even if I could. 
 
    “I could not rule and did not want to. But I sat on that throne, watching through a distant window as the void rippled through Phos and people began to flee the Kingdom. 
 
    “And the rest? The rest is not yet written. But I think you understand. I think you know what Ishan did to Tela-Laos and how pulp and splintered bone was returned to me in sodden handfuls. I think you know what I did to Ishan and all the other high Priests, once I no longer had Laos left to lose. I think you know that Thorn stayed with me, out of loyalty, out of fear, and died in my arms over and over, until he begged me to never bring him back again. 
 
    “I think you know that I took Myros and Thryce. That I took all remaining life, human, pane and phoenix, without hesitation. I took the warmth from the earth and the spirit from the rivers, the wind from the air and the light and dark from the land. I took all of it and held it within myself, claiming all that was true and Everlasting, and never let go.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXV 
 
    Kondo-Kana didn’t look as though she’d told me the story of her life, or at least how it began. She thumbed back a few pages, frowned, and fixed something with her quill. 
 
    “Was any of that true?” I asked. What else was there to focus on? The thought of my life being endless in exchange for my death being nothing? 
 
    Smiling, Kondo-Kana leant back in her chair. 
 
    “It is true at this moment. It is what I remember, and it feels right to me,” she said. “But it may not be true tomorrow. It will not be true in a decade.” 
 
    “You… you killed Haru-Taiki.” 
 
    I pressed my hands together under the table, feeling the nail marks dug into my palms. 
 
    “He betrayed me. He had Essua killed. My mother, my grandmother. Thorn. That is true, yes. He remembers it as well as I do.” 
 
    “But I don’t…” My gaze dropped to the book. She pinched the pages she’d read between a finger and a thumb. There were barely two dozen of them; hundreds more were left blank. “That was it? But you…” 
 
    “Have so many more blank pages? I spoke of the first twenty-five years of my life, yet there have been one-thousand, five hundred and twenty-eight of them. Do not think that this is the meat of it, simply because it is what you have heard. What history remembers. There are still tales for me to write. Lifetimes of them.” 
 
    “I have to go,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. It wasn’t what I’d intended to say. No wonder he clawed apart your face or Everything they said about you is true might’ve been more fitting, but I couldn’t face her. I wished I’d never heard her story, her gall and wormwood, and that I could continue believing that not knowing was worse than whatever she could’ve told me. 
 
    I went to Kouris. When Kastelir was lost to us, she’d carried me from the rubble. When the unfamiliar sway of the sea turned my stomach inside out, she rubbed my back and gave me bitterwillow to chew. When I spent two long years thinking Claire dead, she held me throughout the endless nights. When Katja cut away at what I was, she sat on my bedroom floor and waited for me to hold my hand out to her. 
 
    She would be there for me now, too. 
 
    I caught her on the way out of her chambers. The door swung open when I meant to knock and I ran into her, hands grasping her wrists. 
 
    “Yrval,” she said, easing me back. “I didn’t think anyone else had heard yet.” 
 
    My fingers slackened and she pressed a hand to my cheek. 
 
    “Heard?” 
 
    “Aye,” she said, eyes narrowing. “Unless you… didn’t. Reckoned Akela or Claire had told you, with a face like that.” 
 
    Dropping her hand from my face, she glanced around and scratched the back of her neck with her claws. 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything. I haven’t seen Claire since this morning and Akela since…” I stopped, blinking hard. Kondo-Kana’s story had almost made me forget I lived in the present. In Felheim, not Myros. “A few days, I guess. What’s happening?” 
 
    Ignoring my confusion, Kouris knelt in front of me and said, “What’s wrong? You’re not usually this pale unless you’re glowing.” 
 
    “Nothing. I was talking to Kondo-Kana and… never mind. What’s happening, Kouris?” 
 
    Only the look in Kouris’ eyes could take my mind off Kondo-Kana’s revelations. Apprehension, guilt and a little dread all mixed into one. My hands moved to her shoulders and we were close, almost close enough for our noses to touch, and rising to her feet to break my gaze was all she could do. She stared down the corridor, seeing wherever she had been headed in her mind, but tilted her head towards her room. 
 
    “C’mon. Sit down.” 
 
    I sat in a chair with its cushion pressed flat, arms and back stretched to their limits. The whole thing groaned as I did my best to settle down. Had Kouris been the one to take the seat, it would’ve been nothing but splinters and torn seams. 
 
    She fetched me a drink I hadn’t asked for and busied herself arranging the cushions on the sofa, putting off whatever it was she had to tell me. I brought the drink to my lips but didn’t take a sip. Akela and Claire weren’t hurt, which didn’t rule out anyone else having been injured in some way, but why was that an issue when I was there? I cleared my throat, caught Kouris’ attention, and she sat opposite me with twitching ears. 
 
    “It’s Rylan’s army. They’ve made it to Felheim a damn lot faster than any of us were expecting,” Kouris said. “No one knows exactly how they’re so far ahead, but I reckon Rylan’s still got plenty of people working for him in Felheim and all the rest. Plenty of our scouts were bound to be in his pocket, letting us think we had more time than we really did.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, uncertain why she made it sound as though this was about me, not all of Felheim. “How?” 
 
    “You’re remembering that hole in the wall, aye? It’d been built back up, but it wasn’t ever gonna be as structurally sound as it had been. Add an explosion or two to that…” 
 
    “Gunpowder?” I asked. Kouris nodded gravely. “In Asar? Yin Zhou said that Agados had been trading with Canth, but I didn’t think to say anything…” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter now. Not like it would’ve made any difference,” Kouris said. “Point is, they’re here and we ain’t ready. Not that we would’ve been in another fortnight or even a month.” 
 
    I nodded. We must’ve been the only two people sitting still. Claire would be bringing together fragmented plans from long, sleepless nights, while Akela and Kidira dressed for battle and Ash and Goblin roused the troops. Horses would’ve been brought to the outskirts of Thule in their hundreds and there we were, not looking at one another. 
 
    “Why didn’t you want to tell me? We knew this was going to happen, even if not this quickly,” I said. “What else is there…?”  
 
    “It’s a necromancer,” Kouris blurted out, fangs grit together. “They’re saying there’s a necromancer at the front of the army.”  
 
    “Halla?” I asked, leaning forward. Kondo-Kana’s story was at the forefront of my mind: necromancer against necromancer taking centre stage once more, separated by nothing more than centuries. 
 
    “We don’t know that.” 
 
    “We don’t… of course we do! Who else could it be? There weren’t any other necromancers in Soldato. And Halla, the King kept her like he did because he didn’t have anyone else.” 
 
    “C’mon, yrval. I know she stayed behind and I know it wasn’t because she wanted to. It’s because she felt she had no other choice. That doesn’t make her your enemy, or ours. Maybe this is all one big misunderstanding.” 
 
    “You don’t get it. You haven’t been to Agados, have you? It’s… there’s nothing wrong with it. But everything’s wrong with it! Halla was so close to being my friend but I scared her off. Because of Claire. Because I love Claire and she… she thinks there’s something wrong with that,” I said, only truly understanding what had unfolded between us once I said it out loud. 
 
    “Why? Because you’re a farmer and she’s the Queen? Plenty of people here are having a problem with it too, but that doesn’t mean that—” 
 
    “No! Because Claire’s a woman. And I am too. Look, I know it doesn’t make sense but not much does, to Halla. She really believes that the King of Agados gave us our powers. It doesn’t make sense. But neither do the reasons Akela had to leave, either,” I said. Kouris’ lips curled into a snarl at the thought of what Akela’s life had once been. “It doesn’t make sense to us but it makes sense to them. It’s real to everyone in Agados. And Halla, she’s probably been convinced that Rylan should be King, by now, and she’ll do whatever her King tells her is right, and…” 
 
    “Breathe, yrval. Breathe. It’s not gonna come to that.” 
 
    She moved to my side. I looked up at her, at the black of her eyes. Halla was with the army. If Halla was with the army that meant that Katja had got to her, too. If Katja professed to believe in the King and the powers he could bestow, there was nothing to stop her from claiming that she had only just received her powers. That she needed Halla’s help in honing them. In becoming worthy of what the King deigned to let her do. 
 
    I didn’t care if Halla hated me. I didn’t care if the thought of me turned her stomach. 
 
    I only cared that Katja might hurt her, too. 
 
    “I’m going. I’m going with the army,” I said, but Kouris caught my hand before I could reach my feet. “Don’t tell me that I can’t go. Don’t tell me I’ll get hurt. I have to do this, Kouris, even if you’re not going.” 
 
    Her grip didn’t loosen, but she stilled. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath, wishing I could inhale the words I’d spoken. After a moment she let go of me, and I heard the sofa creak as she fell back into it. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m not going. And not because I don’t wanna help,” Kouris began without needing to ask how I knew. “I took up arms a long time ago. A lifetime ago. More than that, if we’re going by you. It was a different world back then, yrval. I had no choice but to pick up a blade and cut my way through the humans slaughtering the pane. It wasn’t like this. It wasn’t one side marching against another, with plenty of time to sit around and draw up plans. This was everyone against everyone. Roaming bands of bandits taking up the flag of whoever was paying the most, that day. Not fighting for anything in particular because all the world knew was strife. No one was expecting there to be an end to things. To us, it was the way of the world. 
 
    “The fact that we changed that, the fact that we made Kastelir, no matter what problems it had, is a testament to the idea that humans do want peace after all. The things we did… hell, the things I did, there’s no going back from them. But I don’t regret it, either. Like I said, there was no choice. But now? Things are different. 
 
    “The world’s moved on, but one thing’s for damn sure: humans still ain’t happy with the pane. And them thinking that all pane are monsters just because I’m willing to pick up a sword makes me wanna go out there and cut through half of Rylan’s army just to spite ‘em. But this can’t be about me. I’m not doing this because I’ve gotta act in a certain way to earn human’s limited approval. I’m doing it for the pane. For my people. 
 
    “If I could get an army of humans behind me when I didn’t speak a single word of Mesomium then I reckon I can get the pane to march down from the mountains. We’ll let everyone know that it’s our land, too. Even if we’re just there, even if it’s nothing more than making a stand… that’s gotta count for something, right? Now, I might never be let back into Kyrindval until Zentha’s bones are spread across the mountainside, and that’s on me. But there are plenty of other tribes, plenty of others who might listen. 
 
    “Even if it’s just a hundred of us, standing together, that’ll be damn more than there’s been on the flatlands in centuries. We’ll do our part, if nothing else.” 
 
    With that, I was grateful for Kondo-Kana’s story. The dragon and pane, risen from the mountainside, were fresh in my mind. All that had started this, all that had driven Kouris to become what she had, was clear to me. There she was, perfectly aware of how easily she could swing a sword and be done with any who opposed her, choosing to turn her back on a battle and pursue peace. 
 
    She was not a warrior. She was not the general she’d been or the Queen she’d become. She was a leader and her bravery came not only from her willingness to earn peace, but in being able to admit that just because hurting people was the only way in the past, that didn’t mean it was the right thing to do. 
 
    “You’re making me want to come with you,” I said. 
 
    She exhaled heavily, as though there was some way I could’ve told her to stay. The army didn’t need her. The pane did, and she needed them. 
 
    “I’d love to have you. I could show you so much more of the pane than Kyrindval and me. I could actually show you around,” Kouris offered. “I’m gonna have Sen with me, though. She’ll get ‘em to listen. You’ve gotta stay and worry about Halla, huh.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “If she’s here, if she’s confused… I should be there to deal with it. Claire’s trying to push this idea that necromancers are people too, and there are already rumours about one being in the castle and influencing her. A necromancer turning up and wiping out our army isn’t going to help.” 
 
    “You think she’d do that?” 
 
    I wished I could’ve said no. 
 
    “If she did, she wouldn’t understand what she was doing. Not really. When she came to me, when she escaped from Soldato and the tower, she said she’d got out by making the guards stop. That’s how she put it. They stopped. It’s almost like she didn’t understand, or that’s what she’d been told had happened.” 
 
    Kouris hummed and glanced guiltily at the bag in the corner of her room. 
 
    I thought we’d say our goodbyes and I’d be able to slip out of the room without another word, but it finally occurred to her to say, “What was wrong when you turned up, yrval?” 
 
    It was ridiculous to want to keep it all in when I’d been so desperate to talk to her barely half an hour ago. But what was about to unfold had numbed me to the weight of Kondo-Kana’s confession, and in the scheme of things, talking about myself suddenly felt petty. 
 
    “Yrval,” Kouris said, dragging the word out as though she could read my mind. 
 
    She raised her brow, not demanding an explanation, but letting me know she’d listen to one. 
 
    “It’s Kondo-Kana. She told me a lot of things. She told me everything she could remember about her life, and how the Necromancy War happened. Not that it was much of a war, but…” I paused, looking down at my hands. Light flickered and faded. “I know it wasn’t all true. I know I can’t expect her to remember everything and that’s she probably forgot a lot of it for a reason, but some things. Some things she told me about necromancers had to be true. Because, I—it’s happened to me. I’ve seen it. Even if I don’t hear it.” 
 
    “Hear it?” Kouris asked gently. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    She nodded when I looked back up at her. 
 
    “You were dead, right? For a few months,” I said, and she nodded again. More slowly, this time. “And when you were dead, you went to the Forest Within? You were there, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Aye. Though I’d call it more a feeling than a forest,” Kouris murmured, bringing her fingers to her throat. “What I remember of it, anyway. It was there, I’m not doubting that, but it’s like one of those dreams that you know everything about, until you focus on it and try to remember a single detail.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t a dream. Because you were dead,” I said. 
 
    “What’re you getting at, yrval?” 
 
    “I’ve died. Lots of times now. From Katja, from the mountain… I died on the way down every time my head hit a rock and I died at the bottom. And I would’ve kept dying, if it wasn’t for Kidira. But every time it happened there was nothing. Between all the pain from healing and being hurt again, and there was… nothing, nothing,” I said, and rubbed my palms against my temples. “Just silence.” 
 
    Kouris put an arm around me and scooped me into her lap. 
 
    “Kondo-Kana said that’s what it’s called. The silence. That you hear it, one day, and that’s all you can hear. Because you know that when you die, when you’re dead for good, there’s nothing else. The reason we keep healing and coming back is because all we have is this life.” 
 
    I tucked my head under her chin. 
 
    “Now, yrval. Kondo-Kana says a lot of things, from my understanding. Talks herself in circles. It doesn’t make it true, just because she said so.” 
 
    “But I’ve seen it. And Iseul, he knew what it was too. He’d never met Kondo-Kana, had he?” 
 
    Kouris said nothing. I hadn’t expected her to be able to explain away all that Kondo-Kana had said, all that she’d believed, but the weight of her silence gnawed at me in a way Kondo-Kana’s words hadn’t managed to. What was the point of this, of any of this, if I met these people and came to love them, only to be torn away from them at the end? Throughout all of our lives, the thought of the Forest Within had been the only thing that took the edge off of death. It was greater than death; greater than all living things. 
 
    I had believed myself greater than death, too. Perhaps that was why the Forest Within didn’t want me. 
 
    “We’re both right here,” Kouris eventually murmured. “We’ll be figuring this out together, alright? Give Kondo-Kana a week and she’ll be singing another tune.” 
 
    My agreement fell flat. Her hearts were beating unevenly and it was almost a relief when she eased me to my feet. It wasn’t the time to be sitting there in uneasy contemplation when the world was still turning beyond the room full of the two of us and our heavy thoughts. 
 
    “Was on my way to see you,” Kouris said, hoisting her bag onto her back. “But that’s that. No loose ends.” 
 
    “Why’d you wait so long to tell me?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m too good at waiting and waiting,” she said, sighing. “I was worried about what you’d think. That I might be running away again.” 
 
    “You were worried about what I’d think?” 
 
    “Of course I was, yrval,” Kouris said, surprised I’d even had to ask. “You’re my… heh. ‘course I was worried.” 
 
    In spite of the clamour building outside, our goodbye was slow and drawn out. Neither of us knew what was about to unfold, and both of us ever felt better about facing the unknown together, but there came a point where we had to let go of each other. 
 
    I kissed her, tusks cool against my face, and walked her to the back of the castle. There was more movement in the castle than there had been on my walk to Kouris’ chambers; either that or I was only now paying real attention to my surroundings. Word had spread beyond Claire and Akela, and rumours were bound to be biting at their heels. 
 
    After saying my goodbyes to Sen and wishing her luck, I headed straight for Claire and Akela, glad in some selfish, twisted way that something so overwhelming had happened at that exact moment to distract me from all else the day had thrown at me. People were rushing through the corridors as though the army had gathered in one of the courtyards and half of them clipped my shoulders as I went against the current. I knew where Claire and Akela would be, more likely than not with Kidira in tow, but fell short of opening the chamber door.  
 
    Fewer people were permitted into this part of the castle and the guards only grudgingly let me up the stairs and into the restricted areas. Maybe the woman I’d told I was a necromancer had decided to believe me for the sake of having something to use against Claire, and the rumours had reached this part of the castle. Or maybe the guards were still loyal to Aren and I was putting too much thought into it. 
 
    I stopped outside of the room and rubbed at my chest. It was hot up there. Hotter than it had been in the public part of the castle, with dozens of people swarming around me. My heart beat fast and my breathing came heavily, and I wished that there was something to it but missing Katja. I slumped against the wall, barely listening to the buzz of conversation within. 
 
    I took a deep breath and could’ve laughed at myself for thinking that not knowing where Katja was at any given time was somehow worse than her being right there. She was in Felheim, marching towards Thule. Towards me. 
 
    I breathed into my hands. 
 
    Inside the chamber, Kidira said, “Stop fretting. This will not be our defeat.” 
 
    I pretended the positivity was meant for me, but it did nothing to make me any more grounded. Frost bit at the window and still, I was sweating.  
 
    I waited until the room was emptied. I didn’t realise I was sitting on the floor, back pressed to the wall, until Akela lifted me by the waist and said, “Northwood, if you are knocking, it is not loud enough! I know, I know, we are meeting and it is boring, with all the politics and strategies and having to listen to me being better than any of the other council members, it is truly a burden, but falling asleep before you are even getting into the room is rude, yes?” 
 
    Kidira had no such encouragement for me. 
 
    “If you can’t stay on your feet, stay off the battlefield,” she said briskly. “I had rather thought you would have wanted to meet with Halla.”  
 
    I didn’t glower at her. I leant against Akela’s side and let it go, because Kidira felt Katja’s arrival as keenly as I did. I didn’t want to argue. I didn’t want to talk about it. 
 
    The council members poured out of the room and Claire followed, leaning heavily on her cane. She exchanged a few words with Akela and Kidira, referencing something about tomorrow, and Akela ruffled my hair before leaving. She headed down the corridor with Kidira, the two of them off to spend one last evening together before we were all thrust onto the battlefield.  
 
    “You seem unsteady. We can sit inside,” Claire said, tilting her head towards the chamber she’d just stepped out of. 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m fine,” I said, back pressed to the wall. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Kouris told you she’s leaving, I take it? I urged her to do so weeks ago, but she did not become the person she is without some degree of stubbornness.” 
 
    “That’s not the half of it,” I murmured. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Claire asked softly. 
 
    The concern in her voice shouldn’t have made my skin crawl. I wanted to talk about it but I didn’t. In the same way that it would be a relief to get it out, speaking of it would mean spewing thick mulch from all the forgotten recesses of my mind. It was too much at once. How could I talk about Kondo-Kana and Katja and Halla as though they were three individual, sequential things? It had all become tangled in my mind. The thought of anyone holding me made my chest tighten and my skin blaze with the heat of Canth, iron tight around my wrists again. 
 
    I didn’t have to explain myself. Claire stopped mid-motion, refraining from taking my hand and squeezing it, and offered me a way out. She offered me time. 
 
    “Would you do me a favour?” she asked. 
 
    Exhaling shakily, I nodded. 
 
    “I have spoken to Queen Nasrin and her guards, but have yet to seek out Reis. Given the circumstances, it is only right that we offer the Canthian delegates some measure of safety. I have offered to move the Queen from the castle and have her back on a ship to Canth as soon as is possible, but need to extend the same offer to Reis,” Claire explained. 
 
    “Okay. Okay,” I said. I could handle that. I could talk to Reis. “What did Queen Nasrin say? Has she already left?” 
 
    “Queen Nasrin dismissed me quite bluntly. She claims that she has seen greater threats in the form of – and I quote – drunken pirates playing at assassins, and wants no part in a treaty where one ally runs for the hills at the mere thought of danger,” Claire explained with a wry smile. “You would almost think an army was not making camp beyond the city.” 
 
    Varn and Atalanta weren’t leaving yet. Queen Nasrin and Kondo-Kana weren’t going to rush back to Canth. That was something to be grateful for.  
 
    “I doubt Reis will want to leave, either. But I ought to make the offer,” Claire added. 
 
    “You should talk to Reis,” I said, suddenly. “Their parents were from here. Their parents and their birth parents. They all got into trouble. Reis’ parents went to Canth and their birth parents stayed in Felheim, and they’d adopted Reis a few years before that, so…” 
 
    Nodding sharply, Claire’s fingers whitened around her cane. 
 
    “Kouris said the same. It’s a familiar story indeed,” she said. “Life chose separate paths for us.” 
 
    I reached out and squeezed her hand. 
 
    “You look similar, too,” I said, fingers slipping free of hers. “It’s your nose.” 
 
    Claire huffed and said, “Go. Find them for me and deliver the message, that they might reject my offer. I shall have a bath drawn for you.” 
 
    I decided to start my search at Reis’ chambers. Having grown up in a house with three rooms upstairs and three downstairs, I was impressed with myself for not only knowing my way around the castle, but wandering to the right chambers without having to think where I was going. In a way, the castle was less of a building and more a village in and of itself. Mine and Claire’s chambers were our house, the corridors were dirt paths, and the kitchens were little stores. Knocking at Reis’ chamber was no different from knocking on someone’s front door. 
 
    No answer. I knocked again. I’d known Reis to be a heavy sleeper in the past and though it was late evening, Canthians were used to sleeping in short bursts throughout the day. 
 
    I knocked one last time. I was about to give up and go elsewhere when I heard clattering within. The chain was pulled from the latch and Eden opened the door from within, almost tumbling into the corridor as it swung open. 
 
    “Rowan!” she said, oddly breathless. I was about to apologise for knocking so many times and making her panic but she went on to say, “Is everything alright? I thought we had until morning, but if things are progressing at such a—” 
 
    “It’s fine. Everything’s okay. I just wanted to see Reis,” I said, leaning to the side to look around her. The room beyond was dim, curtains already pulled to. “Are they here?” 
 
    Eden paused, opened her mouth to say something, and closed it with a shake of her head. Peering back into the room for a moment, she smiled at me and said, “Yes, yes. Would you like to come in?” 
 
    She stepped back, nervously fidgeting with her loose hair. 
 
    Reis dropped theirself into an armchair and grinned lazily up at Eden. 
 
    I glanced between them and Eden immediately dropped her hands from her hair and clasped them behind her back. 
 
    “Where’s the fire, kid?” Reis asked. 
 
    “Claire wants to know if you want to leave. She said she can put you on a boat back to Canth, because of the whole, you know, war situation. But she also doesn’t think you’ll want to leave, so I’m only here to deliver the message and ask what you want to do,” I said. 
 
    Reis waved a hand dismissively and said, “Ain’t going nowhere, but thanks. You lot can have your war and I’ll keep out of it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Hard to believe you’re concerned about my safety when you’re smiling like that,” Reis said. “Besides, I don’t wanna cross the ocean if Oak ain’t leading the way. I don’t got months to waste.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” I admitted. “I mean, I don’t want you getting caught up in a battle or anything, but there’s been so much going on that I haven’t got to see you as much as I want to.” 
 
    “It’s not just you, me, Kouris and that hut no more,” Reis agreed. “Hurry up and deal with this bullshit and maybe we can find five minutes to chat.” 
 
    Eden fidgeted as I said my goodnights, shifting her weight from foot to foot. I raised my brow and she turned bright red. 
 
    Back in my chamber, one of the servants had seen to running a bath for me. It wasn’t like the dented metal tub I’d dragged in from the garden, back at my house. It was a small lake in and of itself, built into the floor, and heated from the underneath by hot coals licking at the stone. The water was still steaming when I poked my head into the chamber. I kicked my shoes off in the living area, eyes fixed on Claire.  
 
    She didn’t look as I had expected her to, though I didn’t know what a Queen waiting to clash with an enemy army come the morning was supposed to look like. She was restless, but hardly at the point of grinding her teeth together. She tapped her fingers against her desk as I removed my socks one at a time, nodding as I told her that Reis wasn’t going to leave us any time soon. 
 
    “Come with me,” I said, hand on the doorframe. “There’s lots of room.” 
 
    That got her to grind her teeth. “Rowan—” was the only protest she could make, for we both knew why she couldn’t do all the things she wanted to.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I told her, squeezing her hand. “It’s alright.” 
 
    It wasn’t. It wasn’t fair, either, but we both knew that. And I knew we could not hold it against one another. 
 
    There were decades within me and I could wait as long as Claire needed me to. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XVI 
 
    I awoke before dawn and would've fallen straight back to sleep, had the outline of Claire next to me not made that impossible. My fingers hovered over her shoulder but I didn't touch her. I couldn't risk waking her.   
 
    I slipped out of bed as slowly and quietly as I could, gathered my scattered clothing and crept out of the room. Claire had grown up as a fighter. She was a soldier, a warrior, a Knight. Her own Kingdom was about to be thrown into the first battle of many, yet she had to stay behind. She had to stay in the castle, safe behind its thick walls, while her people died in the mud for her.  
 
    I knew she would've been on the front lines, given half the chance, and I knew she hated herself for barely being able to stand for more than fifteen minutes, these days.  
 
    Half of the city mulled restlessly around the streets, and no small number of them were drunk, angry or both. Some couldn't wait for a real battle to unfold and were looking for any excuse to start a fight. I headed to the barracks, where Ash and Goblin were stationed, and met them at the gates.  
 
    They weren't the last people to head out, but the open area with its hard, dirt-packed ground was eerily empty. Both of them were clad in Felheimish armour, all plate and mail, and I was ashamed to realise I didn't understand what the ranking on their shoulders meant. Neither of them were generals, not yet, but they were far from unimportant.  
 
    “Don't think you need armour, but Akela's saved some for you anyway,” Ash said, clapping a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    She kept it there for a heavy moment and dug her fingers in. She wasn’t trying to reassure me; rather, she was the one comforted by my presence. Half the people who knew what I was were probably hoping I would fell Rylan's army before it came to trading blows.  
 
    “I can still get stabbed,” I said, taking the offered armour. “It'd still hurt.”  
 
    “It'll be okay,” Goblin rushed to say.  
 
    “Did Kidira tell you to say that?”  
 
    “Commander Akela has a brilliant plan,” he explained. It wasn't a no. “You've never seen her on the battlefield. You've never seen her with an army at her back. Numbers don't matter when Akela's leading the charge.”  
 
    I chose to believe him, hoping it might help him believe it, too.   
 
    I was shown inside. I changed into my light armour, all leather and chainmail, pulling it on over my clothing as Ash helped with the straps. I put on a helmet, vision obscured for the way my nose was protected.  
 
    “Here,” Goblin said, holding out a sword and shield.  
 
    “I can't use that,” I said, frowning at the sword. It came back to me in a flash: Claire standing over me with a sword of her own, while mine was discarded somewhere in the dirt, as useless as a twig against a Knight.  
 
    I took the shield, light and round, and strapped it to my arm. Ash and Goblin still had preparations to put into place and I drifted over to the rows of soldiers waiting for the order to march out. I was uneasy, trying to find a place amongst them. They knew more of what was happening than I did. They'd been training for weeks, had been going over plans until they were dreaming of the formations that had been drilled into them, yet I was there by nothing but the virtue of my powers.  
 
    It was bigger than me. Bigger than my understanding. Akela, Ash, Goblin and all of those involved had worked tirelessly to ensure that our army stood a chance against one that was, in my mind, ten times its size. There had been so many other things for me to deal with. Agados. Halla. Katja. Kondo-Kana. The pane. It was almost as though I had stepped into someone else's story and presumed to take the lead.  
 
    I shook my head and repositioned the shield at my feet. We weren't going to move any time soon. I needed to stop acting as though I was the only one in the barracks with thoughts weighing down my mind. Every last person there had a dozen worries and few of them started and ended on the battlefield. The fact that their problems didn't involve necromancy didn't make them any less valid.  
 
    I shuffled on my feet. Two of the soldiers strolled over to me, faces covered by their helms.  
 
    They flanked me from either side and I pretended to watch the sky from the narrow barrack window.  
 
    “You're seriously gonna go out there with just a shield?” came a familiar voice.  
 
    “Varn?” I asked, almost kicking my shield over. “Should you be here?”  
 
    “Hell no! But there ain't no way I'm missing a fight like this. I hear we're outnumbered ten-to-one. About time I had a challenge.”  
 
    “What she means to say,” Atalanta said, from my other side, “Is that we have taken the sincerity of this alliance to heart and will not abandon our allies when we know we have both skill and bravery in abundance.”  
 
    She had a bow and quiver strapped to her back and a long, curved blade at her side. Despite having never seen her fight, I had no reason to doubt that she could take out a dozen soldiers with half a dozen arrows.   
 
    “Um. Does Queen Nasrin know you're here? Aren't you meant to... you know, be protecting her?”  
 
    “Her Majesty knows all things,” Atalanta said, tapping what I presumed was the nose of her helm. “And her wife is with her. Compared to her we are mere decorations, there to look attractive.”  
 
    “Anyway, we need you 'cause we know fuck all Felheimish,” Varn added.  
 
    “Mesomium,” I muttered automatically, but nodded. I was glad they were there. Between the two of them and Akela, we might've stood a chance.  
 
    When and Ash and Goblin finished penning a letter and had a raven send it battleward, they came to the front of the hall and made us stand in a formation my feet could not form quickly enough. All of my, Varn and Atalanta's movements were a few seconds out of sync with the rest of the squadrons’, thanks to my staggered translations, and quickly, too quickly, we were out in the fields, marching towards a battle.   
 
    My heart pounded. The feet of two hundred soldiers struck the ground in unison, armour clattering with each step, but my heart was louder. Armies, blades. Halla, Katja. This was it. This is what I had been waiting for. What I had been pushing away.   
 
    “Do not fret,” Atalanta whispered from my side, voice distorted by the metal. “I am not so powerful or indestructible as you are, and I have flung myself head-first into all manner of terribly dangerous situations. And yet here I am. No worse for wear.  
 
    “Battles are not so horrific as you have been led to believe. There is the initial surge, of course, far too much adrenaline on both sides, but the clash itself is rather lacklustre, outside of the moment. Blades will be swung, blood will be drawn, but ultimately, it is about who retreats first. And once the retreating is over and done with, there will be healers. And yourself, of course.”  
 
    I began to wish I'd brought a sword, if only to have something to cling to.   
 
    “Have you been in many battles before?”  
 
    Snorting a laugh, Varn said, “This one time, we pissed off Ridgeth – more than usual, I mean – and Lanta got to have her fun. But that was mostly just her firing arrows until they ran off.”  
 
    Deciding things were ever more eloquent in her own words, Atalanta said, “Battles by Canth's standards, indeed. Not that every day isn't a battle, in a land of the sort. You are lucky: you have only known Canth in the best form it has maintained for centuries.  
 
    “Where I spent much of my time before serving as Queen Nasrin's personal guard – to the far south-east of Canth itself – war is a thing of the past. Or so the people there like to believe. Instead of making camp on battlefields, the rich, powerful and influential gather in dark, luxurious chambers with marble columns and velvet-covered seats and play chess, to determine the outcome of the disagreement.  
 
    “Of course, it is all metaphor. I am taking your rook to remind you that my family owns every quarry in all the land, and how are you to build your towers and monuments without our masons; I take your Queen with my Knight to underline the fact that I have money enough to spend on decorative legions, and they would take up arms, if I gave the command; and here my Priest wipes out your pawns, that you might understand how your peasants would suffer, should you defy me; that sort of thing.”  
 
    “That sounds confusing,” I offered.  
 
    “No more so than all of this. We are the pawns here, and our Queens—oh, chess metaphors have worn awfully thin, by this point,” Atalanta said, lifting the visor of her helm. “Suffice to say, some of us are going to get stabbed.”  
 
    We trundled on in unease, air full of heavy breaths, murmurs of discomfort, and the strained silence of those trying to listen in on our conversation despite being unable to understand a word of Canthian. My heart beat itself into my throat when I wasn't talking or taking in Atalanta's words, so I quickly drew the conversation back around to her.  
 
    “You're Canthian, right? How do you know Yin Zhou?”  
 
    “This is a good story!” Varn said, nudging me with an armoured elbow.  
 
    “Ah. I should like to say that I know Yin Zhou as well as my own mother, but it simply isn't true. I don't know my mother half as well and did not learn nearly a tenth as much from her. Yin Zhou is a woman with a keen eye for many things: skill, connections, old money, and above all, loyalty. I believe the sharpness of her gaze has allowed her to hold her station in the world for as long as she has; she sees through people and intentions both,” Atalanta began, and I think she knew I needed the distraction. Her voice, while ever bright and clear, had a little more energy behind it than usual.  “I met her by chance, as all meetings that mean something tend to happen.  
 
    “I was but a girl, then. No older than twelve—three decades ago, if you'll believe it. My family were well enough to do: my mother was a healer and my father owned a relatively large bitterwillow field. We had a certain part of the market cornered. Had I never have met Yin Zhou, I would've led a comfortable life and wanted for nothing but adventure. While there was money to be had, the same could not be said for opportunities. Not ever since my father had discovered that I was his daughter, that is. My beloved bow had been taken from me some years before, and I had been told to assist my mother in her clinic.  
 
    “But there is only so much a regular person can do to assist a healer. Needless to say, scrubbing the blood off tables and floors alike was not my true calling. Perhaps I am being unfair: ploughing the fields and sending off carts of bitterwillow to market was not my true calling, either. In that way, my brothers were no better off.   
 
    “I wish there could be a dramatic backdrop to this part of the story. Yin Zhou came to my mother's clinic, dragging a loyal but battered crewmember with her, in need of healing; she caught me sneaking from my bedroom window one night and watched as I pulled my makeshift bowstring taut and let loose an arrow with such precision and raw talent that she employed my help immediately; that sort of thing. Sadly, it was not so.  
 
    “If there was a particular reason for her noticing me, it was because I was terribly oblivious. I didn't have the slightest idea who the woman in the long, flowing coat was, and so approached her freely and asked if she was lost. I had heard of a woman like Yin Zhou on the lips of other children, but in my household we did not discuss women like Yin Zhou. To me, she was but a traveller from a distant land, and the most I hoped for was that she might have an interesting tale to tell.  
 
    “Humouring me, she asked how she might reach Chandaran. The roads had changed since last she'd visited, she said. Delighted by the prospect of doing something other than scrub floors, I drew her a wonderfully detailed map and asked if she would like a guide. Yin Zhou asked how much I meant to charge, and so as not to appear overly eager, I said that she would pay for my meals and buy me new bow in Chandaran's sprawling markets.   
 
    “A deal was struck. We travelled to the capital in her carriage, though it would've been just as easy to take a boat along the Qart. My father's field edged onto the water, as you might well imagine, but Yin Zhou said she missed solid ground. She asked me what I did for a living and I told her. She asked if I enjoyed it and I confessed that I did not. Having been honest with her, I expected something in return.  
 
    “I asked where she was from. Yhoua, she said. I asked her if it was true that the land was frozen and that people taller than the dragon-born roamed it, and she said that she was not so tall as to be unable to join me in the carriage, was she? I did not make such a mistake for a second time.  
 
    “The journey was a pleasant one. I had always eaten well, but Yin Zhou had her meals made with spices so unfamiliar to my tongue I felt my mind expand at the mere taste of them. We made camp of a night and she had all her companions and guards lay out their weapons for me to inspect. She would tell me several differing tales about each dagger or arrowhead and had me tell her which I thought to be true. She never told me if I was right or wrong. That was of no consequence to her. 
 
    “In Chandaran, she took me to the finest bowyer the city had to offer. We spent the day picking out wood for the riser and limbs, designs for the intricate metal patterning, and the right sort of bowstring. I forgot that Yin Zhou had gone to Chandaran for some reason other than to have a bow commissioned for me. To this day, I still do not know why she went to the capital. If she attended to any business, she did it while my back was turned. 
 
    “We travelled back to my home. I did not enjoy the journey back as much as I had the journey away from the little town. The moment the carriage rolled to a stop amongst the achingly familiar buildings, Yin Zhou put an arm around me and said, ‘Atalanta, child. Do not stay if you do not wish to.’ I did not even pack a bag. I left with a handful of farewells called from the carriage window and grinned as my father stormed out of the house, demanding to know where I’d been those last few days. 
 
    “I learnt to speak Yhouan on the ship south. Yin Zhou let me into her chambers of an evening and plied me with more books than I thought possible to ever read and once we reached the shores of a far-off continent, she showed me more cultures than I believed could exist. Under her tutelage, I could identify antiques of real worth by the age of fourteen. By fifteen I could shoot a person between the eyes from the deck of one ship to another. 
 
    “By sixteen I could sense betrayal as I imagine death calls to you, Rowan. For ten years, I stayed close to her side. I was not always with her, but I always worked for her. It was a curious thing: I was part antique-collector, part assassin. I have seen regimes older and stronger than Felheim fall at Yin Zhou’s command and have had the honour of seeing some of the most beautiful pieces of art ever created. 
 
    “I returned to Canth in my late twenties. I took on work for Queen Nasrin’s father, bringing in the criminals that had offended him so personally, and proved myself more valuable than any of his men. Not that he ever did much more than prop them up with ornate weapons they had little idea how to use. I got to know Queen Nasrin, at this time. She was but a girl, and had not yet been exiled from the palace. Each time I visited, I took stories with me, and left books her father would have burnt to keep away from her beneath her pillow. 
 
    “And that was how I first infiltrated the royal family,” Atalanta concluded. “Perhaps on that first visit to Chandaran, Yin Zhou had been looking for a way to get into the palace and had the luxury of time. Perhaps that was my intended purpose all along. Who can say?” 
 
    I’d been enjoying the story, up until that point. 
 
    “Infiltrated…?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    Varn, who’d listened as though she’d never heard the story before and needed to drink down every word, broke out into laughter and slapped my back.  
 
    “Once you start working for Yin Zhou, you’re working for her forever. What, you think it’s a coincidence that Lanta ended up as Queen Nasrin’s guard?” Varn asked. When I stared at her blankly she tugged me close, and in an exaggerated whisper said, “She’s an assassin!” 
 
    Atalanta winked at me.  
 
    “Not that I don’t fully believe in Queen Nasrin and the work she does,” she added, hand on her heart. “Were I to assassinate her, it would be for the good of Canth; and if she was no longer acting in Canth’s best interest, she would no longer be Queen Nasrin. In that way, I can never truly kill her.” 
 
    “Also,” Varn added, “She’s married to Kondo-Kana. That makes Lanta’s life a bit more difficult.”  
 
    “This got really weird,” I said, and left them to grin at each other. 
 
    Varn hadn’t kept her face covered for long. Once the battle started I expected her to pull off all the unnecessary armour and charge in, mace and spear swinging. 
 
    I said nothing more. None of us did. Rylan’s army rose against the horizon, dark and jagged. It was unlike the time I had first approached Kyrindval and seen the mountains rise. There was no awe in my chest. Only a profound sinking in my stomach. Our soldiers were laid out in grids, easily two thousand stretching east to west, but there weren’t enough. 
 
    Rylan’s soldiers marched towards us, slow and steady. Even from a distance they overwhelmed us. Ash and Goblin barked orders, sending our squadron into place, and I ran to the front, where Akela and Kidira had gathered. Kidira had a horse for me. She gestured to a foot soldier to let go of the reins and let me climb atop.  
 
    “You have a plan, don’t you?” I asked Akela. 
 
    She didn’t take her eyes off Rylan’s army. Her jaw tensed, her chest rose and fell deliberately, and after a moment she said, “Seven-thousand.” 
 
    Kidira hummed. 
 
    “I am having a plan. I am always having a plan,” Akela murmured. “Today my plan is being: I am listening to Kidira when she says that it is being alright. I am trusting her. It is being twelve years and she is never letting me down.” 
 
    Kidira nodded in approval of herself.  
 
    “This army would’ve been nothing. We would’ve wiped it from the territories, thirty years ago,” Kidira said, eyes narrowing to pick out Katja’s indiscernible form from a thousand other faceless soldiers. “But the former Kastelir is weakened. I am surprised they gathered so many. I expect at least a third are Agadians. But Felheim is no better off. They outnumber us almost four-to-one.” 
 
    “Varn and Atalanta are back there. That might help,” I said. 
 
    Akela cracked a smile. 
 
    With that, I started to believe that there was a way out of this. 
 
    Rylan’s army moved closer. Akela raised a horn and we began to march as the sound filled the air.  
 
    I gripped the horse’s reins tightly and my shield bumped against my knees as he moved at a canter. I should’ve said goodbye to Claire. What was she doing now? Standing in the centre of Thule with Eden and Alex at her side, telling the people that we would win this battle, even though her phoenix had abandoned her? I looked to the sky for Haru-Taiki, thinking that his fire was the only thing that could save us now, but nothing but grey clouds passed overhead. 
 
    We stepped close enough to see the details in the banners Rylan’s soldiers held. I reached out through the masses but felt nothing. Halla should’ve been there, blazing with light, held out not as a warning but a promise of what was to come. 
 
    But she was not there. The sun broke through the clouds and the only thing that gleamed was polished armour and sharpened blades. I knew immediately that they had no necromancer with them. It had never been anything more than a rumour. A way to bring me to the front lines. 
 
    Which meant Katja was out there. I could not feel her across the gulf between us because she didn’t want me to. 
 
    “Rylan’s army, they are spending a long time moving. But they are not stopping for as long as they are needing to. They are rushing, yes? They are not resting. I am thinking, all of them, they are already exhausted, yes? If they are being slow, if their reflexes are not as sharp as their swords are being, this is helping us. Our soldiers, they are living in Thule. They are getting lots of sleep – too much, if I am being honest, I am complaining to them about this all the time – and eating as much as I am, some days,” Akela murmured to herself. “We are having more people. We are having our archers in the hills, and they are attacking from behind. That is helping. Claire, she is clever, she is keeping soldiers in the city, in case Rylan, he is making it that far. If we are needing them, they are coming. If we are letting them charge first, they are crashing against our spears and—” 
 
    “Akela Ayad. If I did not believe that you could win this battle the both of us would have retired to Canth months ago,” Kidira said, finally breaking her gaze away from the opposing army. “Now: focus.” 
 
    Akela held her gaze for a long moment and nodded sharply. Holding out an arm, she waited for our banner to be placed against her palm. She gripped it as though it was stronger than any weapon. She charged her horse up and down our front lines and waved Claire’s phoenix-flag above her head.  
 
    Our soldiers beat their fists against their shields and stomped against the ground. What started as a rumble grew into a roar, and the clamour Akela caused was the only thing to get our blood pumping and blind us to the truth. 
 
    There were too many of them. 
 
    No matter what Akela had planned, no matter how many soldiers we had hidden, waiting to catch them off-guard, Rylan had the same safety measures in place, too. We were not the only ones capable of strategizing and scheming. We were not the only ones with something to lose. If we could’ve won, we would’ve had all our soldiers on the front lines.  
 
    There was no use telling myself that we wouldn’t be there if we couldn’t win. The other option was to sit and wait in the castle and let Rylan take the crown. We couldn’t do that. We couldn’t do nothing. 
 
    It was up to me. It was up to me to bring back every one of our soldiers who fell. It was up to me to be able to tell their corpses apart from Rylan’s soldiers. 
 
    I closed my eyes. The pounding of footsteps grew louder and louder, entwining with the roar from Rylan’s army. This was my fault. Yin Zhou was willing to give me an army and I had ensured Kondo-Kana didn’t allow it, all because I could not stand to do the woman a single favour. 
 
    Light sparked at my fingertips, glowing through the leather of my gloves. 
 
    This was it. We were moving and Rylan’s army was going to crash down on us like a tidal wave. 
 
    I could do it, I told myself. I could raise our army from the dead. I could let them remain themselves, let them fight another day.  
 
    And Claire would forever be known as the Queen who had needed a necromancer to use an army of the recently risen to defend Thule and her throne. That’s how history would forever remember her. 
 
    I tugged my horse’s reins, urging him forward. Our army held out their spears, waiting for Rylan’s army to clash against the honed blades, and I was ready. Light trailed from my eyes, escaping my helmet. Akela’s axe was already at her side, and somewhere behind us, Varn was grinning enough for it to hurt. 
 
    Our armies clashed. Rylan’s soldiers, disposable for their vast numbers, crashed against our spears. Agadians, Felheimers and former Kastelirians alike met their end with a sickening crack of wet thunder only I could hear. 
 
    Our archers appeared on cue and sent forth a volley. More and more of Rylan’s soldiers fell before the order to raise their shields could be issued, but it didn’t matter. For all the lives that had been taken, for all the death I felt in its enormity and individuality, there were still too many of them. 
 
    We had played our hand. We had used the element of surprise and in doing so let Rylan know we had no more tricks up our sleeves. The remaining soldiers, spurred on by the loss of their companions, drew their swords and held up crossbows, ready to punch through our armour as easily as they’d broken through a pane’s tough, leathery scales. 
 
    Akela and Kidira ground to a halt in front of me.  They looked at each other and their thoughts echoed mine: this was it. 
 
    Rylan’s soldiers were going to overwhelm us but Akela would not, could not, issue the order to retreat. 
 
    I couldn’t watch her die. I couldn’t watch any of them die. 
 
    But swords were clashing against swords all around me and the exhaustion of Rylan’s army had been an empty hope. 
 
    Someone swung at me and I barely remembered to raise my shield to deflect it. Only the soldiers on their front lines had broken through and the rest of the army towered over us. 
 
