
        
            
                
            
        

    

 The Shattering of the Spirit-Sword Brackish 
 
    Sam Farren 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2019 by Sam Farren 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission. 
 
      
 
    Sam Farren 
 
    farren.books@gmail.com 
 
      
 
    Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Book Cover © 2019 Elly Beck 
 
    Cover Design © 2019 Glynnis Koike 
 
      
 
    The Shattering of the Spirit-Sword Brackish/ Sam Farren. -- 1st ed. 
 
    ISBN 9781697398304 
 
   


  
 

 For many people, especially those who rarely see themselves reflected in fiction—but also my cat, Meredith, who literally walked over the keyboard as I typed this.  
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The dogs of Laister Temple were raised by restless spirits. 
 
    Laister’s forests were the oldest on the archipelago, oak trees stained by the ancient, fertile earth. They had been the graves of many, human and animal bones mingling in the soft dirt, and had given life to so many more. The temple, built half a dozen centuries ago, was not the first in Laister, but for a time, it was the greatest in all the land.  
 
    After centuries of violent respite, it had been but crumbled walls and sodden moss. The dogs, ever loyal to the Kingdom’s last heir, wandered the forest while the temple was returned to the glory of the Greysers, and mingled with the spirits. 
 
    They listened as only dogs could, ears pricking as something other than the wind whispered through the leaves. They were not wild, not feral, but they were proud; they lived their own lives, duty undeniable but incidental. 
 
    They knew when to bare their teeth, when to slink into the shadows. 
 
    They knew their work was done when the bell sounded from the high tower. 
 
    It had tolled for a full hour, yet dawn had not been summoned. Castelle stood at her window, searching through the glass and darkness for a glimpse of the dogs that had toppled yet another assassin. There were guards in the hallway, in her chambers, beyond the window, footsteps loud and clumsy. Voices rose. Twigs snapped. Most of them were new recruits, caught up in the rush of it all. 
 
    Castelle turned her back on the spirits that weren’t there. There were only human eyes to catch, guards eager for a sliver of gossip to share over breakfast. It’d been two dreary months since the last assassination attempt and the servants were already deep in speculation. 
 
    “Captain?” Castelle asked the armour-clad woman taking up the bulk of her doorway. “My fathers are safe, aren’t they? I’d like to see them and get back to bed before breakfast, if it’s all the same.” 
 
    With a practised bow of her head, the Captain said, “I’m afraid you won’t sleep with all these bells, Princess. As soon as we’ve ruled out an accomplice, I’ll escort you to the Lords’ chambers.” 
 
    Castelle knew better than to argue. She sat at her writing desk, ignoring the guard who started, mistaking chair legs scraping the floor for assassins at the window. A decade ago, she would’ve worked herself into a blind panic, pacing her chambers until the world span, threatening to charge into the corridors in her nightwear.  
 
    Now, life was what it was.  
 
    She had a maid bring her a pitcher of water, convinced herself to wake all the way up, and had another help her dress. The Captain searched the room for the third time, gaze following Castelle behind the screen. 
 
    It was her job to worry, not Castelle’s. The Captain was the only one with any chance of felling a second intruder, and the dogs and forest spirits had never let anyone with foul intentions within a quarter-mile of the temple. 
 
    Within the hour, Castelle’s Lady-In-Waiting was at the door.  
 
    “Your fathers are asking for you, Princess,” Rhea said, offering the first smile Castelle had seen all night. 
 
    The Captain relinquished her occupation of the doorway, and Castelle walked side-by-side with Rhea down the tall, narrow corridors. Castelle’s fathers hadn’t restored much of the temple’s original architecture, having opted to recreate as much of the castle as memory alone allowed.  
 
    The Captain stuck fast to Castelle’s heels, and in the darkness, the rest of the staff waded through the murky dregs of an excitement over too soon, yawning their way back to their bedchambers. Rhea had a knack for barking orders and putting rumour and gossip to rest. 
 