    I looked to the sky. I prayed, for the first time in my life, for something to happen. I prayed for Isjin to give me a sign that she existed. I prayed for rain, for snow, for lightning, for something to tear the battlefield apart. 
 
    And as Rylan’s generals sounded their horns and spurred their soldiers on to certain victory, the grey clouds parted and the army began to attack itself. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXVII 
 
    Akela was ten steps ahead of everyone else.  
 
    She didn’t stop to ask what was happening or why the army had turned on itself. The reason behind it didn’t matter: an opportunity was an opportunity. Grabbing the horn from her hip, she poured all of her urgency into it, and our soldiers moved forward as the sound filled the air, pushing the squabbling army back. 
 
    Spears were thrown from horseback and arrows tore through the air. Rylan – it had to be Rylan, clad in dragon-bone armour as he was – sent out signals of his own. The tail of his army understood the low, bellowing note and cut itself off in an effort to retreat. Our soldiers knew better than to give chase. There were still thousands of soldiers left behind and the fact that they were fighting each other didn’t mean that they wouldn’t turn on us, too. 
 
    Hooves beat against the ground. Arrows stuck throats with a thwuck and swords clattered against shields and plate armour. A man on horseback headed straight for me, lance held out, and I did what I could to avoid being speared through the chest: I fell to the side, hitting the ground with a bone-breaking crunch. I hissed as the splintered shards healed over and one of Rylan’s soldiers, one of the soldiers who’d turned against their own army, struck the man’s chest where two pieces of armour met awkwardly. His blade sunk deep into the soldier as his horse charged off.  
 
    “Get back!” the soldier called. 
 
    But there was no getting back, no escaping it. Soldiers from three sides surrounded me and bodies already littered the ground. I was aware of every wound as keenly as though I’d struck them. Every swing of a sword that met flesh left a bright trail in my blind spot and every time a blade went clean through someone’s ribs, boulders crashed against my chestplate.  
 
    I ran through the battlefield raising soldiers. Our soldiers, Rylan’s soldiers, the third army’s soldiers; it didn’t matter. I darted between the bodies, tearing my hands through the air as I ripped death out of them, ducked under lances and weaved around swordfights. My shield was barely attached to my arm and I held it in front of me as I went, not needing to see where I was going when a chain of the dead was laid out in front of me.  
 
     It took me whole minutes to realise that the third army wasn't attacking ours. They were purposely staying back, swinging maces at Rylan’s soldiers and holding up their weapons whenever any of our soldiers came close. I watched one of them have a spear pushed through his throat, and when two of his companions caught him by the arms as the blood in his mouth drowned the life out of him, I plastered a hand against his throat and closed the wound. 
 
    The soldiers thanked me, grinning as though they already knew what I was.  
 
    I didn't have time to think anything of it. I moved on but couldn't avoid a fight for long. Rylan's army might've been cut in two but half of seven-thousand was still a formidable force. I revived another draped in Claire's colours and found three soldiers standing over me, swords held high. I jumped to the side with my heart in my throat, dodging the first blow with my shield and enduring the second in the side of my arm, blade dug deep.   
 
    I stumbled back, hissing and healing, and from horseback, the swing of a spear knocked two soldiers clean off their feet. Kidira pushed the blade cleanly into the third soldier's face as she bolted past. Tugging on her reins, she turned sharply and charged past me again. I grabbed her arm when she held it out, feet dragging through the dirt before she managed to haul me up.  
 
    “Okay, that's the second time you've saved me,” I said, forcing air back into my lungs as I gripped Kidira's shoulders. “You have really good timing.”  
 
    “We need to get to the root of this,” Kidira said. She only cared for my thanks when I didn't give it. “Be on the lookout for a leader.”  
 
    One of Rylan's soldiers rushed straight at us and I threw my shield, hitting him hard enough in the face to knock him clean off his horse.  
 
    “… Good aim,” Kidira conceded.  
 
    “There!” I called, pointing over her shoulder. There was a soldier on horseback, pulled away from the fighting, holding a horn of his own. Others were looking towards him for guidance, forming a wall around him, and Kidira passed her spear to me as her horse sprinted towards the man.  
 
    Rylan's soldiers rushed blindly at us and I used the blunt side of the spear to beat them back. I was grateful for all cargo I'd hauled aboard boats in Canth; my arms were as strong as any seasoned soldier’s.  
 
    As we drew closer, the soldiers from the third army that had formed a barricade stepped back when their leader raised a hand and called to let us pass.  
 
    “Kidira!” he bellowed. “Rowan!”  
 
    Kidira's horse skidded to a stop and in an instant, the man was no longer the faceless leader of a nameless army. He pulled his helm off and there was Atthis, draped in Rylan's armour.  
 
    It'd been months since I'd seen him but years since Kidira had last set eyes on him. She froze for as long as the battlefield would allow, and slid from the horse to clasp his armoured hand in her own.  
 
    “Rowan was just saying something about good timing,” Kidira said. “We need to force them to surrender.”  
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Atthis – Atthis! – said, finding a reason to smile as three – two – armies clashed. “Gods. How long has it been since we found ourselves here? It almost feels as though it was only yesterday.”  
 
    “Your hair was not grey then,” Kidira said. “Sound every horn your soldiers have. Let it be known that we will accept full surrenders. No more blood need be shed.”  
 
    Atthis caught my eye as he pulled his helm back on. Atthis. He was right there, back from the dead, and I'd played no part in it. I didn't know what to say; I didn't know how to speak. He smiled at me but there was no missing the guilt etched into the expression.  
 
    Explanations would have to wait. Kidira and I headed straight for Akela, who was never difficult to find. She'd abandoned her horse in favour of fighting on the ground, covered in blood and sweat. Kidira called out to her once there was no chance of distracting her from someone's blade, and though she barely heard anything Kidira said, Akela understood enough to sound the horn at her hip.  
 
    She sent out short, sharp cries. Ash raised her own horn from across the battlefield, helping spread the sound far and wide. They had planned for this; there was a code hidden in it. Those still on horseback began to bellow that no executions would follow surrenders, and though the fight dragged on for another hour, it was running on nothing but the fumes of the dead bodies littering the ground.  
 
    Rylan's soldiers were disorientated by the companions turning against them, and in truth, I didn’t understand what was happening, either. One by one, Rylan's soldiers relented, throwing their weapons to the ground as they stood with their hands above their heads.  
 
    They ought to have given up the moment the other half retreated.  
 
    “Go,” Kidira said to me. “Bring back the fallen.”  
 
    “What?” I asked, not trusting my own ears.  
 
    “Go,” she repeated, and I didn't wait for her to change her mind.  
 
    My boots hit the ground and I tore through the aftermath of the battle, raising the dead and saving the dying. There were dozens of them, hundreds, and with my head already spinning, I ran clean into Atalanta's chest. She placed both hands on my shoulders and eased me back. There was blood splattered across the bridge of her nose but she had no injuries worth blinking at.  
 
    The cold ground trembled beneath my feet as the pounding between my temples grew louder and louder, blood rushing through my ears. Atalanta accompanied me across the battlefield and pulled out the weapons still embedded in bodies for me.  
 
    We found Varn bathed in blood and grinning wildly. I hadn't considered worrying about her and for good reason. There wasn't a scratch on her, and though her armour was stained, there wasn't a tear to speak of. I picked up one of the corpses strewn around her feet but she knocked my shoulder with the heel of her palm and said, “Oi! I just killed that one. He actually up a fight.”  
 
    For some unfathomable reason, I felt the need to explain my actions to Varn. But before I could find the words, my heart began to buzz. It was a deep, angry sensation that spiralled outwards, making my teeth stand on edge. My eyes and hands were blazing and I knocked the heel of my palm against my temple, trying to force the sensation out of my head.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa. Watch it, North Woods,” Varn said, catching me as I stumbled into her. “If you're gonna be fucking falling everywhere at least let Lanta grab one of your arms. Gods!”  
 
    She put an arm around me regardless, and Atalanta helped by slinging one of my arms around her shoulders. My vision dimmed and the last thing I heard Varn mutter was, “She's bloody heavier than she looks.”  
 
    When I awoke, I was blind. Deaf. Submerged in water without the force of the ocean twisting around me. My lungs burnt but breath came easily. My skin crawled, turning cold, and I must've shown some sign of regaining consciousness. Varn, sat next to me, nudged me in the side, reminding me where my body began and ended.  
 
    “You understand that had we sent word ahead of time, we would've lost our element of surprise. Had we let anyone know we were alive, word would've found its way back to Rylan. In order for him to believe that all of Orinhal had been wiped out, you had to believe it, too,” Atthis said. His voice reached me as though wool had been wrapped around my head. “Our scouts had been tracking him for weeks. We still had quite the resistance, even after Rylan took Orinhal, but in spite of the army you had gathered across the territories, we couldn't take him on alone. Nor could we risk allowing him to take Thule, Your Majesty.”  
 
    “Please. Ightham will do,” Claire said. “We owe you a great deal. Had you not been with Rylan, our forces most certainly would have failed.”  
 
    “We burnt Orinhal to the ground. I am sorry for that, but it was the only way for Rylan to believe that we were no longer a threat. After that, we spread throughout the territories, waiting for his army to pass through the remaining settlements, gathering new recruits. We joined them. We waited.”  
 
    Groaning, I tried to work out where I was. I stretched out my arms, expecting to catch dirt beneath my nails, but scraped across something soft and yielding. I twisted this way and that, and though I hadn't suffered more than a single blow, every inch of my body ached. A thick, coppery taste filled my throat, and my heart beat on and on long before it occurred to me that I could open my eyes.  
 
    Claire's chamber. My chamber.  
 
    I'd been laid out on the bed, armour stripped away. Any blood and dirt that covered my face and hands had been washed off, and the first thing I did upon sitting up was reach over to the bedside cabinet and pull out a handful of bitterwillow. I sat with my legs hanging over the side of the bed and chewed and chewed, taking deep breaths and doing my best to rid myself of the echoes of wounds that weren't rightly mine. Varn watched me with an unimpressed frown and didn't try to help. Didn't offer to find me a glass of water.  
 
    “Casualties were minimal, thanks to Rowan,” Atthis went on to say. The words were starting to come through more clearly. “Our soldiers are currently stationed at the barracks, along with our prisoners. I understand that you did not think to expect us, but now that we have joined you...”  
 
    “The barracks haven't been half-full in months. In more than a year, even. The bulk of our forces have long since been in the territories with Rylan. There ought to be room enough for your soldiers. If not, accommodations will be made.”  
 
    I took hold of one of the bedposts and tried to pull myself to my feet. I ended up sat back down half a second later. Varn snorted a laugh.  
 
    “I can't tell you how good it is to see you on the throne, Ightham,” Atthis went on to say, and my head cleared enough to hear the smile in his voice. “When Orinhal was taken, none of us knew where escaping would lead us. But as soon as word of your coronation trickled towards us, we knew what we had to do.”  
 
    My second attempt at standing was far more successful. I swayed on the spot but didn't lose my balance, thanks to Varn's hand on the small of my back. Scrubbing my face with my palms, I tiptoed over to the living area. The bedroom door had been left ajar. I peeked out of the inch-wide gap, spotting Claire and Atthis sat opposite one another.  
 
    It was over, I reminded myself, and blinked away the bodies that had fallen on the battlefield. We'd won. We had an army to match Rylan's, should he dare to strike us again.  
 
    “Rowan!” Atthis said, catching sight of me from the sofa. “You're awake. Wonderful. Please, join us.”  
 
    I hurried across the room on legs that weren’t steady enough for the job and leant down to hug him as he rose to meet me. I clung on tightly and he patted my back, not needing to say anything. Once I was done squeezing him, he put his hands on my shoulders and eased me back, getting a good look at me. My eyes darted across his face, searching for anything that would speak of the last few months. Other than losing some colour without the Canthian sun beating down on his skin, Atthis was the man I'd always known.  
 
    “I'm sorry, Rowan,” he whispered.  
 
    “I thought—we all...” I mumbled.  
 
    “Burning Orinhal wasn't easy for us. Not with what it represented. But we needed to move freely through the territories. We needed to blend in with the army. It was the only way to get back here and ensure that Thule wasn't taken.”  
 
    “I know. It's just that...” I shook my head and took a deep breath. “I'm happy to see you, and not just because we couldn't have won without you.”  
 
    He was alive. All of Orinhal were. That was all that mattered.  
 
    But it wasn't enough for everyone.  
 
    The chamber doors flew open. Ash came charging in with Goblin behind her, mouth full of apologies. Kidira trailed calmly behind and closed the doors.   
 
    “They were alive! All of them, all this time! Orinhal hadn't been burnt and you let me think it had!”   
 
    “I'm sorry, Ash. I, my father and I thought that...” Goblin began, face as grey as the sky.   
 
    Atthis raised a hand, silently interrupting them. 
 
    “Galal needed to be aware of the plan to get word of what happened to Thule,” he explained. 
 
    “So what? You don’t trust me?” Ash challenged. “Look, no offence, but you were never my King. I work for the Queen and the Queen alone. She trusts me and she trusted me when she was Marshal. So—argh. Do you have any idea how many times I put my life on the line defending Orinhal? How hard I fought for it, while you were off in Canth, dossing on the beach? And you come marching in and you decide to let me think that all of my friends, all those people I worked so hard to protect, were dead?” 
 
    “Ash,” Claire said gently. “I didn’t know, either. It’s not a matter of trust.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to see it. You didn’t see… there was nothing but ash. I thought I was looking at a grave.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Goblin tried again. “I wanted to tell you. I knew you deserved to, but—” 
 
    “But all the way to Thule, you let me comfort you! Let me tell you how sorry I was about your dead dad and your dead husband and… fuck.” 
 
    Varn had stuck her head out of the bedroom to see what was going on. She raised her brow, expecting me to be able to translate what was unfolding with a mere look. When I could offer her nothing but a shrug, she gave up and sprawled out on my bed. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ash muttered, finally remembering herself. “Sorry for interrupting, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Claire assured her. “Take a few days to yourself, Ash. You’ve earnt them.” 
 
    Ash left with a sharp bow. Laus was waiting outside of Claire’s chambers, and Ash hunched her shoulders but didn’t shake them off when they put an arm around her. 
 
    “I should’ve told her. I should’ve trusted her,” Goblin said. 
 
    “It is her own fault for not figuring it out,” Kidira assured him, drawing herself into the conversation. “You are a terrible liar.” 
 
    She’d known all along. Of course she had. No wonder she believed we’d win the battle. After more than thirty years, she knew to place her faith in Atthis.  
 
    We spoke for a little longer about the intricacies behind faking an entire city’s death, which involved a lot of fire and a little arm-twisting of Rylan’s soldiers stationed in Orinhal, and one by one, everyone retired from the impromptu meeting to attend to their own business. 
 
    With everyone gone and Varn fast asleep sideways on my bed, an unfamiliar sense of ease washed over the room. I could not say when I had last felt it: not in Canth, knowing what had become of Kastelir, and not on the road to Isin, either; not in my village, long before they knew I was a necromancer. There was always something hanging over me, something I desperately had to hide. 
 
    But not now. Now it was just Claire and me, and we had seen an army defeated. 
 
    It was not the end of things. We both understood that, but such a weight had been lifted from us, one we didn’t even realise was there until it was gone, that neither of us wanted to ruin that moment of peace. I leant against Claire and with a smile, she put her arm around me. 
 
    “How long was I asleep?” I asked. 
 
    “A day, or thereabouts. Varn has spent much of that time here. She insists that she’s only doing it to reap the benefits of the Queen’s private chambers, but I’ll let you come to your own conclusions,” Claire said. “From reports of what happened, I expected you to be out for far longer. I believe even Akela has managed to out-sleep you.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s slept since we got to Thule,” I said. 
 
    “It would not surprise me. She deserves the rest,” Claire said. “And far more still.” 
 
    We lapsed into another comfortable silence. Claire kissed the top of my head for no reason other than that she could, and I wished we could stay like that. Enjoying one another’s company without the pressing need to attend to matters elsewhere, out of our control. 
 
    But there were too many things to deal with. The remainder of Rylan’s army. Rylan himself. Agados, ever looming on the horizon. The former Kastelirians without homes, and the pane without their land.  
 
    Claire went to say something heavier than the mood could sustain, and so I kissed her, arms around her neck. She laughed into it and placed her hands on the small of my back and did not try to speak again for long minutes. 
 
    I let her, that time. 
 
    “There are… I will not say rumours. There were rumours long before this. Instead, there is only confirmation: there is a necromancer in the castle. In my bed,” Claire said, mouth slanting to the side as she paraphrased what she’d heard as politely as she could. “Hundreds saw you at that battle. Many of those were healed by you, if not saved entirely. There is no denying it and so I have not tried to. There is backlash, of course. Luckily, we won the battle, and so spirits are high. People are inclined towards forgiveness when they have been saved, but I will not pretend that you will be met by nothing but kindness. 
 
    “I have given the castle staff the opportunity to find new posts, if they do not wish to serve a Queen involved with a necromancer in such a way; perhaps one in ten have left. That is promising, if nothing else.” 
 
    “Even if most of them are probably staying so they can spread more rumours and watch my every move,” I said, sighing. There went my mood, sinking like a stone in the ocean. 
 
    “Rowan, love. This is it. They have found out the truth and they have not come for you, because I have not permitted it,” Claire said, fingers around my jaw. “The worst of it is behind you.” 
 
    Yet. They had not come for me yet. I did not say it out loud because Claire was determined to believe it was alright. She was determined to protect me, no matter what, and I chose to trust her. 
 
    “Halla wasn’t there,” I said, while talk of necromancers was on the tip of my tongue. “I guess it was just people trying to scare us, or trying to scare themselves. But it’s just, I’d hoped it was true. I’d hoped she was there and that this time, I’d be able to help her.” 
 
    “There’s still time. Once the rest of Rylan’s army is accounted for, there is much to do in the way of the Agadian situation,” she assured me. 
 
    I hummed, unable to take a stance on the likelihood of it all working out one way or another, and fell back against her chest. I felt her tense, though I doubted she realised she’d done so; her body always gave away whatever was on her mind. She was the Queen. There were a hundred and one things for her to do, and she could not spend the rest of the day lounging around with me, no matter how she wanted to. 
 
    “It’s okay if you need to go,” I told her. 
 
    “Actually—” A pause. “If you could do me a favour…” 
 
    Sitting upright, I said, “Of course. Anything.” 
 
    “Do not agree so readily,” she said, frowning. “My mother wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    Claire’s lips curled sharply around the words, now that she could no longer dismiss Aren as The Queen. 
 
    “I’d almost forgotten about her,” I said, sinking back down. 
 
    “I had not,” Claire sighed. 
 
    Aren still had ears and eyes in all parts of the castle and it wasn’t hard to imagine what she might want to talk about. I would have rather avoided her indefinitely, for she could not very well track me down, but the recent lightness I had felt put me in mind to deal with things immediately. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll go listen to her talk about how much she hates me.” 
 
    “She doesn’t hate you. My mother does not hate anyone. She simply…” 
 
    “Nothings me?” 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    Despite having agreed to meet with her, I would’ve stayed on that sofa with Claire, if not for the knocking at the door. Well: less knocking and more barging. I had barely managed to spring upright by the time Reis came clambering in, muttering something about stairs and heavy doors. 
 
    “Oi oi. If it ain’t the sleepmancer,” Reis said, helping theirself to a chair. Tossing their cane onto the empty seat opposite them, they began rubbing at the wooden joint pressed against their thigh. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Captain Jones,” Claire replied, just as facetiously. 
 
    “Here’s a question for ya: if two Felheimish nobles royally fuck up, abandon their kids in the process and before all that, and you end up as a Queen, then what title do I get?” 
 
    Reis raised their brow, half-challenging. It wasn’t the way I would’ve broached the subject, but I had neither been a pirate for thirty years or discovered that my long-lost sibling was a Queen. 
 
    “Well,” Claire said. “Alex is Prince by virtue of our shared parentage, and you would come into matters by way of my ordinance. I believe that technically you are still a Liege, though there are a great number of debts that go with that title. Your Barony is better left unclaimed. Rylan has all but forfeited his right to call himself a Prince. There is an opening there.” 
 
    “Right. ‘cause that’s how it works,” Reis said, arms spread over the back of their seat. “Anyway, never mind that. I ain’t here for some mushy reunion, if I ever did meet you before. You must’ve been what? six months old? when I left for Canth.” 
 
    “Indeed. I was around that age when I was adopted.” 
 
    Reis looked thoughtful for a brief second but soon returned to business. 
 
    “So,” they said. Claire looked ready to roll her eye. “What’s it gonna be?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I haven’t had time to—”  
 
    “You’ve given it plenty of thought,” Reis said. “Don’t give me none of that. You keeping that dead weight or what?” 
 
    Claire said nothing and did her best not to press a hand to her twisted knee. 
 
    “C’mon. Look at this,” Reis said, pulling the leg of their trousers up to reveal their carved leg. “Ain’t bad, right? I’ll make you one just like it. Can put in phoenixes and all, if your mate ever forgives you. Can even make it out of dragon-bone.” 
 
    Ignoring the remark about Haru-Taiki, Claire said, “Dragon-bone? Would that be wise?”  
 
    “Well, I ain't gonna get it from some dragon you've slaughtered. The dragons, they let the dragon-born use their bones when they need 'em. Reckon Kouris could make a gift of it to you.”  
 
    Again, Claire said nothing.  
 
    “There. You're thinking about it, ain't ya?”  
 
    Sighing, Claire shook her head. It was as close to a yes as Reis was going to get from her. I watched the way they held themselves around each other, the way they interacted, and thought it strange that two people born to the same parents, in the same building, had taken such different paths in life: one as a Knight and another as a pirate. Yet they both worked to protect their people, both leaders in their own right; they both commanded respect, though one was more feared than the other.  
 
    And despite everything, despite their differing paths half a world away from one another, they had both ended up in that very room.  
 
    “I'm going to talk to your mother,” I said, showing myself out. It'd be easier for them to talk of amputation without me hovering around.  
 
    Beyond our chambers, it was a different castle. People had always stared at me, nobles plainly and servants from the corner of their eye, but now that familiar roughness was back in it. People stopped in their tracks. No one thought to block my path. I was no longer gawked at because I was a farmer. No one in the castle remembered such an insignificant fact.  
 
    They stared because I was a necromancer. It was no longer a mere rumour. They stared because they didn't know how to process it, or indeed the fact that I'd been chosen regardless by their Queen. I was on their side. All must have heard of the way I'd raised the slaughtered amongst our forces. It was difficult for them to comprehend that I was there as a life-giver, and that I was not a blight on anyone.  
 
    I did what I could to ignore the way people stopped in their tracks. I missed being so wonderfully oblivious short minutes before, with no one but Claire at my side. I knew there would be retribution for this, that objections would be raised both inside and out of Claire's council, but winning the battle had given me a grace period. Everyone was too relieved at not having been invaded or killed to push the matter today.  
 
    I didn't dawdle, with so many eyes on me. I headed straight to Aren's chambers.  
 
    Laus had headed to work straight after comforting Ash. They were stationed with a guard I didn't recognise outside of Aren's chambers. Laus' eyes flashed at the sight of me and though they shifted their weight from one foot to another, they were more relieved to see me safe than they were concerned about me being a necromancer.  
 
    “Laus. Hi,” I said. It was easy to put off seeing Aren, now that I was there. “Were you with the army yesterday?”  
 
    They shook their head.  
 
    “I wasn't. I could've gone. Maybe I should've, but...” They glanced at their partner, a little ashamed. “Ash said I should stay behind. That it'd be safer, and... and I'm no soldier, so...”  
 
    “You're doing important work here,” I said, gesturing towards the doors.  
 
    Laus thanked me for saying so. I explained that Aren was expecting me, and Laus saw no reason to question my authority. Their partner didn't look my way but he didn't try to stop me, either.  
 
    I knocked.  
 
    Short moments later Aren called for me to enter.  
 
    Her chambers were bigger than mine and Claire's. Grander, too. They were the product of decades of labour, of a lifetime's work. These were the royal chambers, at the heart of the castle, and I didn't question why we hadn't moved into them. For all I'd seen of castles and palaces, these were dizzyingly extravagant; it reminded me of the cabin of Gavern's ship, with all his golden trinkets and cut jewels on display in glass cabinets.  
 
    Aren sat at a table, immaculately dressed. She must've still had her maid, for how well presented her hair was, and she eyed me over the edge of the teacup she was drinking from. It was as though I was some inconvenience to her. I almost believed that her social obligations were as time-consuming as they had once been.  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, when she neither said anything nor rose to her feet.  
 
    “You forget yourself,” she said, chiding me. “Sit.”  
 
    “I'm fine here,” I said, but had to fight off the urge to clasp my hands behind my back and stand straight, as if to attention.  
 
    “Suit yourself,” she said, and continued to sip her tea.  
 
    I didn't back away from her gaze. She was not Katja. She was not Yin Zhou. She held no power here, had no sway over me.  
 
    “What do you want?” I repeated.  
 
    “For you to leave.”  
 
    I was expecting it, but I tensed regardless.  
 
    “I'm not leaving.”  
 
    “I still have money. Garland and I were always very careful with accounts. Take as much as you please,” Aren said, as though wealth had ever been my objective. “There is more than enough for you and your family to live out the rest of your lives wherever you please. I understand that the Canthians will be leaving, sooner or later. Go with them.”  
 
    “I'm not leaving.”  
 
    “Do you care for my daughter?” Aren asked, quick to change her approach.  
 
    “Yes,” I said stiffly. “I love her.”  
 
    “If you... love her, then leave. I had the decency to use necromancers in secrecy, in the background, and look what I have been reduced to. How do you imagine Claire will fare, once the entire continent knows that she openly used a necromancer on the front lines of a battle? Do you want history to remember her as the Queen who used necromancy to win her wars, as though Myros was not enough of a warning to us?”  
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Stay calm. Stay calm. I had dealt with so many things far more terrible than this woman's cutting words.  
 
    “I'm not leaving.”  
 
    I would keep saying it until Aren gave up.  
 
    This was my home and I wasn't being driven out of it. They would have to take the castle apart stone-by-stone and move it elsewhere.  
 
    “Look. Rowan, isn't it?” she asked. I said nothing. She knew exactly who I was. “I am not suggesting that Claire does not hold some manner of sincere affection for you, but I know my daughter better than you do. You are too close to this and blinded by what you think you feel. And why would you not be? She is a Queen. But Claire is—she is flighty. Even Eden could only anchor her feelings for a handful of years. Think of the position she is in; think of how she looks, and how she must feel about herself. She does not believe that she could do better, and that is not fair on either of you.”  
 
    So that was it. Claire was with me because she was ashamed of her own skin. I didn't need Aren to point out the latter to me. I knew exactly how she felt about herself. I had seen her drunk, hands trembling as she clutched the knife I kept on me at all times, aching to carve off her burns. I’d seen the light drain from her face amid a rare moment of happiness, when she remembered what she'd become. And despite that, in spite of the way every last part of her life had changed, Claire had let me close. She'd let me see all that made her feel worthless and she'd let me hold her.  
 
    “Look. I know that you're bored. I probably would be too, locked up like this! But that's your own fault,” I said, backing towards the door. “I live with Claire. I live with her and I'm not leaving the castle. And that's not any of your business. It stopped having anything to do with you when you did what you did to deserve to end up in here.”  
 
    I opened the door. Aren called my name as I went, so full of spite that there was no way she had not ground it between unpleasant thoughts for nights on end. I slammed the door behind myself and Laus jumped on the spot.  
 
    “E-everything okay?” they asked, fingers tightening around their spear.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. Now that Aren was no longer baiting me, was no longer there to see my reaction, I could let myself feel the weight of her words. I had to absorb them, process them, before I could dismiss them entirely.  
 
    I slouched against the door. The Mansels made their way up the stairs and dealing with them was the absolute last thing I needed.  
 
    “Laus,” I yelped, voice far too high when I realised what I was seeing. “Everything is not okay.”  
 
    They'd been with Rylan. They must have been. They weren't clad in dragon-bone armour, for that would've drawn far too much attention to them and they never would've reached Aren's chambers while gleaming, but their presence was enough of a weapon.  
 
    Amy sneered at the sight of me.  
 
    “Sirs?” Laus asked, hand reaching for their sword, face saying they very much didn't want to draw it.   
 
    I let my hands and eyes blaze, hoping that would serve as warning enough.  
 
    “Nice trick,” Amy spat. “We've got one of our own now.”  
 
    “We're going in,” Emma announced.  
 
    Laus' partner drew his sword. I had thought him intent on ignoring me, but even if he couldn't abide the thought of a necromancer, he was loyal to his Queen.  
 
    “Don't try to stop them,” I said. “You can't beat one Knight, let alone two.”  
 
    Emma offered me a mock-bow of gratitude.  
 
    I had only one option. I didn't stand a chance of holding them back for more than a split second, and so I trusted that Laus and their partner wouldn't try to put up a fight. I rushed off without hesitation, darted between them, and almost tripped down the stairs for the way Amy shoved me.  
 
    “Fuck's sake,” she muttered, glaring down at me.  
 
    “Let her go,” Emma said. “It's not like we have much time.”  
 
    I was gone. I tore down the corridors, drawing far more attention than usual, uncertain who to seek out. Akela? Kouris? No, no: she was in the mountains. Kidira. Kidira would know what to do.  
 
    I skidded around a corner and the world stopped. The castle walls took a great, deep breath and held it, before exhaling. Everything was thunder and destruction: the walls swelled and exploded inward, outward, filling the corridors with rubble and smoke. A high, sickly buzzing swarmed my ears.  
 
    I was too far from the blast to be injured in a way that mattered. I was thrown back, smoke filling my lungs. Reaching out, my hands fought for purchase against the portion of the wall still standing, and I pulled myself onto shaking legs. People around me were running blindly, trying to escape something that had already happened. I was put at an eerie distance from the moment, for I could not hear anyone's screams.  
 
    Hand on my head, I pushed off the wall. Kidira. Find Kidira. Find Akela, Ash, Varn. Reis. Anyone.  
 
    The castle rumbled around me. More explosions, far off. The Mansels. The Mansels, they'd—  
 
    I couldn't think, I could barely see. My eyes were burning, tears streaming from them, and death twisted in the air, suffocating what was left of my other senses.  
 
    Gunpowder. Gunpowder. They'd blown their way through the wall.  
 
    Stumbling, I put my hand on the shoulder of a soldier who'd rushed out amongst the commotion.  
 
    Turning around, they removed their golden helm and familiar eyes shone blue. As the world twisted and warped around me and the aftermath of the explosion rang in my ears and cut through my core, Katja smiled at me, only too happy to see me.   
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 CHAPTER XXIX 
 
    Katja’s dented armour had been scoured clean. Felheim’s royal emblems were affixed to the metal and a green cloak hung from her shoulders. Had she not removed her mask, I would’ve had no reason to look at her twice. No one would’ve questioned her presence, but she chose to reveal herself to me. My stomach lurched. I told myself it meant nothing. 
 
    Something other than luck had led me to her. Bells sounded from every tower in the castle and I wondered what would be the greater feat of strength: standing my ground or running from her. 
 
    “Rowan!” she said, reaching for my shoulders. I stepped back but couldn’t take my eyes off hers. Her hands hovered uncertainly in the space between us, desperate to pull something back. “My mother and Akela are here, aren’t they? And Uncle, too? After what happened on the battlefield, it had to be him leading the charge. He’s alive, isn’t he?” 
 
    Her voice rang in my ears like the aftermath of a thundering blow, and my heart ached because she wanted answers. Needed them. Real feeling rang in her voice, a barely-there wound threatening to tear back open. 
 
    She was there. Katja was there, with me. For all the times I had closed my eyes and been unable to shake the image of her, towering over me, she was finally there. Guards pushed past us, charging into the thickening smoke as it drifted through the castle with a mind and intent of its own, but I couldn’t raise my voice. 
 
    I couldn’t betray her. Couldn’t draw attention to her. 
 
    “How?” I asked in a defeated whisper. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “I should think that’s obvious enough, dear,” Katja said. She was too hurried to go to any real lengths to mock me, but her voice regained its edge. She reached for my wrists, this time. “The castle will be ours soon, but first—” 
 
    “No,” I hissed. I wrapped my fingers around her steel-plated wrists before she could grab me. “Guards!” 
 
    Either I betrayed her in calling out or I betrayed myself in staying silent, but I couldn’t let Rylan take the castle. I clung tightly to her, refusing to let her steal all we’d worked so hard for. 
 
    The guards were overwhelmed. I wasn’t the only one shouting for them. They were doing all they could to calm the castle residents when they themselves had no reason not to panic, and some were dragging the injured from the smoke. The corridor behind us had been reduced to a sea of stone, and when I called out for a second time, Katja tore her wrist free and leant in close. 
 
    She knew how to stop me in my tracks. How to silence me. Her eyes flashed. With her breath hot on my face, I couldn’t do a thing to stop her from turning and disappearing into the smoke. 
 
    “Guards! You need to—” I said to a man hurrying down the corridor, but he shoved me out of the way before I could finish speaking. 
 
    Not a guard, then. One of Rylan’s men. 
 
    “Are you alright?” another guard, a loyal woman, asked. Her eyes followed the man who’d pushed me as he headed into the smoke, just as confused by what had happened as we all were. “Oh. You’re…” 
 
    The guard offered me an awkward salute amidst the panic, brow furrowed. One day those in the castle would figure out how to compose themselves around me, but I wasn’t holding my breath. Everyone was on the verge of tentatively breaking out into panic, and I was the only one with the faintest idea what had torn through the castle. I was suddenly fumbling with a weighty, unwanted authority between my trembling hands.  
 
    I managed to draw a small crowd. 
 
    “This wasn’t an accident. One of Rylan’s lieutenants, she’s… she’s here. In the castle. Which means that Rylan and the rest of his army can’t be far behind, if they aren’t already here. We need to get everyone out into the open, before there are any more explosions,” I said. “Is Cl—is the Queen still in her chambers?” 
 
    Nobody had an answer for me. 
 
    “I’ll head there myself. But keep an eye out for her.” 
 
    “I’ll send words to the barracks,” the guard said. “And report to Commander Ayad.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Tell everyone you can. Tell them to get out of the castle. The further away they are from buildings the safer they’ll be. And don’t trust anyone you don’t recognise, even if they are wearing Felheimish armour.” 
 
    I hoped I’d said the right things. Those who’d listened spread throughout the castle, assuming they were the closest thing to clear orders they were going to get. I blocked people’s paths as they filtered out of their chambers, wanting to know what the ruckus was about, and told them to run. I was so wide-eyed and breathless that nobody thought to ask why. 
 
    Had I not stopped to spread word that the castle needed to be evacuated, I would’ve been caught in the next blast. Even on the outskirts, the air rushed out of the corridor and struck my chest with crushing force. With smoke in my eyes and my heart trying to escape my chest, I stumbled out of the smoke and coughed up thick phlegm. The chime of a bell rang through my head, unending. 
 
    Unable to find my voice, I reached into the smoke to see if anyone needed my help. The first small mercy of the day was that the only the castle itself had been damaged. The cabinets lining the corridor were but splinters and the portraits were ripped to shreds, but no one was hurt. The high-pitched whine cut straight through my skull, making it impossible to focus my vision, and I reached blindly for the wall, dragging myself along. 
 
    Whatever was happening was unfolding beneath the castle. If I could reach one of the upper floors, I might’ve stood a chance at getting to Claire without being torn apart in the process. 
 
    If she was safe. Rylan knew where her chambers were, he knew where to plant the gunpowder and— 
 
    No. No. I couldn’t think like that. I had to keep moving. 
 
    Head spinning, I found a bannister and used both hands to pull myself up. 
 
    Someone grabbed my shoulder. My first instinct was to push them away, to knock them to the ground, but I could barely lift my head. Those same hands moved to my face, helping me look up, and there was Akela, speaking without any sound.  
 
    Focus. All I had to do was focus. 
 
    “Northwood! Northwood, you are safe, yes?” Akela’s voice eventually won out over the ringing in my skull. I swayed on the spot and nodded. “What is happening?” 
 
    “Katja,” I managed, shocked by my own words. It was as though the thundering blast had knocked the memory clean out of my skull and I was hearing her name for the first time. “Katja’s here. In the castle.” 
 
    “Katja? You are certain it is Katja you are seeing?” 
 
    It wasn’t that Akela didn’t believe me. She didn’t want it to be true. 
 
    I nodded. I didn’t shake, not again, because Akela was there. She wasn’t in the barracks, wasn’t on the other side of Thule. She was there with me, for me. If I stuck to her side, no harm would come to me. She’d never allow it. 
 
    “Then we are heading to my chambers. I am needing my axe,” Akela said. “Finally, I am getting a day that is all to myself, a day in this castle, and this is my reward! I am telling you now, Northwood, Rylan’s soldiers, at the end of this day, they are begging me for the chance to apologise. You are able to walk, yes?” 
 
    Akela gave me a firm nod to show her support. That was all the urging I needed. My legs were under my control once again, and I followed Akela up one staircase and then another, sound coming back to me in earnest as my feet pounded up each and every carpeted step. 
 
    I wished it hadn’t. 
 
    Bells continued to chime, but the sound only came from three corners of the castle. No more explosions rang out, and what had started as a confused panic turned to a series of shouts and screams. 
 
    Fighting between the two sides had already broken out on the lower levels. 
 
    Death drifted through the castle, more noxious than any smoke, waiting for a chance to strike. 
 
    “Kidira!” Akela called out as we burst into her chambers. “Kidira, now is not the time for the treatment to be silent.” 
 
    But save for Milly, clucking happily atop a pillow, there was no one in any of the rooms. Akela mulled over the collection of axes she’d decided to decorate her living quarters with, finding herself torn. The only thing for it was to take an axe in each hand. If there was armour anywhere in the chambers, she didn’t take the time to look for it. 
 
    “If you are wanting an axe, Northwood, I am letting you borrow this one,” she said, toeing a smaller blade. “I am knowing that this axe, it is not being giant, but I am thinking it is perfect for you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’d probably end up dropping it on my foot, anyway. Besides, I’ve got my knife.” 
 
    I pulled the dragon-bone knife from my back pocket and grinned. 
 
    Chuckling, Akela paused to pat Milly atop the head. She locked the chamber behind her and headed back to the lower level of the castle. The smoke had cleared, giving us a view of the wreckage left behind, and the shattered floor was the only thing stopping floods of Rylan’s soldiers marching down the corridor. 
 
    “Are you thinking we are making this jump?” Akela asked, already taking steps back in preparation of her run-up. 
 
    “If anyone can…” I said, and Akela had all the confidence she needed. 
 
    Her axes sliced the air as she sprinted down the corridor, pushing off the edge of the wreckage and landing heavily on the other side. She held her axes in the air and cheered for herself. She’d cleared the gap with ease. Without giving myself the chance to doubt my legs, I set off as fast as I could, jumped, and landed on the very edge of the gap. 
 
    I rocked backwards and Akela laughed at the ridiculous noise that left my throat. Clasping both axes in one hand, she grabbed my arm and tugged me to safety. 
 
    “That is putting some distance between us and Rylan’s soldiers. If they are not brave enough to come to the battlefield, then they are not brave enough to be making that jump. First, we are finding Ightham. After that, things, they are easy. Rylan, he is looking for her, and I am ready for him,” Akela said. “He is out of the way, and we are getting to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Akela’s plan only took us as far as the end of the corridor, where it split in two. A dozen footsteps alerted us to the sound of clattering armour, and Akela and I plastered ourselves against the wall, holding our breath as soldiers that weren’t our own marched deeper into the castle. 
 
    “My axes, they are not getting the chance to wake up yet. We are not heading that way,” Akela decided, eyes darting left and right as she searched for a new plan. “Northwood, we are—” 
 
    “Oi.” 
 
    One of the doors along the hallway swung open and Reis poked out their head.  
 
    “Captain!” Akela said, grinning. “Now we are getting somewhere.” 
 
    Reis had taken refuge in a music room. They weren’t alone. One of Rylan’s soldiers was on the floor, face bloody and bruised, wrists tied together with strings repurposed from the harp in the corner. Reis’ fists were in as bad a state as the soldier’s face, and Reis shook their hand as they headed towards her.  
 
    She flinched, teeth chattering in her skull. Akela leant against the piano next to her, arms folded across her chest. I did nothing to give the soldier the impression I was there to help her.  
 
    “I left Claire’s when that first explosion went up. Got a little side-tracked. Found this one on her own and managed to pick her off,” Reis said. “Doesn’t wanna talk much, though.” 
 
    “I-I already told you,” the soldier whimpered. She was Felheimish; she hadn’t been picked up in the territories. She’d been with Rylan all along. She could’ve been the soldier who’d greeted me at the foot of the mountains on my way to Kyrindval, for all the difference it’d make. “I don’t understand how King Rylan did that, I—” 
 
    “King Rylan? Gods, talk about taking it a bit far. He don’t get to crown himself just ‘cause he’s staged a break-in,” Reis said, tapping the pistol at their hip. “And I know how he did that. I ain’t stupid, lass. You got any idea how much of that stuff I got piled up myself, back in Canth? What I wanna know is, how many soldiers you got in here? How’d you get in?” 
 
    “Please,” the soldier said. “I was only following orders.” 
 
    “And what is it that is making you think that my friend, they are making requests?” Akela asked. 
 
    Sighing, Reis pulled the woman’s helm from her head and yanked her to her feet with a fistful of hair. They wrapped an arm around her throat and pulled their pistol from its holster, pressing it to the side of her head. 
 
    “You got any idea what’s at your temple?” Reis asked, and the soldier stopped squirming to shake her head. “This would be a pistol. It ain’t exactly complicated: I pull this trigger, there’s a bang, and the same thing that happened to the castle walls happens inside your skull. So I’ll ask again. How’d you get in?” 
 
    The woman twisted in Reis’ grasp to get further away from the weapon they understood well enough to fear, as if escaping Reis wouldn’t send her running straight into Akela’s axes. Reis gave her a moment to compose herself and pushed the pistol harder against her temple. 
 
    The woman relented with a yelp. 
 
    “K-King Rylan, he, he had people loyal to him in the castle. Soldiers, guards, servants. Even some of the nobility,” she said, swallowing the lump in her throat. “They’ve been planning this for months. With Agados, I think. Please, let me go. I was only following orders, I—” 
 
    “Aye. I know. Traitors in the castle. We always figured that was more the way of things than just a possibility,” Reis said. They pulled the pistol from the woman’s temple for half a second, letting her drown in hope and choke on fear. “Now. Numbers. I ain’t expecting you to know exactly, but any estimates you make are gonna be helping out the both of us.” 
 
    The woman whimpered and futilely looked between Akela and me, begging for help she was never going to get. 
 
    “His Majesty took a third of his forces north of Thule, before the battle. That was supposed to leave enough to take out your army, but when the rebels… it doesn’t matter. King Rylan will free the rest of our forces.” 
 
    With a grunt, Reis threw the soldier to the ground. 
 
    “Gods. Looks like that weren’t as much of a victory as we thought,” Reis said. “Where are you lot keeping the prisoners? In the barracks, weren’t it?” 
 
    “We are not having anywhere else to be keeping so many people. We are taking their armour, and because the rooms the weapons are once living in have bars, we are locking them in there.” 
 
    I knelt in front of the soldier, on the verge of healing her wounds. She flinched when I held out a hand, clinging to secrets in spite of all those she’d already spilt. 
 
    “How many Agadians are with you? How many more are coming?” 
 
    The woman had no interest in answering me. Reis stood over her, pistol in hand, and it was a different story altogether. 
 
    “We have more resources than Agadians,” she blurted out. “But once Ryan takes the castle, more are coming to help secure Felheim.” 
 
    Deep notes filled the air, accompanied by a crack of wood. Behind us, Akela had swung her axe clean through the piano she’d been leaning against. The splintered wood made the soldier whimper as though a twin wound had spread across her skin. 
 
    “What the bloody hell did I say about not wanting to get involved in all of this?” Reis muttered under their breath. “Looks like I ain’t got much choice. So much for taking a break.” 
 
    They only spoke to fill the silence and pull Akela from her warped thoughts. 
 
    “Agados,” Akela hissed, axes swinging at her sides as she marched over to the soldier. “Northwood, you are going all that way, telling them their deals, we are not having any part in them, and it is still coming to this? Why? Why is Rylan bringing them here?” 
 
    Akela didn’t have to raise her axes or make any threatening gestures. The soldier knew from her voice that none of this was to be taken lightly. She dug her heels into the carpet and skidded backwards along the floor until she hit a wall. 
 
    “Akela,” I said quietly, stepping to her side. “She can’t speak for Rylan. She’s only a foot soldier.” 
 
    Akela’s fingers wrapped around the hilt of one of her axes but she didn’t move. I crouched in front of the soldier, and with her attention fixed on Akela, she didn’t flinch when I reached for her face again. I washed away cuts and bruises and quietly said, “We’re going to leave you here, tied to the piano. You really, really shouldn’t try to escape. We’ll have Rylan’s forces out of here soon enough, and if you surrender, no one’s going to execute you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Shaking in the armour that hadn’t protected her, the soldier nodded her head. Reis grunted, thinking me too soft. The soldier willingly got to her feet when I took hold of her by the elbow and sat down in front of one of the piano legs. With Akela’s help, I managed to lift one side of the piano enough to slip the leg between the soldier’s back and bound wrists.  
 
    “Didn’t want any of this to happen,” she muttered. “But the King, he said…” 
 
    “I’m sure Rylan said a lot of things,” I told her. 
 
    On the other side of the room, Akela’s gaze burrowed into nothing. 
 
    “Right. None of this is much of a surprise,” Reis said. “They’re getting their gunpowder by way of Canth. That’s something for Yin Zhou to be paying more attention to. Maybe Asar ain’t ready for that yet. Again, not a surprise. Kouris told me that Rylan’s lot were getting crossbows from Agados, aye? Gods know what else they’re stockpiling there.” 
 