    When she wasn’t sharing it with Castelle, that was. 
 
    “I hear the dogs didn’t tear the assassin apart, Princess,” Rhea whispered. 
 
    Castelle raised her brow. 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “We might actually learn something from this one!” 
 
    The Captain closed the distance between them by another few steps. Guards lined the corridor, ears pricked. 
 
    Castelle chewed the inside of her mouth and said nothing more. 
 
    The guards would return to their appointed patrols and the Captain would retire to bed, shortly after dawn. Security would be no tighter than it usually was. Castelle could talk to Rhea all she wanted, back in her chambers. 
 
    Like much of the temple, her fathers’ study wasn’t part of the original design. Laister Temple’s foundations were as extensive as a castle’s, but so many of its chambers were designed for the hundreds of devotees who’d flocked there. Their chambers served the staff and guards well enough, but most of the vast, empty spaces filled only by the echo of prayer had been converted into something more practical. 
 
    Father Ira paced the room, hands clasped behind his back. Father Damir sat behind a crowded desk, fingers knitted together, and did not stop staring at a blank spot on the wall, even when Castelle entered. 
 
    “Darling!” Father Ira cried, rushing over. He put his hands on Castelle’s shoulders and pulled her close, embrace too tight for the circumstances. “It never ends, does it?” 
 
    Castelle patted her father’s back and said, “Two months without being awoken by bells in the dead of night is quite a feat.” 
 
    “Two weeks, two months, two years,” Father Ira muttered, giving Castelle one last squeeze. “They’ll never stop!” 
 
    They had been contending with this for twelve years, yet he worked himself into a panic every time. His eyes were pricked with tears, and Castelle couldn’t speak for the strain on his heart. 
 
    Father Damir stared at the wall. 
 
    “Father, in all this time, they’ve never reached the temple walls,” Castelle said. “We’re safe here.” 
 
    “Safe while your Kingdom suffers, my darling,” Father Ira sighed. 
 
    He was a tall, broad man, with an exceptionally round head. From Castelle’s understanding, the gods had never blessed him with hair. Crows’ feet spread from the crinkled corners of his eyes, and Castelle’s chest pulled tight. He was worried, so she should be too. Her heart ought to have been thundering, yet only her dishevelled bed played on her mind. 
 
    “Your father is right,” Father Damir said, shattering his own trance. “Repetition and frequency make this no less severe. Remember what we have always said, Castelle. Your enemies will not stop till every drop of your family’s blood has been drained from your Kingdom.” 
 
    “The dogs never let them close,” Castelle said, squeezing his shoulder. 
 
    Father Damir stared up at her. 
 
    Castelle dropped her hand to her side. 
 
    “The dogs protect you because the spirits demand it. Laister and all of Fenroe know the land is yours; the dead know the crown belongs upon your head,” Father Damir said. “We may have been pushed back to this island, to this temple, but know that they send assassins because they cannot gather armies. Their power is tenuous, but it will become tactile when the Greyser bloodline is but a footnote in history.” 
 
    Father Ira wrung his hands together. 
 
    “What your father means is that the people have always supported you,” he rushed to explain. “They are as trapped as we are by this new regime.” 
 
    It had been fourteen years since the rebels had forced their way into the castle, swords drawn, and still, the people waited for Castelle to reclaim her throne. 
 
    She’d heard it all before. 
 
    “I want to see them,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “The assassin,” she said. “They were brought back to the temple, were they not?” 
 
    Castelle so rarely caught glimpses of the people intent on rending her life in two. A year back, she watched from a window as a woman was marched into the forest by the Captain, broadsword strapped to her back. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Father Ira said. Father Damir raised his brow in mute agreement. “You’ve nothing to gain from being put in harm’s way.” 
 