    Akela grunted and I wrapped my fingers around her wrist. 
 
    “What do we do now? What do we do first?” I asked. 
 
    I needed to pull her from the trance the mere mention of Agados always put her in. 
 
    Inhaling sharply, Akela pulled herself back to her senses. 
 
    “The barracks. If we are getting to them before Rylan is, we are stopping his army from growing,” she decided. “Rylan is having the advantage of planning, but we are having a dragon.” 
 
    “I already told the guards to send word to the barracks, saying we needed help. I don’t know how far they managed to get, though.” 
 
    “Now this is starting to sound like a plan,” Reis said. “If we can get past the bloody rabble out there. Ain’t gonna be easy. How about this: you get to stretch those arms of yours, Akela, I fire off a few rounds, and we make ourselves a nice little hole in the crowd for Rowan to get to Oak. How’s that?” 
 
    “It is sounding like exactly what I am needing,” Akela said, tapping the blades of her axes together. “You are always knowing how to cheer me up.” 
 
    Akela headed for the door and Reis grabbed hold of my arm when I tried to follow. 
 
    “You seen Eden?” they asked in a low voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “But she’s alright. She has to be. She can fight, and—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Reis said, cutting me off. “Was wondering, is all.” 
 
    They headed over to the door, stuck their head into the corridor, and promptly retreated back into the room. 
 
    “Aye. Alright. We’ve got half a dozen of ‘em roaming up and down. They’ve given up any pretence of being on our side, meaning they reckon they’ve already won.” 
 
    Akela didn’t care for the details. She strode out of the door, barely giving Reis the chance to open it for her, and cut silent the shouts of soldiers in the corridor beyond. Reis and I followed close behind, watching Akela swing her axe in her left hand as deftly as the right. She didn’t have to sink her blade into most we passed; it was only a matter of time before we were outnumbered and she didn’t bother fighting her way through steel plating. 
 
    “Ugh,” Reis said, curling their upper lip and taking a shot at one of the soldiers trying to claw their way back to their feet. 
 
    The turmoil within the castle was unlike anything I’d witnessed in Canth. Rylan’s soldiers’ armour was similar enough to those under Akela’s command that our own guards were having difficulty telling who was an intruder and who wasn’t, and civilians were being rounded up in the corridors and forced into chambers. Bodies were already scattered around the castle, urging me to head every which way. 
 
    I was thankful we didn’t have far to go. 
 
    Oak had kept his distance so as not to frighten anyone, but the explosions had drawn him close. All we had to do was reach a window and he was there, lashing his tail out at any who approached him. The windows weren’t designed to be opened, but with all the damage that had been wrought throughout the castle, shattered glass wasn’t going to make much of a difference. Reis shot the closest window and Akela used her axe to clear the remaining shards of glass. 
 
    Oak stuck his head through the window, filling the corridor. 
 
    The soldiers chasing us quickly changed their minds and turned on their heels in favour of an easier target. 
 
    Oak growled, body trembling with a fear none of us were allowing ourselves to express, and I pressed myself to his snout, arms wrapped around him as far as they’d go. 
 
    “Alright, kid. This part’s all up to you,” Reis said. 
 
    “You aren’t coming with me?” 
 
    “Nah. Someone’s gotta hold down the fort. Gotta round up the others.” 
 
    “Ash, she is heading for the barracks. She is knowing to take your word,” Akela said. “We are needing to protect Ightham. To find Kidira, Atthis, Eden, Sen, Alex. Our friends from Canth.”  
 
    Reis grunted in agreement and placed a hand on the small of my back, easing me onto Oak’s. 
 
    “That first gunpowder keg hit close to Queen Nasrin’s chambers,” they said. “That lot had better be in one piece.” 
 
    “If they’re hurt—” 
 
    “They’ve got Kondo-Kana for that. Go on. Get out of here,” Reis said, patting the side of Oak’s face. “You’ve got this, alright? They ain’t gonna mess with you if you show ‘em your fangs.” 
 
    We didn’t leave a second too soon. Oak flung us into the air and Rylan’s soldiers charged at us by the dozen, finally equipped to take down a dragon. He beat his wings hard, soaring above the three remaining towers. The castle’s residents had escaped for nothing: Rylan’s soldiers surrounded the perimeter, stopping them from reaching the gates. Smoke billowed from distant parts of the castle and soldiers barricaded every door. 
 
    Thule knew something was wrong and riding a dragon overhead did nothing to help. Those who’d fled their homes, clinging to a freedom those in the castle no longer possessed, scattered as Oak’s shadow swept over the streets. 
 
    I didn’t have time to abate their fears and guide Oak higher, above cloud cover. It’d taken seconds for the castle to be infiltrated and I couldn’t afford to lose a moment. There was no stopping it, now that it’d started. 
 
    Ahead, the barracks were still ours. Soldiers – our soldiers, old and new – stood in formation, listening as Ash barked out orders. There was still a chance for us to fight back. 
 
    The soldiers fell out of formation as Oak glided towards the ground. They drew their swords and pulled back arrows, but Ash called for them to stand down.  
 
    I was only there to let them know what was happening. I needed to head straight back to the castle. Oak didn’t land. He beat his wings, hovering above the ground, and Ash jogged over. 
 
    Her face was dark with anger from her conversation with Atthis and Goblin, and turning up on dragonback didn’t improve her mood. 
 
    “Where’s the fire?” she asked dryly. 
 
    I pointed at the castle on the hill. I’d forgotten how far it was, having flown there in less than a minute. It was nothing but a spec on the horizon, but with enough squinting, Ash could make out wisps of smoke coiling into the air. 
 
    “Rylan’s attacking the castle,” I yelled at her. “He’s attacked the castle. His army’s on its way to free the prisoners inside of the barracks. You need to make sure they’re secure and get as many people to the castle as you—” 
 
    There was no finishing the thought. If someone had told me the whole world was crumbling to nothing, I would’ve believed them. A thundering unlike anything that had rippled through the castle claimed the barracks, explosion spreading from the middle floors and obliterating the entire building. It sent out a wave of sound sickly enough to knock Oak clean out of the air. 
 
    I skidded off his back and slammed into the hard ground with enough force to make ribbons of my shirt. I rolled back, alternating between healing and being torn against the rough stone. 
 
    Again, my ears were ringing. Everyone else had gone down in the blast but Ash was already on her feet, sprinting over to me. Glass and smouldering rubble littered the ground between us and I gripped her arm, letting her pull me back to my feet. 
 
    The world was spinning, ground slanting, and no amount of shouting would get through to me. I leant against Ash, staring at the scene in front of us: nothing remained of the barracks but the jagged foundations. Those inside hadn’t stood a chance. Chunks of debris pinned soldiers to the ground and plenty of those outside of the building hadn’t survived. Fires spread, burning down the last of our hope. 
 
    Rylan didn’t need his dragons anymore. 
 
    “I need to help them!” I shouted, inches from Ash’s face. 
 
    She shook her head, unable to hear me. I pulled her along as Oak found his way to his feet and ridded the soldiers of their burns, tore smoke from lungs and pulled people back to their feet. They were already working on lifting the parts of the walls that had gone flying and I crushed bones back into shape, exhausting myself as the ringing slowly faded. 
 
    “I need to get back to the castle,” I told Ash. She kept pushing her fingers into her ears and wincing, and her eyes went wide once she could actually hear. “Can you handle things here?” 
 
    “Someone’s gonna have to,” she shouted. She went to shove me between the shoulder blades, but her fingers twisted in the back of my shirt, hesitating. I had no time to spare but forced a handful of seconds too slow down for her. “Keep them safe, alright? The Queen, Sen, Laus… Everyone. Keep them alive.” 
 
    How cruel the years had been to her. Tricked by a Knight into a fumbled assassination attempt against her Princess; stabbed through the heart by the same woman and abandoned in a foreign land; she had survived the annihilation of Kastelir and spent long years defending a city of survivors, only to live with the knowledge that it had all been lost to her. And now her home was burning around her. 
 
    I wrapped my arms tightly around her. 
 
    “I promise,” I said, but faltered. If there was another explosion in the barracks, in Thule, and Ash was not lucky enough to be on its outskirts for a second time, not even necromancy could help her. Her armoured fingers dug into my shoulder because she knew it too. And in spite of that, she did not ask to come with me. “Keep yourself safe, Ash.” 
 
    Oak nudged the small of my back. I let go of her and she said, “Let them know that we’ll be marching to the castle, once we’ve dealt with this.” 
 
    I ran my hands over Oak but couldn’t tell whether any of the wounds he’d suffered were new, or the remnants of weapons and rot alike. He shook his head, dizzy, and when I climbed on his back, he took to the air unsteadily, drifting like a leaf caught on the breeze. I dug my fingers between his rough scales and pulled myself up, wrapping my arms around his neck so he could hear me when I told him he was going to be okay. We just had to push on, back to the castle, back to Claire. 
 
    He almost flew clean into a tower, but with a snarl, he got us back to the castle. 
 
    Rylan’s soldiers were ready for a dragon’s return. A dozen were armed with dragon-bone spears. Attempting to land would put him within their reach; he didn’t stand a chance, and he wouldn’t be able to hang in the air for long with his head still ringing. 
 
    “You’ve got to get out of here. Head to the mountains! Find Kouris and Sen,” I said. He shook his head. “Go! They’re going to kill you, Oak.” 
 
    One of the soldiers launched a dragon-bone arrow into the air and missed Oak by a matter of inches. He growled, knowing he couldn’t contend with them all, and smashed clean through a high window with his tail. I took my chance and leapt, ribs colliding with the outside of the window ledge as I clung on, desperate to find purchase on the castle wall with flailing feet. 
 
    Oak nudged me with his snout, flinging me through the window and into the chamber beyond. With a final roar, he took unsteadily into the sky, safe from their arrows and spears. 
 
    I didn’t have time to watch him go. I pulled glass shards from my arms and made for the door. I wrenched it open, rushed blindly into the corridor and for the first time that day, luck was on my side. 
 
    There weren’t any soldiers. There wasn’t anyone there. Those who occupied this part of the castle had been chased out and the only sign of a scuffle came in the form of knocked over candle holders. 
 
    I supposed it was easier to invade a castle when all its inhabitants were shepherded into one place. 
 
    I stopped to get my bearings. I’d ended up in the eastern part of the castle, where personal chambers were in abundance, though none had been occupied by anyone I knew. I ran to the end of the corridor and leant over the bannister to get a view of the castle below. 
 
    Our guards hadn’t given in. Swords and spears clashed together on the lower levels. The dead and dying reached out to me en masse, and amongst all the clamour, Akela shouted, “Reis! I am starting to think that using a pistol, it is cheating!” 
 
    Her wonderful, booming voice was enough to get me moving. 
 
    I ran down the winding staircases, skipping the last few steps on each level, and landed heavily on my feet as I charged on. 
 
    Akela and Reis had done an admirable job of defending the castle. Rylan’s soldiers were standing shoulder to shoulder, catching them in a vice grip halfway down the corridor, but the bodies piled around them made the soldiers rightly wary of getting too close to Akela and her axes. Her energy was endless. She swung with such speed and precision that it was as though a cage of blades protected her at all times. She only stopped to throw her axes from one hand to another, needlessly showing off. 
 
    “It’d only be cheating,” Reis belatedly answered, cane discarded in favour of a bloodied sword in their off-hand. They crushed the trigger of their pistol and hit someone clean between the eyes. “If it weren’t so slow, and I weren’t such a good shot.” 
 
    “If you are firing at the speed of my axes, then that is something to be seeing!” Akela said. 
 
    When she caught sight of me creeping up behind one group of soldiers, she stopped wasting time. 
 
    Lunging out, she attacked with one axe and defended with the other. Rylan’s soldiers were either dead, disarmed or both in a matter of seconds. Reis followed her lead, drawing their blade across someone’s throat, and when Akela turned on her heels, all those behind her decided to pick their battles elsewhere. 
 
    “Phew!” Akela said, cheerfully breathless. “Being in my element, it is exciting, but I am thinking I am needing a moment, yes? I am not as young as I am once being, because that is how time is working.” 
 
    “From the look on your face, kid, you ain’t got good news for us,” Reis said, cautiously holstering their pistol. 
 
    I’d revive the dead the moment Rylan was in irons and the castle was ours again. For the time being, I bit the inside of my mouth and stepped over the bodies, staring at Reis and Akela as though what had happened at the barracks had been my fault. If only I’d been there a minute sooner, then perhaps… 
 
    “Rylan’s soldiers got there first. The barracks are gone. One moment we were talking and the next, everything was rubble,” I said, nails digging into my palms. “He didn’t care that some of his soldiers were in there, too. Hurting us was more important than protecting them.” 
 
    Akela and Reis both set their jaws but didn’t give the impression that their plans had been completely ruined. They’d both been in situations far more dire and they wouldn’t give up at the first sign of a setback.  
 
    “No wonder he was so willing to sell his country out if the Agadians were eager to give him that much gunpowder. Guess it works for them: he does all the dirty work, gets everything out of the way, and they swoop in with favour after favour once he’s King,” Reis said, using their boot to turn one of the bodies on the floor onto its back. “What do you reckon? This one Agadian?” 
 
    Akela grunted and turned the corpse back over with a swift kick. 
 
    “There are an unusual number of men in this army, yes?” 
 
    Reis hummed in agreement. They were about to add something more when a stray soldier rounded the corridor, not yet knowing better than to flee from the pair of them. They lifted their pistol, readied another shot, and took the soldier down before he could call for help. 
 
    “Way to interrupt my thoughts,” Reis sighed. “What was I—oh, aye. Plan ain’t changed. We deal with this from the inside. Round up who we can, protect Claire, put a blade down Rylan’s throat, then call it a day.” 
 
    We couldn’t move quickly through the castle, but it worked for Reis. We stopped at each corner and cautiously peered around to assess the situation. Much of the fighting had come to a bloody conclusion. I guided them down the corridors death had the least interest in and wound my way towards Claire. 
 
    “What’s going on here, then?” someone called from behind. “I suppose this is what happens when you send soldiers to do our job.” 
 
    I was already gritting my teeth together as I ground to a halt. There was that voice again, joined by a laugh. I kept my eyes fixed ahead as though refusing to set eyes on the Mansels would stop them from being there. 
 
    “This’ll be the last of them,” Amy said. “Shame. I was starting to enjoy myself.” 
 
    I turned when Reis and Akela did. The Knights had found time to reclaim their dragon-bone armour, and confident though they were, they hadn’t made the same mistake as Luxon. They hadn’t left their helmets behind. 
 
    Akela crossed her arms over her waist and drew her axes. Her eyes scanned over the Mansels and their weapons, searching for a single seam to drive a blade through. 
 
    She grinned in the face of the challenge before her. 
 
    “Ah! The disgraced Knights. It is an honour to be seeing you again,” she said, taking a few steps closer. “I am only getting to face a Knight once before, you are knowing this. Hah! Face, honestly that is being the right word! When I am dealing with him, he is already dead, and all I am getting to do is put an axe in his face. It is a shame, no?” 
 
    Neither of them rose to the bait. 
 
    “Before, the two of you are coming to me and you are telling me that I am smart. I am grateful for the compliment, but I am not thinking it is very original. You are telling me that I am joining you, and that it is the right decision. Today, I am returning the same compliment,” Akela continued. “You are only loyal to the winning side, yes? And you are looking at the winning side with your own eyes! Under your visors, I am assuming. You are stopping wasting our time and we are working together. Surely you are knowing something about Rylan that is helping us, and everyone is forgetting all of these terrible things you are thinking you are getting away with.” 
 
    Emma tilted her head to the side, but Amy wasted no time in drawing her sword. 
 
    “Taking down Commander Ayad will be a tale worth telling,” Amy said, stepping forward. “We can toss her body back to the Agadians.” 
 
    Akela charged forward, not giving them the chance to change their minds.  
 
    The first strike was hers. The Knights were forced to defend. Dragon-bone weapons or not, Akela still managed to push the two of them back. They responded in kind and Akela leapt backwards, dodging their blows, startled by their speed. 
 
    Akela might’ve been one of the greatest fighters Bosma had ever known, but no one became a Knight through luck alone. 
 
    “Time to scram, kid,” Reis said. They gripped their pistol, knowing it’d be useless against their armour. “You go to Claire. Me and Akela will handle these two and be right behind ya.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Go,” they snapped, shoving me away. 
 
    I stumbled but didn’t move with the momentum. Akela was holding her own but the Mansels were brimming with a dark glee that shone through dragon-bone. They let Akela land her blows clean against their armour, barely stumbling back more than an inch each time. 
 
    I had to trust that she’d be alright. I had to get to Claire, else there’d be no hope for any of us. 
 
    Reis fired their pistol between the Mansels. The unexpected burst of sound and smoke was enough to distract them for half a second. Akela took her chance and drove the hilts of her axes against the side of their helmets, knowing that if she could not cut them, she could at least knock them unconscious. 
 
    They stumbled. Emma dropped her sword. 
 
    It was enough for me. 
 
    I set off down the corridor, fingers wrapping around the corner I skidded around. I glanced back one final time and saw Emma slip under Akela’s arm to reach for her sword. She kicked Reis’ wooden leg out from under them on the way down, knocking them to the ground as she reclaimed her blade. 
 
    Akela took the chance to slam her foot against Emma’s back, forcing her flat on her front, but when she spun around, Amy was waiting for her. 
 
     With both hands gripping the hilt of her sword, she drove it clean through Akela’s chest. It wasn’t enough to stop her. Lunging forward, she slammed both axes against Amy’s shoulders and forced her to kneel. 
 
    Akela lurched forward, blood pouring from her chest and splattering across Amy’s perfect white armour as Emma rose her to feet and swung her sword across Akela’s back. Pulling back, she sunk the blade in deep, pushing it out between Akela’s ribs. 
 
    I wasn’t close enough to drive death out of her. I screamed her name, eyes burning, blazing, and pushed myself off the wall. I charged towards her but steel met the back of my skull. Daylight was driven out of me, and my every sense was flooded with darkness. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXX 
 
    The darkness ate at me, gnawing away grief and fear alike. 
 
    I wasn’t aware of the depths I’d drifted to until I came around, head throbbing, surroundings shifting into focus around me. I’d no idea where I was, other than a chamber belonging to someone of high standing. For a moment, for one blissful moment, I forgot how the Mansels’ blades had skewered Akela. 
 
    Moving caused metal to jangle behind me. My wrists were pinned together with tight chains and I found myself sitting, head bowed. Slumping to the side told me that my wrists weren’t chained to anything, and I was only bound to the armchair behind me so long as I wished to keep sitting up. 
 
    My fingers fanned out but my dragon-bone knife was nowhere to be found. I couldn’t cut myself free. 
 
    “Ugh,” Varn protested from the other side of the room. “Not again.” 
 
    Breathe, I told myself. I had to keep my head above the surface, else nothing would ever pull me from those depths again. 
 
    I screwed my eyes shut and knocked my forehead against my knees. Akela. Akela, Akela, Akela. Blood rushing from her chest, filling her throat. Of all the people I knew, I was so certain her heart would never fail. But I hadn’t been close enough. Hadn’t been able to claw death from her with my teeth and nails, hadn’t been able to do anything. And there I was, chains around my wrists, chains around my wrists. 
 
    Katja was in the castle, Katja was in the castle, Katja was— 
 
    “It ain’t time for a nap, Rowan,” Varn snapped. 
 
    I looked up at her, nails digging into my hands, catching on the chains. 
 
    Focus on Varn. Focus, focus. 
 
    Reis had been right. The first gunpowder keg had been set off around Queen Nasrin’s chambers. I couldn’t imagine anyone besting Varn in a fight and she gave the impression of having been knocked clean out by the blast. Her skin and shirt were smeared with soot, and a bruise claimed the right side of her face, along with what I could see of her ribs through the torn fabric. 
 
    “Gods,” she grumbled, leaning back to gather enough momentum to spring to her feet. Her arms were bound as mine were and she rolled her shoulders back, cracking her jaw. “Let’s see what they’ve left us with.” 
 
    Turning on the spot, Varn glanced over the armchairs, the bed in the far corner, and scowled at the useless books piled up on the shelves. The desk in the corner yielded better results, providing her with a paperweight she tossed backwards, blindly soaring above my head and landing against the cushions.  
 
    “Oi. This is more like it,” she said, bolting over to the fireplace. A poker was almost lost between the charred remains of firewood and Varn crouched in front of the hearth, gaze flickering to the ceiling as her fingers fanned out, searching for metal to cling to. “Right, that’s our way out sorted. Next time someone comes in here, we’ll get them to turn their back and wham. It’s all over.” 
 
    I couldn’t have asked to be locked away with anyone better. Varn took it in her stride, instantly resourceful. She dropped the poker onto the carpet and used her foot to roll it under the armchair, safely out of sight. She’d narrowly avoided being blown to pieces and was acting as though this was nothing but a regular day. 
 
    All I could do was breathe too quickly, eyes stinging with tears. I was surrounded by luxury, thick carpets and finely woven rugs, but all I saw were bloodied floors, all I heard was the scraping of metal against metal. I closed my eyes, trying to shake the certainty that there was something on the table, something that never should’ve been put there. 
 
    And Akela wasn’t coming for me. 
 
    Not this time. 
 
    “The hell’s wrong with you?” Varn asked, nudging my hip with her foot. “So we got captured! Big deal. You don’t think I’m gonna let us be stuck here for long, do you?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I murmured, tears sliding out though I squeezed my eyes shut. “The chains, I—” 
 
    Every breath caught in my throat, parching me. 
 
    Varn crouched in front of me. I heard her shuffle over but kept my eyes closed, shaking my head over and over. 
 
    “It’s the chains. Just—get them off. Please.” 
 
    “Can’t do a fucking thing about ‘em,” Varn huffed. “If you ain’t noticed, we’re kinda in the same boat here.” 
 
    I was going to grind my teeth into nothing. I slammed my forehead against my knees, trembling more when I didn’t claw at my wrist, desperately trying to tear through metal. I had to get out of them. Had to. I wouldn’t be able to breathe properly until I did. They were around my chest, burning and branding me, clinging like ice. 
 
    “Get them off. You need to. Please. Please, Varn, please, get them off, help me out of here, please.” 
 
    “Whoa. Shit. Okay,” Varn said, knees knocking against my feet. “You’re really freaking out here. Uh. Do you think you can, I don’t know, stop?” 
 
    I managed to open my eyes. Varn flinched when I looked up at her. Tears tore down my face; this was out of her depth. Being caught up in a gunpowder explosion was one thing and being taken prisoner was nothing new to her, but the sight of me trembling and begging for help was something she wasn’t equipped for.  
 
    “Can’t,” I said. I wanted to. Varn could tell that much, but biting hard on the inside of my mouth did nothing to slow the blood burning through my cheeks. “You remember Katja. What she said about my hand, when she took me, I was—there were chains, and she, she…” 
 
    “Fuck,” Varn muttered, glancing away. 
 
    I kept my eyes on her as though pleading would give her the strength to break through her own chains and tear mine off. They’d slipped from my ribs and tightened around my throat, choking me, barely letting me cling to this side of consciousness. Katja was there. She was there, and she was going to come for me, she— 
 
    “Shit. Okay! Okay, you’re really scared,” Varn yelped. Her words did nothing to reach me. In a last futile effort, she blurted out, “I’m scared of the sea!” 
 
    “I… what?” 
 
    Varn didn’t lie about things. She didn’t often tell the truth, but she only ever lied by omission. There was a brutal rawness to what she’d said, as though the words had bruised her throat on the way out. I forced my eyes to focus and found that her face had reddened. 
 
    If she was trying to distract me, it worked enough to allow the corners of my thoughts to cling to something other than the chains around my wrists. 
 
    “But you… You were making fun of Kondo-Kana,” I said, wearily refuting her. 
 
    “No shit I was, North Woods. Kondo-Kana’s like, the easiest target ever,” she said gruffly. It took her a moment to remember that she was supposed to be helping me. “… Look, I figured if I was laughing about Kondo-Kana, no one would notice anything was up with me. They wouldn’t give me lip, yeah? I mean, I used to be a pirate. If anyone ever figured it out, I’d never live it down.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and tasted tears at the corners of my mouth. 
 
    “What happened? Why are you scared?” 
 
    I’d lost her gaze. Her jaw tensed, but it was only the two of us.  
 
    “A bunch of years ago, I was out with my old crew. We got caught up in this massive storm. Shouldn’t have been a big deal. There were storms hitting us every other week. But that one… it was alive. Threw me clean off deck, down into the ocean. I dunno how I survived. Still ain’t figured that one out. Felt like I was fighting for hours down there, trying to get back to the surface. 
 
    “But then I’m being pulled back on board, spluttering half the fucking sea onto the deck. That was that. I survived and we carried on. It weren’t a big deal. For a while, anyway. For whatever reason… dunno. It stuck with me. Kept coming back every time I went out on a boat. Didn’t even have to be a storm.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding and forced my eyes shut. I bowed forward and Varn pressed her forehead to mine, unable to support me with her hands. 
 
    “I know everyone in Mahon thinks I went soft and that’s why I ran off to serve Queen Nasrin. But that ain’t true. I respect the Queen, alright? Proper believe in what she’s doing,” Varn said firmly, shoulders rising after a beat. “Sometimes wonder if they ain’t right, though. That I’m using it as an excuse to get away from pirating. From the sea. You met my mum. She’s some big pirate, friends with Yin Zhou and everything, and it’s like, what the fuck am I doing? Running off to the Queen ‘cause I’m too scared to deal with things myself?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I said, “I don’t think you’re running away. I think it takes a lot of courage to do what you really want to, especially when you’re from somewhere like Mahon. Especially when people expect so much from you.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and found Varn smiling with no spite or wicked streak behind it. My breathing came easily when I realised that they were only chains around my wrists. They were only metal, and I could be freed from them. I would be freed from them. I’d know fear greater than this in the past and I’d always ended up in roughly one piece. 
 
    It was only a matter of waiting. 
 
    “Varn…?” 
 
    She’d moved to the other end of the room to press her ear against the door. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s Akela,” I said, swallowing thickly. “The Mansels killed her.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    She wanted to accuse me of lying but knew I wouldn’t. Not about something like this. Her lips parted and she said nothing. She sneered and under the dirt and soot on her face, her dark skin paled. If they’d killed Akela, they could take down any of us. 
 
    “That’s… that’s okay,” she decided, eyes darting left and right. She licked her dry lips and said, “Did you forget what you can do, Rowan? We’ll break out of here, find Akela’s body, then you can bring her back. Yeah?” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed for Varn’s sake.  
 
    It didn’t matter how many soldiers I’d raised over the last week. I had no real faith in my powers. 
 
    “Good. Don’t go crying on me again.” 
 
    We heard nothing for an hour. Kicking the door earnt Varn no response and when she tried twisting the handle, back to the door, all we gained was the pounding of fists against the outside and firm words ordering us to stop. Varn kept rattling the handle, taunting the soldiers outside with crass words they didn’t understand, but they’d been rightly instructed to ignore anything happening within the chamber. 
 
    “Get out of here, meet up with Lanta, track down both our Queens,” Varn murmured to herself. “Easy. Just as soon as someone bloody pays the blindest bit of attention to us.” 
 
    As if finally relenting to Varn’s twenty-fourth outburst, a key slid into the lock. 
 
    Varn scurried across the room using her heels and I sat straight, watching as the door creaked open an inch at a time. 
 
    I wasn’t chained to a stove but Katja was standing over me all the same. I couldn’t move. She closed the door softly behind her, helm and gloves removed, and stood in the centre of the room, armour gleaming as a stray sunbeam struck it. 
 
    “The fuck do you want?” Varn spat. “’Cause you’re about ten seconds away from getting your ribs crushed by that armour of yours.” 
 
    Katja regarded Varn with disinterest and didn’t so much as sigh to signal how little she was worth arguing with. She made straight for me, clinging to a ring of keys. She knelt on the carpet, took hold of my shoulder and pulled me towards her. 
 
    I did the only thing I could to defend myself.  
 
    I bit her hand. With my heart pounding in my throat, my teeth sunk in with enough force to push my pulse through her veins. Yelping in fast-fading pain, Katja shook her hand free and used the heel of her palm to force my head back. 
 
    Breathing already ragged, I said, “You did it again, you, you…” 
 
    The calm Varn inspired within me was gone, drowned with her fears. 
 
    “Rowan, dear,” Katja said, clicking her tongue. She took my shoulder again and shoved me face-first towards the ground before I could lash out. “I didn’t chain you up like this. I wouldn’t be so dreadfully unoriginal. If you would stop being so woefully short-sighted for a mere moment of your life, I’d be endlessly grateful.” 
 
    Forced onto my front, I fixed my gaze on Varn. She was eyeing the seat of the armchair I’d been pinned in front of, about to make her move and grab the paperweight. All I had to do was distract Katja. She knelt on my back, one hand twisting in my short hair, and I writhed beneath her. 
 
    “Do stop that. It’s incredibly childish,” Katja chided. I waited for her to pull my head back and slam my face into the floor, but instead I heard one of her keys slide into the lock holding my chains in place. “Do you want me to free you or not?” 
 
    I froze. I couldn’t even swallow the lump in my throat. Why would she do that? Why would she want me free? 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “I…” I began, desperately trying to unravel whatever trap she was leading me into. I couldn’t think clearly enough. I wanted the chains gone. Needed them gone, even if that meant giving her all the power. “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes what?” 
 
    That was why. She wanted to hear me beg. I was in no position to do anything other than what she demanded of me. 
 
    “Yes. Please,” I seethed. “Take the chains off.” 
 
    “Patience, dear,” she said, but turned the key in the lock regardless. The chains came loose but I was far from free. With her knee dug between my shoulder blades, Katja said, “Promise me that you’re going to behave, Rowan.” 
 
    My jaw scraped against the floor as I nodded.  
 
    I pushed myself up, hands shaking more than ever. I rubbed my palms together and entwined my fingers. I looked at Katja unblinking, and I think I might’ve remained there, perfectly compliant, had something akin to gratitude not welled up in my chest. 
 
    I’d already thanked Katja for taking something away from me. I wasn’t going to thank her for the part she’d played in tearing the castle away from Claire. 
 
    “Rowan, what are you—” Katja began as I reached out, words dying in her throat as I wrapped my fingers around the collar of her chestplate. 
 
    I slammed her onto her back and she cried out. Who did she think was going to help her? Varn? I silenced Katja by crawling atop her and striking her jaw with my fist. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    Finally, everything was clear to me. 
 
    I was going to do it. 
 
    I was going to kill Katja. I was going to drive her from my head.  
 
    She looked up at me in horror as I punched her again, this time against her jaw, but it wasn’t enough. She needed to tremble. Needed to cry, to beg, to plead for her life through mouthfuls of her own thick blood. 
 
    My fist – my fist – wasn’t enough. My eyes flickered to the side and I saw what I needed. I reached for the fire poker under the armchair and Katja’s eyes flashed as I pulled my arm back. I swung before she could react and metal met bone with a satisfying crack. Blood gushed from her nose, from the gash beneath her eye. 
 
    After hitting her once, I couldn’t stop. I swung again and again, caving her skull in, and I was going to kill her. I was going to kill her, I was going to kill her. 
 
    But Katja couldn’t feel it. Not after that first blow. She healed as I struck her, leaving behind nothing but blood, but I knew she’d tire before I did. I’d hit her over and over, refusing to stop until I outpaced her healing, and finally, metal would make mulch of bone and meet brain matter. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Varn said. 
 
    That was the moment I realised what was happening. 
 
    I was going to kill Katja. Her blood covered my hands, my chest, splattering across her face and mine, and I was going to kill her.  
 
    I didn’t know how to stop myself. My fingers had fused with the poker and my arm was caught in the motion; I was going to kill her with my bare hands and there was no going back from that. 
 
    I would’ve done it, would’ve kept beating her face in long after she was dead, if not for Varn. 
 
    She launched herself at me, knocked me to the floor with her shoulder, and I almost lashed out at her. She knelt above me, refusing to flinch, and the poker fell from my hand. 
 
    “Oi. Oi! Where the hell are you going?” Varn demanded as Katja stumbled onto unsteady feet and clutched at her face. 
 
    She tried to say something but it came out as a bubble of blood. She caught my eye and looked at me in the same way I had once looked at her. 
 
    That was the way I would always remember her, when I closed my eyes and still couldn’t escape her. 
 
    Not the way she’d looked when she towered over me, knife in hand, or even when she huddled in the corner, sobbing. I’d never shake the image of her being so afraid of me, and it stung to realise I’d finally proven her wrong.  
 
    Katja fled the room. The door slammed behind her and Varn wasted no time. 
 
    “We’ve got maybe thirty seconds before someone else comes and deals with us,” she said, not letting me stare at my bloodied hands. “Grab the key, yeah? Get me out of these and we’ll make a run for it.” 
 
    I forced myself to listen to Varn. If she’d got me through one sort of fear she could guide me through another. 
 
    The key slid from my fingertips the first time I reached for it, and Varn pushed herself to her feet and stood with her back to me. Through sheer force of will, most likely inspired by not wanting to deal with Varn snapping at me to hurry up, I managed to get the key in the lock the first time. It turned easily, chains coming loose. 
 
    Varn kept hold of them and fastened the padlock onto the last link.  
 
    “Alright. Hand us that poker. I’m gonna bust the door open and you’re gonna get ready to run,” she said. 
 
    I crouched to pick it up, ignoring the blood and all else streaked across it. 
 
    Varn tended to the locked door with as much ease as most people walked through open corridors. One of the soldiers stationed outside had run off to help Katja and the other was blind-sided when Varn swung the padlock straight in her face. 
 
    The soldier went down with a groan and Varn kicked her in the side of her head to ensure she wouldn’t be up any time soon. Crouching down, Varn pulled the soldier’s sword from its sheath and glowered at the metal. 
 
    “Why’s it always swords? Gimme a good spear any day.” 
 
    Carefully stepping over the body, I glanced left and right to discern where we were. Usually, I would’ve been full of hesitation, would’ve second-guessed myself, but I was staying as far from my thoughts as I possibly could. 
 
    “This way,” I said, dragging Varn down the corridor. 
 
    The air was stifling all throughout the castle. It was like being caught in a storm. Discord was sown across every level and shouting echoed in distant chambers. Every so often the terrible whine of someone being run through with a blade would clap like thunder, making the rain that had come before it seem as nothing. 
 
    Varn and I sprinted down hallways and skidded to a stop whenever we came to an opening. Rylan’s forces might’ve been unending in our minds, but there weren’t enough soldiers to cover every last inch of the castle. We moved quietly and smartly and managed to reach my chambers without alerting anyone to our presence. 
 
    Not that it was a good thing: the Queen’s chambers would’ve been guarded, had she been inside. 
 
    “Empty,” I said, and kicked over a chair. So much for remaining silent. 
 
    “Hey! You can’t do that,” Varn whispered loudly. “My girlfriend’s missing too but you don’t see me wrecking shit. Use your brain, Rowan. Where would she be?” 
 
    Where would she be? There was an entire castle’s worth of answers! There were chambers to lock her in, dungeons that had long since gone unused, cellars with heavy, bolted doors. She could be anywhere. Anywhere! Anything could happen in the time it took to get to her and I couldn’t stand the way Varn was staring at me, demanding an answer. How was I supposed to know! 
 
    “I don’t fuc—” I began, but Varn jabbed a finger against my forehead. 
 
    “I can deal with things exploding and going to hell, but if you start swearing I’m gonna lose my shit. Seriously, I already told you to calm down. So do it! Think! Where are they gonna take her? I mean, if she ain’t dead, they’ll have some use for her, right? So where do we start?” 
 
    I didn’t know. I couldn’t force myself to calm down and think, couldn’t— 
 
    “Her mother,” I blurted out. “The Mansels were heading to her chambers. Maybe…” 
 
    “It’s a start,” Varn said, yanking me out of the room. 
 
    The royal family’s chambers were all relatively close together. We were there within minutes and the lack of soldiers convinced me we were heading for another dead end. But as we charged up the stairs, Laus and their partner long since removed from their station, I found that there was a good reason for the easy route there. 
 
    Victory over Akela had made the Mansels rightly confident. 
 
    They were the only guards in sight. 
 
    “Come on, Ightham! Enough with the stubborn act,” one of the Mansels said. Amy. It was Amy. Neither of them would ever call her Your Majesty. “Do your part for the Kingdom. Cooperate with us. Surrender! Tell your loyal subjects you were looking after Felheim until King Rylan returned and maybe he’ll still be able to find a use for you.” 
 
    Varn raised her brow as the words drifted through the door, unintelligible to her. 
 
    “I’ve told you a dozen times. I shall only discuss such matters with my brother,” Claire said. 
 
    Varn grinned, giving me a thumbs-up. She didn’t have to understand what Claire was saying; her voice was strong and clear and that was all she needed to hear. 
 
    I didn’t waste another moment. I barged into the room, shoved my way between Amy and Emma, and skidded to a stop in front of Claire. I’d do what Akela and Reis hadn’t been able to, should it come down to it. 
 
    “What?” Amy began, narrowing her gaze. “Thought you’d been taken care of.” 
 
    They’d removed their helmets and left them on the small table I’d been sat at with Aren, short hours ago. She was no longer in the room and had most likely been taken to her son’s side; she was far more willing to bend to Agados’ will than Claire ever would be. 
 
    Claire had been forced into a chair, cane nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Rowan,” Claire said evenly. She didn’t let relief betray her voice. “My old friends are doing all they can to convince me to give up crown and country. They claim that the entirety of our forces have fallen. Akela included.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see Claire raise a sceptical brow, expecting me to be beyond incredulous at the notion. All I could do was grind my teeth together to stop my jaw from trembling. 
 
    “… Rowan?” she asked, fingers twisting in the cuff of my sleeve. 
 
    Emma erupted into laughter and slapped a dragon-bone clad hand against her plated chest. 
 
    “You really thought we were lying, Ightham?” she asked. “And here I was, giving you far too much credit. Thought you just knew how to keep a straight face.” 
 
    “Used these very swords,” Amy added, patting the blade at her hip. “Washed them off, naturally. Dragon-bone cleans up rather well.” 
 
    They’d missed spots. Akela’s blood was still splattered across their armour. 
 
    Amy grinned so hard her face must’ve ached. She quite literally patted her sister on the back, certain they’d finally managed to break Claire. Claire sat in utter silence. An ache welled up within me, the sort that had been knocked out by all that had happened with Katja. I stared between the Knights, vision blurred, and caught sight of Varn in the doorway. 
 
    She stood with her chain and sword held loosely in her hands, brow furrowed. She shrugged her shoulders and held out her arms, wanting to know what to do next. I looked away, so as not to draw the Mansels’ attention to her. 
 
    “Rylan doesn’t have the castle yet,” I said slowly. There was still hope in this. There had to be. The Mansels might’ve killed Akela, but how many of Rylan’s soldiers had Akela killed over the past few hours? That alone was not enough to condemn them. Each soldier Akela had slaughtered had family, loved ones. They all meant something to someone; everyone was an Akela to somebody. “Emma. You helped us before. When the King was dying, you let us in to see him. You went against your orders then. And when Aren wanted to know if I was a necromancer, you tried to help me. You tried to warn me and you stopped her from torturing me. 
 
    “It’s not too late. Come with us.” 
 
    Emma said nothing. Amy started to laugh but the sound fell flat when she saw the way Emma stared at me. She was considering it. In truth, the only thing binding her to Rylan’s desperate plan was Amy, and all it would take was a few sharp words to convince her sister to betray him. 
 
    “Seriously?” Amy hissed in her ear. “You saw what the gunpowder did. How’s anyone meant to stand up to that?” 
 
    “She’s a necromancer,” Emma said, pointing at me. 
 
    “Not if she’s blown up,” Amy snapped. 
 
    “I’m your best chance at staying alive,” I promised. 
 
    “Shut up,” Amy said. “Queen Aren’s with Rylan. She knows we’ve always been loyal to her and her son. After this is all over, even if Ightham does win, you think she’s going to reward us? She never liked us to begin with. She’ll use us. She’ll chew us up and spit us out. We need to stick with what we know.” 
 
    Emma shook her head and caught my eye, almost apologetic. 
 
    “Nice try. We’re taking Ightham and keeping her out of the way until this is all sorted,” she said. 
 
    “We won’t need her for long,” Amy threatened. 
 
    “You’re not taking her anywhere,” I said, stepping closer to them. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How you gonna stop us?” Amy asked. “If you were going to necro us into our graves, we’d already be there.” 
 
    “Last chance,” I said to Emma. She lifted her jaw. Without taking my eyes off her, I switched to Canthian and said, “These are the Mansels. They killed Akela and they’re trying to take Claire.” 
 
    Varn moved like lightning.  
 
    A sickening crack filled the chamber as Varn struck Emma around the side of the head with the padlock. Amy didn’t have the chance to react as Emma went down with a howl, clutching the side of her shattered skull. Amy made a futile grasp for her sword half a second too late. Varn thrust her own blade forward, sinking it deep into her throat.  
 
    Without bothering to wrench the sword free, Varn kicked Emma square in the chest as she rose to avenge her sister. She went flying across the floor and Varn leapt on her before she could draw her sword. She pinned her wrists to the ground with her knees, straddling her as she stretched out the chain and pressed it against her throat. 
 
    Emma struggled and swore and Varn became frustrated with how long it was taking. With a blinding punch across the face to subdue her, Varn freed the dragon-bone sword at Emma’s hip and drew it neatly across her throat. 
 
    “Gods. Okay,” Varn grumbled as she caught her breath. She rose to her feet, all blood and exhaustion, and I was endlessly glad that she was on our side. She rolled her shoulders back and pulled a hasty bow together. “Glad to see you’re in one piece, Your Majesty.” 
 
    It took Claire a moment to answer. Her eyes were fixed on the carnage sprawled across the floor, unable to absorb what she’d seen. 
 
    “Thank you, Varn,” she eventually managed. 
 
    “Happy to help,” Varn said, wiped the dragon-bone blade on her sleeve and bowed for a second time. 
 
    “I am loath to say it, but I believe the two of you have a better idea of what is happening within the castle than I do,” Claire said, changing the subject without taking her eyes off the Mansels. Later. I could bring them back later, once this was all over. “I was brought here shortly after the first explosion, and my mother was already gone. The Mansels arrived a matter of minutes ago and cared more to taunt me than to shed any light on the situation.” 
 
    Between every word she spoke, all I heard was Akela, Akela, Akela. Legs scraped against the wooden floor as I pulled a chair out by its high back and collapsed like a pile of skin and bones into it. I pulled my knees to my chest and closed my eyes as I tried to collect myself. The truth couldn’t be any worse than Claire had prepared herself for. 
 
    Varn hissed as her finger split open, gushing blood an unexpected side effect of tapping the edge of a dragon-bone weapon. I healed it from where I sat with a wave of my hand and Varn wiped her palm clean on one of the sofas. She knelt down and set about liberating the sheaths from the Mansels’ hips, claiming both swords for herself. 
 
    “As soon as that first explosion went up, I ran straight into Katja. You’ve probably figured it out by now: they used our armour to get in, and all those traitors Kidira was worried about helped plan it from the inside. I found Akela and Reis, and… Reis had managed to take one of Rylan’s soldiers hostage. That’s where we got our answers,” I said. I was unable to meet Claire’s eye as I spoke. “I took Oak to the barracks to get reinforcements, but the moment I got there… there was already gunpowder waiting, Claire. Ash said she’d send the soldiers to the castle once things were sorted out there, but… 
 
    “I don’t know if they’ll get here. I came back to the castle, found Reis and Akela again, and then we ran into…” I glanced at the bodies on the floor. “I tried to save her, Claire. I promise I did. She’d told me to run but I went back for her the moment they… I reached out but she was too far away. Someone knocked me out. I couldn’t get to her.” 
 
    Claire reached over and cupped my face. My eyes still wouldn’t meet hers. 
 
    “Rowan. Rowan, listen to me. I know you did everything you could for Akela, but please don’t think that there’s nothing more you can do. We’ll find her. You’ll bring her back and things will start to make sense again. You’ll see.” 
 
    She was right. She had to be. I reached out through the castle, seeking death, but was too shaken to feel as much as I ought to. 
 
    But one thing was clear: curling up in a chair and mourning Akela wasn’t going to do anything to help her. What we needed was a plan. We needed to keep going, to put one foot in front of the other, as we always had done. It couldn’t be any harder than trekking through the Bloodless Lands, couldn’t be harder than spending years thinking Claire was dead. 
 
    “We can’t stay here. Rylan put you here for a reason. Where do we go?” 
 
    “First we ought to gather as many people as we can. Kidira, Eden, Reis, Laus and Alex ought to be somewhere. We know we can trust them,” Claire said. “Atalanta and Queen Nasrin as well.” 
 
    Kondo-Kana was best left forgotten in a situation like this. 
 
    “Oak’s gone to the mountains to find Kouris,” I said. 
 
    Nodding thoughtfully, Claire turned to Varn. She’d taken it upon herself to drag the corpses into a corner. When Claire addressed her, she sprung to attention, standing as straight as she would for Queen Nasrin. 
 
    “Can you account for the whereabouts of your party, Varn?”  
 
    “’fraid not, Your Majesty. See all this mess all over me, yeah? We was right in the heart of the explosion. Knocked me clean out. If it hadn’t, I would’ve sorted this bloody mess out for you already. I was with Atalanta and Her Majesty at the time, though. Kondo-Kana was off napping somewhere. Dunno. They probably ended up like me. Lanta’s busted ‘em out, if that’s the case.” 
 
    “We’ll relocate. Find somewhere secure and scout the castle for the others, bring back what guards we can, and find Akela,” Claire promised. “You said Reis was with her at the time. Do you know what became of them?” 
 
    “Nothing fun,” Reis said from the doorway, stepping in and scowling at the bodies on the floor. They held a spear instead of a cane, pistol at the ready. A deep bruise blossomed across the left side of their face and a large chunk was missing from their wooden leg. Stepping over a puddle of blood, they said, “Nothing I ain’t dealt with before, though. Bloody amateurs, the lot of ‘em.” 
 
    The tightness in my chest eased at the sight of Reis. Varn hopped over her neat pile of corpses and greeted them by grabbing their shoulders and shaking them to ensure they were really there. If Reis could make it to us, so could the others. It was only Akela we’d lost, only Akela we had to bring back. 
 
    “Aye. Good to see you too,” Reis said.  
 
    They took hold of Varn’s jaw and pressed their foreheads together. 
 
    Varn responded by punching them in the gut. 
 
    “First of all, keep your disgusting face off mine,” she said, and put her hands on the hilts of the swords on her hips. “But more importantly, look at this. Nice, right?” 
 
    “Not bad,” Reis conceded, and turned to Claire. “Ready?” 
 
    Claire didn’t respond. 
 
    “Any time today!” Varn called out. A split-second later she added, “Your, er. Your Majesty.” 
 
    Claire caught my eye and stared at the floor. 
 
    I didn’t have to wonder what was wrong: it hit me the moment I opened myself to her. With all I had been through, with the explosions, losing Akela and seeing Katja again, I hadn’t thought to pick out her pain from the agony gripping the castle. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to Varn. 
 
    I went to Claire’s side, crouched, and offered my arm. Knowing better than to let stubbornness rule at such a time, Claire wrapped an arm around my shoulder with no small amount of shame. Varn mirrored me and between us, we got Claire to her feet and took the weight off her leg. 
 
    “Don’t,” Claire warned as we helped her past Reis. 
 
    “Don’t what?” Reis asked, following us out of the room. 
 
    “You were right,” she said dryly. “After this, I will…” 
 
    Not needing time to finish, Reis clapped a hand on her back and said, “Been thinking real hard about it, Claire. Bloody good thing I like you, otherwise I would’ve been out of here at the first sign of trouble.” 
 
    Claire’s mouth twitched at the corner. 
 
    “We head left, followed by the first right. It will lead to one of the castle’s armouries, which I have the key for.” 
 
    Whatever was happening had been relocated to the far side of the castle. We followed Claire’s directions until carpeted floors and white walls abruptly ended. Bare stones and dark, low ceilings took their place, and after struggling down a narrow, spiralling staircase, Claire let go of Varn to pull a ring of keys from within her shirt.  
 
    Varn lit a torch and opened the gate to the armoury as quietly as she could. 
 
    It didn’t do us any good. Heavy footsteps beat against the top of the stairs and something crashed into one of the stone walls. Varn stepped forward, brandishing a sword in her free hand, determined to keep our whereabouts a secret. 
 
    “Wait!” Claire ordered when a figure appeared at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Kidira stood tall for all of a second. 
 
    Taking a step towards us, she slumped against the wall. Her face was beaten to the point where she could barely see what was in front of her. My body rippled with the echoes of wounds splayed across her and Kidira clutched at the deep cut driven into her gut. Varn dropped her sword and torch alike and rushed forward, catching Kidira at the foot of the stairs. 
 
    “Akela,” Kidira mumbled, fingers digging into Varn’s shoulder as she tried to hold herself upright. Varn wrapped her arms tightly around her waist, blood soaking into her shirt. “I tried to get her body, but—” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Claire promised. “We’re going to find her, Kidira. Rowan will bring her back.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Kidira hissed. “They know we have a necromancer. They’re burning the bodies.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXXI 
 
    The darkness of the armoury was the first bit of safety we’d been afforded since Rylan had made his presence known. 
 
    Varn lit torches while Reis and I made seats of the crates and barrels. With Claire seated, we dragged Kidira into the centre of the room, where light from all sides gave us a clear view of her wounds. She slumped against Varn and muttered that she was fine, that we needed to focus on finding Akela. Ignoring her, I ghosted my hand over her face to wash away the bruises and ease the swelling. 
 
    The haze that’d covered her eyes started to clear and I found that her wounds were greater than any of us had first imagined. Most were easy enough to deal with. Something reminiscent of Varn’s crowbar had struck her ribs and blades had dug in like an angry wolf’s teeth. 
 
    I didn’t know how she was still conscious. If she was anyone but Kidira and had anyone but Akela been lost, she wouldn’t have been. 
 
    A deep cut in her stomach caused us problems each time I tried to heal it. 
 
    “It isn’t fixed,” Kidira said. She might’ve been seething but her usual stern tone was still there. She clung to the edge of the crate Claire was sat on and clicked her tongue as though anyone in the room could’ve done a better job than me. 
 
    “I know! I’m sorry!” I blurted out. “It keeps tearing back open. There must be something stuck in there. Sorry.” 
 
    “Half a spearhead, from the feel of it,” Kidira snapped. 
 
    Pain shot through her again and she took Claire’s hand when it was offered. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, I fed the pain into my own gut and found that Kidira had been underestimating the extent of her injuries. It felt like an entire spearhead. 
 
    With enough sweat on my brow to rival a Canthian summer, I did what I could to keep the pain at bay. Varn leant over, tilted her head to the side and said, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Part of a blade’s stuck in her stomach,” I said, quickly translating the situation. “But I’ve already healed it over. It keeps tearing from the inside.” 
 
    “That’s all? Gods, thought you were gonna tell me she was having a heart attack or something,” Varn said. “Done this sort of thing with bullets before. Tell her I’ll sort it, yeah?” 
 
    “Varn’s going to… she’s going to do something,” I explained. 
 
    Kidira screwed her eyes shut and grunted. 
 
    In that very moment, she would’ve accepted Rylan’s help. 
 
    Varn drew a blade. The sound of dragon-bone leaving its sheath caused Kidira’s eyes to snap back open. 
 
    Considering what she was about to do, Varn was surprisingly gentle. She placed the sword across the floor and lifted her palms in a show of peace. Kidira narrowed her gaze and Varn took it to mean that she had the go-ahead to continue. Varn pushed against Kidira’s stomach with her thumb, searching for the broken blade. Once she was confident she more or less had her target, she picked her sword up and used the slightest amount of pressure to split the skin open. 
 
    Kidira hissed and Varn dropped the sword to the floor, pressing two fingers to the wound. Kidira came dangerously close to breaking Claire’s hand as Varn twisted her fingers in the wound, face scrunched up as she focused on fishing out the shard of steel. 
 
    “There!” Varn said victoriously, retrieving her fingers and throwing the metal against the ground. 
 
    I closed Kidira’s wound for good. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Kidira released Claire’s hand and wiped the sweat from her face. 
 
    “Give Varn my thanks,” she managed, after a moment. 
 
    “Kidira says thanks,” I translated. Varn, busy wiping her fingers on the floor, barely listened. “She says it to you, of course. Not me. Because I basically did nothing just now.” 
 
    “Someone’s bitter,” Varn said, flicking the back of my ear. 
 
    Kidira wasted no time once she was healed. She rose to her feet and began arming herself. I drifted towards her, having nothing to focus on but the bodies being burnt in piles. The bodies being burnt so that I could never bring them back, Akela’s chief amongst them. I should’ve been prepared for this. They knew I’d be here. I should’ve been looking over my shoulder; I never should’ve let them knock me out. 
 
    But I was too confident. I’d convinced myself that it’d be alright, in spite of the damage already done; I let myself think that I had some divine right to leave the dead waiting while I moved at my own pace.  
 
    Kidira stopped rummaging through the spears and splayed a hand against the wall, leaning forward. Had I not healed her minutes ago, I would’ve thought there was some wound twisting at her gut. Reis, Varn and Claire were busy making and abandoning plans in their ever-growing frustration, so I headed over to her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    I don’t know why I asked. I expected her to brush me off, to say that she was fine; more than that, I expected her to ignore me. 
 
    “No,” she eventually murmured. 
 
    “Kidira—” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she hissed, but lowered her voice, lest anyone else overheard. “… You don’t understand.” 
 
    She was right. I didn’t understand, and so I waited. 
 
    “It was supposed to all be over,” she began. At first, I thought she meant that Rylan’s defeat ought to have been heralded by Atthis’ return, but it was not so. “I lived through my own war. Thirty-two years ago. I lost so much, suffered pain greater than a spear-head in my abdomen, but it was supposed to be worth it. Because the war was won. Kastelir was born. I was Queen and I had Kouris. It was supposed to be over. The rest of our lives were supposed to be peacefully dull, from that point on. 
 
    “But it was not so. It was no happy ending. It was not even an ending. Kouris, she… I spent my days thinking her dead. That twisted at my gut. But these past years, with Akela, I started to believe that there was hope in it again. That there was purpose. This was not supposed to happen. My story has already been told. This is not right. This is not fair. Akela, if they…”  
 
    “They won’t get her,” I promised. 
 
    It didn’t matter if they had already put her body upon a pyre and lost the ashes to the wind. I would find a way to bring her back. I would force a path into the Forest Within and drag her spirit back into this world. 
 
    “You do not know that,” Kidira said, still staring at the wall. 
 
    “I do. I’m going to find her and I’m going to save her. No matter what.” 
 
    Turning to me, she said, “If you do not, if she is lost to us, then none of this matters.” 
 
    It was the first selfish thing Kidira had ever said to me. My chest tightened with how real she finally was. 
 
    “Oi. Listen up,” Reis called across the armoury. “Any idea where they’re taking the bodies? Somewhere out in the open, I’m expecting.” 
 
    “The central courtyard,” Kidira confirmed.  
 
    “Right. Varn’s gonna go there with you. She’ll cut through an army, if you need her to. You can trust her.” 
 
    Varn scowled at the sound of her name. 
 
    “We’re going with Kidira to get Akela back,” I explained. “Make sure you’re ready.” 
 
    Varn could’ve stabbed someone out of excitement.  
 
    I might’ve been the only one equipped to bring Akela back but Kidira had no intention of waiting for me. Still, I stepped over to Claire before I rushed after her. I needed Claire to know that this wasn’t the end. That once we had Akela back, we could defeat anyone or anything. Rylan might’ve been in the castle, but in doing so he was giving us everything we needed to be rid of him for good. 
 
    If we won this battle, a shadow would no longer hang over Felheim. We’d be able to start over in earnest, safe on all sides. 
 
    I squeezed Claire’s hand, but before I could put my poorly-concealed fears into words, Kidira said, “Do not look so glum, Claire. This invasion is no reflection on you: a kitchen hand managed to murder a King of Kastelir and we had thirty years to prepare for that.” 
 
    Trying not to bristle at the mention of King Jonas, I kissed Claire’s cheek and murmured, “I love you and I’ll be back with Akela soon. You and Reis figure out the next step, okay?” 
 
    “I won’t let you down,” she said. 
 
    Kidira locked the gate behind us and threw the key through the irons bars to Reis. She marched up the stairs with the spear she’d taken from the armoury. The strength that flowed through her was mesmerising. Nothing in the way she strode forward suggested that she’d come close to a death of her own, and the glint in her eyes told all who would dare to glance her way that she refused to accept this loss. 
 
    Had it been possible for me to be in a situation like Akela’s, I would’ve wanted Kidira fighting for me. 
 
    Varn trailed behind with her swords drawn, acting the lookout. We weren’t far from the central courtyard. Only one of the main corridors separated us from it. It was usually teeming with traffic but today, the only thing that drifted down it was the smell of smoke and burning wood. I felt vulnerable for how wide and empty the corridor stood and was glad to be surrounded by Varn and Kidira. 
 
    “Halt!” a brave, foolish soul called from behind us. 
 
    Varn span around, ready to strike, but Kidira stopped her by calling her name. 
 
    The guard who’d rushed over stood unmoving, held in place by Varn’s blades inches from his throat. 
 
    He dropped his weapon to the ground and Varn stepped back with a disappointed huff.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” he said at the sight of Kidira. “They’ve taken more than half the castle. We’ve barely managed to gather a hundred guards over the last few hours.” 
 
    “You’ve a stronghold?” Kidira asked. 
 
    “We’ve holed up in the banquet hall,” the guard said. “Have you seen Her Majesty?” 
 
    “I’ve reason to believe she’s safe,” Kidira said, choosing her words carefully. There was nothing to suggest that the day’s backstabbing had come to an end. “Go. Gather all the guards you can. Civilians, if you have to. Mention seeing us to no one. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes, Sir,” the guard said, saluting. “We’ll take back as much of the castle as possible until the Queen joins us.” 
 
    “See that you do,” Kidira said as the guard left us, moving as quickly and silently through the halls as he could. 
 
    Rylan might’ve taken us by surprise but the castle was enormous, made up of entire wings I’d yet to stumble across. Plenty of the guards had been stationed there for years. They knew the lay of the land better than Rylan’s Agadians and former Kastelirians did. He wouldn’t have the upper hand for long. 
 
    “Keep low,” Kidira said as we approached the end of the corridor. 
 
    We were a level above the courtyard. The corridor opened onto a small balcony, overlooking the purposely overgrown area. The balcony ended in a low row of stone columns, engulfed by twisting ivy, allowing us to remain close but hidden. 
 
    The courtyard was huge. A pond that put smaller lakes to shame had been dug out on one side, and an island in the centre housed a flock of uneasy ducks. I pushed a few ivy leaves to the side and peered down at the dozens of soldiers gathered at the far end, standing guard over the pile of corpses they’d dragged through the corridors. A pyre had been built from whatever kindling they could get their hands on, and as each body was brought to the flames, soldiers used their swords and spears to cut back the overgrowth, ensuring the fire didn’t spread.  
 
    Screwing my eyes shut, I turned away, back plastered against a stone pillar. Varn and Kidira were doing the same either side of me, straining their ears to catch a word of what the soldiers by the pyre were saying. They were too far away for that; the only voices we heard came from below the balcony. 
 
    “You have been on edge all day,” Rylan said. “What is it?” 
 
    “Are you honestly asking that question?” Katja replied distantly. Eyes fixed on the pyre, no doubt. “In the last handful of hours we have invaded a castle and we are now burning the bodies of those who only wished to defend their home. Which part of this is supposed to relax me?” 
 
    “Not to mention that your mother is here, if reports are to be believed,” Rylan added. 
 
    Katja hummed, saying nothing of the way her face had been caved in again and again. 
 
    It was the first time Kidira had heard her daughter’s voice since learning of her betrayal. It weighed on her as heavily as the loss of Akela. She stared at the ground, determined to crack the stone with her gaze. When she didn’t move, I stole another glance through the ivy, fixing my eyes on the pile of bodies that was slowly being added to. 
 
    My stomach turned. I instinctively wanted to reach out to them. It wasn’t only the guards who’d been slaughtered: servants and nobles were there too, the people who’d stayed to fight and those who’d fled; some had been caught in the blasts, others had been run clean through. I curled my fingers towards my palms, forcing myself to stop.  
 
    Had the bodies risen to their feet, Rylan’s soldiers would’ve known I was there and slaughtered them for a second time. 
 
    Two soldiers took hold of another body to feed to the flames and I caught sight of Akela, buried beneath the others. 
 
    I never expected myself to be so relieved by the sight of her corpse. 
 
    “She’s still there,” I whispered to Kidira. “Akela’s still there.” 
 
    Coming back to herself, Kidira’s eyes darkened. I gave Varn a thumbs-up and she swore under her breath in relief. 
 
    “Where is your sister being held?” Katja idly asked. 
 
    If Rylan could remind Katja of her mother then she could bring up his family, as well. 
 
    “With the Mansels,” Rylan replied. “Alex and my mother are confined to his chambers. She, at least, is being remotely cooperative. She understands that this is all for Felheim.” 
 
    “Delightful company,” Katja said. “We may need their swords yet.” 
 
    Kidira and I risked another glance through the ivy. Sucking in a sharp breath that cut right through me, Kidira balled her hands into fists. I grabbed her arm, keeping her hidden. Relief was forgotten to us, any delusion that we’d got there on time shattered: Akela’s body had been dragged out by yet another pair of soldiers and was on its way to the pyre. 
 
    “We move now,” Kidira hissed. “We fight our way through.” 
 
    Varn looked to me for an explanation and I said, “They’re moving Akela’s body to the fire. We’ve got to get down there now.” 
 
    My heart scraped against my ribs and all the excitement Varn had been clinging to vanished. There was a seriousness to her that I hadn’t witnessed before and with a determined nod she crossed her arms and wrapped her fingers around the hilt of her swords. 
 
    “I’ll make a distraction. I’ll cut my way through as many of ‘em as I can and you two get to Akela,” she said. “Just make sure you’re healing me as I go. Never taken on that many alone before.” 
 
    “Varn’s going to clear a path for us,” I told Kidira, and translated Varn’s plan as faithfully as I could. 
 
    Kidira nodded sharply at Varn, eyes hardening with respect. With Akela’s body seconds away from the flames, she placed a hand atop a column, ready to move. 
 
    I took a deep breath, hands already glowing, and from below, Katja said, “Wait!” 
 
    My heart jolted in my chest and she said, “Wait, wait!” louder.  
 
    I looked between the ivy. The soldiers holding Akela’s corpse stood motionless. 
 
    “Rylan, do you have any idea who that is?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not acquainted with every soldier under my sister’s command,” he said, irritated by the abrupt delay. 
 
    “That’s Akela. Commander Akela, formerly of the Kastelirian army.” 
 
    Rylan scoffed. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re going soft. Pity for an old friend. Is that it?” 
 
    “Goodness me, absolutely not,” Katja said, managing a brisk laugh. “The good Commander only ever served to detract my mother’s attention from me all the further. Had she never wandered into Kastelir, I would’ve been a good deal happier. But dear me, that isn’t the point. This isn’t about me, or my upbringing. Regardless of what I may feel, I believe that burning her now would be a mistake.” 
 
    Arms aching, the soldiers dropped Akela’s body while they waited, as though it was some empty, meaningless thing. 
 
    “And what has led you to this conclusion?” Rylan asked, humouring her. 
 
    “Commander Ayad is a symbol of strength, of resistance. She is not only a friend of your dear sister, but she is of great importance to the Felheimish army and those from the Kastelirian rebellion. Burning her now would be a dreadful waste,” Katja explained. “You ought to make an example of her in front of those who were expecting her to save them. Wait until we are surrounded by something other than our own soldiers.” 
 
    Rylan grunted, considering it. 
 
    “Come now, Rylan. When has my council ever led you astray?” Katja asked, and when he did not reply, added, “Goodness, I should hate to brag, but our forces were not quite so unified before I suggested you start calling yourself King, were they? In the same way that simple act strengthened our people’s faith in you, this one shall break the Felheimish.” 
 
    It was enough for Rylan. With the slightest of nods from him, Katja had all the permission she needed to step forward and say, “That body isn’t to be placed upon the pyre. Take it to Lady Ightham’s chambers, that she might have a pleasant surprise upon returning. Ensure that someone is posted outside of the door at all times.” 
 
    Kidira and I sunk against the columns in relief. Varn kept her fingers around the hilts of her swords and only remained where she was because she’d seen Akela’s body fall to the ground. Kidira covered her face with a hand and I shook the light out of my fingertips. 
 
    “They’re taking Akela to Claire’s chambers,” I told Varn. “We’ll wait a few minutes, then get her.” 
 
    “The Queen’s chambers? Weird choice,” Varn murmured. 
 
    She thought no more of it, but she was right. Katja could’ve had Akela’s body locked away in a hidden chamber or surrounded by guards out in the open, but she’d chosen a room I knew inside-out. 
 
    She could sense me. She must’ve been able to. Light had flooded from my fingertips yet she hadn’t breathed a word of it to Rylan.  
 
    “Come,” Kidira said, once the excruciating minutes had clawed their way by. 
 
    The three of us kept close to the ground and headed back down the corridor. Getting to mine and Claire’s chambers meant taking a number of crowded walkways and that was to say nothing of the stairs leading up to it. Katja had ordered soldiers to keep guard and not even Varn could slice through all of them before they called for help. And what good would we be, if we were cornered? 
 
    “How good did you get at climbing while you were living in the mountains?” I asked Kidira. 
 
    She said nothing but followed in my wake. 
 
    We moved swiftly, heading out of the castle, and kept low, hidden by rows of hedges. 
 
    “Varn was really going to challenge all of those soldiers to give us a mere chance to reach Akela?” Kidira asked, belatedly puzzled. 
 
    I repeated the question to Varn, who said, “Well, yeah. Akela’s one of the few barely tolerable people in this godsforsaken country. I’d do a hell of a lot more than that for her, ‘cause, you know… Uh, not that I’m trying to be inappropriate or anything. It’s just that—I like Akela, alright? I ain’t some kind of unfeeling murder machine. I know when it’s worth saving my neck and when it’s worth putting it on the line for someone else. But don’t let Kidira go thinking there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    Varn held her arms out defensively in Kidira’s direction, bowing her head apologetically. 
 
    Translating it back, I added, “I think Varn’s scared of you because she likes Akela. Has anyone ever met her and not had a crush on her?” 
 
    Kidira hummed thoughtfully and turned her gaze back to Varn. 
 
    “She makes for a good sort of attack dog, I suppose,” she decided, and clapped a grateful hand on her shoulder.  
 
    Once we reached the curved wall my chambers were built into, Varn doubled back to ensure we hadn’t been followed. I rubbed the small of my back, finally able to stand up straight, and stared up at the wall. 
 
    “We’re to climb that?” Kidira asked, pressing her hands to the masonry.  
 
    The stones the castle was built from were half as tall as I was, and there were gaps enough to hook our fingers around. That didn’t stop it from being a sheer climb of some twenty feet, though. 
 
    “I ain’t a fucking monkey,” Varn said, arms folded across her chest. 
 
    “A what?” I found time to ask. 
 
    “A monkey. They live somewhere, I dunno, west of Canth. They’ve got massive jungles there. They’re always climbing trees and swinging along. Got these weird long arms like furry noodles or something. One time, my mum brought one back to Mahon on her ship. The poor bastard ended up drunk out of its—” 
 
    “Varn,” Kidira snapped, not needed to speak Canthian to know she wanted Varn to stop talking. 
 
    “Good thing I grew up climbing masts,” Varn said, holding her arms out in defeat.  
 
    Varn hoisted Kidira and me off the ground, hands on the small of our backs until we were more or less holding onto the wall. The moment I was an inch off the ground I realised I hated it, and I hated the plan. All my muscles threatened to lock up as I dug my fingers in and tried to press myself to the wall, and I found myself back on the road to Kyrindval for the first time.  
 
    Move. There was nothing for it but to move. 
 
    Up I went, aching, grunting, telling myself that it was all for Akela. 
 
    It was all for her. 
 
    I’d climb every mountain on Asar, if I had to. 
 
    I was so focused on the task at hand that the scent of death did not reach me. An odd fluttery feeling rose within me, and I put it down to having left my stomach on the ground. 
 
    I think I near enough whimpered when I reached the windowsill. I hooked an arm around and scrambled to pull myself up, toppling into my bedroom with a soft thud against the thick rug. Kidira had beat me by a matter of moments and was already standing tall. I leant out the window to offer a hand to Varn. 
 
    She didn’t need it but took it regardless.  
 
    Catching Kidira and Varn’s eye, I took light steps towards the door and pressed my ear to it. I waited for the sounds of soldiers talking amongst themselves to reach me, but instead, there was a short, cheerful burst of laughter and Akela said, “My friend, I am grateful for this. It is quite surprising to me, especially!”  
 
    I froze but Kidira didn’t hesitate. She pushed the bedroom door open and marched into the main chamber, hand reaching to free her spear in preparation of whatever sick joke this was. 
 
    Kondo-Kana! my mind yelled. I was already letting myself drink up that warmth when I followed Kidira and saw that it wasn’t her. 
 
    Donning a torn, bloodied shirt, Akela sat on my sofa with a cup of tea between her hands, talking to Halla. 
 
    It hadn’t been a mere rumour. 
 
    Halla was there, blind eyes glinting for what she’d just done. 
 
    Too much cascaded within me to make sense of, but Kidira didn’t care why Halla was there or how. She marched over to Akela with the sort of strength that would’ve seen death bow to her, placed her hands on her cheeks, and kissed her before Akela had the chance to get on her feet.  
 
    Kidira pressed her forehead to Akela’s and the good cheer Akela had forced onto her face and into her voice was gone. Her jaw shook and her fingers dug in at Kidira’s sides. Halla may have raised her from the dead but it was Kidira who made Akela realise she was alive again. 
 
    “Kidira, I—” she began. “Their swords, they are taking them and—” 
 
    “Shh,” Kidira murmured. “I know. You do not have to explain it to me.” 
 
    Akela’s lips curled into something trembling. She had brushed off so much in her life, for her own sake and others, but there was no dismissing this. I felt it in the air between us. I had never seen someone raised by any hand other than my own, and it was as though a shadow was draped across me, letting me know that the light had been there. That death had been banished in the very same way I would’ve chosen to act. 
 
    Akela’s shoulders slumped. She collapsed onto the sofa and buried her face in Kidira’s shoulder on the way down. Kidira barely had to lean down to wrap her arms around her. She ran her fingers through Akela’s loose, bloody hair and whispered, “You do not know the lengths we would have gone to today, Akela. The lengths I would have gone to. I would have no longer recognised myself and I would’ve done it for you. Happily. Proudly.” 
 
    Akela said nothing. She inhaled deeply and Varn shuffled on the spot next to me. 
 
    Reaching out, Halla took my hand. 
 
    I couldn’t piece it together. Halla was there, in Felheim, where I’d wanted her to be for so many months. She was in my chambers, sitting on my sofa. 
 
    “Rowan,” she said. “Rowan, I found you.” 
 
    I couldn’t listen to her. Not even after all the dreams she’d wandered through, all the guilt I’d waded through, when she turned away from me. When she went back into the arms of the Agadians. 
 
    Akela mattered. In that moment, only Akela mattered. 
 
    I waited for Kidira to let go of her, which took no short amount of time. That didn’t matter, either: suddenly we had all the time in the world. I shook Halla’s hand free of mine, drifted to the sofa and wrapped my arms around Akela. Holding on tightly, I pressed my cheek against hers and found that she was so warm, so gentle, in spite of her scars. 
 
    “I love you so much. I’m sorry,” I mumbled, clinging to her as though she was already ash and only my arms could keep her together. “I’m sorry I didn’t protect you.” 
 
    “You are not needing to say that,” Akela said, hands splayed across my back. They were still shaking. “Things, they are happening. That is not always being under your control. And protecting people, that is my job. I am failing in this, and so I am—” 
 
    “You didn’t fail!” I said, clinging to her shoulders and meeting her gaze. 
 
    I didn’t realise I was crying until she tilted her head to the left, eyes narrowing in concern. I blinked hard, expecting it to banish the tears, and rocked forward to kiss her forehead. 
 
    “You let us think that you’re indestructible, when really… really you’re risking so much every time you jump into a fight.” 
 
    Akela closed her eyes, humming. I held her tight, feeling her heart start to beat steadily. Varn cleared her throat to get her attention and Akela blinked her eyes open to the sight of her tapping the hilts of her twin dragon-bone swords. 
 
    She didn’t need to say anything. Akela nodded in gratitude and Kidira said, “She would take on an army for you. Quite literally. Do not think her affections merely physical.” 
 
    Kidira, Varn and I found our way to the sofa, comfortably crowding it. We sat there in mute disbelief, unable to shake the image of Akela’s body being dragged to the pyre even when she sat next to us, living, breathing. The corpse had not been her; everything that was Akela had been drained from it and I was in awe of the power that could make a lifeless, mangled thing into Akela. 
 
    I took Halla’s hand. She squeezed tightly, reassuringly. I should’ve been thanking her, but I couldn’t think. Were there guards outside the door? There must’ve been. But they hadn’t heard us. They hadn’t heard us, or… 
 
    No, no. I would’ve felt their bodies, had Halla forced them out of her way. 
 
    “Halla, how are you here? Why did you come? Why did they let you leave Soldato?” 
 
    She didn’t understand the question. 
 
    “I came for you,” she said. “What happened before, I… I felt bad. About leaving you, like that. So I wanted to apologise. And Kouris, she told me that you’d be here, if I wanted to come. She said all I had to do was tell Tirok that I was coming and he’d let me.” 
 
    “Kouris?” I blurted out, already aware of what she meant. 
 
    Katja. Katja had got to her. Katja had twisted her will against her by flooding her with nausea and I knew that she had ensured Halla did more than ask to be let along. 
 
    “Halla. Listen to me. Promise that you’ll listen,” I said, taking hold of her shoulders. “No matter what, never do what Kat—Kouris tells you to. She isn’t your friend. She isn’t my friend. She only wants to use you. She wants to steal your powers.” 
 
    Halla tensed under my touch. Her shoulders rose to her ears and what I felt from her, for her, made me think that I could say whatever I wanted; that because warmth resonated between us no matter what we did, my words would not cut her to the bone.  
 
    “Why did you go back to Agados? How could you do that?” 
 
    Her hands went slack in mine. 
 
    “Did you want to?” I continued. “Do you want them to keep treating you like they do? Why else would you go back there, when you know what they’re like, when you knew what they’d—” 
 
    “Rowan,” Akela interrupted me softly. “This is Agados we are speaking of. They are getting in your head. They are making you think thoughts that are not your own. What you are believing is what they are wanting you to believe. For most people, there is no escaping that. I am being lucky. I am being lucky and still, it is being twelve years and I am doubting myself. If Agados is telling me that my heart, it is not in my chest, then some days I am waking up and my blood, I am hearing it pound in my ears, and my pulse, I am feeling it under my skin, and still I am thinking: what if it is not being there? What if they are right?” 
 
    I wanted to tell her she was wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. I’d told Halla the truth. I’d taken her away from that. I’d let her see another side of life and I’d— 
 
    I’d been with her for days. Hours. And I still expected to wash away all the abuse she’d been put through. 
 
    And why? Why didn’t I, of all people, understand that? Because after everything, there were days when I wanted to crawl back to Katja; because there were nights when the world was so oppressive, so full, that I wanted to trust her to fix it all; because I wanted her to remember how often and intensely she had once thought of me. I wanted her back, back. I wanted to be useful. I wanted to be used, and— 
 
    And so did Halla. 
 
    I was ashamed of what I’d been through, ashamed of what it had made me, and so could not bring myself to stomach Halla’s trauma. It was cruel. I was cruel. 
 
    All I’d ever wanted was to be kind. I didn’t want to become the wolf. 
 
    I put my arms around her. 
 
    I held her close, held her tight. 
 
    “Thank you for saving Akela,” I whispered. 
 
    Be kind, I reminded myself.  
 
    But to do that, I had to be kind to myself, first. 
 
    Forget Katja. Forget Agados. Halla, Akela and I were together and we were alive. We could break free from our chains, literal and otherwise. 
 
    I let go of Halla and she rested loosely at my side. 
 
    “What now?” Varn asked. 
 
    I repeated the question. 
 
    “Now we return to Claire. We make our way to the banquet hall where our forces are gathered, assess our numbers and begin to fight back,” Kidira said. 
 
    I wanted to say that she was Queen Kidira once more, and not the woman who had raged against the mere thought of having to mourn Akela for a minute longer than she already had, but in truth, there was no dividing the two. No defining one without the other. She was both a leader hardened by war and loss and the woman who loved Akela, no matter how she held herself or framed her words. 
 
    “Halla,” I said softly. I never wanted her to hear an accusation or spite in my voice again. “Do you want to come with us?” 
 
    She faltered. Her mouth twitched at the corners and she said nothing. I knew she wanted to speak, but her voice had been stolen from her; it belonged to Tirok, belonged to the Agadian King. It didn’t matter what she wanted. Her answer would only echo what she was told to say. 
 
    And I didn’t want it to have to come to that. 
 
    “You don’t have to come. I won’t be angry,” I said, placing my hands lightly on her shoulders. “But just because you don’t come with us now doesn’t mean you can’t later, okay? Whenever you want to join us, Halla – whenever – you know how to find me. Just, please. Don’t tell anyone that you saw us.” 
 
    She nodded firmly. She could do that much. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I repeated, making a promise of it. “I’ll be right here when you’re ready.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXXII 
 
    Akela grabbed one of Claire's shirts on the way out of the room and changed out of her torn, bloodied mess once her boots hit the ground. It absolutely didn't fit her.  
 
    We crouched on the cold ground, more or less hidden by a row of hedges, and shared what little plan we had formed with Akela. It felt less like a shaky, flawed thing with Akela there; she nodded along as Kidira and I said what there was to say. Her agreement made me believe it could be done. With her back and the Mansels gone, the rest was as nothing.  
 
    “The most important part is being together,” Akela said. “Now that you are finding me, we are not being separated. We are having strength in numbers and we are only adding to this number. Reis and Ightham, we are collecting them, and the rest of the bodies, we are saving them from the fire. Yes?”  
 
    Varn nodded in firm agreement, despite understanding a grand total of perhaps three words.  
 
    We made our way back around the castle, towards the armoury. I soon discovered that my biggest mistake was in thinking that we were the only changeable pieces in the situation, and that Rylan's soldiers were simply strewn around; that Rylan's plan was in place, and that if it failed, that was it; we'd win. But he could think on the spot, too. He could tear down all his preconceptions of how the siege would go and start again.  
 
    Especially with Katja at his side.  
 
    It was like walking into a different castle. No corridor was left empty, no chamber left closed and forgotten. Rows of soldiers stood at all possible exits, blocking off the major walkways, and my heart spiked in my throat. They must've found Claire and Reis by now. They may have been locked away, but metal bars could be blown through.  
 
    “I know what it is you are thinking,” Akela said, patting my shoulder. “But they are stretching themselves thin, yes? It is better that we are facing three or four, and then four more, and then, you are guessing it, another four, than we are running into fifty at once!”  
 
    Akela caught Varn's eye, held out a hand, and without needing to be asked, Varn handed over one of the dragon-bone swords.  
 
    Kidira was the only person who gave pause. Even I strode ahead, quick, quiet footsteps falling on thick carpet while Rylan's soldiers had their backs turned. There was something different in the way Akela was fighting. Varn swung her sword, making her way through the corridor with bold strokes, but Akela defaulted to the hilt of her weapon, using it to knock the invaders unconscious. She swung out with her free fist before using the sharpened blade.  
 
    But there was only so far we could go before we hit a wall. The four soldiers stationed at the end of the corridor weren't the only ones we had to worry about. The moment Varn rushed ahead to take them down, a dozen more flooded in from the adjoining corridors. Varn swore loudly, Kidira moved faster, and Akela's step faltered. I grabbed her arm, tugged her along, and with a yell, she threw her sword back to Varn.   
 
    Varn cut a path for us and a dozen soldiers followed us into an open courtyard, all exits blocked. It was a fraction of the size of the courtyard the bodies were being burnt in and there was no way to weave our way to freedom. Back to back, we gathered in the centre of the courtyard, eyes fluttering between the soldiers as though there'd possibly be a way for us to slip free.  
 
    “What now?” I asked, missing my shield, for all the good it would do against tens of swords.  
 
    “If only one of us could knock 'em all dead,” Varn grunted.  
 
    I held up my hands, watching light jump between my fingertips. I'd only need to take out a handful of them, just enough to charge down the corridor. But what about the end of that corridor, and the next dozen guards we ran into?  
 
    “We head away from the armoury,” Kidira murmured. “We won't lead them to Claire.”   
 
    “I know that sword,” one of the soldiers said. “That belongs to Sir Mansel.”  
 
    Varn, recognising Mansel and the way the soldier pointed, lifted her blade and grinned. All of the Felheimish within Rylan's ranks understood the implication behind her bared teeth. Their hesitation to go up against a woman capable of slaughtering two Knights and claiming trophies earnt us half a second.  
 
    It was all we needed.  
 
    An arrow flew down from a high-up balcony, landing squarely in a soldier's throat. Three more followed, each hitting its target to clear a path for us. I looked up in search of our saviour. High above, Atalanta stood with one foot on the bannister, another arrow notched in her bow.  
 
    Varn sheathed one of her swords, grabbed my wrist, and tugged me towards the corridor protected only by soldiers writhing on the floor. Everything happened with such swift precision that this couldn’t have been the most stressful situation Atalanta had ever been in. She hung over the balcony, dropped onto the one below, moving lower and lower in quick succession, until she was on the ground with us.  
 
    Grabbing two strange round, leather pouches from her pocket, Atalanta winked at me and tossed them behind her. Varn knew better than to look back and Kidira and Akela had no intention of slowing down. The soldiers yelled that we were to be caught at any cost, but before they could charge after us, there was an explosion from within the courtyard.  
 
    It wasn't like the horrific blasts that had taken chunks from the castle and left my ears ringing. Damage hadn't been Atalanta's intention; if it had, she would've seen the courtyard in ruins. Instead, it was full of a thick, billowing smoke that didn't originate from any fire.  
 
    “Gunpowder and sawdust, plus a little flour from the kitchens,” Atalanta said proudly. “It is marvellous what one can come up with under pressure.”  
 
    The soldiers were no longer on our heels but smoke was nothing but a temporary refuge. Atalanta's improvised explosives helped us force our way back to the armoury, obscuring all the walkways around us. We kept sprinting when we reached the narrow steps and skidded to a stop at the iron gates.  
 
    If Claire and Reis were worried it was Rylan's soldiers who'd found their way down to the armoury, Varn and Atalanta quickly cleared up any confusion.  
 
    “Lanta!” Varn said, grinning from ear-to-ear. She sheathed her second sword, too relieved to see Atalanta to think to show off her new weapons. “Fucking hell! Wondered when you were gonna join us. Gods! Talk about timing. Don't this remind you of—”  
 
    “The time we were sent to Ridgeth's capital?” Atalanta said, finishing her sentence.  
 
    Varn beamed, rocking on the balls of her feet, and Atalanta pressed a hand to her cheek.  
 
    “Took your bloody time, didn't ya,” Reis said as they unlocked the door.  
 
    We filtered into the room, breathless, caked in sweat and grime. Torchlight flickered across the fortress of a room, illuminating our faces as we all came to terms with the fact that Akela was alive, Akela included. Reis and Claire worked their way through the muddy, ill-timed relief that her body hadn't been reduced to ashes.  
 
    Reis bowed their head, clearing their throat, and Claire closed her eyes for a long moment.  
 
    Eventually, she broke the silence by saying, “… Isn't that one of my shirts?”  
 
    Akela laughed. The noise surprised her, as though she should not rightly be able to make it.  
 
    “Ightham, I am promising you, once this is all over, I am sewing the buttons back on.”  
 
    Kidira saw to it that no more time was wasted.  
 
    “We're heading to the banquet hall,” she explained. “The remainder of our forces have created a stronghold of sorts there.”  
 
    Claire didn't ask if we could trust those making one last stand. She didn't ask what our next move was. She only nodded in mute compliance, as though she could do nothing but go along with things, now.  
 
    “I suppose we cannot stay here forever,” Claire said, holding out her arms before we could offer to help her to her feet. “Perhaps Eden will have found her way there.”  
 
    Reis grunted. Kidira and I took one of Claire's arms around our shoulders and she stood, gathering herself. Her bad knee buckled with the first step she took. She hissed under her breath, and though Kidira and I tightened our grip on her, the next step almost sent her crashing to the ground.  
 
    “Take it off,” she muttered, fingers twisting in the fabric around our shoulders. “Just cut the damn thing off. So what if I am to lose another part? It is only another part, and another, and...”  
 
    “Claire,” I whispered. “It isn't over.”  
 
    “It never is,” she said. “It never is.”  
 
    Atalanta succeeded in sowing enough confusion throughout the castle for our path to the banquet hall to be almost uneventful. Varn, Akela and Atalanta did what they had to, and Reis ever had their pistol at the ready.  
 
    The soldiers stationed outside of the banquet hall rushed towards us, swords and spears raised. They demanded that we drop our weapons and recognised us within the space of a few seconds.  
 
    “Ightham!” A familiar face was leading the soldiers. Atthis had taken control and none had questioned his authority; everyone knew of how Rylan's army had been devoured from the inside. “Excellent. Everyone was starting to get restless.”  
 
    The relief on Atthis' face wasn't reflected in the soldiers'. Some were undoubtedly glad to see their Queen, but it only complicated the matter for others. To them, it didn't matter who was on the throne. If the Queen was dead, Rylan would take her crown and all of this would be over. There would be no more warring royals to complicate their lives.  
 
    I didn't blame them for not looking beyond the moment. Politics and Agados' growing shadow were nothing compared to the palpable danger they were now in. The castle had literally crumbled around them. Rubble and smoke filled the corridors and the enemy had weapons greater than our own.  
 
    Still, they eventually remembered themselves. They greeted their Queen with belated salutes and stiff backs and opened the doors wide for her.  
 
    It was chaos inside. The larger tables had been pushed onto their sides, acting as the last line of defence, and there were so many people crowded into the hall that the air had turned stale with the stench of sweat and dread. Goblin had taken Laus and a handful of other soldiers under his wing and was having them organise the masses as best they could, but half the people there were intent on making sure everyone knew they feared the worst.  
 
    A hush rolled across the banquet hall in staggered waves as Claire's presence took hold and a cluster of soldiers and civilians parted enough to let Eden come barging through.   
 
    “You're alright!” she said, taking in the sight of us all. Her eyes were shining and she was a little breathless, but her fierce grin made us all a little more determined to see this through. “All of you, I... goodness, it's good to see you.”  
 
    “I'm glad you're safe,” was all Claire could offer, while my chest tightened with relief. Her voice was a little less brittle than it had been.  
 
    I squeezed Eden's hand. She returned the sentiment and turned to Reis.  
 
    “I am so very relieved to see you, Captain,” Eden said, placing a hand on their shoulder. “The last I heard, the Mansels were heading in your direction.”  
 
    At the mention of the Mansels, Varn placed her hands on her hips proudly. Reis grunted and rolled their shoulders back.   
 
    Claire scowled but had no time to linger on it. We had a table and chairs dragged over to the corner, and while Claire was brought up to speed on what had been happening around and within the banquet hall over the last few hours, the rest of us took the time to finally breathe.  
 
    Akela leant against the wall, distancing herself from us, and Varn and Atalanta frowned at each other over their poorly drawn assumptions that Queen Nasrin had been in the other's company.  
 
    Kidira cleaned her spear on neckerchief she'd liberated from some noble who’d decided that no one had it quite so bad as he did, and Reis was stood to attention behind Claire, already far too entwined in Felheim's dealings for their liking.  
 
    I would've stayed rooted to the boards but I didn't know when we were going to get another chance to be settled again. I could tell Claire was already forming a plan from the way her hands moved as she spoke to Goblin and Atthis, and who was to say that Rylan's forces wouldn't close in around us at any moment?  
 
    I drifted towards Akela. I leant against the wall next to her and smiled. She caught my eye but didn't offer me her usual cheerful greeting.  
 
    What she was feeling wasn't something I could take away from her as easily as Halla had closed her wounds and embroidered life back into her. But that wasn't to say I didn't understand it intimately.  
 
    “You've told me things, before. Important, personal things, after... After you saved me. You didn't have to, but that's the sort of person you are. You always help everyone,” I started, while I still had the courage to speak. “I always wish I could be more like you. I know the things you've been through haven't been easy, that they're too awful to talk about, but... look at you. You're always so thoughtful, you always put everyone first, so—I just wanted to say that it's happened to me, too. I've died. Katja, she... more than once. I understand it. If you want to talk about it.”  
 
    Akela kept her eyes fixed fast on mine as I spoke, and I expected her to clap me on the back and say thank you, but she was fine. Instead, she bit the inside of her mouth and turned her eyes towards the ceiling.  
 
    “It is being strange, Northwood. So very strange. I am there, and I am knowing what things the Mansels are doing to me, but it is not mattering. Everything is light, but it is not being blinding, and it is not all there is; it is like I am in this world but I am understanding all of it. I am understanding myself. All of myself…” She paused, sneering. “I am… resenting being back? I am not knowing. Already, it is fading, it is gone. But what I am seeing, it is not bad. And that is why my chest, it is aching still. Because I am dying. I am gone, and where I am going, I am thinking that it is making all of this pointless. What am I doing with this?” 
 
    I’d been wrong. I’d died but that didn’t mean I understood her. When I’d died there’d been nothing but silence. To her, all of this warring and death had become meaningless, hollow; to me, this world was the only thing of any substance. 
 
    “If you hadn’t come back, I think the world would have been pointless to a lot of us,” I eventually offered. 
 
    Her face softened, though a smile was still far off. 
 
    “You can talk to Kouris when she comes back,” I added. “She understands. She was dead for a long time and she said that it fades. That you won’t always remember it as strongly as you do now. I think.” 
 
    “You are only thinking?” Akela asked. There was more caution in her voice than I’d ever heard. 
 
    Claire’s interruption saved me from having to give voice to my fears. She raised a hand, beckoning us over, and we gathered around the table, ready for our next step. 
 
    “I need to speak with Rylan. That much is abundantly clear. I understand that it will do little good, that he is surely past the point of being reasoned with, but I cannot justify acting more rashly until I have exhausted all possible peaceful options,” she explained. “Who knows. Perhaps he is at the end of his tether. Perhaps he is desperate enough to accept my help in banishing the Agadians.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” I offered before anyone else could. “Rylan knows who I am. He knows what I can do. And he knows that I speak for you, Claire.” 
 
    “That the best idea, kid?” Reis asked. 
 
    “You didn’t stop me when I went after Gavern,” I pointed out. They shrugged. “I can get to Rylan. He’s probably got soldiers looking for me already! I can take a message to him and I can make sure he lets me go.” 
 
    Silence followed, broken up by restless footsteps and heavy sighs in the hall beyond. They knew I was right, that I was the most suited for the job, but none wanted to let me leave. 
 
    It was Kidira who spoke up first. 
 
    “Rowan’s right,” she said. “I shall accompany her.” 
 
    That was all the argument Claire needed to relent. She didn’t say anything, but some of the tension faded from her shoulders. 
 
    “I’ll go too,” Eden added. “The three of us have worked together in the past, and I see no reason to believe that delivering a message within the castle will be a greater task than journeying all the way to Agados. Besides, I have known Rylan for many, many years. That may count for something.” 
 