    “Surely there’s no harm in speaking with them, and—” 
 
    “Speaking with the assassin? Gods, Castelle. He is but a cog in their machine. He knows nothing of their intentions and has accepted this foul work for nothing more than a stack of gold,” Father Ira scoffed. “He is but a tool. You’d learn as much from interrogating his poisoned blade.” 
 
    “I understand you’re worried, but I have to know something. Even a name. All these faceless, nameless people coming for me is making me flinch at shadows.” 
 
    “Good,” Father Damir said. “Keep your guard up. Do not become complacent.” 
 
    “Complacent?” Castelle repeated. The word sparked a heat in her veins no assassin could. “I am twenty-eight, and I have not seen my capital, my castle, in half my lifetime! I have been confined to this temple for twelve of those years, and I have not become complacent. I am forever asking, begging, to stride forward, though I am the only Greyser here. Still, nothing changes. Nothing!” 
 
    Father Damir rose to his feet. The chair legs did not scrape across the floor. There was no rush in it, but he stood tall, taller than his husband, and stared through Castelle. 
 
    “Hundreds of people have devoted their lives to you, to their Princess, to make this temple all it is. A home worthy of you. Thousands wear your crest, ready to give their lives in the battle that will come. Dozens of villages and towns freely share their harvests with us, asking for nothing in return. Fenroe is ready. Fenroe is waiting. If nothing changes, it is because you are the only Greyser. You are the only Greyser, and you cannot yet wield Brackish.” 
 
    Father Ira sucked in a sharp breath, stealing the last of the air in the room. Castelle stood straighter, knowing she’d collapse if she didn’t, bravery deserting her in favour of tremors. Her fingers twitched, reaching for the weapon that would tear her in two, if she wasn’t yet worthy. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    If Rhea and the Captain were listening, ears pressed to the study door, they’d held their breaths. Castelle’s mouth opened, but no words followed. 
 
    “Go, if you wish. Speak with the assassin, if you think it will stir something within you. You are the last of the Greysers, after all. We do not share your blood and can only defer to you,” Father Damir said. Father Ira stuttered the start of an objection, but Damir raised his hand, silencing him. “Know that you risk all your people have worked for, all they have done for you, but go. Go, learn what you can from the assassin.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers. The study doors opened and the Captain rushed in, stood to attention. Father Damir told her where the assassin was being held, words buzzing in Castelle’s ears. Brackish. Brackish. Nothing she learnt from the assassin would mean anything if she couldn’t wield the spirit-sword. What good was she to her people with a head full of a truth she already knew, hands empty, blade sheathed far away? 
 
    But she couldn’t say no. She couldn’t change her mind, not now that she’d spoken out. 
 
    She had to rise to one of her father’s challenges, sooner or later. 
 
    “Do not worry, my Lord,” the Captain said. “I’ve placed a dozen guards with the assassin. The Princess will be safe.” 
 
    Father Ira placed his hand on Damir’s arm, pleading, but Damir had never once conceded. 
 
    “Princess!” Rhea said in a whisper none missed. She grabbed Castelle’s arm, ignoring the Captain’s narrowed gaze as they hurried down the corridor. “What trouble are we getting into now? What have you done?” 
 
    “Something,” Castelle murmured. “Anything.” 
 
    The Captain cleared her throat, but Rhea didn’t let go of Castelle. Propriety could be damned. Rhea had been her Lady-In-Waiting since she was twenty-two. There weren’t any secrets between them. 
 
    They headed to the parts of the temple Castelle rarely thought of, let alone wandered through. Past the kitchens and the servants’ quarters, through open corridors constructed far more crudely than the rest of the temple, and down narrow, spiralling staircases.  
 
    Castelle gripped Rhea tighter than the bannister. 
 
    The stairs were rounded at the edges, worn into slants by thousands of footsteps. This was part of the original temple, down below the ground where the priests secluded themselves from the world of light and sound and distraction, and mused over scripture they had read thousands of times. 
 
    How things changed. 
 