    Being met with grim compliance was barely any better than being buffered by resistance. Akela declared that she would join us, but a sharp look from Kidira ensured she was tasked with standing guard over Claire. 
 
    Claire wrote what she needed to and pressed her hand to my cheek before I left. She wished me luck. I saw a spark in her eye and knew that I would hand myself over to a hundred armies, if it meant she regained some semblance of herself for even a moment. The distraction of planning, of moving forward, was what she needed to drag her out of the muck and mire she believed her life had become. 
 
    “We’ll be off, then,” Eden said to everyone.  
 
    Varn, who’d got the gist of it from Reis, gave her a thumbs-up and offered out a dragon-bone sword. Eden politely declined and finally tore herself away when it seemed that Reis didn’t have a goodbye to offer. 
 
    I tried to catch their eye but they were pouring their focus into picking at the splinters of their damaged leg. 
 
    “How do we do this?” I asked Kidira and Eden, once the banquet hall was behind us and we were back in the belly of the castle. 
 
    “You know that my fathers are actors, do you not?” Eden asked. I would’ve laughed at how out of place the question was, if not for the urgency in her voice. “I was practically raised on the stage. Learning how to act was inescapable. With that in mind, I do hope you’ll forgive me for what I have to do. I don’t mean a single word of it.” 
 
    If Eden had a plan, it wasn’t going to be one I liked. I turned to Kidira for guidance, and she decided that Eden was worthy of trust. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Do what you have to. What do you need us to do?” 
 
    “Look upset. Betrayed,” Eden said, and marched around a corner, straight into a group of Rylan’s soldiers. 
 
    They raised their weapons, but Eden took control of the situation with clear, confident words. 
 
    “Guards! I have the necromancer,” she said, voice brimming with pride. “Take us to Rylan at once.” 
 
    She grabbed hold of my arm and tugged me towards the soldiers. They looked at one another, certain they were walking into some trap, and Eden said, “Go tell him that it is Eden. Tell him that I see things clearly now. All too clearly. Long years spent with Claire and how am I rewarded? I am replaced by a farmer. A necromancer. Claire has shown me no loyalty whatsoever, so I wish to repay the favour. I have information for Rylan. Vital information, regarding the dragons. If you insist on blocking the way, Claire and the Canthians she keeps for company will gain the upper-hand. Do you wish to be the reason this all slips between his fingers?”  
 
    Eden’s outburst did the trick. The guards turned to each other and muttered something, and Eden kept a tight grip on my arm. 
 
    I reminded myself that it wasn’t her. That the words were forced, and false. I knew Eden would never betray me, but there was a sting to what she’d said that helped me better play my part.  
 
    “I’m afraid I shan’t be joining you,” Eden whispered, while the soldiers called for back-up. “Trust me, Rowan. Do not forget to trust me.” 
 
    Kidira and I were led through the castle, flanked by dozens of guards. She glowered when they pulled her spear from her hands but didn’t say a single word. She only stared and stared until the soldier holding her weapon was the defenceless one.  
 
    The soldiers barricaded us within a parlour and Eden was taken straight to Rylan. 
 
    I didn’t know what she was planning but I chose to trust her, and more importantly, I chose to trust that she’d be safe. I lost myself in my thoughts, determined to end this and bring Halla back to herself, but found my plans were no more solid after half an hour than they had been after a matter of seconds.  
 
    Kidira shuffled restlessly next to me. She readjusted herself in her seat every few minutes, ran her fingers across the mint green fabric the chairs were wrapped in, and didn’t once take her eyes off the door. Rylan was behind it, which meant… 
 
    “You’re here to see Katja, aren’t you?” I asked. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it’d taken me so long to put the pieces together. 
 
    “No matter what she has done, she is still my daughter,” Kidira said. There was nothing of forgiveness in her voice. “I lay awake wondering, sometimes. What is worse: what she is doing to Kastelir’s memory, or what she has done to you. But that is not my decision to make.” 
 
    There wasn’t any way for me to answer that. The two were separate, distinct from one another, but it made my stomach churn uncomfortably to know that Kidira considered what had been done to me on par with what had happened to her Kingdom. 
 
    “Do you know what she did? All of it?” 
 
    “What happened in Canth, you mean,” Kidira said. “Indeed. Or so far as Akela has been able to inform me.” 
 
    I didn’t need to tell Kidira that Akela didn’t know everything. That no matter what Akela had seen and no matter how awful it’d been, she’d only scratched the surface. Things had unfolded in that room, against the stove, that would swallow me whole if I stopped fighting against the memories for so much as a second. Only Katja would and I ever understand what had really happened in Canth, but we each knew a different side of the truth. Me in my chains and her with the knife trembling in her grasp. 
 
    “For what little it is worth, I realise that my daughter’s actions were her own. You ought to, as well. She was not compelled by circumstance or outside forces to do what she did to you. The decision was hers in its entirety. You certainly do not factor into any blame,” Kidira said. 
 
    I wanted to thank her but couldn’t speak. I had spent endless nights staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep, telling myself that I had started all of this by using my powers. By being who I was. I had bent to Katja’s will and brought King Jonas back to life and from that moment, it was inevitable that my nature would force her hand. The fact that she had tired of me was because I had changed in some way. No matter what it was, whether violence or neglect, had been my fault.  
 
    But hearing Kidira say I wasn’t to blame branded the words as the truth in my mind. It was worth more than the offhand comment she took pains to make it out to be; no one knew Katja better or held what I was against me more than she did. 
 
    “I wasn’t a bad mother,” she continued. “When council meetings demanded my presence, I took Kouris on my lap. I made certain to read to her every night. But some people—some people are what they are.” 
 
    “Kidira,” I said. I wanted to place my hand on her shoulder or arm but quickly thought better of it. “Thank you. I…” 
 
    “No matter what happens here,” she interrupted me coolly. “Protect Akela. Keep Agados at bay.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    We weren’t left waiting for much longer. Two soldiers marched us to Rylan as though they themselves had tracked us through the corridors. He had taken refuge in Alex’s chambers. Aren was sat in a corner, looking as though the whole ordeal had left her with a terrible headache, and Alex wrung his hands together. 
 
    Katja was nowhere to be found. 
 
    For his part, Rylan presumed to have made enough of a push on the castle to rid himself of his armour. He dressed as the King he believed he was, for what good was steel or dragon-bone around a necromancer? A forest green cloak hung from his shoulders and polished black boots reached his knees, along with an outfit too immaculate to suit the lines around his eyes. It didn’t matter that he’d taken the time to have his hair brushed through, or rings placed on his fingers and chains draped around his neck. 
 
    Having been shunned by sleep for long days made him look more like Claire’s brother than ever. 
 
    I knew he’d done it all in anticipation of seeing her. He wanted to prove that he was all she wasn’t. 
 
    “You were looking for me,” I said, eyeing the chair he gestured for me to take. 
 
    Rylan remained on his feet. I did the same, not giving him the chance to tower over me. 
 
    “You are a necromancer,” Rylan sneered. “You are my sister’s one true advantage. Of course I was looking for you.” 
 
    He clasped his hands behind his back and stood straighter. If what he’d done to Kastelir had aged him beyond his years then this had hollowed out what remained. He clenched his jaw, doing what he could not to snap. It was futile to stop himself from stumbling after all the wrong steps he’d taken. 
 
    “Talk to Claire,” I urged. “You don’t have to fight like this. It doesn’t matter what you’ve done, Rylan. She’s still your sister. She’ll listen to you. I promise.” 
 
    “Listen to me? To what end? To hear out my unconditional surrender?” Rylan asked, shaking his head. “I rather think not. I am on the cusp of bringing Felheim into a new age. Claire wishes to destroy Felheim to save what remains of Kastelir, and I will not allow her to throw away all that our family has done for this land. All that our citizens have made for themselves.” 
 
    “You destroyed Kastelir,” I said. Burning buildings and crumbling towers filled my mind but my words came out calmly. I remembered the grit against my knees as I knelt to draw smoke from people’s lungs, the way my back ached as I tried to lift tumbled walls from broken bodies and let it ground me. “You destroyed Kastelir and we don’t even know why. And now you’re letting Agados into Felheim. What did you promise them? What was left of Kastelir? The pane? You’re not doing this for the good of the Kingdom. You’re doing this because you don’t want to lose.” 
 
    “No,” Ryan spat. “You have been deceived. Everything – everything – I have done has been for my country. I’m not the traitor. I’m not the one who fled to Kastelir to spill secrets to our enemies.” 
 
    “Your enemies?” Kidira asked. “Kastelir never once threatened Felheim. Our internal problems, coupled with your dragons, ensured that. If Claire is a traitor, then I will swear off loyalty for the remainder of my life. She never betrayed the country, or the people; only its cruel methods.” 
 
    “That’s a lie!” Rylan said. “My sister took confidential information to you at the very same time the Agadians arrived in Isin. Our countries may have had no real contact for decades, but Alexander’s engagement to your daughter gave me a reason to send operatives into Isin. For my brother’s protection, you understand. I know what was happening in the capital. I did what I had to to defend Felheim from an Agadian-Kastelirian alliance.” 
 
    The back legs of a chair scraped across the floor as Kidira took a seat. With her elbows propped on the edge of the table, she rested her chin against the backs of her fingers and didn’t speak, didn’t blink. Rylan looked to Aren for guidance but she offered none. He opted not to hurry Kidira along. He stood tall but didn’t manage to loom over her.  
 
    “You assumed that plans were being put into motion. That Claire had informed us of your dragons that we might join forces with Agados to conquer Felheim,” Kidira said, inhaling sharply. “You acted on an assumption. Out of paranoia. The Agadians were not there to make some new alliance with us. They came for King Jonas’ funeral, to learn what would become of old trade agreements. They came because of the necromancer we were to burn. They knew nothing of Felheim. Nothing of Claire’s presence. 
 
    “Yet you acted. You razed my country to the ground. Your dragons took hundreds of thousands of lives and ensured that millions did not survive that first winter. My blood was in that land. My blood held together the bricks of every building and flowed in every river. I was born in a time of war and fought for peace. I strove for thirty years to ensure that peace meant something. 
 
    “And you tell me Kastelir is gone because you made a mistake. Because you did not think to send word, or investigate.” 
 
    Kidira rose to her feet and Rylan took a step back. 
 
    Swallowing the lump in his throat, he said, “Of course you would claim as much, Queen Kidira. If there was so much as a jot of truth in your claims, Kouris would’ve said so.” 
 
    “I am no Queen. You made certain of that,” Kidira said, stepping towards him. “I have no crown, no country. No home. No laws govern me. My only loyalties lie with Claire. You would do well to keep that in mind, Rylan.” 
 
    Rylan’s lips twitched but he said nothing more. Best not to, if he was determined to believe that he was still in the right, after all these years. Kidira was overflowing with lies, desperate to convince herself that she wasn’t responsible for the Kingdom’s downfall: that was the truth he had to cling to. 
 
    “They aren’t wrong, Rylan,” Aren said. “You have gone past the point of thinking things through. You claim to have attacked Kastelir for allying with Agados and yet you have accepted them into our lands and put us in their debt. I understand that one may need to deal with Agadians, from time to time, but such things should always be done quietly, and in a way that does not encroach on our Kingdom. Do what you wish with the bones of Kastelir, darling, but do not let Felheim suffer for it. No matter what you may think, your sister is doing a reasonable job.” 
 
    “Please,” Alex begged. “Listen to them.” 
 
    “Mother. Alexander,” Rylan hissed, dismissing them. “Bring Claire to me. I am far from unreasonable. I understand what is best for Felheim. The sooner she surrenders, the sooner we can begin rebuilding.” 
 
    There was no making him see sense. The more evidence we brought him the blinder he became. I couldn’t do this alone and neither could Kidira. Claire had always known how to get through to people and there were few who knew Rylan better than she did. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t listened to me. He’d agreed to speak with Claire and that was what I’d come for. 
 
    “Am I free to go?” I asked. “Weren’t you looking for me?” 
 
    “Indeed I was. But you aren’t going to leave Claire’s side,” Rylan stated plainly. “You won’t go far.” 
 
    He spoke as though bestowing freedom and restraints in the same breath. I wanted to prove him wrong but had absolutely no intention of letting Claire meet him alone. 
 
    Rylan would never settle for simply speaking with Claire. Kidira and I both knew a trap when we were walking into one. 
 
    “We won’t meet here,” Kidira said. “We will be in the central courtyard in an hour.” 
 
    She made an order of it. Rylan didn’t dare say a word against it, lest she ignore him. 
 
    “Where is my daughter?” Kidira was unable to stop herself asking from the doorway. “Keeping your soldiers in line, no doubt. She evidently has more of a head for strategy than you do.” 
 
    “She sees things my way,” Rylan said, and left it at that. 
 
    Kidira said nothing and tilted her head sharply to the side. I exited the room, taking the stairs two at a time, and Kidira kept close behind. 
 
    “Now it is a matter of who has the better trap,” Kidira said. “I remember enough of the courtyard: we can station Atalanta on one balcony and Varn on another. I am certain she is as deft at archery as she is swordplay. They will be far more discreet than half of our guards tripping over themselves to cram onto the balconies.” 
 
    “Do you really think that’s what it’ll come to? Killing Rylan?” 
 
    “I would think not. If that was all it’d take, we could have done so several times in the past,” Kidira explained. “If we were to assassinate Rylan, power would simply be passed to someone else. We would have no way of managing his forces, or the Agadians. Who is to say that the person in question wouldn’t be less reasonable than he is? We can at least exploit his relationship with Claire.” 
 
    Convincing him to surrender was hopeless. In bringing the Agadians to Thule, Rylan intended to walk away from this victorious or not at all. He had already painted himself as the rightful King, deaf to the truths behind the destruction he’d spread, and I didn’t know how Claire was going to break through all of that. 
 
    But she was Queen for a reason. 
 
    She was the best chance we had to end this without any more bloodshed. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXXIII 
 
    Varn and Atalanta scouted the best places to lurk in the balconies overlooking the courtyard. 
 
    Claire stared long and hard at Reis and when they said nothing, asked, “Are you certain Eden is safe?” 
 
    I should’ve nodded, but could only raise my shoulders, hesitant. 
 
    “She had a plan. She went to see Rylan and she was with him for ages. She knew what she was doing,” I explained, for the third time. “But I don’t know where she is. She’s probably with Aren.” 
 
    Reis frowned and fiddled with their pistol. They headed out after Varn and Atalanta with Akela in tow. Claire had spent an hour in contemplative silence, aware that this could be our last stand. Everything rested on getting Rylan to listen to her, yet he had been deaf to her pleas for peace for years. 
 
    I stayed close to her side. My powers wouldn’t fail me if it meant protecting her. 
 
    Rylan was in the courtyard, as he’d promised. He stood at the far end with his hands clasped behind his back, and his chosen soldiers were as well hidden as Varn and Atalanta. I saw no reason not to believe that the walls would come crumbling down at the slightest gesture from him. Katja was the only person by his side, put there to throw me off-balance and prove Kidira wrong. I didn’t look at her. Couldn’t. 
 
    My eyes were determined to fixate on bruises that weren’t there. 
 
    Instead, I looked at Rylan. Rylan, who hadn’t seen Claire for years. Rylan, who in spite of all the rumours and first-hand reports about the state she’d been reduced to, wasn’t prepared for the way she looked. For what he had made her. Claire hadn’t gone to the ostentatious lengths Rylan had. Being able to stand of her own accord was enough. She held her cane while he eyed her, letting the dark depths of her exhaustion show in the face of his indignation, fury kindled by the years separating them. 
 
    Claire waited for him to speak first. Her fingers loosened around her cane as Rylan’s gaze trailed across her burns and eyepatch, gaze dropping to the unnatural curve of her leg. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Claire,” he said. 
 
    “Rylan,” she returned stiffly. 
 
    There was no need to use titles to put any more distance between them. 
 
    “Quite the situation we’ve found ourselves in,” he said. 
 
    Silence took hold in place of a laugh. 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    They pursed their lips tightly together. I let my gaze trail up to the balconies but saw no shadows of soldiers, or signs of their crossbows. 
 
    “You cannot win this, Rylan,” Claire said. “You’ve no claim to the throne and the people understand the extent of your trespasses. The people support me. There will be riots in the streets, should you choose to pursue this course of action. You have done much to harm Felheim and Kastelir both, but please. Do not continue to make the same mistakes out of stubbornness.” 
 
    Rylan pinched the bridge of his nose. Katja placed a hand on his elbow, urging him to lean down, and whispered something in his ear. 
 
    “The people support you, do they, sister? So you made a handful of your famed speeches and let them pity your scars,” he said blithely. “How many of our citizens are happy that you deign to let a necromancer live in our castle? In your bed? That you are allowing endless refugees into our Kingdom, draining the last of our supplies? That you wish to tear Felheim in two to give our land to the pane? You have not yet been on the throne for six months. No one would remember your reign.” 
 
    “And how would they remember you? As the man who destroyed an entire Kingdom and brought Agados to our doorstep when Felheim no longer wished to be razed by its rulers? For that is how I shall always remember you, Rylan, if you do not surrender,” Claire said, jaw set. Her blue eye flashed with the emotion her voice refused to tremble with. “You are my older brother, Rylan. You are supposed to love me. You are supposed to protect me. Yet I am what you see now because of you. And there are those far worse off yet. Is this what you wanted? Truly?” 
 
    Rylan could defend what he’d done to Kastelir to the death but had no words good enough for Claire. He lifted his chin and I saw him blink, once, in an effort to forget the questions and the weight they carried. 
 
    Katja placed a hand on the small of his back, steadying him. 
 
    Propping him up. 
 
    “You mean to say that you will not release the Kingdom into my care?” 
 
    “I will not.” 
 
    This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. Rylan was supposed to crumble under the weight of what he’d done, all of it manifested before him in the form of Claire, yet he was more determined than ever to pry Felheim from between her fingers. 
 
    “Then you leave me no choice,” Rylan said, in spite of the thousand chances we’d given him to crawl out of the hole he’d dug. 
 
    Raising a hand, Rylan signalled for his soldiers to come forward. They rushed onto balconies, spilt from the adjoining corridors, crossbows ready to fire. Varn and Atalanta had their arrows at the ready but they weren’t faster than a matching pair of bolts. Let alone a dozen of them. 
 
    I held up my hands before the others could, hoping that Claire had some plan, that Akela knew a way out of this. 
 
    The first bolt flew. 
 
    It wasn’t aimed at Claire, but at the balconies where Varn and Atalanta were stationed. An arrow shot out in response, flying true. Rylan did not flinch, did not step back, confident that this would end in his favour.  
 
    Two more bolts were released, narrowly missing their targets. 
 
    Claire didn’t flee. As long as Rylan held his ground, she would too. My fingers flowed with the force I was about to release, for I was finally frightened enough to act. This was it. This was the end, unless I did something. Unless I let myself become what they believed I was. One of Rylan’s soldiers was hit in the throat and a sharp, sudden squawking ricocheted through the courtyard. 
 
    It was far from a gurgle of pain. 
 
    Haru-Taiki flew past in a blur of purple and gold, leaving behind a trail of brilliant fire. 
 
    It cut across the courtyard, growing, twisting: a living thing. Like the Phoenix Fire, the flames were thicker, heavier, than anything campfires or dragon’s breath could account for. It burnt without kindling, without spreading through the foliage in the courtyard, and charged through the corridors, stretching out to the ends of the castle. The heat from it was immense, creating a curtain of flame between us that threatened to reach out and strangle me, should I step too close. 
 
    Rylan and Katja finally flinched. They stepped back, but not to retreat. Neither of them could stop watching the fire twist like wet paint running across a canvas. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Rylan roared from the other side of the flames. 
 
    Haru-Taiki doubled back, wings spread wide as he glided to a stop. Claire was so transfixed on him that she didn’t hear Rylan speak, let alone answer him. Paling, she held out an arm, and Haru-Taiki took it.  
 
    He wrapped his wings tightly around his chest, making himself as small as he could as he bowed his head. 
 
    “Haru…” Claire murmured, drawing him to her chest. “Welcome home.” 
 
    Haru-Taiki closed his eyes, pressed his beak to Claire’s forehead, and set back off. 
 
    Two trailing white lights burnt within the darkness of a corridor unclaimed by a phoenix’s fire. Kondo-Kana emerged, arm held out in front of her. Haru-Taiki landed, talons wrapped around her wrist, and all knew to turn towards her. All knew better than to speak, in awe of her in spite of the strange fire dividing us. Raw strength rippled and twisted within her, as though she had found a way to hone and recreate all she had felt in the Bloodless Lands. 
 
    Everything about her was light and terrible, aching power. 
 
    “I have seen half of this continent destroyed. I have felt the blood drain from these lands and mix with my own,” she said. “The rest of Asar will not fall. Neither of you will be the harbinger of its destruction. I care nothing for Kings and Queens and their petty squabbles. Haru-Taiki will not reclaim his fire until a resolution has been reached. It may not burn the castle or the land it was built upon but he has willed it to rend flesh from bone. This line will not be crossed.” 
 
    “Do you have no end of necromancers?” Rylan barked across the flames. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Someone who has not yet forgotten their own voice,” Kondo-Kana said, pulling back her hood. “Do not think that I am here to serve the Queen. Do not think that I will forget my promise to remove myself from history if Nasrin is threatened.” 
 
    Katja screwed her eyes together tightly and ground the heel of her palm against her temple, forcing her vision to refocus.  
 
    “Well,” Claire said, both hands folded over the handle of her cane. “Would you care to continue talking, Rylan, or would you like to fire upon my people for a while longer?” 
 
    Rylan and Katja had prepared for a lot of things, but phoenix fire and necromancers more willing to act than I was didn’t rank amongst them. 
 
    “Kouris,” Kidira said sternly. “Last chance.” 
 
    It was the only thing she said. Katja did her best not to flinch. 
 
    “Dear me,” Katja said. She went to sigh, but when she fixed her eyes on Kondo-Kana, she couldn’t make sense of what she saw. She blinked, tried again, but stared to her right. “It appears someone has forgotten there is more than one floor in this castle.” 
 
    Katja lifted a hand, gesturing for their soldiers to move. 
 
    “The flames are symbolic,” Kondo-Kana said, neatening Haru-Taiki’s tail feathers. “Climb to the stars, if you wish, but those who cross the line will not remain bound to Bosma for long.” 
 
    Katja’s composure slipped. She actually sneered as she called the soldiers back with another wave of her hand. Kondo-Kana’s presence had a deep, scathing effect on her. It was almost as if Katja was deaf and blind to her, but could feel how sincere Kondo-Kana’s threats were. 
 
    There was nothing else for it. All Rylan and Katja could do was retreat into their half of the castle to restructure their plans. 
 
    None of us moved. Haru-Taiki’s flames put us at as much of a disadvantage as they did Rylan, and Atalanta and Varn kept their bows drawn, lest Rylan act in haste and have his soldiers rush towards us regardless. 
 
    Kondo-Kana placed a hand on my cheek and said, “If you were not here, Aejin, I would have sent them to their graves already. Time is my gift to you; I have it in abundance. Now, tell me. Where are they? Another Aejin yu ka Aejin walks these paths, yet they have not made themselves known to me.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Movement in the corridor Kondo-Kana had taken stopped me from having to explain that Halla didn’t understand what was inside of her. Queen Nasrin joined us, sari singed and torn, soot smeared across her skin. She sighed at the curtain of fire and knocked Kondo-Kana’s hand from my face. 
 
    “She’s being overly dramatic again, isn’t she?” Queen Nasrin said to Claire. “She saw to it that there wasn’t a scratch on me, yet here we are again.” 
 
    “Queen Nasrin. Had I known the castle would come under siege in such a way, I never would’ve—” 
 
    “Invited me here? You didn’t. I was forced here by Yin Zhou; even you do not have the power to say no to her gifts. And do not forget that I am the Queen of Canth. You’ve no idea how many assassins are sent after me on a weekly basis. Spend a month in my palace and you will find yourself laughing this off. Now, Kana has brought us time, if nothing else. We’d better find a way to fix all of this. I’d like to return to my country sometime this century.” 
 
    Claire bowed her head, grateful Queen Nasrin could keep calm in any situation. From above, Varn swore in delight and Atalanta clasped her hat to her chest. They vanished, replaced by the sound of boots thudding against stairs as they tore their way into the courtyard. 
 
    They bowed half a dozen times, hands on Queen Nasrin’s shoulders as they ensured she was truly in one piece. 
 
    “What the hell happened, Your Majesty?” Varn asked. “We were worried sick!” 
 
    “After that blast, I looked everywhere for you. I had rather hoped you were with Varn, but when I met up with her, I was terribly disappointed,” Atalanta said. 
 
    “Don’t fuss,” Queen Nasrin said, batting their hands away. “Kana and I were caught in the explosion, as you were. Kana suffered less for it and took me to safety. I have spent the last handful of hours convincing her to remain calm and not indiscriminately murder everyone in the castle. She is like a house cat: content to be perfectly lazy, until you step on her tail. Then she is all claws.” 
 
    Kondo-Kana, eyes only as bright as they ever were, shrugged. 
 
    Haru-Taiki hopped from Kondo-Kana’s arm and landed in front of Claire. He spread his wings out, signing as he chirped at her feet. 
 
    “When the castle trembled, he took to the sky. He spread his wings across the entire city,” Kondo-Kana explained. “He has seen what your brother has done to your Kingdom; he understands what will happen, if he is to win. Agados surrounds all of Thule, stopping those who wish to leave, all of those who ought to come in.” 
 
    Haru-Taiki nodded, certain whatever Kondo-Kana had said was correct, and Claire barely blinked. It was simply another thing to deal with; one disaster followed another and the enormity of each of them were slowly beginning to blur together. 
 
    The thing that really mattered was that Haru-Taiki was in front of her. That he understood what she was doing, and had chosen to side with her. 
 
    He continued to sign, but Kondo-Kana’s attention drifted. Queen Nasrin stepped in, interpreting for him, and it readily became apparent why Kondo-Kana had retired from the conversation. 
 
    “He betrayed a friend once before. He betrayed someone when they needed him the most,” Queen Nasrin explained. “He will not do the same again.” 
 
    Haru-Taiki had spent fifteen-hundred years as bones in a box because of Kondo-Kana. If he could reconcile with her, if he could look past that and see the part he had played in it all, then we could do anything. We could come out of this. 
 
    “You speak Myrosi?” I asked Queen Nasrin. 
 
    “Conversationally,” she replied, shrugging. 
 
    “Haru-Taiki,” Claire said. “I have missed you so, my friend. I never meant to deceive you, or keep you in the dark.” 
 
    Queen Nasrin passed the words back to Haru-Taiki and he puffed out his chest, meeting Claire’s fierce gaze. 
 
    “Now that Rylan’s taken the city as well as the castle,” Claire said, when Reis and Akela joined us from the upper levels, “We must do all we can to reclaim the latter, before we can liberate Thule.” 
 
    The first thing we saw to was barricading our half of the castle. Katja might’ve heeded Kondo-Kana’s warning but I didn’t trust Rylan not to order his soldiers across the lines Kondo-Kana and Haru-Taiki had drawn up. We dragged furniture from chambers and blocked staircases with tables, chairs and cabinets. It was hardly enough to stop an army, but they wouldn’t be able to get through quietly. 
 
    Guards were stationed along the perimeter and we kept our operation to a single floor. The castle had been divided in two, but it was only half of the interior we had laid any real claim to. Rylan’s soldiers had taken the castle grounds and the city itself; we were hardly on even footing. Haru-Taiki brought back reports every few hours, and they all involved Agadians filling the streets and ensuring that no one moved freely. 
 
    Rylan would starve the city in Claire’s name to turn it against her. He sent soldiers into the streets to spread the world that this would all end, but only if Claire cared more for her people than keeping her throne. 
 
    There were a number of wells in our half of the castle and no immediate scarcity of food. Reis drew up a rota for all gathered, guards, servants and nobles alike, assigned dozens of people to new posts and sorted sleeping arrangements. There were plenty of people vocally unhappy about having to sleep on the banquet hall floor with countless others around them, about having to pull more than their own weight, but Kidira assured them that any refuge they found in giving themselves over to Rylan would be nothing short of temporary. 
 
    Plenty of our people were trapped on Rylan’s side of the castle, Eden included. I hadn’t seen her since she’d left to share some vital, falsified information with Rylan. Claire looked up every time someone came into the banquet hall, hoping to see her.  
 
    “Eden knows what she’s doing,” I reassured her. “She’s probably safer on Rylan’s side, if he thinks she’s turned against you.” 
 
    “Stop fretting,” Reis added, irritably. “Plenty of people stuck over there. One more ain’t going to make a difference.” 
 
    “Reis,” Claire said. “Your relationship with Eden is none of my business, be it borne of a place of affection of merely physical. What is my business is when she is treated callously in light of past entanglements.” 
 
    “My business ain’t any of yours,” Reis countered. 
 
    Days without sleep had left us all on edge. 
 
    “You have made yourself my business. You came to me with a proposition of family.” 
 
    “Being given away by the same people don’t make us family.” 
 
    Reis’ pistol was placed on the table between us. I wanted to knock it to the ground before one of them snatched it up. 
 
    “My family consists of a brother who has destroyed much of the continent and left me like this, a father who set these things into motion, and a mother who would see me drinking again to pry me from the throne,” Claire said bluntly. “I still have Alex, of course. Forgive me for indulging in the thought that I might have one more sibling to count on my side.” 
 
    Reis rose to their feet, slammed their hands on the table and grabbed their pistol. 
 
    I didn’t have time to panic. They holstered the pistol at their hip and threw their arms out to the side. 
 
    “Fucking fine,” they said, drawing everyone’s attention. “I’ll go out looking for her. Bloody hell.” 
 
    They were still muttering under their breath as they marched out of the room, ignoring Atthis as he called after them, wanting to know where they thought they were going. 
 
    I gathered blankets from the chambers that had been marked as off-limits and Haru-Taiki kept the fires burning. Claire sat at her table in the banquet hall for four days, drawing up plan after plan, listening to every idea every council member was certain would work. She listened stony-faced and immediately put anything Kidira or Akela suggested into action. 
 
    Reis returned alone on the second day, sullen and silent, but no worse for wear. Varn’s usual, gruff bravado worked them up when it usually amused them, and whatever they were butting heads over culminated in Varn kicking a table and stubbing her toes. Reis and Atalanta began arguing in loud, rough Yhouan, and the hall fell silent as they exchanged threats that none understood, but all knew they meant.  
 
    I rose slowly to my feet, thinking I could intervene before Reis ended up with an arrow in their eye and Atalanta earnt a bullet hole in her forehead, but the situation resolved itself as quickly as it’d roared into being. Atalanta patted Reis heartily on the back, Varn scowled and rubbed her toes, and the three of them fell asleep in a pile in front of one of the fires. 
 
    Claire didn’t return to our chambers, so I didn’t, either. Kidira, Akela, Queen Nasrin and Kondo-Kana used them as their base, but I stayed by Claire’s side, waiting, as she did, for some word from Rylan. 
 
    She fell asleep in her chair more than once. I did my best to stay awake as she did, but ended up napping in fits and starts until I couldn’t tell where exhaustion ended and a headache began. 
 
    “It’s all well and good holing up in squalor in Kastelir, but this is Felheim. Reducing ourselves to rebels is absurd. If Prince Rylan believes he has our Kingdom’s best interests at heart, then I see no reason to doubt that,” one man said. The longer people went without rest the more delirious and desperate they let themselves become. 
 
    “Excuse me? If you have not noticed, Her Majesty is our Queen. That is all the reason we need to defend her, along with her Kingdom,” another retorted. It was the same endless argument. “You are merely siding with a would-be usurper because this is the first time in your life you’ve actually had to do something without delegating it to a dozen servants.” 
 
    “As though you are in a position any different to my own!” 
 
    “That may be true, but I have risen to the challenge admirably.” 
 
    “I—my goodness, Your Majesty. I do not mean to speak of betrayal as easily as I do. I am merely tired. Tired and frustrated. Of course relenting to your brother’s demands will get us nowhere. I believe I ought to rest before I say something exhaustion alone cannot redeem me of.” 
 
    Claire merely nodded, as tired as the man claimed to be. Her head rocked forward and every time she blinked, her eyes threatened to never open again. 
 
    “Kidira!” I called across the room. “Take over for Claire.” 
 
    If I didn’t drag Claire back to our chambers, no one would. 
 
    Kidira glanced up from the plans she’d been drawing up with Atthis, took one look at Claire and nodded her head. 
 
    I wrapped an arm around Claire’s. She barely protested. 
 
    “You’re no good to your Kingdom if you can’t keep your eyes open,” I said. “Let’s get some sleep. If Rylan really is trying to starve us out, he isn’t going to strike in the next few hours.” 
 
    Rising to her feet, Claire murmured, “I supposed I will not have a thought worth thinking, lest I rest.” 
 
    I led her out of the banquet hall, through the darkened corridors, and our guards stood to attention. Our chambers weren’t on the ground floor but being in a tower meant there was only one way in and out. We were safe, unless Rylan’s soldiers were willing to risk evoking Kondo-Kana’s wrath by climbing through the window. 
 
    Inside, I found everyone else had had the same idea. Varn had made a nest of blankets on the floor and invited Akela to play the part of her pillow, while Haru-Taiki slept on the back of the sofa Queen Nasrin and Kondo-Kana had made a bed of. 
 
    It was dark outside but I’d no idea whether night had just taken its dominion or if it was early in the morning. I nudged Claire towards our bedroom but she remained on the spot, surveying the tangle of bodies before her. 
 
    I expected her to insist on returning to the banquet hall, determined to work while the others rested, but all she said was, “I think I might benefit from a bath. I cannot relax like this.” 
 
    I left her in one of the armchairs and saw to filling the bath. I pumped water from one of the lower wells, straining my back in the process. It wasn’t until then I appreciated how extravagant the bath was. I only managed to fill it sparingly after twenty long minutes. Luckily, Haru-Taiki didn’t mind being roused to help heat the water. I made certain all the soaps were within reach and ushered Claire to the door. 
 
    “All ready,” I said. 
 
    “I, ah…” Claire began, lowering her voice. “I would usually seek Sen’s assistance at such a time, but…” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, biting my lower lip. “Oh. I can help. If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t,” Claire said, and tried to smile. 
 
    I locked the door behind us and stood in front of Claire. I placed my hands at her collarbone, knowing she didn’t need me to do this for her. Still, I tentatively undid the first button, hoping she wouldn’t tense. 
 
    She did, but not enough to suggest that I ought to stop. 
 
    Steam drifted from the bath, filling the room, and I kept my eyes on Claire’s as I eased her shirt off. She held her eyepatch loosely in one hand, bringing the other to my cheek as her shirt fell to the floor. I didn’t know what was harder: Claire standing there and letting me look beneath her throat or tearing my eyes from hers. 
 
    Burns clung to her skin as clothes once had. They spread from her collarbone, down her arms and sides, enveloping her. Like the sides of her face, there were small slivers of skin that remained white and smooth. She’d been pinned down on her front, yet the burns ate at her chest and stomach. 
 
    I placed my hands on her hips, thumbs brushing over her burns, and she turned away, eyes closed. 
 
    “I admit to having ulterior motives,” she said grimly. “I believe I am attempting to scare you off.” 
 
    “Scare me off?” I asked, pressing my lips to her collarbone. 
 
    “Indeed. If you are to see all that I am, all I have become, then you will truly understand what you are getting yourself into,” Claire murmured. “The longer I hide, the more convinced I become that this is all it will take for you to leave me. And I would rather that happened today, in this very moment, rather than a month or year from now. For my own sake.” 
 
    “Claire,” I breathed against her skin. “I’m not going anywhere. Except into the bath. I feel disgusting.” 
 
    She buried her face atop my head and laughed softly into my hair. She inhaled sharply when I brought my hands to the waist of her trousers but didn’t stop me. 
 
    The burns laced her legs. They were not quite as severe as those on her arms, but her skin was rugged, twisted. I eased her over to the edge of the bath and she sat down, more patient than I could’ve been.  
 
    I pulled off my own clothes without giving myself the chance to hesitate, dropped them into a pile by Claire’s, and jumped into the bath. 
 
    The water barely reached my knees. I held out my arms, helped Claire slide into the bath, and she landed unsteadily on her feet. She gripped my shoulders and I kissed her face, skin turning red between the burns. She leant into me as I eased her down, water lapping around her collarbone. 
 
    She closed her eyes, letting the warm water relax her muscles, and I sat in front of her, cupping handfuls of water and letting it slip between my palms, into her hair. 
 
    “This all became rather serious rather quickly, didn’t it?” Claire asked, tilting her head forward. 
 
    The tips of her hair floated on the surface and I reached for the shampoo, pouring it into my palm. 
 
    “Mm?” I asked, lathering it into her hair. 
 
    “Us,” Claire clarified. “When we met, my head was in a poor place, and we were parted soon after. All the freedom you knew in Canth is gone. It is rare that we have a moment to ourselves to enjoy.” 
 
    “Canth wasn’t that great. Okay, it was, but it wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t everything to me,” I said when she gave me a pointed look. I worked the shampoo into her hair, running my fingers from roots to tips. “It was like being in a furnace every day. Which I could’ve put up with, if you were with me. But you don’t need to make it sound like we’ll never have fun again, Claire. Once we’ve kicked Rylan out, things will become easier. It won’t happen quickly, but it will happen. Next year, we’ll have a Phoenix Festival for all the right reasons. We can go out to Thule and dance again, and we’ll find time to go down to the lake and fish in boats. Whatever you want to do.” 
 
    “What I want is to be with you. Without any pressure, without any rush. Without anything looming on the horizon,” Claire said, wiping foam from her brow. “What you said about the Phoenix Festival… before all this, I was already receiving letters from those claiming to have family heirlooms carved from phoenix bone. I expect the bard’s tale has been heard by half the city. Imagine what we could do, Rowan.” 
 
    I placed my hands on her shoulders, lowered her towards the water and rinsed the bulk of the lather from her hair. 
 
    “Don’t tell Haru-Taiki. He’ll probably sulk if we bring back more phoenixes. But only for a while, and only until he remembers how big the world is and how much he likes company.” 
 
    “I’m glad he’s back,” she said softly. 
 
    She blinked drops of water from her eyelashes and put her hands on my hips, drawing me closer. 
 
    We stayed like that until the water cooled, needing to say nothing more as we held each other close, trying not to drift to sleep after days spent pacing hallways and sitting upright in wooden chairs. I grabbed the soap and Claire lathered it between her hands and ran her palms across my back, fingers trailing up and down my spine, up and down. 
 
    Easing herself back, she splashed water in my face. I ducked under the surface to rinse myself clean and blew bubbles. We’d spoken about a future that was still out of reach and didn’t yet have time to be together as we wanted, so I climbed out of the bath and helped her out. We needed to sleep before another disaster struck. 
 
    We dried each other’s hair and made for the bedroom draped in bathrobes, for there was no strength left in our bones to pull clothes back on. Akela had stirred and grinned at us as she idly played with Varn’s short hair, and I feared my legs would crumble before I reached the bed. 
 
    I threw myself face-first into a pillow, certain the bed would swallow me whole. Pulling the blankets over myself was a task beyond my capabilities and I closed my eyes, body buzzing. The mattress dipped with Claire’s weight. I held out a hand but couldn’t make myself move beyond that. 
 
    “Rowan,” Claire said, and I mumbled something into the pillow. “Rowan.” 
 
    I rolled onto my side. Claire was trying to free the blanket I was pinning down. Somehow finding the energy to shift, I ended up beneath the covers with Claire’s fingers tangled in my hair. 
 
    “You mentioned the Phoenix Festival, earlier,” she said. Her words thrummed pleasantly through me. “That first day of the festival, I was kept occupied by Kidira until late. I believe she was testing my loyalties and patience alike, for she certainly did not need me by her side. Throughout most of the festivities within the castle, I was allowed to do as I pleased, so long as I stayed within eyesight. After months spent travelling, it was as though I was back in my own world again. Banquets, dances in great ballrooms, fine clothing, and dozens of servants to attend to each guest. 
 
    “I had longed for those very things throughout nights spent sleeping on the grass, around a fire. I wished for what I considered normality to return to my life. Yet once it was placed in front of me, I found myself distracted. Everything I believed I wanted was there, yet there was no joy in it. All I could think was that you were out in the city and I was not with you. 
 
    “Eventually, I passed whatever test Kidira had set me. I was allowed to leave. Had I been wearing better shoes I think I would’ve run to the marquee where I eventually found you.” 
 
    Her words gave me all I needed to push myself onto an elbow and kiss her. Her hand found my cheek and she kept me close, bodies warmed by the bath. She wrapped her arms around me as though her body did not hurt, as though she was not ashamed of it, and I took all the pain the warm water hadn’t eased out of her. 
 
    “What you said before. About your leg…” I ventured. 
 
    “I meant it,” Claire said, only stiffening slightly. “I said it in anger, but it remains true. Once this matter is dealt with, Reis will help me find someone to… Well. The rest is implied.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” I said, and it was all Claire needed to finally give herself over to sleep. 
 
    When I awoke, Claire was still in bed, by some miracle. I shuffled over and buried my face in the side of her neck, but a ripple of noise from the living area let me know that we didn’t have more than a few minutes. Claire made the most of them. She pressed her fingers beneath my jaw and tilted my head up to kiss me, and it took every ounce of willpower I had to roll out of bed and help her to her feet. 
 
    We dressed, grateful for the reminder of the way clean clothes felt on clean skin, and I brushed Claire’s tangled hair as she sat at the dressing table. It would’ve been a perfect start to a perfect day if not for… everything.  
 
    Varn and Akela were awake in the living area, and Queen Nasrin and Kondo-Kana had drifted back to the banquet hall. Kidira was asleep on the sofa, rested against Akela’s chest, while Varn leant over the back of the sofa, sharing Canthian words she hoped Akela understood. She said enough to earn genuine smiles from Akela, and glanced wearily at Kidira with every syllable. 
 
    Akela grinned at Varn’s unnecessary unease and offered fragmented phrases back.  
 
    “Ah! Good morning, good morning!” Akela said at the sight of Claire and me. “I am just about to be ordering breakfast. When is the last time you are eating?” 
 
    “Far too long ago, I’m afraid,” Claire said. 
 
    Shuffling over, Varn said, “The hell are you smiling about?” to me. 
 
    I dragged her into a quiet corner of the room and said, “Claire’s going to get rid of her leg.” 
 
    “You’re smiling ‘cause your girlfriend’s gonna cut her leg off,” Varn said. “Okay. Sure.” 
 
    “Nothing happened while we were sleeping, did it?” 
 
    “If you are whispering over there because you are worrying about waking Kidira, do not be!” Akela called across the room. “Kidira, she is waking up when she is wanting to. She is not letting something like sound disturb her.” 
 
    “I just wanted to know if anything happened while I was asleep,” I asked, switching back to Mesomium. 
 
    Shaking her head, Akela said, “Things, they are the same. Otherwise I am not sitting here still.” 
 
    I fetched breakfast for us, in the end. The bread was chewy, going stale, and the cheese was nearly too hard to cut through, but it was no time to be fussy. Of the servants on our side of the castle, few of them knew how to bake bread, and it wasn’t terribly far removed from the sort of thing we ate during tougher months back in my village. Claire and I ate our fill and once only crumbs remained, she had Varn accompany her back to the banquet hall. 
 
    I was determined to do something more useful than hover around Claire all day. I’d go to the kitchens and teach people how to get bread to rise without it caving in on itself. 
 
    But first, I spared a few minutes to talk to Akela. 
 
    I sat next to her and searched for some change within her. She was more contemplative than usual, barely aware that I was in the room, but that may have been a result of Kidira sleeping against her and having spent restless nights sharing a cluttered room. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked. “It’s been a few days, and…” 
 
    Akela shrugged. The motion was too sharp, too sudden, when she made it. 
 
    “I… am thinking I am having to be honest with you, yes? I am already speaking to you once, so if I am saying one thing, I am saying it all.” 
 
    “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” I reassured her. 
 
    Not that I had any power so great as to make Akela do anything she didn’t want to. 
 
    “No, no. In some ways, I am thinking that talking about it is a relief. I am feeling—good. My head, it is clearer. I am not certain what it is, and I am not worried that it is fading. For the first time, I am glad, truly glad, that I am alive. Not that I am saying I am not enjoying my life before this! But I am taking it for granted and now, my perspective, it is changing.” 
 
    Her grin tapered off as she rubbed her chin. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Ah. Nothing. It is nothing. Perhaps I am just bitter that I am being struck like that,” Akela said, pressing her fingers as close to her faded wounds as she could without disturbing Kidira. “You are seeing the scars on my face, yes? Of course you are, they are very impressive. They are why so many are falling for me! But since I am joining the Kastelirian army, they are the only scars I am ever receiving. I am asking the healers not to be getting rid of them, yes, so that I am remembering I am not invincible. No matter what some people are thinking. Still, I am not looking in a mirror as often as I am needing to. I am not remembering it at all.” 
 
    Akela placed a hand against the back of Kidira’s head. As she’d said, nothing caused her to stir. 
 
    “When you were…” I had as much trouble saying the word dead as most had saying necromancer. “You said that you saw the Forest Within. Do you still remember it?”  
 
    “I am seeing it. I am knowing that I am seeing it, but when I am trying to focus again…” Akela’s mouth slanted to the side. She screwed her eyes shut as if fighting off a headache. “It is gone. I am knowing exactly how it is looking, how many leaves are hanging from each tree, until I am having to find the words to describe it. What I am feeling there, I am not feeling in this world. I am liking it. But I am also liking how I am feeling while still on Bosma, yes? 
 
    “Ah. But you are knowing these things, Northwood! I am not liking that I am able to say this, but both of us, we are going through many things. We are leaving the living behind.” 
 
    Akela gave me a thin, watery smile.  
 
    “Actually,” I said quietly, “I didn’t see anything. Not even darkness.” 
 