    Torches blazed along the walls. Voices rose. Guards elbowed and jostled each other, talking about everything but the assassin, chained to a pillar in the centre. Some were drinking. Others played cards. A carving pulled itself from the back wall: The Creator stood on the left, a length of cloth around her outstretched hand; The Preserver, arms held out, cloth running across their upturned palms; and The Embracer, back turned to the pair, cloth draped across her closed eyes. 
 
    Castelle didn’t have time to greet the gods.  
 
    “You are in the Princess’ presence,” the Captain bellowed. The room fell silent. Glasses clinked as drinks were hidden behind backs. “If I didn’t order you to be here, leave.” 
 
    The room emptied like sand between fingers. The guards bowed their heads as they hurried past Castelle, flashes of familiar faces, footsteps thundering up worn stairs. Only a dozen remained, spaced evenly around the room. 
 
    “Do not get too close, Princess,” the Captain warned as Castelle’s feet led her to the centre of the room. 
 
    Rhea clung tightly to her arm. 
 
    The assassin wasn’t what Castelle had expected. He was not a brute force, striking fear into hearts with his mere presence. He could not square off with a guard, let alone contend with the dogs. Short, messy hair fell around his face. His eyes were fixed on the ground, features cast in shadow, but Castelle saw the bruises, the deep cuts, the blood matted in his hair. 
 
    At a guess, he was seventeen, eighteen. He hadn’t been with the rebels, hadn’t stormed the castle. 
 
    He knew nothing of what had happened. 
 
    “I—” Castelle swallowed thickly. She couldn’t afford pity to dampen her words. “I am Princess Castelle Marcella Adriana Greyser. You have intruded not only upon my home, but sacred ground. But you know this. You must do. Tell me why you’re here. Who sent you?” 
 
    The man – boy – scoffed at the ground. 
 
    “Answer the Princess,” the Captain ordered. 
 
    “Not my Princess,” he said, spitting blood at Castelle’s feet. 
 
    The Captain stepped forward. A dozen blades were drawn, and the guard stood above the boy pulled him to his feet. He slumped and the guard held on tighter, prying Castelle’s gaze from the would-be assassin. 
 
    The guard was not a tall woman, brown skin a shade or two lighter than Father Ira’s. Her armour fit well, her long brown hair was tied back, and she did not yet feel threatened enough to pull the halberd from her back. All of that was irrelevant. The boy could’ve drawn a dagger and Castelle wouldn’t have noticed, for she could not stop staring at the thick, ugly scars intersecting the guard’s face at every angle. 
 
    “Princess?” Rhea asked, nudging her side. 
 
    “Rhea? Oh—yes,” Castelle said, shaking her head. She tore her vision from the guard who hadn’t blinked the entire time. “Do you understand the weight of what you were asked to do? Or was it a matter of desperation? Did you need the gold so badly you were willing to—” 
 
    The boy broke out into laughter. 
 
    “Desperation? My mum’s a farmer from the other side of the archipelago. We’ve always had plenty,” he said, breathless still. “You think any of this was about money? The gods are going to make you sorry for playing pretend in this make-believe castle. I want things to be over. I wanted to finish the job.” 
 
    There was a fire in his eyes. A determination that screamed his failure didn’t mean this was over. 
 
    It wasn’t over. It never would be. 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes, taking a breath. 
 
    Finish the job. Finish the job. She’d hidden behind a cabinet, last time, taken a passage only she knew, but that was the past, frayed and distant. She was safe in the forest, protected by the spirits. Greyser blood was in the land, in all the islands of Fenroe and the saltwater that flowed between them. 
 
    She was safe, but her stomach turned. 
 
    So many had been poisoned against her. The boy’s mind had been warped by the so-called government that had usurped her family, and he was going to pay for it with his life. 
 
    All eighteen years of it. 
 