    Akela’s smile faded. She parted her lips to speak but didn’t know what to make of it. This was beyond her. Beyond pane and humans.  
 
    I knitted my fingers together, succumbing to an ebbing sense of unease. 
 
    Halla. I had to focus on helping Halla, and then things would start making sense to me. 
 
    Not wanting the conversation to wither, I said, “Kidira went through hell trying to get your body back. She was ready to die to save you.” 
 
    Akela propped her chin atop Kidira’s head, ran her fingers between her dreadlocks, and smiled in earnest. 
 
    “I am understanding that people, they are getting certain impressions of Kidira, and that this is being Kidira’s fault. But you are seeing that we are meaning very much to each other, yes? In my old life, I am having to tell myself so many things, just to be getting through a single day! I am telling myself that I am excellent, that no one is matching my skill with an axe, and that I am good, I am kind; that everyone else, they are being wrong about what I am. Who I am. I am saying these things over and over, I am making myself grin and boast, but I am not believing it. I am never believing it until I am meeting Kidira and she is telling me these things, and not simply agreeing with me.” 
 
    “I’m glad you have her,” I said, meaning it. “Kidira, she’s… I don’t know what she is to me. But she’s important.” 
 
    Akela nodded and said, “Kidira and I, we are both wanting to help this Halla very much. We are owing her a lot. Are you having any ideas how we are doing this yet?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Commander Ayad!” Laus called as they skidded into the room. “We have… There’s a problem!” 
 
    “Rylan’s soldiers, they are crossing the line?” Akela asked warily. 
 
    Breaching the curtain of flame was as smart a move as setting off kegs of gunpowder in every chamber and hallway, whether they were full of Claire’s people or Rylan’s. 
 
    Kidira awoke exactly when she needed to. As if already aware of the situation she rose to her feet, ready for whatever else was bound to come her way. 
 
    “Some of the guards were, ah. Waiting for the Queen to return,” Laus said. “They’re—they aren’t happy with the way things are going.” 
 
    “Is anyone?” Kidira asked as she fetched Akela’s axe for her. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Treason. This is exactly what we are needed to improve our day,” Akela said, hooking the axe at her hip. “Come. Let us be dealing with this.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXXIV 
 
    We made for the banquet hall. 
 
    It had been less than a week since Rylan struck the castle, but the combination of poor lighting, debris and despair made it seem as though the castle had slumped into an irreversible state of disrepair. The corridors were dim and winter made its intent known through the cold winds that rushed down narrow passageways. Everything had always been tended to with such care and precision that even the gathering of dust was out of place, as though it had no right to settle there.  
 
    It was immediately evident what was happening. A dozen guards had barricaded the banquet hall shut and had no intention of letting Claire and Varn pass. Varn sneered, a single dragon-bone sword held in front of her, but Claire remained unnervingly calm as she tried to reason with them. 
 
    “It’s… it’s nothing against you, Your Majesty,” said the guard who’d taken it upon himself to speak for the others. He was built like a mountain but his mouth twitched uncertainly between his words. “But we know a hopeless situation when we see one. I have family out in Thule, Majesty. The city’s swarming with Agadians, everyone knows it is, and they’re starving the citizens to get to us. To get to you.” 
 
    Claire saw us approach and held out a hand, gesturing for us to stay back. I didn’t doubt the slightest provocation would cause the more nervous guards to strike. 
 
    “I see. And you believe that by handing me over, peace and prosperity will flow through Felheim. Rylan will dismiss the Agadians, who will most certainly leave without getting anything out of their alliance, and your new King will rule wisely. Is that it?” Claire asked. 
 
    Another guard, armed with one sword too many, stepped forward and said, “The Agadians were promised Kastelir and Kastelir alone. It’s a wasteland! Your Majesty, we’re grateful for the truth you’ve revealed but some of us can’t help but think that you care more about Kastelir than Felheim. Let them have it! Our wall still stands.” 
 
    Varn didn’t have to understand what they were saying to want to put an end to it. Claire placed a hand on her shoulder, subduing her. 
 
    “The Agadians were promised Kastelir and Kastelir alone? Interesting. Were you sitting in on the meeting when the alliance was drawn up?” Claire asked the woman. “You are aware of Agados’ policies, are you not? Have you spared a thought to as how they would spread and influence our own Kingdom when they rule over the majority of the continent, possess the bulk of the resources, and can manipulate trade as they wish? I understand that this is a stressful time. I understand that better than any of you, tasked with repairing the broken pieces of our Kingdom as I am, forced to stand against my family. But know this: there are no quick solutions. None of this is to be easy.” 
 
    Akela put her hands on her hips, content to let Claire handle things. Kidira seemed rather put out to have been woken up. 
 
    “I’m doing what’s best for the people,” the leader of the tiny rebellion said. “I’ve known His Highness since he was a boy. He’s always cared deeply for Felheim and he’ll make a fine King. He’ll do the right thing. No one will have to starve because their Queen is too stubborn to reach a resolution.”  
 
    The man had nothing more to say. His companions stepped forward in solidarity with him and he reached for the shackles at his belt, as though taking Claire prisoner would ever be easy. Akela and Kidira finally moved. Varn knocked the hilt of her sword against one of the guard’s jaws and Claire proved herself faster than any of them.  
 
    She pulled Varn’s twin sword from its sheath and swung it as an extension of herself. The blade cut clean across the back of the man’s arm, causing him to drop the shackles as blood rushed out at the command of dragon-bone.  
 
    “I will not be threatened in my own castle,” Claire said plainly, and handed the sword back to Varn. 
 
    With their leader crouched on the floor, clasping his arm, the would-be traitors didn’t know what to make of it. The task they’d undertaken was a grim one, heavy on their shoulders, but they hadn’t expected real difficulty from it. They hadn’t expected Claire to fight for her freedom as she did her country’s.  
 
    Varn grinned fiercely up at Claire and stepped towards the failed rebellion with both swords in hand. 
 
    “I warn you now: Varn is not nearly so forgiving as I am. I suggest you surrender,” Claire said. “You will be stripped of your position and weapons and sent to bake bread, but you will not be harmed.” 
 
    No one wanted to test Varn. Not with Akela looming over her shoulder. 
 
    The guards threw their weapons to the ground and raised their hands. None of them looked at Claire. They were not bitter with defeat; they were merely ashamed of themselves and the way they’d acted. Claire stood there until they caught her eye and left Varn and Akela to deal with them. 
 
    “This won’t do,” Kidira said as we marched through the banquet hall. “Your own guards are turning against you and the city is being starved by invaders. According to Haru-Taiki’s latest report, grain is being burnt and all else is being seized by the soldiers. It will not take long for all to become as deluded as the guards at the door were. You will not be able to knock them all back with your blade.” 
 
    “I am more than aware of that, Kidira,” Claire said. She took a seat next to Queen Nasrin, while Kondo-Kana sprawled across the table and paid attention to absolutely nobody. “All Haru-Taiki and Kondo-Kana managed to do was buy us time, and it is up to us to find a better way to use it than Rylan undoubtedly has.” 
 
    “Then we move. Send Rowan or Varn to assassinate Rylan.” 
 
    I, apparently, had no say in the matter. 
 
    Akela and Varn concluded business at the door and joined us. Akela threw an arm around Varn’s shoulders and said, “Varn is being a most excellent one-way necromancer! I am not recommending her enough.” 
 
    Not having the blindest idea what was being said, Varn ducked out of Akela’s hold and took her place behind her Queen. 
 
    “We’ve discussed this a dozen times,” Claire said. “We kill Rylan and power will fall to whoever is next in line. It only serves to prolong our struggle.” 
 
    “Rylan has been at the end of his tether for a long time. He has no true goal in sight: he is only blindly throwing all he has against us, exhausting his own resolve. He has no concept of what it takes to be a King,” Kidira said. “Perhaps power would fall to someone willing to see reason.” 
 
    “Like your daughter?” 
 
    It went on for hours. My plan of making myself useful in the kitchens came to nothing. I tried to back out of the room but Kidira snapped her fingers, demanding that I remain where I was. Growing weary of hovering, I took a seat next to Queen Nasrin and quietly translated for her. 
 
    Kidira wanted to assassinate Rylan and take our chances. Claire believed Rylan could be forced to stand down, providing guilt choked him first. I knew neither of them wished to argue or truly believed in what they were saying, but frustration was wearing away at us all. 
 
    Kondo-Kana sat sighing softly to herself, irritated by the constant interruptions to her writing. She’d dip her quill into the inkwell, hover thoughtfully over a page, only to have Kidira abruptly start another sentence with And yet— 
 
    Haru-Taiki was our only salvation. 
 
    He tore through the banquet hall as though he’d been loosed from a crossbow, and his talons dug into the polished tabletop as he clawed his way to a stop. 
 
    Ensuring he’d caught our attention with his latest entrance, he held up his wings and stretched out the first feather, lining them up above his eyes. 
 
    “… Kouris?” Kidira asked cautiously. 
 
    Haru-Taiki jumped on the spot, squawking, and scurried over to Kondo-Kana and Queen Nasrin. After a series of chirps and signs, Kondo-Kana smiled and scratched the top of his head. 
 
    “Kouris of Kyrindval marches down from the mountains,” Kondo-Kana said, rising to her feet. “An army at her heels.” 
 
    We didn’t need to hear anything more. 
 
    Akela broke through the barricades we’d made and we climbed to the highest point of the castle under our control. 
 
    There’d been no exaggeration in Haru-Taiki’s message. 
 
    His reports over the last week had spoken of nothing but disorder. Rylan’s army had filled the streets, surrounding homes and businesses alike and blocking off access to wells, but the tide was slowly turning. The Thulians had no intention of letting an army take their homes, but they had been disorganised, making weapons from whatever they could pry from their kitchens. They’d been unable to find a unified front. Not everyone could fight, and Rylan’s army had preyed on that disorder.  
 
    But now the people were beginning to move as one. Now they had a leader to look to; they had someone who knew how to build an army from the panicked masses like a tower built from nothing but jagged handfuls of rubble.  
 
    The people marched shoulder to shoulder. They held up banners made from blankets and stretched out shirts. I couldn’t take my eyes off the city spread before us and blindly found Claire’s hand, squeezing it. All this time, for all these years, she’d been working herself to the bone to save Thule and Felheim beyond, and there were her people: marching forward in her name, as ready to protect her as she was to protect them. 
 
    Kouris was at the head of the makeshift army, holding not a sword above her head, but Felheim’s green and gold flag. She sat astride Oak, leading all of Thule to the castle gates. 
 
    Rylan’s soldiers, Felheimish, Kastelirian and Agadian alike backed away from the bars. Their weapons counted for nothing with an entire army pressing down upon them, but the Thulians didn’t lash out. Oak used his claws and fangs to rip out the largest of the castle’s gates, and even with it toppled, Kouris’ army remained motionless. 
 
    They formed a ring around the castle, giving us the edge we needed. 
 
    Rylan couldn’t wait us out forever, not now that he’d lost the city along with the castle grounds. 
 
    The swell of noise was immense. The people were chanting, singing. It wasn’t the discord Rylan had hoped for, the chaos he relied on to grip Thule. Nobody screamed, nobody cried out for an end to things, no matter the cost. Their voices rose in unison, feet stomping against the ground in time to Fel-heim, Fel-heim, Fel-heim, over and over. 
 
    The people called out for their country and my chest swelled. I blinked my eyes dry as people gathered in their thousands behind Kouris.  
 
    Varn hung from the window, cheering for the Felheimish and swearing loudly at Rylan’s soldiers as they backed into the castle. Atalanta and Queen Nasrin stood behind her, far more composed in their relief, and Haru-Taiki spiralled down to land on Oak’s head.  
 
    “Ah! Look!” Akela called, sprinting to the window on the opposite side of the tower. “Kouris is not the only one who is returning to us.” 
 
    Kidira kept her eyes fixed on Kouris while the rest of us moved to the other window. 
 
    From the north, pane strode through the forest. Hundreds filtered through the trees, not marching under any flag, not holding any weapons. Instead, they carried barrels of wheat and grain in their arms, dragged carts of bread and cheese behind them, willing to help Thule in the only way they could. 
 
    The human army didn’t part for the pane. Instead, the crowd absorbed them. For a moment, no matter how things would change once the threat of Rylan dissipated, they stood together, unified. 
 
    And marching at the head of the pane was Sen, carrying twice as much as anyone else.  
 
    “Sen! Hah, I am knowing that she is not letting us down,” Akela said. “Every day I am telling her, she is being stronger than she is thinking, she is being capable of more than she is believing, and look! Finally, she is listening to me. Not even Kouris is moving the pane from the mountains alone, but Sen, she is wonderful, yes?” 
 
    Claire’s attention was fixed on those rallying in support of her but I didn’t waste a moment. I flew down the stairs, barrelled past piles of furniture, and called for our guards to open the doors for me. I charged across the castle grounds, no longer afraid of Rylan’s soldiers. The solidarity of Thule, of humans and pane, had blunt their blades and dulled their armour. 
 
    I crashed to a stop against Oak’s head and wrapped my arms around him. He nuzzled my stomach and growled happily. To hold him was to know how frightened he was, how much strain this had put on him, but his bravery rose above that all. My cheeks were wet with tears and I dried them against his scales, laughing as he knocked me to the cold ground in his enthusiasm to embrace me as best as a dragon could. 
 
    A shadow cut across me and I found Kouris blocking out the tired sun. 
 
    “Alright, yrval,” she said, tusks gleaming. “Been holding down the fort for us?” 
 
    I leapt up and she lifted me high into her arms. I clung to her neck, kissing her, and felt her smile widen against my lips. 
 
    “Kouris!” The word burst from my mouth as my heart threatened to do the same. “Did you do all of this?” 
 
    “Nah,” she said, nuzzling her nose against mine. “The people did this. I just gave ‘em a nudge in the right direction. Everyone was uneasy with what was going on, to be saying the least, but there was no order. No organisation. We weren’t far off crumbling apart completely, but this ain’t exactly the first time I’ve brought people together for a cause of the sort. Most of ‘em were willing to fight for their Queen. They just needed a little guidance.” 
 
    “And a leader to stand behind.” 
 
    “And a dragon.” 
 
    Kouris chuckled under her breath but her gaze wandered. 
 
    Kidira had come down from the tower. I slipped from Kouris’ arms and stepped back, giving them a moment. 
 
    “Kidira,” Kouris said, cold air coiling around her lips. 
 
    Kidira frowned.  
 
    She lifted a hand and gestured for Kouris to bow forward. Kouris complied without understanding the command. She knelt, head bowed, until she was low enough for Kidira to wrap her arms around her shoulders. 
 
    Kouris held her arms away from herself, as though wrapping them around Kidira would be like binding her in white hot chains. After a moment, Kidira squeezed tighter, and Kouris allowed herself to cover Kidira’s back with one great hand. I wanted to look away but couldn’t. This was the closest they’d been in thirty years, and it was not the start of anything: rather, it was a conclusion. 
 
    “Kouris,” Kidira said, stepping back. “You could not have arrived any earlier, could you?” 
 
    Kouris smiled and shook her head. 
 
    “Afraid not. You know me. I always like to be making an entrance.” 
 
    A ripple spread through the crowd behind us as the pane mingled amongst humans. People who’d never done anything but glower and back away from the pane tentatively took their offerings of bread and cheese from them, murmuring their thanks into their hands. 
 
    A second rumbling claimed the ground, angrier, this time. Kouris pushed herself up, ears folding back and twisting this way and that, until the crowd parted to allow a pair of Agadian soldiers to be thrown through. Their weapons had been stripped away and they hit the ground hard, staring up at Kouris and pleading in a language that meant nothing to her.  
 
    She towered over them and turned back to the crowd. The people had pulled together behind a pane but tensions were running high; they needed to harness their righteous anger at their castle being taken and their Queen being threatened in a way that didn’t lead to more violence. 
 
    Sen made her way through the crowd, murmuring apologies to each person she pushed past. Grinning through her exhaustion, she dropped a bag of potatoes at her feet and clasped Kouris’ shoulder as she moved to greet her. 
 
    “I w-went to help Kouris, and… w-when Oak came for us, we knew something was wrong. It wasn’t hard to guess. Ah. I explained what was happening to the pane in Jindval and they wanted to help. They d-didn’t want to… sit in the mountains while Thule was under attack,” Sen explained, still catching her breath. “Of course they’ll never fight, but… But we found our own way to help.” 
 
    Kouris grinned at Sen as she climbed onto Oak’s back. 
 
    “She’s selling herself short. She made a damn good case to them,” Kouris assured me. “Still, guess it helps when a tribe isn’t so close to what I did, all those years back. Makes ‘em a little less reluctant to act.” 
 
    With a pat on the side of his neck, Oak took to the air. Any unrest in the crowd settled as all eyes fixed on the dragon drifting overhead. Kouris leant over his side and bellowed at the top of her lungs. 
 
    “Listen here! We’ve come this far together and we’ve kept everyone safe in the process. As long as we’re sticking together, no one will touch us. Not Rylan. Not the Agadians!” Kouris called, met with a burst of cheering. “This is where we make our final stand. We’ve got ‘em scared and there’s nowhere left for ‘em to run! All we have to do is stand our ground and work together, human and pane alike. We wait. We wait for Rylan to go crawling to Queen Claire!” 
 
    As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Oak flew on, so she could address another portion of her makeshift army, spreading the message with more enthusiasm each time. I heard people cheering from the other side of the castle and headed back to the tower with Sen and Kidira at my side. 
 
    Sen was welcomed back with a hug that would’ve knocked the breath out of a human from Akela, and Claire looked away from Thule for long enough to put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    It would be easy to mistake what had happened for a victory, but Claire and Kidira ensured it wasn’t so. Claire didn’t dare to smile and understood that more than ever, it was time to be cautious. To remain focused. We’d backed Rylan into a corner but Agados was still there, ready to strike. 
 
    The people of Thule stood watch over the castle all night, torches held high and as they sung, deep and hopeful, Haru-Taiki extinguished his own fires. 
 
    It didn’t take long, after that. The curtain had fallen and Rylan was free to cross Kondo-Kana’s invisible lines. 
 
    Aren arrived in the morning, without an escort, without a sword or scroll. 
 
    “Mother,” Claire said. She rose to her feet but did not move to meet Aren. “Did Rylan send you?” 
 
    No one in the banquet hall dared to breathe. I shifted in my seat, causing a chair leg to scrape against stone, but it wasn’t enough to draw anyone’s attention from Aren. 
 
    “Send me?” Aren asked with a hollow laugh. “My darling, I have spent the last five days begging Rylan to speak with you. I do not recall when I last slept. My nights have been consumed by imploring him to be reasonable. To surrender. You have proven yourself the ruler he never could be, yet with all forces pressing in around him, he still presumes to have something to hold over you.” 
 
    “He’s still trying to bargain?” Reis called from the other end of the table. “Here’s a bargain: he personally apologises to every last person in Thule and we don’t cave his sorry skull in.” 
 
    Aren’s gaze lingered on Reis for half a second. She curled her lip in distaste and didn’t grace them with an answer. 
 
    “Are you coming, Claire? You will not have this window of opportunity for long,” Aren said. “He has been utterly inconsolable all night and insists on covering it with his anger. What a foolish boy he has turned out to be.” 
 
    There were a hundred things Claire could’ve said to her mother, but she saved all that roiled within her for Rylan. Cane in hand, she made her way around the table and all rose, intent on accompanying her. 
 
    “This is to be a negotiation, Claire. You are not partaking in a circus,” Aren said, sighing heavily. “You do not need this rabble of spectators.” 
 
    Claire only half-listened to her mother. She gestured for most of the table to sit back down, but Kouris and I remained either side of her, while Kidira and Akela followed closely behind. 
 
    “Oi,” Reis called after Aren. “You got Eden over there?” 
 
    Eden’s name made Aren take notice. She turned to Reis, looked them up and down, and said, “Eden was so very willing to spill Claire’s secrets. All of them imaginary, of course. She has half of Rylan’s soldiers heading north of the wall to put down the supposed army of half-dead dragons your necromancer has raised in preparation for his return. Smart thinking, honestly.” 
 
    Something akin to pride and relief spread across Reis’ face. 
 
    Aren tapped a hand against the doorframe and said, “Rylan had been gone from Thule for a long time. The rumour was easily encouraged. Do not think that any of you would still be standing, if not for how stretched his forces have found themselves.” 
 
    She caught Claire’s eye. 
 
    “She has never let you down, my darling. She has done more for you than you can rightly see. Ensure that she is treated well, after this, for you will certainly not allow me to set things right.” 
 
    Claire was about to reply but Reis placed a hand on her shoulder and whispered something into her ear. Claire considered it, nodded slowly, and Reis headed through the doors, taking their own path to Rylan’s side of the castle. 
 
    We headed into enemy territory but there was no threat in it. Not anymore. If Rylan lashed out against us and we were forced to put an end to him, there would be no real repercussions. His second in command could not stand against Kouris’ army. Especially not with so many of his soldiers chasing dragons that didn’t exist. 
 
    Haru-Taiki caught up and led us to a hallway with a high, arched ceiling. I recognised the doors to the throne room immediately and knew that Rylan had spent the night sat on a throne that would never be his. The soldiers scattered along the hallway were worn in a way no battle could account for, sleep-deprived and silenced. They’d wanted to surrender a long time ago. 
 
    It was over for everyone, save Rylan. 
 
    Aren refused to open the doors to the throne room, still believing it ought to house her throne. Two soldiers, as weary as all the others we’d passed, jumped forward and opened the double doors for us. They were almost as eager as us to get negotiations underway. 
 
    The throne room was lit by a dozen torches held against the walls with golden hooks. Rylan had taken Claire’s throne for his own and was sitting slumped in it, legs hooked over an arm. He’d outdone Claire, when it came to having been awake for too long, and shook his head at the sight of us. 
 
    It was hardly becoming of a King. 
 
    He didn’t look the part, even with the crown propped crookedly atop his head. His hair had come loose and twisted with the golden branches of the crown, and his cloak hung around him like a blanket. 
 
    “Mother,” Rylan said, sighing. “What did I tell you? I do not wish to speak with her.”  
 
    “She is your sister, Rylan, and you are the root of all this trouble. You will find a resolution and you will find it now,” Aren ordered, but did not dare approach the throne. 
 
    Behind it, Katja was as prim as she wanted people to believe she always was. Her hair was combed perfectly into place, held back with a golden clasp, and I’d no doubt she’d stolen her dress from some noble’s wardrobe. Not that mere theft stopped it from fitting as though every inch of the fabric had been measured for her and her alone. 
 
    Katja caught Kidira’s eye from across the room. They stared at one another, fighting to keep their expressions neutral. 
 
    “Rylan,” Claire said gently, and approached the throne. “This has to stop. You’ve lost and there’s nothing more you can do. Please. Do not continue to punish Thule.” 
 
    Claire stopped at the shallow steps leading to the throne and Kouris and I remained at her side. Kidira and Akela stood with Aren, making themselves part of the background, and Rylan rose to his feet. He was surprisingly composed once he was moving. He stood straight, adjusted his crown and cloak, and clasped his hands behind his back as he paced the room. 
 
    “I understand what you must think of me. I know that you believe me to be remorseless, unfeeling; you no longer remember me as the brother I was. You can no longer reconcile me with the memories of the young man who would take all sorts of blame, that you and Alexander might go unpunished. But I am still your brother, Claire. I have missed you. I have spent long nights awake, tormented by the thought of what became of you in Isin,” Rylan said. “I do not want to fight you. All this bickering amongst family members is most untoward. There are ways for us to work together. Even now, there is still hope for us both. 
 
    “What I did to Kastelir was unforgivable. I see that now. Whether Queen Kidira speaks the truth or not is far beyond the matter. People died in their millions. There is no going back from that. But what we can do is help repair Kastelir. My attempts to rebuild the country over the last two years have been in earnest. With your phoenix, we can forge something greater from the fire.” 
 
    Behind him, Katja didn’t blink. 
 
    Claire tilted her head to the side, piecing together what Rylan had said. 
 
    “You mean to say that you would work alongside me to restore the territories?” Claire asked, not daring to believe it. “You have not promised them to Agados?” 
 
    “I have not,” Rylan said, lifting his chin proudly. “That deal is no more. I saw the error of my ways long before I admitted to them, and saw that part of the bargain ground to dust, on the condition we give the Agadians something greater.” 
 
    For a moment, there was a spark of hope. 
 
    Knowing her words would banish it, Claire didn’t speak. 
 
    “Surrender to me,” Rylan said, and everything slipped between our fingers. “I will give you the position of power you crave. I will allow you to oversee Kastelir’s restoration. I will send the Agadians back to Soldato.” 
 
    Claire took a deep breath and bowed her head. As desperately deluded as Rylan had become, she felt genuine sorrow for him. He reached for power that wasn’t his to offer and his composure slipped at what he took to be a slight.  
 
    “You have some better plan, do you?” Rylan snapped. He darted down the steps with haste enough for his cloak to billow behind him. “The people enjoy making a spectacle of themselves. That’s all their support is. Return to me in a handful of days and we shall see how many of them have abandoned their Queen in favour of their beds.” 
 
    Claire said nothing and Rylan snarled, green eyes flashing as he stormed back up the steps. 
 
    Katja stepped around the throne and placed a reassuring hand on Rylan’s shoulder. He shook her off, eyes fixed on Claire and Claire alone, determined to get a rise out of her. Determined to prove that she was as desperate as he was; that there was something of equal footing here. 
 
    “What did you promise the Agadians, Rylan?” Claire asked quietly. 
 
    Rylan said nothing but finally broke his gaze to turn to me.  
 
    “The Agadians aren’t interested in the burnt-out husk that is Kastelir, not as they once were, and that land isn’t Rylan’s to offer,” Katja said, delight tinting her words in lieu of desperation. “They’ve all they could ever need behind their walls. A necromancer, however, is enough for them to part with entire platoons for.” 
 
    “So how’s that going to happen?” Kouris asked when I could find no words of my own. “Reckon you’re just gonna take the necromancer in question and we’re all gonna let you stroll out of here with her?” 
 
    Me. It was all about me. After all this time, everything Katja did revolved around me. Something worse than fear spiked in my chest. 
 
    Rylan removed Claire’s crown and ran his fingers through his hair.  
 
    “No,” he snapped. “You are going to hand her over.” 
 
    There was more he wanted to say but his teeth were fused together. He made for the far end of the room, shaking his head as he went. Kidira and Akela stepped forward and Kidira didn’t stop until she was on the first step, staring up at Katja. 
 
    “Does Agados not realise that they already have a necromancer, and that she is here?” Kidira asked. “Or is that it? Is Halla so beyond their control that they have no choice but to let her come here? Does Agados intend to treat Rowan as a blank slate and start over?”  
 
    Katja’s mouth quirked into a smile but when she spoke, she did so over Kidira’s head. She could not meet her gaze and retain her calm at the same time. 
 
    “Halla is loyal to the King of Agados. She may be here but it is only because her leash is long. She is trusted,” Katja explained. “I am a healer; I can ensure Halla goes only where she needs to be. She is here to convince Rowan that it is a worthy bargain.” 
 
    I hated that she used my name in front of everyone else. I hated how startling the contrast was between her and Rylan. I hated the way she smiled pleasantly as he raged, for Katja’s calm lashed out at me worse than the stomping of Rylan’s boots. I had seen her at her lowest, when control was truly lost to her, and knew what she could do. 
 
    I did not dare think of what she was capable of, draped in power, having had months to prepare. 
 
    “Why are we letting Northwood go?” Akela asked. With her next to me, I wasn’t afraid of what Rylan and Katja were planning. “Why are we saying yes, you are taking our friend and this is fine?” 
 
    Rylan placed a fist against the wall, and then his forehead. Katja wasn’t particularly concerned. She waited for him to return, and after a series of deep breaths, he gathered himself and strode back towards us. 
 
    A spark of confidence lit up his eyes and brought the colour back to his face. 
 
    “Perhaps father was right to name you as his successor. Perhaps you were always meant for this task,” Rylan said, nodding to himself. “But I was always on your heels. Always second-best. And being second-best to you, sister, is no slight. I am more than capable, and if you believe you have done enough to force me to surrender then you are sorely mistaken.” 
 
    Irritation creased Claire’s brow and she bit back her initial response. 
 
    “What is it, Rylan?” Claire asked. “What am I missing?” 
 
    Rylan and Katja shared a smile. The satisfaction rippling between them twisted in the pit of my stomach and rose as bile. They’d been building up to this. They knew that the entirety of Agados descending upon Thule wouldn’t be enough to force Claire to hand me over and were confident regardless. 
 
    “The gunpowder explosions from earlier were a fine way to gain access to the castle and spread chaos throughout all of Thule. Getting rid of the barracks didn’t hurt our cause, either,” Rylan said, fingers twisting together and breaking apart in anticipation. “Do you truly believe that I would not utilise such a weapon elsewhere? Do you truly think that my soldiers were out there merely to starve the city; to starve my people? Do not be ridiculous, Claire. 
 
    “There is gunpowder yet, sown throughout Thule. Tens of thousands may be gathered outside the gates, but there are hundreds of thousands in their homes. Crowding public spaces. Do you wish to see the entirety of Thule destroyed to protect a single necromancer?” 
 
    Rylan spurned the idea of letting his people starve and threatened their lives in the next moment.  
 
    None of us breathed a word. My heart thudded in my empty chest and I heard a creaking in the back of my mind, feeling the scales shift in Rylan’s favour. 
 
    It wasn’t true, I desperately told myself. It wasn’t true, because if it was, there was no way out of this for us. Claire would never allow harm to come to the people of Thule, in the same way she’d never hand me over. It was an impossible choice. And yet no matter what she did, something had to give. Either I went or the city was left as much rubble as Isin was. 
 
    It was happening again. I was being chased out because of what I was. 
 
    My home was being threatened and I couldn’t let Claire make this decision. She couldn’t live with it. 
 
    I had to go with them. If it was true, I had to surrender myself to the Agadians. 
 
    “A simple choice,” Katja said, hand on Rylan’s elbow. “You hand over the necromancer and your crown and Felheim goes free. Thule survives. We pour all of the gunpowder in the lake, if it makes you happy.” 
 
    The necromancer, Katja said. My name was gone again. I was nothing to her. Nothing, nothing. Just another bargaining chip. 
 
    “And suppose I kill you?” Kidira asked Rylan. 
 
    She caught my eye and I nodded. I was ready. Ready to do whatever I had to.  
 
    “Oh, by all means. Imagine that I have no contingency plan, if that entertains you so,” Rylan said, laughing dryly. Aren rushed over to us, having no idea that his poisoned weed of a plan had burrowed so deeply into Thule, but he raised his hands before she could speak. “If I am to die, then my power passes to Kouris. It has all been laid out rather neatly. Our soldiers trust her as they trust me. I never would’ve made it this far without her guidance.” 
 
    “And if I kill the both of you?” came Kidira’s next question. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas. Should word spread that both of us have fallen, that our army is without its leaders, then the Agadians have very clear instructions to do as they wish with Thule and take whatever remains, necromancer and all.” 
 
    That couldn’t be our only choice. 
 
    Trading Rylan for Katja couldn’t be the best we could hope for. 
 
    Kidira scowled, sorry to have asked the question. With her usual method of dealing with things futile, Akela said nothing and Claire looked to Kouris, to her mother, desperate for someone to tell her there was a third option. 
 
    “Do you understand?” Katja asked me, ever mocking to the end. 
 
    I said nothing. There were no words left inside of me. Once more, Katja had drained me dry. 
 
    “Well?” Rylan asked, but I couldn’t look away from Katja. “What is your decision, dear sister?” 
 
    “I…” Claire began. Her mouth moved but didn’t form words. What good would fighting for me do now? “I cannot. This is no choice, Rylan. I cannot tell you what you wish to hear.” 
 
    “Cannot or will not?” Rylan asked. “Don’t dawdle. I fear the Agadians will think me prematurely perished and enact our plans without waiting for word from the castle.” 
 
    Rylan wasn’t bluffing. 
 
    I’d been in Isin. I’d seen the castle fall and fires spread. I’d seen the bodies lining the streets and I’d spent long years aching for Claire. 
 
    He’d do it. He’d take Thule out with him, and neither Felheim nor the territories would stand a chance. 
 
    “I’ll go. I’ll go to Agados,” I blurted out. “Just don’t hurt anyone else. Don’t destroy Thule.” 
 
    Claire reached out but I moved before she could grasp my shoulder. 
 
    “Northwood,” Akela snapped. “We are not letting you go with those people. We are finding another way.” 
 
    But what else was there for it? What other way did this end for me?  
 
    It ended as it started: with what I was isolating me. I had never escaped my village, not really. I had only delayed the inevitable. 
 
    Claire called my name but I couldn’t look at her. I couldn’t stand to see her heartbroken, couldn’t take the sight of Kouris with all her strength and cheer drained. 
 
    Instead, I turned to Katja. I expected her to grin, endlessly endeared by the paths life forced me down, but she was not marking this as a victory over me. Her face had paled and her lower lip trembled, and Kidira and I were the only ones who noticed. Everyone else’s eyes were fixed on Rylan. 
 
    One of Katja’s hands slipped behind her back. She placed the other against the line of Rylan’s jaw. When he turned to meet her eye, she didn’t smile. Her face darkened like the sea before a storm and with all the strength she’d once driven into me, she pulled my dragon-bone knife from the small of her back and thrust it deep into Rylan’s throat. 
 
    He bellowed in pain until the blood in his lungs muted his screaming. Katja retrieved the knife and struck him clean through the chest. 
 
    “You bastard,” she seethed, and death struggled to rush into all the holes Katja had stabbed into Rylan’s chest. “You heartless, heartless man.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXXV 
 
    Blood soaked Katja's dress. I trembled not for Rylan, but for myself. I'd been there and I couldn't go back. I couldn't. Katja's blood-splattered arms grew heavy and Rylan was dead the moment he hit the ground.  
 
    Because she could not sense death as I could, and because rage ran through her still, Katja knelt and plunged the knife – Claire’s knife, my knife – in one final time. I saw myself sprawled out on her apartment floor, felt everything in my chest tangle as my heart begged me to keep it safe. Kouris wrapped an arm around me and pulled me back.  
 
    Rising to her feet, Katja trembled as I did. Tears ran down her face, dripped from her chin and mixed with the blood on her hands.  
 
    All of her composure was gone. Months of planning were lost to a single moment.  
 
    Aren howled for her son, knees hitting a pool of his blood, but the rest of us didn't have a syllable to share.  
 
    “Mother...” Katja began, words weak and raw. “Did you honestly believe I'd ally myself with the many who destroyed our Kingdom? He took everything from us. He destroyed all that you had built, all I had worked for. He burnt our people alive and toppled our towers. He took you from me for years and he tried to take Akela from us.”  
 
    I'd been right. She'd known I was on the balcony above her. Akela was family and she'd risked Rylan's trust to save her from the fire.  
 
    I hated myself for wanting to thank her. I hated that it wasn't an unfamiliar sensation. 
 
    I hated how certain I was she’d taken my knife for a reason.  
 
    “Oh, Kouris,” Kidira murmured slowly as she climbed the steps towards her. She held out her arms and Katja fell into them, sobbing. She clung to the back of Kidira's shirt and wailed. “It's over, Kouris. I'm here.”  
 
    Kidira placed a hand atop Katja's head and rocked her in her arms. She looked over her shoulder at us and there was no relief in her expression. Nothing that said she was glad to have her daughter back, no matter the cost. She shook her head and gestured for us to step back, lest the worst was yet to come.  
 
    It was the first time she'd embraced Katja since thinking her dead and blood bound them together.  
 
    “You heard what he said, didn't you?” Katja asked. “It was the only way for it. I had to spend so long, so very long with him. I had to ensure he trusted me, because we could not take down his forces from the outside. Power passes to me, now. It is all in writing. Oh, I made certain of that much. I know where the gunpowder is hidden. We can end this now. I can tell my soldiers that the necromancer is ours, that the Queen has abdicated. The gunpowder kegs will be removed, and... and...”  
 
    “Hush,” Kidira said, not daring to close her eyes. “We will see it done.”  
 
    But we couldn't let Katja speak to her soldiers drenched in their King's blood.  
 
    Katja's plans were extensive. She was crying and shaking but driving that knife into Rylan wasn't something that had happened in the heat of the moment. A second dress was neatly folded beneath the throne Rylan had sprawled across and Kidira helped Katja strip off the bloodied clothing. She used the patches of her first dress that weren't stained red to wipe Katja's face and hands as best she could, and we stood as statues, not saying a word, waiting for Katja to stop crying.  
 
    Not to say it was silent in the rest of the hall. Aren was wailing on her knees, beating the floor with a fist and sobbing no, no, no. Finally, I thought: finally, she was showing something genuine. Rylan remained as stubborn in death as he was in life.  
 
    “Should I...?” I murmured.  
 
    Claire closed her eyes.  
 
    “He went too far. This was the only way he'd ever stop,” she whispered. “Why should we save him, after all those he has sent to their graves.”  
 
    With Kouris' help she knelt at her mother's side and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  
 
    “No,” Aren hissed, pushing her away. “This is your fault. Had you not betrayed us, had you never fled to Kastelir, Rylan wouldn't have become this. You did this to your brother, Claire. You did this.”  
 
    Even Akela flinched.  
 
    “Mother,” Claire said gently, and reached for her again.  
 
    This time Aren clung to the front of her shirt and sobbed into her shoulder.  
 
    I leant against Kouris, dizzy, and told myself it was over. We'd won. But if this was to be our victory, I longed for the unease that had choked us these past weeks. Months. Years. I was numb in more ways than one, unable to feel what I ought to: relief that I didn't have to leave, agony for Claire and her mother, and fear, in the face of Katja.  
 
    After all this time, it was still there, clutching at my heart like a fist and turning my thoughts against me. Katja sniffed, jaw trembling as she held Kidira's shoulders for balance, and my wrist ached down to the marrow.  
 
    I pulled at my fingers, dug my nails into my knuckles, and without a word, Kouris took both of my hands in her own.  
 
    “Goodness me. I believe the worst of it is out of my system,” Katja said, putting on a brave face. Kidira wiped a stray tear from her cheek. “I'd better get on with it, hadn't I? Rylan was not merely bluffing when he said the Agadians might assume the worst and act without our say so.”  
 
    Kidira nodded and Katja made for the throne room doors.   
 
    “I always forget how heavy these doors are,” Katja called to the soldiers outside. “That's something I'll have to change, isn't it? Dear me, please, don't trouble yourselves,” she quickly added when the soldiers tried to open the doors all the way. “Rylan and I have reached an agreement with his sister. Have the Agadians round up the gunpowder kegs, would you? As expected, she only agreed to the trade once Thule was safe. Not that Rylan or I ever truly intended to harm any of his people, of course.”  
 
    “Yes, ma'am,” one of the soldiers said. “We're relieved this is finally over.”  
 
    “As are we all,” Katja agreed. “Now that the situation is under control, you needn't waste any more time standing guard. Rylan has his sister thoroughly detained—not that much in the way of shackles are needed with her condition. I'm sure you're all eager to do your part for Thule, though. You're both from here, aren't you? Do have the gunpowder brought to the lake, if you would.”  
 
    Katja closed the doors before they could answer.  
 
    “They'll be gone in a matter of moments,” Katja said, bouncing back to her old self. “We ought to collect Prince Alexander and Lady Eden. They're being held in chambers close by.”  
 
    “It's wise that I'm not seen in the castle,” Claire said. Had she wanted to leave, her mother wouldn’t have let her. “I'll remain here until the gunpowder has been gathered, then address Thule.”  
 
    Putting together a plan helped us regain some of our momentum.  
 
    “I am thinking, it is best if I am also staying, yes? If anyone is trying to get through the doors, I am stopping them,” Akela said.   
 
    “And I'd better be making certain the people know to let the Agadians through,” Kouris said. “Last thing we need is a scuffle with gunpowder in the middle.”  
 
    I thought of the torches the people held high and pressed my fingertips to my forehead.  
 
    Something possessed me. I heard myself say, “I'll go with Kidira to find Alex and Eden,” and though everyone looked at me, no one said that it meant going with Katja, as well.  
 
    As much as I hated to admit it, some part of me was hoping Katja would betray us yet. That this was only a small fragment of her plan and she wasn't our saviour after all. She hadn't saved me. I couldn't let myself think that, let alone believe it. This was about getting revenge for Kastelir and that's all it had ever been about.  
 
    Anything involving me was incidental at best.   
 
    Claire managed to break away from her mother for a moment. She took an unsteady step and put her arms around me.  
 
    “You were going to give yourself up,” Claire whispered. I wanted to cling to the back of her shirt and never let go, but my hands were too heavy to lift. “Why, Rowan?”  
 
    “They were going to destroy Thule,” I murmured. “I couldn't let them do that.”  
 
    “We would've found another way,” Claire said, and because she believed it, I did too.  
 
    I left with Katja and Kidira amongst a thick, stifling silence. The soldiers were gone, off to retrieve the gunpowder kegs, and I had never seen Kidira so blank in the face before. There was no anger swelling beneath her expression, no rage circling behind her eyes; no relief, no sorrow.  
 
    We came to a chamber a short distance from the throne room and I moved to Katja's side, determined to finally look at her.  
 
    I'd plastered my hand against her throat and beaten her in a way that would've left anyone else dead, the last time we'd been this close. Her blood had stained my hands and face and though it didn't make me feel any better in the least, I never would've been able to stop, if not for Varn.  
 
    She'd been afraid. For a single, solitary moment, Katja had been afraid of me.  
 
    Now, she stood smiling, distantly proud of what she'd done.  
 
    “Do you think this is going to make the others trust you?” I asked. “Don't you see the way your own mother is looking at you?”  
 
    Katja sighed her practised, dreary sigh.  
 
    “Rowan, dear. Do you think things would have ever reached this point, had you listened to me? You remember the day you first saw Rylan at my side, do you not? I tried to tell you that I was on your side – that I am always on your side – but you were too blinded by your anger. You have to learn to let go,” she said. “Had you killed Rylan then as I know you can, none of this would've happened. Thule wouldn't have been taken and the Agadians never would've been allowed into Felheim.”  
 
    It wasn't true. Couldn't be. If I'd killed Rylan, power would've fallen to someone else, and it wouldn’t have been Katja, back then.  
 
    “Stop it,” was all I could say.  
 
    “I imagine we'll be seeing a lot of one another, dear. It wounds me that you cannot bring yourself to trust me, after all the secrets I've kept for you,” Katja said, lowering her voice. Leaning close, she whispered, “I never did tell anyone what you did for Uncle Jonas, did I? Do keep that in mind.”  
 
    “Stop it,” I repeated, and Kidira caught up to us.  
 
    Placing a hand on Katja's shoulder, she eased her back. She didn't move us away from one another: she moved Katja away from me. I tried to catch Kidira's eye but she only stared at the door and said, “We've wasted enough time.”  
 
    Katja unlocked the door without further delay. To say that Eden and Alex stopped what they were doing to look at us would imply that they’d been doing something but waiting endlessly. They looked at us, took a moment to process what was happening, and leapt to their feet.  
 
    “Rowan!” Alex said, voice brimming with more hope than he’d allowed himself to feel.  
 
    Questions hung in the air between us. I wanted to shrink from Eden's gaze, until I realised that she didn’t know enough about Katja and me to do any more than stare. All she saw was a mingling of two sides. There was nothing deeper to it than that.  
 
    “We've done it,” I told them. “Well, Rylan's army thinks they've done it. They're taking all of the gunpowder out of the city and—”  
 
    “Gunpowder?” Alex asked, about to fall back into his seat.  
 
    “It's a long story. Rylan was going to use gunpowder to destroy Thule, if Claire didn't surrender,” I said. “But it's fine. Rylan's army is bringing the gunpowder here and we're going to get rid of it. Then we'll let them know that Rylan isn't... he's...”  
 
    “He's dead,” Katja said. There was no boast behind her words, and she evoked no sadness on her own part.  
 
    “Kouris,” Alex said. He spoke as though he did not know how to shape her name, even after he’d said it. “I had heard from my sister that you were… You are alive.” 
 
    Katja tilted her head, unable to see any face but Rylan’s in his. 
 
    “Oh. Alex. How are you?” she asked, attention immediately wandering. 
 
    Alex didn’t blink. 
 
    Eden placed a hand on his back and helped him sit back down.  
 
    “But Rylan, he...” Alex murmured. “I knew he was desperate, but... Surely there...”  
 
    His words faded into nothing as he rubbed his mouth. Deeming they had been given enough of an explanation, Katja made for a desk in the corner, unlocked the top drawer, and took a leaf of paper from it.  
 
    “An inventory,” she said in reply to Kidira's questioning gaze. “It will be rather useful to ensure we've collected all of the kegs.”  
 
    And to think, I'd been so caught off-guard by the day's events that I didn't think to question why Katja cared to free Alex and Eden. Of course there was something in it for her.  
 
    “What will happen to Halla?” I asked.  
 
    I couldn't look at her, but my words were clear.  
 
    “Hm? Oh, goodness me, Halla,” Katja said, brightening. “Yes, I do believe she'll do as she pleases, for Agados do not have as strong a hold over her as they would like to believe. Did you know that there is a great stone room in the King's tower with no windows, no furniture? Nothing but grates where fire rises. It is a furnace, if you will, meant for the necromancers that disobey him. He has found reason to use it many, many times. Of course, what Halla pleases tends to line up with the Agadians’ wishes, so I expect her to be back in Soldato within the month. A terrible shame, really. I had hoped I would be able to work with her.”  
 
    “Don't you dare go near her,” I said, eyes snapping up to meet hers.  
 
    “Come now, Rowan. You cannot dismiss my attention and then become so awfully petty when I show interest in another necromancer,” Katja said.  
 