    Her fathers were right. There was nothing to be gained in speaking with this failed assassin or any other. They had been turned against her long ago, pushed into the forests of Laister by something darker than desperation. She didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t conjure any more questions, much less the right ones.  
 
    “I am sorry to disappoint you,” Castelle said, gaze drifting to the carvings on the wall. “Captain. Do as you see fit.” 
 
    The guard with a face full of scars shoved the boy back to the ground. 
 
    The temple warped, dragging Castelle to her chambers in seconds, or hours. The Captain stayed behind, and guards without scarred faces stood outside the double-doors. Castelle hovered in the centre of the room. Rhea busied herself, neatening out the light discord the Captain and other guards had sown on their way to ensuring Castelle was safe. 
 
    “You should see yourself to bed, Rhea,” Castelle heard herself say. 
 
    She didn’t have the heart to make an order of it. 
 
    “I’d have to be up in an hour anyway, Princess,” Rhea said, standing the cushions back up along the sofa. “I’d rather keep going than get dragged down by closing my eyes. Besides, you look like you could use the company.” 
 
    The corner of Castelle’s mouth twitched. 
 
    “What would I do without you, Rhea?”  
 
    “You’d do just fine. There are dozens who’d leap at the chance to serve the Princess herself,” Rhea said, taking Castelle’s wrist and leading her to the sofa. “You shouldn’t take anything that boy said to heart. There’s no honour in those who’d sneak in to slit someone’s throat in the dead of night.” 
 
    Castelle jolted back to herself at the words. Rhea had never held anything back, had been nothing but herself since the day she started working for Castelle as a chambermaid. Without the nobility of her childhood, without Countesses and Barons and Lords craving her family’s favour, friends were few and far between. Most of the temple staff would do little more than bow and scrape to her, offering no conversation beyond yes, Princess, of course, Princess, anything you say, Princess. 
 
    “Not that he got anywhere near you, as always,” Rhea continued. “It’s been fourteen years, Princess, and this is the best they can do. Things are going to change, and soon. I know it. I feel it! Everything your fathers said—they didn’t mean it. They were only worried about you, Princess. Brackish is yours. It’s your birthright.” 
 
    Castelle patted the empty seat next to her. Rhea fell into it with a grin, feet up on the coffee table. 
 
    “Did you see the guard restraining the boy? I can’t say I recognised her. There was something strange about her, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You mean other than the dozens of scars carved into her face? But you’re right. With everything going on, it slipped my mind, but everyone in the temple says there’s a reason the dogs didn’t mangle this one.” 
 
    “Oh? Do tell.” 
 
    “That guard, the new recruit. I’m not sure of her name. Can’t remember if I’ve even heard it. Anyway,” Rhea said, talking with her hands. “They say she rushed into the forest when the dogs started howling and grabbed the assassin by the scruff of his collar.” 
 
    Castelle leant back, resting on the arm of the sofa. Dawn was on its way, slipping through the curtains, turning the air golden-pink. If she got up, she’d see the dogs lurking between the trees, standing guard as the spirits ordered them to, not slinking back into the forest until they saw that she was safe. 
 
    They weren’t only there to stop people from forcing their way through the forest. 
 
    The temple had to be safe, had to be secure. 
 
    It had to work both ways. 
 
    “She went into the forest and the spirits didn’t tear her apart?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Rhea said, gesturing to her own face with a grimace. “But those were old scars. The dogs didn’t lay a paw on her, either.” 
 
    Castelle hummed. As intent on protecting her as they were, the dogs were not senseless, were not vicious without reason. The spirits understood who belonged in the forest and passed their wisdom along, even if humans would never fathom all that was measured. 
 
    “Have her brought to me tomorrow. I ought to thank her,” Castelle said, nodding. 
 
    “Later today,” Rhea said, patting Castelle’s shoulder. 
 
    “I suppose I should get back to bed. It’s all catching up with me,” Castelle said, running her fingers through her long red hair. 
 
    Rhea hopped to her feet, holding out her hands. 
 