    She raised an eyebrow, challenging me. She was baiting me and I knew it, but I wanted to scream that she had taken so much more than my hand, that her torture was not only in what I had felt along her knife’s blade but in the way she had manipulated what I knew to be right and true and misaligned my memories. But Alex and Eden were there. Kidira was there. I couldn’t let it spill from me, lest the bile of my anger make Katja seem like the reasonable one. 
 
    “Varn won’t always be around to stop me,” I said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Varn won’t always be around to stop me,” I repeated. “She’ll go back to Canth eventually, and then it’ll be you and me, and… and…” 
 
    “Another death threat? They lose their impact after the second or third attempt, dear,” she said, but the laugh that followed was too shrill for me not to have touched on something resembling fear. 
 
    Kidira watched the exchange while Alex and Eden tried to fit the pieces together. My shoulders tensed and I wanted to disappear within myself, into the floorboards, because if this was the cost of victory then I could not, I would not be able to— 
 
    “Kouris,” Kidira said, loud and clear. “If I so much as see you look in Rowan’s direction ever again, you will learn very quickly that my threats are not so empty as hers.” 
 
    Now it was Katja’s turn to tense. She weighed her options and in light of the turmoil that still lingered, did nothing but say, “Yes, mother,” as she muttered something about heading to the lake to ensure all of the gunpowder was disposed of. 
 
    Kidira directed Alex to the banquet hall and waited for Eden and me in the doorway. 
 
    “Rowan,” Eden said, hands on my shoulders. “It’s so good to see you. To know that everyone’s safe. I had been so very worried and more than useless locked back there, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Not useless. Rylan sent half his army to fight non-existent dragons, thanks to you.” 
 
    She allowed herself a brief smile.  
 
    “I’m glad. Even pretending to betray Claire left me quite unsettled and had none of it been worth it…” She shook her head and placed a hand on my cheek. “Are you alright, Rowan? I can’t pretend to understand what just happened, but—” 
 
    “Have you seen Reis?” I asked, almost tripping over the awkward change of subject. 
 
    “Reis?” 
 
    “They left to find you earlier,” I said. “They went a few times.” 
 
    “They did?” Eden asked, as surprised to hear that as she was to know we’d won. “I do hope they’re alright.” 
 
    I took her hand and led her out of the room. Kidira navigated the corridors with ease and led us out of the castle and into the woods beyond. A glimpse behind me showed how wrong Rylan had been; if people had left for their beds, twice as many had awoken and headed for the castle gates. Eden trailed behind as wonder lit up her face. I tugged her along, watching Kouris and Oak fly above the crowds, escorting the Agadians with their gunpowder kegs, all of them under the impression that Rylan was on the throne and I was about to be handed over to them. 
 
    Katja would change their orders, soon. They’d know that I wasn’t to be taken. I’d stop feeling as though I was about to be torn away from everyone I knew and loved any moment now. 
 
    I squeezed Eden’s hand. She didn’t understand why but she squeezed back just as tightly. 
 
    It took hours for the gunpowder to be gathered and sent to the bottom of the lake. Katja meticulously checked every keg off the inventory and corresponding map and Kidira kept a close eye on her as she worked. My heart pushed itself into my throat with every keg that was carried past, for the soldiers were gradually becoming less and less certain of why they were being made to destroy the gunpowder, even under Katja’s watchful gaze.  
 
    As the gunpowder was washed away, unease spread throughout the city. The Agadian forces had gathered in front of the castle and stood in neatly formed grids, each a hundred strong. Kouris could do little to placate a city that was convinced their Queen had fallen. 
 
    Once every grain of gunpowder was in the bottom of the lake, I returned to Claire. Alex and Aren remained at Rylan’s side. I took Claire by the arm, leading her to a balcony she could address the Kingdom from. Once the people saw her, the crowd would turn to relief, not a mob. 
 
    “I’m sorry for how this all ended,” I said. “I’m sorry we lost so much of the castle, so many people. That Rylan’s…” 
 
    “Rylan ensured that there was no other way for it to end,” she said, but nothing resembling cruelty filled her voice. “I will do what I can to not remember him for this alone. But I shall never forgive him, either.” 
 
    It didn’t matter how many times I told myself that this was it: it was over. I didn’t believe it. Couldn’t. The moment I did, the moment I accepted that there was something other than ruin around us, it would all be pulled away. The best I could bring myself to say was that things had not ended as poorly as they could’ve. I could see nothing but years of work ahead of us, and a hundred new problems. 
 
    “People are going to remember Katja as a hero, aren’t they?” I asked. 
 
    I had never been more grateful that I couldn’t read. Decades from now, history books would be adorned with her name: Kouris Katja Nyarko, the woman who’d finally taken down Prince Rylan after years spent leaving destruction in his wake; the woman who’d taken control of the invading Agadian forces and chased them from our Kingdom; the woman who’d done it all for Kastelir and saw life returned to the territories. 
 
    And why wouldn’t she be remembered that way? It was all true. Save for a handful of regretful days, she was the hero here. The only bad thing anyone could say was that she had pushed a necromancer too far. 
 
    “I expect so,” Claire said. With half the city on the verge of clawing its way into the castle, she stopped and tapped her fingers beneath my chin, ensuring I was looking at her. “But you know from Kouris that rumours are wont to outlive the truth. We will find a way to ensure that your story is heard, Rowan. Know that we do not trust Katja. Know that this does not somehow redeem her; that a lifetime spent healing these lands will not redeem her, either. 
 
    “Right now, this is the only choice we have. It is the only way to guarantee Felheim’s safety. The fact that you are here with me, striding forward in spite of what has happened not only today but in the past is a sign of your bravery. And do not think that is a reflection on what Katja has done: she has not created anything within you. This is who you always were and always will be. Remember that.” 
 
    I had been willing to hand myself over to the Agadians for the sake of Felheim. With Claire at my side, I knew I could stand by Katja for the same reason. 
 
    “Everyone’s getting restless,” I said, glancing towards the stairs. “Your Kingdom’s waiting for you.” 
 
    At the top of a curved staircase, arched glass doors opened onto a balcony at the very centre of the castle. Haru-Taiki flew across the crowds, garnering their attention, and made his way to Claire’s outstretched arm. Haru-Taiki landing was enough to get the ripple of unrest to turn to staggered, speculative silence. People grasped at each other’s shoulders, pushed themselves onto tiptoes and squinted, to see who was really on the balcony. 
 
    “That’d be your Queen!” Kouris bellowed from on high. 
 
    Claire raised her hand and word spread through the ring of Thulians in a matter of seconds. A deafening roar reached the clouds and a swell of applause and cheer forced even Claire to smile. Kouris brought Oak around, and he landed in front of the Agadians. 
 
    They were bewildered. Katja stood on the balcony with us, Kidira, Akela and Eden close behind, but none of us were prisoners. Claire had taken the crown from Rylan’s head and the King the Agadians expected did not stand before them. The Felheimish and Kastelirian bulk of Rylan’s forces were scattered to the sides, weapons on the ground. They understood that it was over. 
 
    “Rylan has fallen,” Katja announced. “This alliance has come to an end, long after it ought to have. Your gunpowder is gone and our forces are vast. You would do well to return to Agados and tell your King to trouble us no more.” 
 
    The few Agadians who understood Mesomium passed the message back through their numbers. They’d never accept any order they didn’t wish to follow, yet what she said didn’t anger them. That in itself was unnerving. There was no discontent murmur; not a single soldier stepped out of formation or slumped their shoulders. 
 
    Only one man moved. Confidence preluded his every step as he marched towards the castle, stopping close enough to the balcony to be heard. 
 
    Close enough to be seen. 
 
    Tirok didn’t have to remove his helm. I recognised his eyes well enough. 
 
    “We were promised the necromancer,” he said, fixing his eyes on Katja as he pointed his spear at me. “What you have done with the gunpowder is your own business. We have more than delivered on our side of the deal. We will leave once we have it.” 
 
    “Goodness, Tirok. I know you are intent on ignoring every suggestion I make, but I know you are not deaf to my words,” Katja said, leaning over the railings. “Rylan has fallen and the offer is rescinded. If you have a problem with that, do feel free to take it up with his corpse. Now run along, before the Queen changes her mind about letting you go.” 
 
    Tirok stared at Katja without blinking and continued to speak for all the Agadians. 
 
    For his King. 
 
    “We will not leave without the necromancer.” 
 
    Katja sighed and Claire said, “Go. Rowan stays with us. Leave now or my army will drag you through the territories and back to Agados.” 
 
    “We will take the necromancer,” he repeated. 
 
    Not a single soldier drew their sword or raised a spear. 
 
    “You wish to stand against all of us?” Claire asked, spreading her arms out towards the horizon. 
 
    There were more people than ever around the castle, now that Rylan was defeated and the city was safe. They were so eager to get a glimpse of their Queen that our soldiers had difficulty making their way through the crowd. Guards rushed from the castle, meeting our soldiers in their golden armour, led by Ash. 
 
    Ash, in one piece, utterly exhausted but willing to use the last of her energy to salute Claire. 
 
    Tirok slammed the hilt of his spear against the ground. 
 
    The platoon parted, but not before I understood what they were hiding. 
 
    Who they were hiding. 
 
    Halla had been brought out without so much as a shawl draped over her shoulders. She shivered, held in place by the cold. Tirok put a hand on her elbow and whispered something in her ear. She bowed her head and though she did not wince, something twisted inside of her. 
 
    For a moment, I felt nothing from her. I mistakenly thought that something had been muted within her, that her light had been dimmed. And then it struck me, sharp through the chest. I recoiled though nothing but the wind truly touched me. Everything she had, every ounce of power she didn’t realise was hers, coiled tightly in her chest, ready to be harnessed for the Agadians’ use. 
 
    “Halla,” I murmured, rubbing my knuckles against my chest. 
 
    Behind us, boots hit the stairs. Varn and Atalanta joined us, weapons ever at the ready. 
 
    Without realising what she’d walked in on, Varn said, “Never guess what we found!” 
 
    A third set of footsteps followed, slow and heavy, and Reis stepped onto the balcony with one arm draped across Kondo-Kana’s shoulders. Their right eye was bruised purple and green. Blood trickled from their nose, though most of it had already dried on the front of their shirt. 
 
    I barely saw them. Halla’s pull was so strong that it tore me from even Kondo-Kana. 
 
    “Reis!” Eden blurted out. I saw her dart over and place her hands on their face from the corner of my eye. Reis didn’t shake them off. 
 
    Kondo-Kana left Reis in Eden’s care and drifted towards the railing. 
 
    I gripped the sleeve of her cloak, not wanting her to interfere. 
 
    “Please,” I whispered, unable to look at her. 
 
    I knew what had happened, the last time she faced another necromancer. 
 
    “We have a necromancer. You have a necromancer,” Claire called out. “Does this not make us evenly matched?” 
 
    She knew better than to bring Kondo-Kana into this, no matter how clearly she stood on the balcony, eyes blazing. 
 
    Had the Agadians not been so rigorously disciplined, they might’ve laughed at the thought of us being on the same level as them. 
 
    I didn’t see it at first. My eyes were fixed on Halla, blinding me to what she was doing. 
 
    It wasn’t until the silvery-grey fence between the Agadians and the rest of Thule turned white that I realised there was something very wrong with the ground beneath her feet. The Thulians were forced to look away. The blinding white was too deep, too easy to become lost in. 
 
    Halla was draining the light from the ground. My hand dropped from Kondo-Kana’s sleeve but she took hold of it before it fell to my side. All of this had happened before. Kondo-Kana knew how it started and we all knew how it would end. 
 
    The void lashed out at everyone, but no one felt its effects more keenly than Katja. She hissed, screwing her eyes shut and turned away as though sand had been blown into them. 
 
    “So. This is what it comes to,” Kondo-Kana said, entangling my fingers with hers. “Agadia holds the land itself ransom. They threaten to leave it as gaping and empty as Myros, for they are not content with the weapons they have cruelly forged.” 
 
    “I don’t…” 
 
    “I will not let them take you, Aejin. Say the word,” Kondo-Kana said. “I will tear down the stars themselves, if you will it. She will never know anything but the silence, after this.” 
 
    “No!” I said, shaking my hand free. “No. You can’t. Not again. Just… just give me a moment, okay? I can stop this. I can help her, I…” 
 
    Kondo-Kana knew more patience than anyone else on the balcony, or in the whole of Thule. The void was creeping up the castle walls and she merely patted a hand on my back, willing to let me try. 
 
    I rushed forward. Akela grabbed the back of my shirt when I climbed the railing, but I wasn’t quite desperate enough to leap to the ground. I was glad of her hand to steady me, though; looking down made me dizzy and brought back all the dreams I’d had of falling, falling, and the rocky reality before that. 
 
    “Oak!” I called out, but he was already bounding over. 
 
    His jaw just about reached the balcony when he stood on his hind legs. Akela let go of me, reluctant but trusting, and I leapt forward. I grabbed one of his horns and swung onto the back of his neck. Grunting, he lowered himself to the ground. I slid down his neck, tumbled off his back, and hit the ground running. 
 
    “Halla!” 
 
    The Agadians had no problem letting me approach her. They formed a circle around us, spears drawn. I glanced back at the balcony and saw Kondo-Kana leant against the railing, light rising from her arms and twisting with the stonework. She’d wait. I knew she would. I had to end this, and it had to end without any more bloodshed. 
 
    “Halla. What are you doing?” I asked, crouching in front of her. “Please. This isn’t a good idea. Do you even understand what this is?” 
 
    She pressed her hands to her temples and the void spread faster than before. The grey of the flagstones rang white, colour retreating as though drowned by a burst dam. 
 
    “You…” Halla began. Her eyes left blazing trails as she shook her head, every inch of her skin glowing. “You killed your King. You killed the King! You—you’re a traitor. A traitor to your Kingdom. And… and you wanted me to do the same. To betray my King. You… you have to come with us. The King has to take your powers back. You don’t deserve them, you…” 
 
    I didn’t dare to move. I didn’t want to startle her more than she already was; one quick movement and half of Thule would be as the Bloodless Lands were. 
 
    “Is that what they told you?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. Because… because that’s what happened.” 
 
    I didn’t look back but I knew the void had taken most of the castle. Confusion in the city had turned to cries of fear as people inched back, wanting to save themselves while they were drawn into a trance by what was unfurling between two necromancers. 
 
    “That’s what they said happened. But that doesn’t make it true,” I said. “Rylan was killed, but not by me. He was no King. He invaded our castle. He was going to use gunpowder from Agados to destroy Thule. He was willing to kill everyone and destroy everything to get what he wanted. Those don’t sound like the actions of an honourable man, do they?” 
 
    “But the King is a good man,” Halla protested. “He gave me this power! He protects me and I protect Agados from… from people like you.” 
 
    Halla’s eyes roared like a furnace. 
 
    How long would it be until she was beyond her King’s control and shown to that empty stone room Katja had spoken of? 
 
    In Halla’s mind, she could no longer distinguish Rylan from the Agadian King. We’d as good as slain the person who kept her imprisoned, who’d deluded her so, and to forgive us would be to accept all that he had done to her. 
 
    “That’s not true.” I tried to speak softly but wasn’t far off begging her to see reason. “He didn’t give you your power. I’ve never met him and you know I can do the same things you can. Kondo-Kana can, too. She’s up there on the balcony, watching us. You can feel her, can’t you? We’re necromancers, Halla. We were born with this power. Your King isn’t a good man. He’s just used one necromancer after another and all so that he can live longer. He… he disposes of them once they stop obeying him. You know this. That’s why he had to find you. You know you’re not Agadian, don’t you?” 
 
    It was too much at once. Halla screwed her face up and for the briefest moment, the void stopped spreading. She stopped drawing power into herself and turned to Tirok, clutching the front of his chestplate. He murmured something in Agadian to her and she nodded, relieved; he’d been at her side for years, ensuring she never remembered too much of herself. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rowan,” she said, and it didn’t matter what she was sorry for. The void had stopped spreading. “I… I wanted to trust you, I really did. You’re like me, even if you don’t understand why. But I have to do this. I have to protect my Kingdom. Your people will take Agados if I don’t take you.” 
 
    I darted back, taking in what she had already destroyed. The damage was irreparable. We could rebuild hallways and replace battered doors, but humans and pane couldn’t live so close to a void. The castle was high up on a hill. The people would be forced to stare at it every day, until the only thing we could do was give up Thule. Abandon it in its entirety. 
 
    But I couldn’t give up. 
 
    “Don’t you want more than this, Halla?” I asked, stepping back as she reached out to me. “I know the Agadians only let you leave because you were doing this to Soldato. For all their armies, you have more power than they do. You could be free. Please, listen to me. You don’t have to do this.” 
 
    Halla held her tongue, fingers curling towards her palm. 
 
    In spite of Kondo-Kana’s story, I never considered that I might have another necromancer’s power pushed into me, one day. The light that ran through Halla surged into me, knocking my own clean out and sinking deep into my bones, burning, freezing. It was an unsettling, foreign feeling; I had been forced into a skin that wasn’t my own, and there was only one way this ended for me. 
 
    Silence, silence. 
 
    “Halla—” I tried, bones creaking. I tensed, certain my muscles were going to slide out beneath my skin. 
 
    “You… you’re saying what you think I want to hear,” Halla protested. She stepped closer as my knees buckled. “You’re fighting for your freedom. Of course you’d say that, of course…” 
 
    I didn’t want to push back against her with my own power, but her hold on me was crippling. My knees hitting the void was the least of my worries. 
 
    “I’m not. I’m doing this for Felheim, for everyone here, for—” My vision was swimming, colours swirling in front of me. “For you, too. I’ll go with you, Halla. We can leave together. Anywhere but Agados. Anywhere but back to your King.” 
 
    For a moment, Halla’s hold on me loosened. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “Everything you have is here. Everything… Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because what they’ve done to you isn’t fair. Because they could’ve done it to me, if they hadn’t found you. And I’d want someone to pull me out of it, no matter how hard it was.” 
 
    Halla screwed her eyes shut but light spilt out. She scrunched up her face but in the time it took for me to push myself to my feet, she knocked me back again. 
 
    “No!” she cried. “No. No, I can’t. Stop this, stop saying that…” 
 
    Akela had rushed down from the balcony and Atalanta and Varn were at her side, but the Agadian soldiers weren’t letting them through. Oak snarled, lashing out at them, whimpering every time a spear was futilely thrown against his side. 
 
    “Anywhere,” I murmured from the ground. “We could go anywhere. We could go to Canth, if you want to. Have you ever seen the ocean? We could spend hours out there, fishing. I could teach you how to swim.” 
 
    “… I know how to swim,” Halla said quietly. The dislodged memory caught her off-guard. She pressed the heel of her palm to her forehead and the void spread further than either of us could see. 
 
    Again, her powers gripped me. My ribs were steel, unbending, unbreakable, but a mountain was pressing down on them. I gasped for breath and begged my eyes to stay focused. I couldn’t pass out. I could let them take her back to Agados. 
 
    But my other option was to fight. Halla’s ability to extend life had been honed by the Agadians and their King, but all else boiled on the surface unfocused, untested. She drew in light beyond the Agadians’ control, beyond her understanding, and she’d never faced a dragon. She’d never run through a battlefield and risen fallen soldiers in their hundreds. 
 
    I was strong. I could do this. I could push myself to my feet and force my power through her until I left her twice as broken as the Agadians had. 
 
    My bones were no longer steel. They were drops of ink on the surface of the water, formless, twisting.  
 
    I refused to let another necromancer become as nothing in front of me. 
 
    My whole body shook and I thought of Iseul. Iseul, lying in my arms, free after so long. I’d saved him but it’d still been too late. But as I held him, a certain sense of peace had become him. His wounds thrummed through my mind and I remembered what Kouris had said of the Forest Within, and how Akela had desperately tried to explain what she’d seen beyond death. 
 
    I thought of Kondo-Kana’s fear and it hit me along with the weight of Halla’s power. 
 
    People weren’t supposed to see the Forest Within. Not until they were truly ready to reside in it.  
 
    Iseul had smiled at me. He’d said he couldn’t hear it, and there had been peace in that. 
 
    Kondo-Kana was wrong. 
 
    There was no such thing as the silence. It was nothing but another way to control necromancers. 
 
    There was only emptiness beyond life because Isjin – or something, someone – knew that we weren’t ready to leave Bosma, yet. Our bodies knew that they could heal and our spirits would cling to them as long as they could. Wounds would close. Limbs would regrow.  
 
    And when we were ready. When we were ready… 
 
    We were so much more than we thought we were, and I wouldn’t let another necromancer live in the depths of the fear they’d become accustomed to. 
 
    Throwing myself forward, knuckles hitting the void beneath, I used all of that power growing within me, the power I could use to end Halla’s misery for once and for all, and forced the empty ground to take it. Light blazed from my eyes, rose in wisps from my mouth, and with a roar, I pushed all that I had into the void. 
 
    Colour poured from me. The ink of my bones seeped into the bloodless ground and the stones turned grey, steel bars glimmering. The castle was an ancient thing again, not beyond time, and I stood straight, forcing Halla to stop. 
 
    Forcing her to think clearly for the first time. 
 
    I stepped forward and she moved back. 
 
    The brighter Halla felt me burn, the less afraid she became. 
 
    When I held out my hands, she knew to take them. 
 
    “Don’t you understand what we are? What we can do? You’re worth so much more than whatever the King tells you you are. You don’t have to use your power to fight for someone like that. You don’t have to fight me. You don’t have to fight anyone. You can use this power to protect yourself. To protect others,” I said in a whisper, squeezing her glowing fingers. “Is going back to Agados what you really want?” 
 
    My outburst of necromancy had either ripped something from her chest or cleared a fog long since settled into her mind.  
 
    Halla bowed her head and in a voice that broke my heart said, “… My mother let them take me.” 
 
    She fell easily into my arms but it wasn’t over. The Agadians who understood what was being said were more alarmed than whose who could only assume I’d bested her in some way. When they lunged at me, Varn and Akela were ready. 
 
    “Have you met Oak? He’s a giant dragon, by the way,” I asked as Ash led our soldiers between the grids of Agadians and held them in place. “He can take us anywhere. Wherever you want to go.” 
 
    I’d earnt the first tentative thread of trust Halla had to offer and she clung to the front of my shirt, shivering. I rubbed my hands against her arms and in a murmur she said, “I’d like to stay here. If… if you wouldn’t mind. I don’t… I don’t understand what’s really happened. And… you said there’s someone else here, isn’t there? Another—” 
 
    She paused, unable to form the word. She wasn’t ready to admit that her powers hadn’t been bestowed upon her by the King, yet. 
 
    “Right. Kondo-Kana. She’d love to meet you.” 
 
    Halla nodded. I kept my arms around her, kept her steady. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she said, and it was decided. 
 
    That was how we won. 
 
    Not by slaughtering the Agadians where they stood and not by tearing the light from the chest of a necromancer who had barely been allowed a thought of her own. But by reaching out to her and letting her know that there was always another way. 
 
    We were more than what people would use us for. We were not merely there for Kings to impose their rule centuries after they ought to have fallen, to twist dragons against their nature and pave history with ash and fear. 
 
    We could revive dying lands and return stolen life. 
 
    We were more than death and darkness. 
 
    We were the light we burnt with and so much more. 
 
    I turned to the balcony and raised a hand. I waved to Claire and it was over. The Agadians backed away and the people of Thule marched towards the gates, ground solid beneath their feet. 
 
    They brought their hands together, clapping along to a rhythm that drove the Agadians out, and I held Claire’s gaze as the people cheered for their Queen, chanting her name over and over. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXXVI 
 
    Years spent watching over Port Mahon made organising repairs second-nature to Reis. In the weeks that followed the siege, citizens came pouring in to help clear the debris while Reis drew up all manner of plans. They were intent on doing more than merely fixing the castle; none too impressed by the number of steep, unforgiving staircases scattered around the building, they set about installing pulley-drawn lifts on scaffolds outside the towers and reworking some of the entrances.  
 
    The days grew colder and winter greeted us with flurries of snow from the mountaintops. The mountains brought other things, too: the pane came down in their hundreds and though I held my breath for them, the Thulians let them mingle in the streets. There was resistance, of course, but less than we had dared to hope for. The whole city was trying to regain its balance after the unrest and fear, and bit by bit, people were starting to accept that things would never be the same again.  
 
    Ash, Laus and Goblin worked long days and longer nights to maintain order in the streets. I feared Thule would forever be a ruin of itself, cracked deeper than gunpowder could’ve accounted for; but a month passed and businesses opened as they always had, markets boomed with life, and the people had shaken off much of what had happened as they did bad dreams. 
 
    It wasn't so easy for the rest of us. The castle was far from the only thing we had to repair. Our soldiers patrolled the wall at all hours, only now, they weren’t keeping the former Kastelirians out. They stood watch, anticipating retaliation from Agados. But the Agadians didn’t come for Halla in the night, as I often dreamt they would. With the threat of Rylan gone and his funeral a small, private affair, half of those with a say in the castle were more intent than ever on protecting Felheim above all else.  
 
    Haru-Taiki's influence could only do so much.  
 
    And more than that, amidst the confusion and unrest, the people had one question that rose above all others: why did the Queen have a necromancer living in the castle?   
 
    In spite of that, there was relief in it. Rylan's army was not coming for us and each day, we heard word of some new disruption gnawing at Agados from the inside. The King, if there had ever been a King, did not last long without Halla. No replacement had been found for her. A new ruler had taken the throne, and while I did not expect change to happen overnight, Agados would never again be as it had for centuries.  
 
    Felheim was a tangled mess of its own downfall and the deep-seated problems its rulers had woven into it, but there was no rush. Our days were not numbered. We could take as long as we needed to unknot the ragged skein and set our Kingdom on a better path.  
 
    On the first day of Winter's End, I walked around the castle with Varn and Halla and couldn't imagine how I would ever tire of this: peace, at last. Varn grumbled as we went and huffed all the more when I took a seat on a low, stone wall. She kicked restlessly at the knee-deep snow claiming the lawns.  
 
    “Still can't believe this is real,” she muttered. “Cold, white sand. What the hell.”  
 
    Halla didn't need to understand a word of Canthian to know Varn was complaining. Her lips curled into a smile and she picked up on the sound of Varn's boots swinging in the snow and did the same. She took a deep breath, enjoying all the crisp, cold air around her. It was happening more and more, these days: Halla had started to smile freely and often. She didn't always feel like leaving her chambers and none of us pushed her, but I always made certain to let her know I was there.  
 
    More importantly, I made sure she knew I wasn't angry when she took time to herself.  
 
    “Ready for tonight?” I asked her.  
 
    “Akela's going to help me,” Halla said, hooking an arm around mine. “Do I need to bring anything? We're supposed to be raising money, but...”  
 
    “Just yourself!” I said, nudging her side.  
 
    Halla nodded, chewing thoughtfully on the inside of her mouth. Varn shot me a worried look and I raised my hand, letting her know that she didn't have to act. My troubles rattled inside my head while Halla's tended to pour from her. I was getting better at recognising the signs. I gave her arm a squeeze and Varn scooted onto the wall next to her, patting her shoulder.  
 
    “Is Varn coming?” Halla asked.  
 
    I translated the question and Varn said, “Hell yes I'm ready for tonight. Ready to get off this godsforsaken continent, and I ain't going out without a bang. I've got a week on the sea coming up. I'm gonna get so drunk I won't even realise we've left land.”  
 
    I delivered the message back to Halla. She laughed into her scarf and said, “Does that mean she has a dress?”  
 
    “I think Haru-Taiki will be in a dress before Varn,” I said, grinning.  
 
    Varn understood enough to reach over Halla and smack the back of my head.  
 
    The guards made their rounds, uncertain of how to react to me. Claire, Kidira, Eden and Akela were easy enough to snap salutes to, and while it was begrudgingly accepted that the castle was mine to freely roam, the guards tended to walk a little faster when their patrols crossed my path.  
 
    “What’re they gonna do when you're Queen too?” Varn asked.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Never mind,” Varn said, winking. “Let's get a move on, yeah? It always takes Lanta hours to get ready and she always needs my opinion. Like she don't look good in everything.”  
 
    Varn and I took Halla to Akela's chamber and wandered aimlessly. Apparently Atalanta could do without Varn's keen eye for a little longer.  
 
    The city had been caught up in a swell of preparations, putting more effort into decorating homes and public places than they had for the Phoenix Festival. The servants were busy putting the finishing touches around the castle.  
 
    “You lot always make such a fuss?” Varn asked.  
 
    “We had a feast back in my village. That was about it. The longest it ever lasted was two or three days,” I said. “But everyone in Thule – everyone who can afford it – celebrates all month. That's what Claire told me. I think everyone's really eager to celebrate this year and forget everything with Rylan and Agados.”  
 
    “Like they were even involved! All they did was stand around and wait while we sorted everything,” Varn said. “Anyway, whatever. Can't expect much from a stupid holiday about a made-up season. You know what's proper worth celebrating this time of year?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “My birthday,” she said, slapping her chest.  
 
    “It's mine soon, too!” I said. “On the twenty-third.”  
 
    “No fucking way!” Varn said, but remembered herself before she could look too pleased about it. “Get your own birthday, North Woods.”  
 
    Varn concluded the conversation in her usual way. She wandered off without a goodbye, leaving me to head back to mine and Claire's chamber. I supposed I'd better prepare for the evening. There had been plenty of feasts to attend since the castle had come back under our control. Some of them hadn't been entirely awful, but I knew that tonight was different, and not purely because it was the start of the Winter's End festival.  
 
    Claire knew that cancelling feasts and balls and plays would do nothing for the people's morale, and had gone to great lengths to ensure that Winter's End wasn't simply an excuse for the wealthy and landed to do nothing all month. Everything had been designed with helping those in need in mind. Tenfold the food we would be eating was donated to those who had fled Kastelir, and all those lucky enough to attend had earnt their place by donating gold and supplies to those Rylan's campaign had hurt the most.  
 
    On my way back to my chambers, three separate willowy, self-important people asked if I required help preparing for the evening. Their implication was that I did. Ever since Claire had made it abundantly clear to all of the castle staff that I was not some passing whim, some of the more stiff-lipped members had made it their personal mission to see me recreated.  
 
    If she was only a farmer, it'd be a different matter, I heard them lament, as though they'd been so accepting of me before knowing I was a necromancer. Plenty of people had resigned from their position over the matter but there were plenty more eager for work spread throughout Felheim. Some of the newer staff would grin my way and tell me they'd heard all about what I'd done to drive out the Agadian army.  
 
    It was the veteran members of the castle, those who'd served Claire's parents, who pestered me in the name of propriety.  
 
    I didn't bother poking my head in when I reached my chamber doors. Claire wouldn't be there. She was as busy as a Queen was wont to be, and festival preparations took up more of her time than planning a war had. I spun on my heels, headed straight for Eden's chamber, and was surprised to find her alone.  
 
    “Rowan! Good afternoon. Excited for tonight?” Eden asked from her dresser, where she was rummaging through a jewellery box. In the far corner of the room, a selection of dresses I'd never seen before were hung over a screen.  
 
    “It's just dinner, right?” I asked, shoving my hands into my pockets.  
 
    “Dinner with the most important people in the Kingdom,” Eden returned. “But do try not to fret. Remember, Rowan: you count amongst them, now.”  
 
    “Doesn't feel like it,” I said, perching on the arm of a chair.  
 
    “Well, of course it doesn’t. Your life has taken you a great number of places in a short span of time. You remember what I said about my past, don't you? The courtiers were not eager to accept me at first, not even when Claire and I were officially together. Now they act as though my blood is as established as any baron's. Give them time, Rowan. One day they will find it novel that you have not always lived in the castle. Now,” Eden said, and held up two near-identical pairs of earrings. “Gold or silver?”  
 
    “Silver,” I said. “And I know I have to give it time, but... I don't know. Maybe they're right! About some things, anyway.”  
 
    “Which things might they be?” Eden asked, laying the earrings I'd chosen next to the box.   
 
    “I don't know what I'm doing. I don't know which nobles outrank which, who to call what, which fork to use at dinner...”  
 
    “Neither did I, when I arrived. It won't happen overnight, Rowan.”  
 
    “Michael's already got the hang of it,” I grumbled. “And he's only been here a month. And then there's my dad. Atthis has already taught him everything!”  
 
    “Your brother has read too many novels. He goes too far,” Eden said. I caught her grin in the mirror. “It doesn't matter if you use the wrong fork, Rowan. You're seated next to the Queen. Snooty nobles can say what they want. They won't be able to take that away from you.”  
 
    I held out my hands, not certain what point I was trying to make.  
 
    “But...”  
 
    “You do like living here, don't you?” Eden asked, turning in her seat. “It is your home after all, Rowan. I'd hate to think there'd been something wrong and I hadn't noticed.”  
 
    “No, no,” I said, waving my hands in front of myself. “It's just a lot to get used to. It's these events, with all these people. I... felt better in taverns, surrounded by pirates who'd knock me out if I looked at them the wrong way. I don't want to be anywhere Claire isn't. And Kouris is here! Akela, my dad, my brother, Sen, Halla, you. Even Kidira. I guess I expected to feel completely okay once everything was over. But every day I just feel more and more out of place.”  
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    “You're not a prisoner here, Rowan. You're allowed to visit Canth whenever you please,” Eden said. Her mouth twitched at the corners and after a pause, she said, “In fact, I was considering visiting myself.”  
 
    She didn't hold my gaze for long. She turned back to the mirror, but couldn't hide the way her eyes dropped over a sheepish smile.  
 
    “Me and Varn were talking about that. A few months here, a month there. It might work,” I said, nodding to myself. Eden picked up a brush and started idly running it through her hair. I caught sight of myself in the mirror and said, “I'm nervous. I think that's all it is. Everyone else knows what they're doing or can at least pretend, and I just feel...”  
 
    I ran a hand through my unruly hair, tugging at it.   
 
    “Maybe I should make some effort. Look the part. I've got more clothes than I know what to do with, but...”  
 
    “Ah!” Eden said, hopping to her feet with a delighted grin. “Now that is something we can deal with immediately.”  
 
    Eden ushered me into a chair, wrapped my shoulders in a clean towel and asked that I trust her. She fetched a bowl of warm water and a pair of scissors, and I swung my feet as she got to work.  
 
    “I used to always cut my own hair,” Eden said, combing my hair through. “I never did trust my fathers.”  
 
    “Reis cut my hair, once. They said it was getting too heavy and was making them hot to look at,” I said. “They were drunk but it almost didn't look bad.”  
 
    Eden laughed. I closed my eyes, certain that if she could get used to this life, I could too. After an hour of tugging and combing and snipping at my hair, Eden brushed the back of my neck with a towel and sent me on my way to wash and get ready. I hurried back to my chambers, abruptly aware that I'd wasted too much time, but couldn't stop running my hands through my short, neat hair.  
 
    I rinsed myself off, changed into one of the brand new suits the castle tailors had plied me with, hoping to win Claire's favour. The breeches were simple and the shirt was forest green with silver stitching, and as I buttoned up the high collar, a maid popped in and cleared her throat to let me know I was running late.  
 
    I slipped into the banquet hall that no longer bore any resemblance to the base of operations it had once been and told myself that being late would do no more damage to my reputation than being publicly known as a necromancer had.  
 
    Long tables laden with mountains of food were laid out across the hall, filling it with so much noise, so many smells, that I didn't know which way to look. The people were dressed in their finery and there was no quiet corner of the room to be found.  
 
    The Queen's table was at the centre of the hall and she sat in an ornate chair with an arched back. Haru-Taiki perched behind her, happily accepting food from passing servants. There was an empty seat next to Claire, between her and Kouris. Reis sat next to Kouris, wearing a dress made from the reddest fabric Felheim had to offer.  
 
    Alex had taken his place on Claire's other side, and my brother, father and Atthis sat down from him. The Canthians sat opposite, Queen Nasrin dressed exactly as anyone would expect the Queen of Canth to, while Kondo-Kana had gone to no unusual lengths with her outfit. Atalanta was wearing a dress that put everyone else in the hall to shame and Varn hadn't buttoned up her shirt as neatly as Atalanta would've liked. Eden had found a place opposite Reis, and Kidira and Akela sat next to her, with Halla between them. Sen, Goblin, Laus and Ash were the only other people I recognised at the table. The rest had donated a ridiculous amount to have the honour of sitting at the Queen's table.  
 
    I placed a hand on Claire's shoulder to let her know I was there, hoping to slip in as quietly as possible. Claire turned from the conversation she was caught in with someone further down the table, smiled up at me and stood. She did so with more effort than ever before, but with less pain, too. Through the fabric of her trousers, the shape of her leg spoke of something that fit; of something new, there to help her, rather than remind her of all she had lost and punish her for it.  
 
    “Hey,” I said, warming as she kissed my cheek. “Everything looks great.”  
 
    “It's only the first day of Winter's End, and the Queen's personal feast,” Michael sighed from down the table. “No need to be prompt, Rowan.”  
 
    I was glad my family were with me, but Michael was who he was.   
 
    “You’re here thanks to your sister’s generosity,” my father said. “Try to remember that.” 
 
    Michael muttered something about only wanting to do what was good and proper and went back to discussing something thoroughly uninteresting with someone across the table. 
 
     “You look wonderful,” Claire said. I realised her eyes had been fixed on me all along.  
 
    I ducked my head, rubbed my hair and said, “Eden did it for me.” 
 
    “Not bad, Yrval,” Kouris said, elbow propped on the arm of my chair as she grinned at me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and tugged the front of her white, ruffled shirt. “I like this.” 
 
    Kouris bowed her head graciously and said, “Can’t take any credit. Akela’s idea.” 
 
    “If you are to be seen in public with me, you are having to look your best,” Akela said blithely. 
 
    Getting the gist of what was being said, and having picked up a handful of Mesomium throughout her stay, Varn sunk in her seat and said in none too formal Canthian, “So let me get this straight. Kouris was married to Kidira and then for whatever stupid reason, she ran away to Canth for a hundred years. Then Akela swoops in, hooks up with Kidira, and Kouris comes back. Kouris feels like shit, blah blah blah, and somehow, these two become best fucking friends?” 
 
    “Technically, we’re still married,” Kouris said, taking a thoughtful sip of her drink. “Maybe. Reckon getting a divorce would’ve meant Kidira would’ve had to talk to me. Then again, with Kastelir destroyed, the old laws and unions don’t have to mean much of anything. Could take it to mean that we’re not married anymore, aye.” 
 
    Reis passed a quick interpretation of what Varn and Kouris had said to Akela, and she spread her arms in a wide, cheerful shrug. 
 
    “If Kouris is my wife-in-law, I am being most honoured!” 
 
    Kouris almost spat her water everywhere. She said, “I don’t think it works like that,” but Akela was too taken with the idea to listen to a word anyone said. 
 
    She propped her chin on her hand and held Varn’s gaze, saying, “Is there anything else you are curious about, hm? Anything at all?” 
 
    “Oi. Tell Akela to stop making eyes at me,” Varn said to me. “Kidira’s right there, you know.” 
 
    I hadn’t noticed Akela doing anything of the sort but shrugged and said, “Varn’s worried about you and Kidira. Or she’s worried about Kidira.” 
 
    Akela placed a hand across her chest, wounded. Her voice raised in the way it always did, booming at the whim of something other than alcohol, for there was no wine or ale at any of the tables. She spoke passionate words Varn didn’t understand. 
 
    “Varn! You are wounding me, yes. You are suggesting that my heart, it is a cake. I am giving one slice to one person and then it is gone. Depleted! But it is no cake, it is—it is a stew! And this stew, it is endless. I am ladling and ladling and still, it is not running dry. There is plenty for whoever is wanting some.” 
 
    Kouris, Reis and I scrambled to translate Akela’s heartfelt words as faithfully as possible, but it ended in a mess of laughter and pointed looks from nobles further down the table. Claire watched with quiet amusement and Atalanta whispered something in Varn’s ear that turned her bright red. She scowled and slumped into her seat, trying to disappear under the table and never be heard from again. 
 
    “Do tell Varn that Akela is far too much of a handful for me to deal with on my own,” Kidira said. “She is doing me a favour. Honestly.” 
 
    Doing so earnt nothing but flustered spluttering from Varn and I said, “I told her, but she’s still scared of you.” 
 
    “Good,” Kidira said, popping a piece of meat into her mouth. 
 
    Dinner continued, light and cheerful, and music played from a balcony at the far end of the banquet hall. The room was full of chatter and cheer, enough to make the room feel more than full, but not enough to deafen us to the conversation around us. I took Eden’s advice and dug into my meal without caring which fork I used. 
 
    I chose the wrong one for every dish and the world didn’t end. 
 
    I kept a close eye on Halla but needn’t have bothered. Akela made sure she was ever a part of the conversation, and never let her feel out of place. It was easy for Halla to trust someone who hadn’t been able to live freely until she’d left Agados. 
 
    A woman who was supposedly a countess, whatever that meant, swapped seats with someone to speak with Claire. She leant close, as if intending to whisper, but spoke loudly enough for us to all hear her. 
 
    “Are those two here for protection?” she asked, gesturing in mine and Halla’s direction. “A novel way to intimidate usurpers?”  
 
    Halla didn’t need to see the woman pointing her way to know she was being spoken about. She sat straight in her seat and jabbed at the meat on her plate but missed, metal scraping against porcelain.  
 
    “We’re here for dinner,” I said, not bothering to swallow a mouthful of potatoes. “The dragon’s for scaring people off.” 
 
    “These are my guests. Do treat them as such,” Claire said, and the woman hid behind her glass when she could not force a laugh. 
 
    If this was to be the worst of it, it was as nothing. Even Halla wasn’t shaken for long. Kidira placed a steady hand on her shoulder and she was smiling again soon enough, leaning over to ask what it was that smelled so good. 
 
    “They forget me so,” Kondo-Kana said, slouching against the table. 
 
    “As you wish them to,” Queen Nasrin said, jabbing her in the arm with a thin fork I’d mistakenly used for my main course. 
 
    The banquet went on and on, and I drifted between one conversation and the next, certain nothing could pry the smile off my face. Not with two necromancers so close and Claire and Kouris next to me. 
 
    A young woman leant down the table and said, “Lady Kidira,” to catch her attention. Kidira looked over and the woman bowed her head politely and asked, “Is your daughter not joining us tonight? I had rather hoped to speak with her.” 
 
    Everyone’s conversations trailed off awkwardly at the mention of Katja. Kidira put her knife and fork down, pressed her hands together and said, “I’m afraid she was feeling rather under the weather,” leaving the woman bemused but not brave enough to inquire further. 
 
    It took a while for the conversation to pick back up. I busied myself with cutting up food I had no intention of eating, certain everyone’s eyes were on me. Claire placed a hand on my knee under the table. Forget speaking of her in history books: it had already started. Katja was the hero in the here and now, far more palatable than a necromancer. The castle was a prison to her, and I knew there was nowhere more secure for her than under Kidira’s watchful eye, but she lived there. She was in my home. 
 
    It wouldn’t be forever but that didn’t matter. I felt her through the walls every day. 
 
    Seeing his chance to be heard, an unfortunately rich merchant loudly opposed to taking in any more Kastelirians cleared his throat and said, “I see the Queen Mother is not in attendance, either. I heard she was feeling under the weather as well. Still, the pair of them are not missing terribly much.” He paused to frown at the juice in his glass. “I do wonder what manner of celebration this will be without any wine. What were the planners thinking when such decisions were made? A mere oversight, I expect.” 
 
    There was no point in Claire telling him that Aren had declined the invitation, and that she would not force her mother into the public sphere if she insisted on doing nothing but mourn both Rylan and her loss of power. That slight was quickly forgotten: it was the remark about wine that gripped everyone’s attention. Everyone knew why wine and ale weren’t being served and the man was no exception. Even Varn, who’d intended to drink herself blind, had the manners not to comment on the water she’d been given. 
 
    The man waited patiently for Claire’s reply but it was Reis who spoke up. 
 
    “Well, lucky for you, you’ve got the rest of the evening to find out,” they said. “As for me, I’m sat here wondering what a banquet without you yammering on would be like, but I ain’t never gonna find an answer to that, am I?” 
 
    Akela pressed her lips together tightly but Eden didn’t mask her amusement quite so well. A laugh slipped out and she cleared her throat to cover it, murmuring, “Oh, do excuse me.” 
 
    The man muttered something about mingling with pirates, and another person I didn’t recognise said, “I’m rather happy with it. Too often discussions during Winter’s End are marred by too much alcohol, leading people to discuss things that don’t matter and make promised they have no intention of keeping.” 
 
    Claire nodded in agreement, shot Reis a grateful look, and continued eating with all the grace expected of a Queen. 
 
    “Rowan?” another woman called from down the table, taking advantage of the sudden lull. I caught her eye and she tipped her head respectfully, clearly a little uncomfortable referring to me as nothing but Rowan. Plenty of people had tried to call me Lady Rowan, but I’d put a quick end to it. “As the royally appointed… Thaumaturgist, I was wondering if you had any plans you could share with us?” 
 
    She smiled encouragingly, perhaps only to bolster herself. Many people were trying to swallow the idea of having a necromancer in the castle, even if they couldn’t use the word, but I didn’t mind her clunky effort. She was trying. One step at a time. 
 
    “Oak and I are going to the territories to help those we can,” I said, happy to give my plans a voice. “And maybe one day, Agados will let me help them, too.” 
 
    Oak would’ve been there, had he been able to fit through the corridors. Dragons that weren’t senseless and vicious were enough for Felheim to have to get used to, and at the mention of a half-dead dragon who thought and acted as I did, people smiled politely and turned to their neighbours to slip into a different topic. 
 
    Kondo-Kana stopped lazing against Queen Nasrin’s shoulder and smiled at me. I beamed back at her, more grateful than I could express to be able to openly use my powers in a way that would help so many. I could deal with the inevitable resistance, so long as I kept that end in sight. 
 
    Dessert was served and I barely survived it. The dishes were cleared away and Alex assured us that the night was far from over. Like most of the guests, I could barely think after the amount I’d eaten, but when he gestured to the ballroom, I took Claire’s arm and made an effort to move. 
 