    Castelle let herself be pulled up and glanced between her bedchambers and the door leading to the rest of the temple. There was so much to do, and there always would be; a hundred books to read on her family’s branching history, all the way back to the creation of Fenroe and the forging of Brackish. Countless dates to memorise, records of wars to learn from, enemies to study from the distance of time. 
 
    Everything she’d need to reclaim her Kingdom, to inherit the throne she never should’ve been in succession of. 
 
    There was so much to do. Her Kingdom was falling apart, slowly deteriorating from fourteen years of unlawful, oppressive rule, but all Castelle wanted to do was sleep. 
 
    She wanted to sleep, but she only shook. The boy’s words came back to her. Finish the job. How many of her own people had nothing but contempt for her, had everything to gain in draining the blood of the last of the royal line? 
 
    Finish the job. 
 
    How she’d been waiting for that blade to fall upon her for fourteen years. 
 
    Her nails dug crescents in her palm. 
 
    This was why she couldn’t give in. Why impatience couldn’t get the better of her. She had survived for a reason, was protected by the forest itself, and all its dogs and spirits understood her down to her marrow. 
 
    Rhea was right. Her fathers were worried about her, were more shaken by the assassination attempt than she was. They’d saved her, all those years ago.  
 
    They’d taken her across the archipelago, risking their own lives, and they’d never demanded anything of her. They’d never demanded she pick up Brackish, never wondered out loud why she hadn’t gathered her army and marched on the ashes of the capital. 
 
    They’d waited, waited, waited. 
 
    Castelle was sick of waiting. 
 
    Things would change, tomorrow. Tomorrow, tomorrow—later today. 
 
    Rhea wrapped her fingers around Castelle’s wrists. 
 
    “Princess? Do you want me to stay with you while you sleep?” Rhea asked, ducking to catch her eye. “If you’re going to—that is, I’d have nightmares, after a night like this. And with everything that was said, I… Do you want me to stay, Princess?” 
 
    Castelle let herself smile. 
 
    She placed a hand on Rhea’s face, fingers no longer trembling. Rhea’s mouth spread into a soft smile, so far removed from her usual lopsided grin. For the first time since she’d been torn from sleep, Castelle’s feet were back on solid ground.  
 
    Nonchalance was a poor mask for fear. 
 
    “Please, call me Castelle when it’s only the two of us,” Castelle said. 
 
    Rhea’s nose crinkled. 
 
    “But you’re the Princess,” Rhea argued. 
 
    “Yes, and I’m the only royal left in Fenroe. My fathers are the last of the nobility,” Castelle said. “It is nothing short of impossible to come by friends. Make this easy for me, Rhea.” 
 
    Covering Castelle’s hand with her own, Rhea said, “As you command, Castelle. Come. Let’s both get some sleep. I can nap on the job if you order it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The scarred woman was nowhere to be found. Upon enquiring, Rhea learnt that the failed assassin was being dealt with, and Castelle knew better than to ask for details. 
 
    It took two days for Castelle to return to her usual routine, and a week for the worst of the nightmares to cease. She saw little of her fathers, save for at dinner. They had sent envoys to the local villages and towns, and had the elders marched halfway through the forest to answer questions. Surely one of them had seen the boy slip through; they ought to know how important protecting the Princess was. 
 
    An agreement was made. The settlements would each send half a dozen people to patrol the perimeter of the forest for the next month and report any travellers passing through their lands. 
 
    With the excitement over, Castelle returned to her studies and strategising.  
 
    No plan she’d penned had been put into action, but Father Ira always said she had to get the ones doomed to failure out of the way, first. If things were as clear-cut as they ought to be, she would’ve been coronated on her fifteenth birthday, not forced back to the furthest island from the capital. 
 
    “When will father be back?” Castelle asked, idly turning a page. 
 