    The ballroom had been organised to emphasise that dancing was far from mandatory. Half of the hall was taken up by an assortment of chairs that people pulled into circles, eager to speak with those they hadn’t been seated near in the banquet hall. After all, the night was young, and plenty of people had yet to boast of how much money they’d donated to the Queen’s cause. 
 
    Haru-Taiki tucked himself against Claire’s side and I took a seat opposite her, watching the dancefloor as person after person came up to congratulate her on this or that, or tell her how splendidly the evening was progressing. Varn danced with Atalanta, finding little reason to scowl, until people came too close to them. Once Atalanta retired from the dancefloor, Akela took her place, and Varn only scampered back when she caught Kidira’s eye. Reis held their arms out to Varn and earnt a series of obscene hand gestures for their effort, but they were more than happy to dance with Eden instead. 
 
    Queen Nasrin was humouring the duke of some quiet part of Felheim as they practised their Canthian, and Sen and Michael were busing ensuring the pane who’d been invited were as comfortable as they could be. Atthis danced with Kidira and then my father, and did not change partners for a long time after that. 
 
    A woman twirled out of the crowd, drawing my attention back to Claire, and I recognised the fiddle she carried before her face. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” the bard from the Phoenix Festival said, bowing deeply. She caught my eye and grinned. “Your… what was it they called you? A thauma-something. A dated, dated term! And, if you don’t mind me saying, clearly something they found in a book and thought themselves smart for knowing. What’s wrong with the word necromancer?” 
 
    “No one likes using it,” I said. “I think you’re the first person whose name I don’t know who’s managed to say it.” 
 
    “A terrible shame,” the bard said, propping her fiddle against her shoulder. 
 
    “More limericks for us?” Claire asked, and did a poor job of concealing her smile. 
 
    “Only because you like them so, Your Majesty! How about this,” the bard began. “In the days of the necromancer Northwood, 
 
    We saw that those powers could be used for good, 
 
    Just as I play the strings with my bow, 
 
    Spinning tales of joy or sorrow, 
 
    We realise all from before was falsehood.” 
 
    The bard bowed a split second before Claire started clapping. 
 
    “That’s, um,” I said, sitting straighter in my seat. “That’s really nice, actually. Thank you.” 
 
    “Just a little something,” the bard assured me. “Or how about: A pirate came across the Wide Water, 
 
    Whose sister was our old King’s daughter, 
 
    They brought a—” 
 
    “Do you know everything?” Claire asked, unable to hold back a laugh. 
 
    “Everything I need to,” the bard said. “But, oh! Here they come. Farewell, Majesty, Necromancer Northwood.” 
 
    The bard disappeared as Reis gave up on dancing and flopped in the chair next to Claire. They draped their cane across their lap and waited for a servant to bring them a drink. 
 
    “Alright,” they said, tilting their head at the both of us. “You know, this is the first party I’ve ever attended where a single person ain’t got stabbed.” 
 
    “There are some things to be said for sobriety,” Claire said. “Though I’m certain some of the words being spoken behind my back are just as sharp.” 
 
    “Aye, I’d believe it. Reckon half the people who ain’t fans of yours are only doing it to keep themselves entertained, though. Her over there in the green dress, she’s a different matter,” Reis said, pointing into the crowd. “Have her letters intercepted, next time she gets a raven. Not that you heard anything from me.” 
 
    Claire took the advice seriously but was content to let the rest of the evening play out without interruption. 
 
    “So,” Reis said, using their cane to tap against Claire’s new leg. “How you finding it?” 
 
    “Strange,” Claire admitted. There was no need to guard her words around Reis. “Excruciating at times, if I am to be honest. But progress is being made, little by little. Walking becomes easier every day.” 
 
    “There’ll be ups and downs,” Reis assured her. “It’s been close to a decade and my leg still hurts like hell, sometimes. But the point is, I was just out there dancing. You’d have been too if you’d listened to me earlier. Glad you finally saw sense, though. Still, you’d be no sister of mine if you weren’t so bloody stubborn.” 
 
    “You were right,” Claire conceded. “I shall take your advice to heart from now on.” 
 
    “Just had your best interest in mind,” Reis said. “You’re gonna miss us.” 
 
    “Indeed I am,” Claire replied without hesitation. “I have become rather used to your presence, these last months. Queen Nasrin’s help has been invaluable, too. Canth truly is in the right hands.” 
 
    “Or it will be, when Yin Zhou gives it back,” Reis muttered. 
 
    Claire and Reis fell into easy conversation and I returned my attention to the dancefloor. Varn had stepped in as Reis’ replacement and Eden chatted away in what little Canthian she knew. Akela was carrying Halla on her back, and my brother was deep in conversation with the unfortunate soul who oversaw the castle’s main library. My father waved from the corner of the room where he was still talking to Atthis. 
 
    Halla eventually needed a break from Akela’s unfailing exuberance and found her way to Kondo-Kana’s side. Akela and Kidira danced together, and it may well have been the first time they could do so openly. All the balls they’d attended before were as Queen and Commander, and the fact that everyone knew there was more between them did not mean that they were exempt from keeping up certain appearances. But now they were on truly equal footing, both vital members of Claire’s castle. 
 
    As much as her thoughts were ever on the former Kastelir, Kidira knew it wasn’t her place to seize the throne, as she once had. She had to help from the outside. 
 
    I watched everyone move to and fro, all the people that meant the most to me gathered in one room, all of them meaning the world to each other. I didn’t want it to end. The thought of so many of them returning to Canth in a few short days threatened to turn a wonderful evening sour, but I soon realised there was no use in wishing it’d never end if I was only going to sit on the outskirts, watching. 
 
    I got up. I headed straight for Kouris, who was more than ready for me. We danced as we had years ago, during the first Phoenix Festival, and Akela took her place, followed by Atalanta and Eden. Haru-Taiki left Claire’s side to circle overhead, perching on chandeliers when he needed to rest. Varn told me I couldn’t dance for shit and took it upon herself to show me how they danced in the taverns of a land I’d never heard of, and when I finally left the dancefloor hours later, wonderfully exhausted, my father put an arm around me and kissed the top of my head. 
 
    Everyone was there and no matter what happened, I didn’t have to leave. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER XXXVII 
 
    The worst of winter was behind us but the days were as short as the wind was bitter. 
 
    It grew warmer as we headed south, but not warm enough to please Varn. Oak’s shadow covered us as we reached the coastline, impatience rippling through him. The sea and the sky claimed the same shade of grey and a blustery wind skimmed off the waves, doing all it could to rip sails from masts and cloaks from shoulders. 
 
    The weather did little to stop the citizens of Ironash filling the streets, along with hundreds of people from nearby towns and villages. A royal procession was a rare enough sight, and two Queens visiting such a small port wasn’t the sort of thing that would ever happen again. People braved the elements and lined the streets winding down to the docks, pushed up on their tiptoes to catch a glimpse of their Queen. 
 
    Our caravan was a strange one. Nothing was out of place, from the carriage set aside for each Queen to the dozens of guards flanking us, save for the half-dead dragon leading the way.  
 
    Oak walked on his knuckles, ensuring the path was clear. People stared up at him in fear, some outright trembling with the urge to run back to their homes, yet children smiled up at him and clapped in delight. It was different for them. They wouldn’t grow up fearing dragons. They’d never have to think of them as anything but brilliant, beautiful creatures. 
 
    The docks had been cleared for us. The ship Queen Nasrin and her convoy had come from Canth in was ready to set sail, once Oak was harnessed to the bow. Our gifts to Canth were being loaded below deck. There were crates upon crates of bitterwillow, already prepared for use, but more importantly, there was the promise of more to come. 
 
    I’d travelled on horseback. Kravt had brought Charley down from Kyrindval for me and he’d done an admirable job keeping up with the other horses. I jumped to the ground, hurried to Claire’s carriage as it rolled to a stop, and opened the door before any guard could beat me to it. She took my hand as she stepped out, steadier on her new leg every day, and was greeted by a swell of cheering from the crowd. She spared a moment to wave at them and Kidira, Akela and Eden filtered out of the carriage behind her. 
 
    Kouris, having run much of the way, helped the Canthians out of their carriage. 
 
    Varn stood with her arms folded across her chest, doing nothing to help anyone. She sneered at the ground and scuffed the toe of her boots against loose rocks. 
 
    “Just as I was getting used to this godsforsaken place,” she muttered when we joined them. 
 
    Kondo-Kana stood pale-faced, cloak billowing in the wind. She tensed each time the waves broke against the shore, white eyes teetering on the edge of burning. I offered her my hands and she took them, drawing closer to me and away from the ocean.  
 
    “Remember what I told you. The silence won’t last forever,” I said, smiling. “The only reason you saw nothing was because Isjin knew you weren’t ready to leave Bosma. Not yet. It won’t always be like that.” 
 
    I'd told her time and time again that we saw nothing of the Forest Within because it wasn't supposed to be understood by those who still roamed the world of the living, but I didn't know if it did anything to soothe her. She'd had more than fifteen hundred years to convince herself that this life was the only one she'd ever live and my flash of understanding couldn't compete with that.  
 
    “Aejin. Rowan,” she said, placing a hand on my cheek. “If Nasrin's lands did not rest beyond the unreachable horizon, I would never leave Mesomia. But after all these years, I can only follow my heart. I will keep your words close to my chest as the waves rock our ship to and fro, to and fro.”  
 
    The thought of parting with any of them had been gnawing at my chest for weeks, but saying goodbye to Kondo-Kana felt like nothing short of severing something within myself; a part of me was being sent across the sea, out of reach.   
 
    “I'll see you again,” I said, reassuring us both. “I'll be over soon.” 
 
    “If it is months or years or decades or centuries, Aejin, I will not forget you,” she promised.   
 
    Next to us, Eden said her farewells to Reis.  
 
    “It's a terrible shame you have to leave already,” she said, sighing. “It feels as though you only got here yesterday.”  
 
    “Aye. Time flies when you've got armies marching against you and people invading your castle,” Reis grunted, but gave pause. “Still. Like I said, it ain't like Canth takes forever to get to. Especially not with Oak here.”  
 
    Not meaning to interrupt but unable to help herself, Claire stepped to the side and said, “We'll be sending representatives to Canth from time to time, as part of mine and Queen Nasrin's alliance. I believe you'd make a fitting candidate, Eden, should you wish to take on the role.”  
 
    “Oh!” Eden said, brightening. “Yes, I think I should like that. I'll have to start learning more Canthian, of course...”  
 
    “I can always translate for you until you're good enough,” Reis offered.  
 
    Eden rocked on the balls of her feet, daring to kiss them on the cheek.  
 
    Kouris and Reis said their goodbyes. As with the last time Kouris had left them behind, it was perfectly understated. She crouched down, Reis pulled on her horns, and Kouris patted their back hard enough to wind them.   
 
    “Be seeing you around,” Kouris said.  
 
    “Aye,” Reis agreed, moving to shake Claire's hand. “I'd say thanks for having me but it weren't exactly relaxing. Still, it weren't half bad to meet you. Next time I drag myself over, try having your Kingdom in order, aye?”  
 
    Claire bowed her head to hide a smile.  
 
    “I can only hope it meets the rigid standards of your pirate port,” she said.   
 
    “Heh. Sure,” Reis said, and gestured towards one of their bags. Kouris opened it and took out a hastily wrapped present that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. “Here ya go. Parting gift, from me and Kouris. Mostly me. My idea, my work.”  
 
    Reis shrugged as Kouris held it out to Claire. Everyone crowded around not to see what it was, for it was obviously a leg, but what Reis had carved into it. Reis had chosen dragon-bone as their medium of choice, and said, “Remember what I said, yeah? This stuff weren't taken by force. The dragons left it to be used, out on the mountainside. Reckon you'll do well wearing dragon-bone in a different way,” before anyone could grow uncomfortable.  
 
    Claire smoothed a hand over the intricately carved bone, finer than her armour had ever been. Phoenixes danced across the brilliant white, wings fanned out, feathers falling.   
 
    “Thank you,” she said, putting an arm around Reis. She pulled them into a loose embrace, dragon-bone between them, and Reis stood rigidly, neither returning nor rejecting the gesture.  
 
    “Don't go thinking it's a decoration, either,” they said firmly, when Claire stepped back. “If I hear from Eden that you ain't been wearing the bloody thing, I won't be happy. Took weeks, that did.”  
 
    “Trying it on is my highest priority,” Claire assured them.  
 
    Varn was still skulking in the periphery, made worse by Akela prodding her side.  
 
    “You needn't have accompanied us all the way to our ship,” Queen Nasrin said to Claire, but was grateful for the company regardless. “Still, this shipment of bitterwillow doesn't hurt. I daresay the people might welcome me back with open arms. Without daggers hidden behind their backs, at that.”  
 
    “Yin Zhou will be pleased,” Atalanta said.  
 
    “She'll also be pleased that you haven't found reason to assassinate me yet,” Queen Nasrin returned.  
 
    Atalanta stood straighter, pursed her lips together and saluted in an effort not to laugh. Queen Nasrin shook her head, unable to stop the corner of her mouth from curling into a smile, and I looked to Varn for some explanation. Varn who was far too busy shoving Akela away to notice me.  
 
    “It's the least Felheim can do for its allies,” Claire eventually said, having decided that some matters were best left to Canth to deal with alone. “I'm sorry to have kept you away for so very long.”  
 
    Queen Nasrin waved dismissively.  
 
    “Nonsense. I've got more work done here than I would've in Canth, despite any unfortunate interruptions. Without this debt weighing down upon us, my country can take great strides forward.”  
 
    Any chance of it being a memorable moment was ruined by Varn, who had taken to kicking Akela in the shins whenever she drew close.  
 
    “I do apologise for her,” Atalanta said with a long-suffering sigh. “Varn is utterly incapable of expressing herself if she can't put a sword through someone's chest.”  
 
    I shuffled closer than Akela had any luck doing and said, “I'll miss you too.”  
 
    Varn turned my way to shoot me a glare and with a helpful shove from Atalanta, ended up bundled in my arms. She clung on tightly, grumbled and swore under her breath, and I patted the back of her head.  
 
    “You ain't gonna stay here forever, yeah? This place is complete shit, Rowan. You can do better than this. Look how pasty you're getting! You look terrible,” she said.  
 
    I squeezed her and said, “Before you know it, you'll be complaining about me turning up at a bad time.”  
 
    Atalanta went around and shook everyone's hands, telling us what a marvellous adventure it had been, and Kidira deigned to nod politely at the group. Akela said her goodbyes with enough enthusiasm for half the Kingdom.   
 
    “My friends!” she said. “We are not doing the thing where we are promising that we are seeing each other soon, and then we are forgetting each other's names!”  
 
    She hoisted everyone off the ground and kissed their cheeks, Queen Nasrin included, and belatedly bowed to her.  
 
    Varn grumbled, punched her shoulder, and when Akela raised a challenging eyebrow, she grabbed her shoulders and kissed her, long and hard.  
 
    “You're more than welcome in Canth whenever you please, Rowan,” Queen Nasrin assured me, ignoring everyone else's nonsense. “That goes for all of you, naturally, but our temples are ever in need of a necromancer who doesn't sleep half their life away. It would mean a lot to me and the country to see you there. Halla, too, when she's ready.”   
 
    “I'll see what she says,” I promised.  
 
    I'd expected to need Kouris to stop me from diving aboard the ship to Canth, but to my surprise, I didn't long to leave. I didn't feel as though Canth was being kept from me. I wanted my friends close and I wanted to spend long days out on the clear ocean, but there was no shortage of things I longed for in Felheim.  
 
    “There is much for Rowan to do here,” Kondo-Kana told her wife. “She will travel these broken lands, healing those who see the light of the stars reflected in her touch. She will travel to Agadia, now that the walls are crumbling.”  
 
    It was no longer a faraway dream, or the only passing thought that gave me reprieve from what reality had become. People were still far from accepting of necromancers but I could roam as freely as I pleased and offer aid to any who'd accept it.  
 
    “A noble endeavour,” Queen Nasrin said. “It shall certainly help with the restoration process.”  
 
    The wind picked up and we all knew we were delaying the inevitable.   
 
    “Gods. C'mon, if we don't get out of here now we ain't ever gonna leave and Kondo-Kana will get emotional. No one wants to see that,” Varn said, punching me square in the shoulder. “Later, North Woods. Thanks for the swords, Your Majesty!”  
 
    Varn bowed to Claire as she stepped backwards towards the ship, spinning on her heels as she reached the gangplank. Atalanta followed, and Queen Nasrin and Reis each took one of Kondo-Kana's arms as she edged towards the ship.  
 
    We stood in silence as the ship set off, a gust of wind helping Oak pull out of the harbour. Varn leant against the railing of the stern and pretended to be too nonchalant to wave, until I scrambled onto Kouris’ shoulders and held my arms high above my head.  
 
    They were gone in a matter of minutes, lost to the horizon. In lieu of tears, there was a smile on my face that made my breathing come heavy. It wouldn’t sink in until I was back at the castle and Varn wasn’t knocking on my chamber door at all hours of the day, whining until I went to a tavern with her and Akela. 
 
    “It looks like rain,” Claire said as I slipped from Kouris’ back. She wrapped an arm around my shoulders and said, “We ought to head back. I’d hate for these people to be caught in a downpour.” 
 
    The citizens wouldn’t have minded a sprinkling of rain in the least, but I nodded. Staring at the horizon wouldn’t cause them to change their minds and abandon their responsibilities in favour of Felheim. 
 
    Claire, Kidira, Akela and Eden returned to the carriage and I headed for Charley. 
 
    “Hey, boy,” I said, holding out a handful of bitterwillow for him. “Doesn’t look as though you’ll get much of a rest. Sorry.” 
 
    He nickered, tail swishing as he chewed the dry leaves. 
 
    As we made our way out of Ironash’s crowded streets, the people didn’t only cheer for their Queen. Their eyes fixed on me and a whisper ripped through the port: I was the necromancer they’d heard tell of. One of them, at least. But no one said that my being there would poison the ground, or that next season’s crops would fail. They spoke of the dragons I’d slain and how I’d driven the Agadians out of Thule. 
 
    I lifted a hand and people waved back. 
 
    Kouris ran alongside Charley and together, we led the carriage and guards back to Thule. 
 
    Asar was already changing around us. The Old North had been given to the pane in its entirety and all that stood north of Thule was returned them, as well. They’d started to come down from the mountains and immediately put themselves to work, building effortlessly tiny cabins for the former Kastelirians as they waited for the ground to thaw. 
 
    It hadn’t been easy and we weren’t moving forward quickly enough for some. But Felheim was making itself into something greater than its past had allowed it to be, and the territories were starting afresh. Ash and Goblin were working beyond the wall, coordinating our efforts as it was slowly being taken down, each stone put to a greater cause. 
 
    Claire was determined to stop us from becoming the next Agados and it came across in action as well as intent. 
 
    Everything was working in our favour. Everything was unfolding as it always should’ve. Yet as I looked ahead to a city that was still countless miles away, my heart grew as heavy as the storm clouds overhead. It wasn’t the pull of Canth that made me uneasy and the sudden gap in our party hadn’t yet made knots of my stomach. 
 
    It was Katja. It was always Katja. She was still in Thule, still in the castle, that Atthis and Kidira might watch over her.  
 
    Katja could be behind bars and it wouldn’t matter. She’d always have a constant, visceral hold over me and I couldn’t escape that. 
 
    Kouris saw my face fall and knew better than to ask what was wrong. 
 
    A drop of rain struck her on the nose, giving her reason enough to skid to a halt. 
 
    “Reckon there’s a big storm coming,” she called back to the carriage. “Might be worth calling it a day.” 
 
    My village wasn’t far off and we’d pushed our horses hard on the way to Ironash, not changing them as often as we could’ve in favour of making good time. Claire readily agreed with Kouris and we altered our course. 
 
    The weather made the landscape grey and miserable but I saw my village in a new light. Wooden planks had been pried from the doors and windows had been scrubbed clean, and life thrived once again in the small, cosy houses. 
 
    The villagers hadn’t returned. Hadn’t dared to. Weeks ago, I’d made certain no traces of the plague lingered and refugees from the former Kastelir had been given a new start. 
 
    People wandered the streets and smoke rose from the bakery. They saw our convey make its way down from the top of the valley and approached cautiously, keeping a respectful distance. 
 
    Only my farmhouse remained empty. The carriage stopped in front of it and I led Charley to the old stables. He settled down with glee, nudging his nose against the familiar pen. 
 
    Outside, the guards had seen fit to allow the villagers to come closer. They shook Claire’s hand, bowing their heads over and over as they thanked her for all she’d done for them, all she’d given them, and Claire told them to think nothing of it; it was the least they deserved, after all they’d been through. The people beamed, offering our guards a place to sleep at the old inn Claire had once stayed in. 
 
    “I am making us a stew, yes?” Akela asked, pulling one of our bags from the roof of the carriage. “And then, Ightham, you are seeing why the best thing for this Kingdom is leaving me in charge of the army and the kitchens.” 
 
    “I’ll be in in a minute,” I told Claire. 
 
    I kissed her cheek and took the dusty path up to the empty sheep field. 
 
    The sun was starting to set a little later in the day, making it feel earlier than it was. I sat atop a tree stump older than I was, looked down at the village and watched the lights flicker to life behind the windows. A woman circled the village and lit the street lamps while two children rushed down from the hills where they’d been playing, shouting a greeting to me on the way down. 
 
    The former Kastelirians had been told everything about the village and its past. About what it had become known for, after I had poisoned the ground it was built upon. 
 
    They’d chosen to rename it. Rowanvale, they called it.  
 
    In a handful of generations, the villagers would probably think it was named for the forest edging onto it.  
 
    The rain fell heavily, refusing to let me take the time to absorb the enormity of the last three years. It hit me all at once, like the sharp, sudden chill from above, and I was soaked to the bone and bleary-eyed before I got to my feet. I scrubbed my face, making out the blur of the trees in the distance, and the darkness they held; I thought back to the wolves lurking within, and how they had once been the most terrifying thing in the world. 
 
    I had changed. I was no longer afraid. Not of the wolves and not of becoming one. 
 
    I covered my head with my cloak, charged back to my redbrick farmhouse and decided to do the one thing that scared me above all others. 
 
    Inside, Akela was singing boisterously in broken Canthian, busy putting the final touches on the stew, and everyone crowded around the table, pleasantly tired. Kouris’ ears twitched at the sight of me, but before she could fuss and fetch me a dry blanket, I let the words tumble out of me. 
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you,” I said. I gripped the hem of my damp shirt, desperate not to tremble from anything but the rain and cold. “I wish Atthis was here. I know Alex and Haru-Taiki need his help running things while we’re gone, but—I’ll tell him later. It’s just…” 
 
    I chewed on the inside of my cheek, certain my next words would spell the end of everything. Akela took the stew off the heat and stirred it with a wooden spoon. 
 
    When I couldn’t speak, Claire said, “Take your time, Rowan.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, determined to find the words. I’d taken down dragons. I’d been from Canth to the Bloodless Lands and back and I’d risen half an army. I should’ve been able to do this one simple thing. I should’ve been able to tell the truth. And yet— 
 
    I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to share the secret that had bound me to Katja for so long. I didn’t want to take that power away from her. 
 
    I didn’t want to, but I did. My thoughts were shaped by hers and were not my own. 
 
    She didn’t want to lose her power over me because it was all she had. 
 
    It was all she had and I could take that from her. 
 
    “The morning the dragons struck Isin,” I began. Everyone shifted uncomfortably in their seats save for Eden, who gave me the slightest nod of encouragement. “I was out in the city when it happened. I shouldn’t have been. I should’ve still been in bed, sleeping. 
 
    “Before that first dragon was sent to Kastelir, we’d been planning to leave. Me, Kouris and Claire. We were going to handle things on our own. And that’s why I thought it’d be okay. That’s why I thought I could trust Katja.” 
 
    My eyes flickered towards the ceiling. I wouldn’t be able to speak another word if I took in the breadth of their reactions. 
 
    “While everyone was panicking and Claire and Kouris and Akela had gone to track down the dragon the day before, Katja took me down to the crypt beneath the castle. She asked me to bring King Jonas back. And because I thought we were leaving, because I thought that I’d be beyond Kastelir’s reach in a matter of days, I did it. 
 
    “I brought him back to life. We took him to Katja’s apartment in the city and she told him he’d been attacked. That we’d escaped and she’d been able to save him. When I found out that we weren’t leaving Kastelir, I went to Katja. I wanted to know what she was planning to do. I thought that she’d want to protect me, but I never reached her. The dragons came and… and King Jonas died again.” 
 
    No one breathed a word. 
 
    I felt as though hot coals had been dragged across my insides. 
 
    I couldn’t look at any of them. I stared at the floor, rain dripping from my hair and running down my nose, and tensed in anticipation of shouting. I was ready for it. I deserved it. I’d promised Claire I wouldn’t do anything to put myself in danger and I’d betrayed that trust so long ago. 
 
    Katja had been right to keep it a secret. She’d been right, she’d been right— 
 
    “Rowan,” Kidira said. “Breathe.” 
 
    My hands curled into trembling fists but Kidira’s sparse words gave me the strength I needed to set my eyes on the others. There was too much crossing their faces to rightly put into words but no one was looking at me as though they no longer knew who I was. 
 
    “The world, it is changing! Only three years are passing and I am seeing how different things are becoming. Or how different they have always been!” Akela said, tapping the wooden spoon against the rim of the pan. “Three years ago, King Jonas is dying, and we are convincing ourselves that there is nothing we are doing to help him. That it is over and we are losing him forever. But when I am dying, when the same thing is happening to me,  a necromancer is coming to me and I am being saved. If the dragons are not taking Isin, then King Jonas, he is getting to live the life that is stolen from him. I am thinking he is grateful that you are risking so much for him, yes?” 
 
    It wasn’t just my fists trembling now. My whole body shook. 
 
    “C’mere, yrval,” Kouris said, tugging my wrist to pull me into her lap. “What Katja did to you didn’t stop when Akela got you out of there and it didn’t start in Canth, either. She’d been wearing you down for a long time. We should’ve seen that. Your timing might’ve been awful and Katja definitely had everything to do with that, but your heart was in the right place.” 
 
    With that said, Akela decided it was time to serve up dinner. 
 
    I ate too quickly, burning my tongue in an effort to warm myself back up. Claire remained silent throughout the meal. I leant back against Kouris, trying not to look her way. I knew I couldn’t handle disappointment scrawled across her features.  
 
    But when she finally leant towards me, once the conversation had picked up enough to mask the whisper she spoke in, she said, “I had wondered why you left, that morning. I awoke to an empty bed, afraid regret had driven you from the chambers.” 
 
    I laughed. Despite myself, I laughed. I had told people the thing I feared they’d one day discover and they hadn’t cast me out. There were no more secrets rattling through me, no dark corners of my mind that could take everything from me. 
 
    The morning would bring another long day of travel, so we didn’t stay up for much longer. Eden claimed Michael’s old room and Akela took my father’s, but Kidira lingered in the kitchen as Claire made her way to my old room. I stayed downstairs, determined to wash the dishes before going to bed. 
 
    Kidira offered no help as I cleared the table. By the time I’d fetched a bucket of water from the well she was nowhere to be seen. I assumed she’d joined Akela in bed until I heard voices drift over from the living room. 
 
    “I half expected you to get on that ship and return to Canth,” Kidira said. 
 
    I clattered two bowls together, letting her know I could hear her. She paid me no heed. 
 
    “I’ll admit that it’s tempting, sometimes. Half expected to do the same myself. Don’t like leaving Reis alone like that,” Kouris said. “But I can’t be doing that. Can’t be running away again. There’s too much work to be done. Too much for us to be fixing in the territories and Felheim, too. The pane have the north again but tensions are bound to be running high. We’ve gotta work towards that peace we didn’t quite create with Kastelir.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Kidira agreed. She knew the political situation well enough. 
 
    For a time, nothing was said. 
 
    I finished scrubbing the bowls and Kidira said, “Do you know something, Kouris? And I do have a point in all of this, I promise.” 
 
    “What is it?” Kouris asked, a little weary. 
 
    “After they executed you – after you were taken to Canth – they sent horns back to the castle, as proof of what had been done to you. I knew they weren’t yours. From the moment I wrapped my hands around them, I knew they had never belonged to you. They were the right sort of shape and size but the grooves and scratches were different. They felt strange under my fingertips. I told Jonas and Atthis as much, but they merely said my grief had deluded me. That I didn’t want them to be your horns. 
 
    “But I knew your horns by touch alone. They wanted to place what little we had been given back in the crypt. I had them burnt.” 
 
    “Figured they’d be doing something like that,” Kouris said, after a pause. 
 
    “Sometimes, when I am not myself – when I give myself over to panic, to stress – I hold out my hands and still feel your horns. That is what I want to hold onto, to bring me back to myself. I remember the first time I let you hold me, and how you lifted me clean off the ground by my waist and buried your face in my neck. I wrapped my arms around your head, hands gripping your horns. 
 
    “And so my point is, Kouris, that I did not ever stop loving you. Had I honestly hated you, this all would be so much easier for me. But there it is. I shall never forget the ways in which you have hurt me, but I do not wish to spend the rest of my days bitter and angry. You are a part of my life again. I have to move past this.” 
 
    Another pause. Mute understanding flooded the air. 
 
    “I never stopped loving you either, Kidira. But you must know that,” Kouris said softly. “And I’ll tell you what. You couldn’t have found anyone better than Akela.” 
 
    Kidira hummed in agreement. 
 
    “I couldn’t, no.” 
 
    They said nothing more, but Kidira did not leave the room straight away. I cleaned out the pan Akela had cooked in and Kidira stepped into the living room, quietly closing the door behind her. 
 
    She looked at me. I caught her eye, hands full of cutlery, and she turned away. 
 
    She paused at the foot of the stairs and said, “Goodnight, Rowan. Sleep well.” 
 
    Back in Thule, all was in order. The sense of victory had yet to drain from the streets and cheer that didn’t suit the weather filled the city. Claire received a warm welcome and no matter how sincere her smile may have been, there was a weariness to it, as well. She was glad to be home but knew that there was no end to the work awaiting her. 
 
    Arriving home at night was a small mercy. 
 
    Leaving for even a few days had made Alex nervous, but with Haru-Taiki’s help and Atthis’ decades of experience, Felheim hadn’t fallen apart at the seams. 
 
    Haru-Taiki flew out to greet me and landed on Charley’s saddle the moment I was on the ground. Covering his eyes with the tips of his fingers, he let out a low, broken chirp and tilted his head curiously. 
 
    “Kondo-Kana’s fine. As fine as she can be,” I said, nodding for his benefit. “She’ll make it back to Canth and she’ll forget all about having crossed the ocean in the first place.” 
 
    Relieved to hear it, Haru-Taiki accompanied me to the stables. His Mesomium had come along enormously over the last few weeks, thanks to Kondo-Kana’s help, and I was starting to understand all the sweeping gestures of his wings and the chirps he let out. 
 
    I asked him about the decorative knives and finely carved pieces of jewellery that had been sent to the castle. While plenty of them were clearly less than authentic, he thought it was certainly worth throwing them into the Phoenix Fire. But perhaps not yet, he added; the phoenixes might not want to be reborn into such a hectic world. 
 
    With Charley settled in for the night, I made my way back around the castle. The carriage was gone, though Akela remained. She stood in front of the main entrance, hands on her hips, and stared up at the castle. 
 
    “You look happy,” I said. Usually, that was stating the obvious around Akela, but there was something different in it. “Did… something happen?” 
 
    “It is happening, indeed it is!” Akela announced, all of her teeth showing as she held her arms towards the castle. “I am returning from the coast and I am arriving here, and I am thinking how amazing it is. Not just thinking, no. Appreciating. For a long time, Northwood, I am certain that my life, it is never getting better. I am certain that I do not deserve for it to be better, and that is the way of things. 
 
    “But one day, I am taking a chance. And now it is thirteen years! Kastelir takes me in and now Felheim, Felheim is doing the same. I am living in a castle and the people I love, they are all surrounding me,” she said, wrapping an arm around me. “Kidira, Kouris, Sen, Ightham, Atthis, Milly, Eden, Halla, and of course, Northwood! We are having to work hard for this, yes? We are both coming from lands that are not accepting who we are and look! They are losing by not having us.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as I leant into her half-hug. 
 
    “Ah, but perhaps I am only tired. Perhaps it is nonsense I am talking and I am needing to fall into bed!” 
 
    “It’s not nonsense,” I said, knocking my head against her chest. “It’s what I was thinking. Only a lot more enthusiastic. I wish everyone was as bright and kind as you are, Akela.” 
 
    “If only,” Akela said, sighing. “If only people are smart enough and learning from my example.” 
 
    We walked together until our paths branched. I promised to spend the next day baking with her and Halla and as Akela headed towards her chambers, whistling as she went, I knew I’d go through the past three years and more if it meant she’d be happy. 
 
    I stopped by my father’s chambers on the way back to my own. It took me to a part of the castle I didn’t often see; a few days before I’d left, he’d moved into Atthis’ chambers. 
 
    He greeted me with a hug. Over his shoulder, I saw that he’d managed to get fairly settled in. A task I imagined a lot easier, what with Michael occupied in the Old North as a representative for the humans. One of several, thankfully.  
 
    Atthis smiled awkwardly, evidently still worried that I might find something in the situation that made me uncomfortable, but the truth was that I hadn’t seen my father so happy before. I didn’t mind the thought of welcoming Goblin into my family, either, even if the recently-returned Ghost was still warming up to me. 
 
    “Did everyone get off safely?” Atthis asked. “Varn didn’t frighten too many poor citizens, did she?” 
 
    “They’re gone,” I said, nodding. My eyes pricked with tears but I blinked them back. They were only an ocean away. “I think they’re going to do great things for Canth.” 
 
    “Wonderful to hear,” my father said. “Tea?” 
 
    “I can’t stay for long,” I said, grateful that he never changed. “But there’s something I need to tell you, Atthis.” 
 
    And like the others, he listened. His brow creased and his lips drew into a thin, tight line, but he listened. The truth seeped out of me with no more ease than it had the first time, and Atthis perched on the arm of a sofa, nodding his head but not saying anything for a long moment. 
 
    He didn’t blame me. Didn’t disown me. 
 
    “Much went wrong with Kastelir, from its very first days,” he eventually said. “The fault lies not in what you did but in our leadership. We caused a resistance to grow within our own city, made our people believe that they could only bring about change through assassination.” 
 
    I hugged him tightly, bidding them both a good night with a smile on my face. 
 
    My heart was light but my stomach churned as I walked straight into Katja. 
 
    She was on her way out of her chambers. Two guards were ever stationed at her door, but she didn’t look the part of a prisoner, and she certainly didn’t act it. Despite the late hour, her hair was immaculate and her dress made the rest of the castle look dull. 
 
    “Rowan! Hello, dear,” Katja said, smiling brightly. “So very good to have you back with us.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and stepped forward. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, waved, and carried on down the corridor. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Katja called after me. 
 
    I hadn’t been able to say a word to her, despite her constant attempts at conversation, whenever Kondo-Kana wasn’t drifting after me. 
 
    “Someone’s in a good mood, I see,” Katja said, uncertain of what to make of it. Her gaze flickered to the side as she attempted to dredge up something to set my nerves on edge, but I didn’t give her the chance. 
 
    “Everyone knows about King Jonas. Claire, Kidira, Akela, Kouris and Atthis,” I said, and she opened her mouth but found no words. “We don’t have any secrets anymore, Katja.” 
 
    I headed for my chambers. I didn’t look back, didn’t take in her reaction. 
 
    I didn’t care. 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest, hands unsteady, but the moment I turned the handle to my chamber door, all the warmth in the world rushed out to greet me. 
 
    A gold-orange fire burnt in the hearth, complimented by the candles placed on the low table in the centre of the seating area. Kouris and Claire sat together, each leaning against one corner of the sofa, halfway through sharing a story. Claire’s prosthetic leg had been removed for the night and the dragon-bone one, having recently been admired, took pride of place in an armchair. A deck of cards was spread across the table and a warm drink was waiting for me. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, closing the door being me. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Certainly not what I ought to be doing,” Claire said, shooting Kouris a cheerfully long-suffering glance. “I ought to be working out which resources I can redirect to the territories as well as finding something to keep my mother occupied that helps her make what small amends she can without allowing her any measure of power, yet Kouris is enticing me into a game of cards.” 
 
    “And sharing a tale with her,” Kouris said, beckoning me closer with her claws. “Some people just aren’t appreciating good company when it’s offered to them.” 
 
    I took my place on the sofa between them, nestled against Claire’s side, fingers entwined with Kouris’. Resting against Claire made her decision to relent all the easier. 
 
    With her arm around me, she shuffled the cards and gestured for Kouris to start her story from the beginning, for my benefit. I closed my eyes as she spoke of lands I’d never visited, of Kingdoms south and west of Canth and Ridgeth, where creatures I couldn’t imagine roamed thick forests and icy plains. 
 
    The sound of cards being placed against the table punctuated the pauses and Kouris managed to play with one hand as Claire ran her fingers through my hair, bowing to kiss my forehead, just because she could. 
 
    Kouris told me of the adventures she’d had with Reis in those far-off lands, when they were younger than I was now. She spoke of jade cities and nations where the sun never rose in winter, of the land where gunpowder was born and countries with weapons far more dangerous, side by side with art more beautiful than anything Myros had to offer. 
 
    She told me we had all the time anyone would ever need to explore the far corners of Bosma, and Claire hummed, saying, “You shall lead us both astray yet, Kouris.” 
 
    But in that moment, as close to sleep as I was to Claire and Kouris, there wasn’t anywhere else I wished to be in the entire world. The promise of cities made of polished gold and finely cut emeralds couldn’t have enticed me to open my eyes, to stop listening to the rhythm of Claire’s heart and Kouris’ claws clipping against the table. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    By Rowan Northwood 
 
    Transcribed by Kouris of Kyrindval and Claire Northwood 
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 EPILOGUE 
 
    The wall came down. 
 
    Borders shifted. For centuries, Thule stood. From the ruins of Kastelir grew three new countries, and Felheim did not fall. Cities rose and the once great castle crumbled atop its hill, reclaimed by the earth below. Ivy and vines wrapped around columns that no longer stood tall and the nests of birds gathered on slanted windowsills. 
 
    But those who brought the light of truth to Felheim did not spend the whole of their lives in its embrace. Bosma was vast, is vast, and in each corner, they found something that made seconds of the years that could so easily have crawled by, agonising. 
 
    For the first time in countless lifetimes, I crossed the Wide Waters. I returned to a land never again plagued by dragons and cut my way through the undergrowth bringing life anew to the ruined castle, greens and greys standing vibrant against the sky, against the moon. 
 
    I uncovered this book, words lost but not forgotten. 
 
    I add what I must. 
 
    Far beneath the fallen walls and towers that have long since forgotten how to reach the sun, the Queen rests in the crypt, bones spread far from those of the dragon-born, lost to the sands of Canth. No light makes its way down, but a soft rumbling claims the air. The dragon Oak curls atop Claire’s final resting place, forever sleeping alongside her. 
 
    And Rowan rests nowhere.  
 
    I add what I must to this book; I must go where she has. 
 
    Into the Bloodless Lands that are no more. 
 
    To Rowan, there was no silence. She has left this world, taking my fears along with her. Alone for the first time in centuries, she stared into the void and accepted that it was not the end; she emptied herself, offering her blood in exchange for what I had stolen, so many centuries ago. 
 
    And to her, the world was peaceful. The world was quiet.  
 
    I leave this book for others to find. I leave this book with one final thought: 
 
    That as I head to Myros for the final time, lands brimming with all the colour that made Rowan who she was, I come to realise that my life was not so much gall and wormwood after all. 
 
    Kondo-Kana 
 
    In the Age of the Phoenix, year 428 
 
   


  
 

 Endnotes 
 
    Your first project should always be a short one, is a quote attributed to every author or artist who’s ever found themselves saddled with a beast of a first project. 
 
    Dragonoak didn’t have ambitious roots. It was going to be a 30,000-word short story. I was going to post it to my blog, promptly forget about it, and move onto the next big thing. Here’s how the story was going to go: 
 
    Rowan, who wasn’t a necromancer, worked on a small farm in a village in the south of her nameless country. One day a Knight arrived with a handful of soldiers to set up shop. The villagers assumed it was a training base, for there were ever threats of dragons creeping closer. The Knight, Sir Ightham, scouted the village for those who could help her cause, and ended up acquainted with Rowan. There was probably a cool training montage here. 
 
    After several weeks, it was dramatically revealed that Sir Ightham was the Kingdom’s most wanted. She set off like a shot, back to the nameless capital, and Rowan chased after her. Sir Ightham revealed the terrible truth about the dragon attacks, Rowan patted her on the back and said chin up; they went to the castle, Sir Ightham stuck a sword through the King, took the throne, and everyone lived happily ever after. 
 
    That was it. No Kastelir, Canth, Agados, Myros. No Kouris, Kidira, Akela, Oak, Katja, Ash, Varn, Atalanta, Kondo-Kana, Nasrin, or so many others. There were no pane. There was no necromancy. It was a simple idea without much substance, and that’s all it needed to be. It grew on its own, organically stretching out to cover years, continents and more than half a million words. 
 
    I decided to make Rowan a necromancer on a whim, because it sounded cool. Now the entire story, the entire world, revolves around what she can do. Kouris became a pane because, hey, I liked character designs with horns, and now the pane are an established race with a real place in the world. Akela existed because I needed an extra body in a scene and she leapt into my mind, fully-formed, speech pattern already prepared.  
 
    My point is: books happen as they happen. They grow. You don’t need to plan every detail. Get a simple starting point and let your own work surprise you. 
 
    Dragonoak happened in bits and pieces, over more than four years. I’ve rewritten and reworked it so many times I’ve put at least a million and a half words into it, and at a low estimate, more than seven-thousand hours of real time. Not including time spent thinking and talking about it, naturally. More people than I can count helped shape the book in some way, and I’ll do my best to thank them individually:  
 
    Firstly to Grace, the first person to read my very first draft of The Complete History of Kastelir (I’m so sorry), and outright said to me that it could be twice as long and at least twice a good: without you, I probably would’ve let it be and left Dragonoak to rot on my harddrive. To all those who read the early, typo-laden drafts – Lindsey, Tara, Jeff, Molly, Nath, Morgan, Alice – and met me with enthusiasm and support, as well as plenty of ideas to better the story. To the people who kept me motivated with art – Jeff, Nath, Molly, Cécile, Alice – and those who worked on the covers: Molly Gur, Alice Jooren, Cécile J. Zellk. I truly hope these books are judged by their covers! 
 
    To Sophie Welsh, who was writing her debut novel Lavender at the same time I was working on TCHoK. It was utterly invaluable to have another author to speak to, going through the same motions as I was. Her own book inspired me endlessly (yes, this is an advertisement! stop reading this and go buy it!) and I’ll openly admit that I pilfered plenty of her Dragonoak related ideas. (A bunch of things in the book were named by her. Some of the months, bitterwillow, Chandaran.) Much of the story has been shaped by her in small, remarkable ways. 
 
    To my dad who’s always been super excited about reading my books: thanks! (His favourite characters are Oak, Haru-Taiki and Varn.) To everyone who has read the books, recommended them to friends, spoke about them on social media, or sent me messages: thank you so much. I hope I can keep writing books you’ll enjoy. 
 
    And mostly to Elly Beck.  
 
    Dragonoak was but a thought in my head when I stumbled across Elly on social media, and she was in my periphery long enough that I really, really wanted her to read the rough drafts of the books. From the moment I sent them her way, I was met with nothing but support, encouragement and praise, and years on, that hasn’t changed. I’ve received no shortage of cheerleading, both verbally and in the form of amazing, thoughtful art, and thanks to the excuse of my books to reach out to her, I’ve stumbled into a world of love and happiness. So to Elly: thank you, with all my love. 
 
    And that just about wraps up Rowan’s story in the Dragonoak universe. I’ve other books I plan to write (one about Reis, Kouris, Rán, Yin Zhou, Varn, et al, set prior to the events of the trilogy), but the next book you’ll see from me goes by the title Bitfrost.  
 
    It’s a series of journals written by Zaun, a former soldier with a traumatic head injury that necessitates recording things to remember them. It’s set on Metis, a frozen wasteland of a moon, where all the animals have been hunted into extinction, supplies are running low, and even the gods are angry. Keep an eye out for it late ’17 or early ’18. I’m in the refining process as I type this! 
 
    Once again, thank you for all your support. I work a full-time job and writing is a hobby to me, second to my reptiles, so it really takes a lot out of me to get these books out there! Such wonderful feedback really makes it all worth it, and I’m incredibly grateful for any reviews or recommendations. 
 
    Feel free to drop me a line at farren.books@gmail.com or farren.books on instagram and I’ll see you in Bitfrost. 
 
   


  
 

 About the Author  
 
    Sam Farren started writing the way many young authors do: they really, really wanted to post some fanfiction. After dabbling in both transformative and original works for many years, they developed a passion for representing lesbian, bisexual, and trans women of all sorts in fantasy worlds. Dragonoak: Gall and Wormwood, is the final instalment in the trilogy 
 
    Born and raised in the south-east of England, Sam spends their free time hanging out with a pile of snakes and lizards. They work full-time with animals, write in lieu of sleeping, and deeply appreciate any and all support via their published works. 
 
    If you've enjoyed this novel, please consider sharing a review or recommendation on social media. Please remember that Dragonoak is a small, independent publication, and has been created with relatively few resources. Dragonoak has been worked on day in, day out, for over four years, and any errors are not for lack of hard work! 
 
   


  
 

 Upcoming Titles 
 
    Bitfrost 
 
    The Shattering of the Spirit-Sword Brackish 
 
    Bare Earth 
 
   


  
 

 Contact the Author 
 
    If you'd like to contact me, learn more about the world of Dragonoak, and keep up to date with future instalments, you can visit my Instagram at Instagram.com/farren.books or email me directly at farren.books@gmail.com. 
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