    Father Ira sat across from her in the library, shuffling through a stack of letters. Everything he gleaned was important, but not so vital Castelle need concern herself with the scrawling of citizens. 
 
    “A day or two. He has taken a convoy to a nearby city, to ensure the boy was truly from where he claimed to be.” 
 
    Castelle hummed. 
 
    Father Damir would return with spoils from Laister’s biggest city, and a head full of assurances that drowned out apologies.  
 
    “I thought I might talk to him about something. With both of you. Laister is ours, and Llyne swears fealty to us, so surely we could—” 
 
    “Castelle, darling,” Father Ira said softly, setting his reading down. “Patience. It is the hardest thing the world will ever ask of you, and the only thing that will see your family restored to power.” 
 
    Patience was enough to laugh at, but Castelle did not. Patience had confined her to the temple within the forest for twelve years. Patience had kept her away from her home for half her lifetime. 
 
    Patience came easily as breathing, and patience begot complacency.  
 
    “My mother’s cousin rules the Kingdom of Nor, does he not? If we were to send a message, surely his armies would—” 
 
    Father Ira cleared his throat.  
 
    “Nor is a hundred miles across a blustery sea. The rebels have done a fine job of convincing other nations that you are dead,” Father Ira said, twisting the ring on his index finger. “Fenroe’s relationship with Nor was strained, in recent decades, but I’ve no doubt King Mykos would help take back your lands in a heartbeat, had he any proof you were alive. What would you do, Castelle? Somehow survive the sea you have never sailed across, set foot on Nor, and abdicate your throne?” 
 
    Castelle’s book thudded shut. 
 
    “That isn’t what I’m saying. To leave the archipelago is to relinquish our rule over it, I know that, but I have heirlooms. Seals that would back up my words. I have the necklace from Ava Greyser’s coronation, do I not? I would never leave Fenroe, but there must be something I can do. Anything! What good am I to my people, trapped in the forest? They have been waiting for me all this time, father.” 
 
    Castelle’s hands were shaking. Father Ira took them between his own, steadying them with a slight squeeze. He smiled. Castelle’s eyes darted anywhere but his face, settling on the corner of the desk. 
 
    “Your devotion to your people speaks volumes, Castelle. That passion will see you back to your rightful place. But leaving the temple will not help them, or you. There are more assassins across the archipelago than there are in our forests. What happens if you are killed? If you are taken from us? This will all be for nought. Our army will scatter. Another will announce their claim on the throne, and they will be targeted as you are.” 
 
    Castelle’s fingers twitched. Father Ira didn’t let go. 
 
    “I am the last of my bloodline,” she murmured.  
 
    “Oh, but there are those bold enough to claim their mother was the result of your great-grandfather’s indiscretions. They would hold up seals of their own, Castelle,” Father Ira said, sighing. “But never mind that, darling. There is so much you could be doing to help your people from here. Something that is so much more than the waiting we all grow weary of.” 
 
    Castelle’s gaze darted up. Around her, the endless rows of books in the library, each donated by her people, by those who believed in her, blurred together. Histories. Theories. Philosophies. She’d read them all, committed those that mattered to memory, but never once had the words led to anything but empty ideas rattling around her head.  
 
    The momentum she’d gained without leaving her seat stuttered to a stop. 
 
    She knew what Father Ira was going to say. 
 
    “Father,” she said, as firmly as she knew how. 
 
    He raised his hands and said, “Hear me out, darling. You are the last Greyser, true, but only if you will it. The most heroic sacrifice you could make for Fenroe is a child to carry on what we have started. This may well stretch beyond the scope of our lifetimes.” 
 
    “I—” Castelle pressed her teeth together, one hand on her stomach. “I will not bring a child into a world where hundreds wish to murder them. I will not make bait of them.” 
 
    Father Ira had heard it a thousand times before. 
 
    “Your father and I have met with countless woman who could provide you with a child. We know that you wish for a wife, one day. Will you not concede to merely meet them? You need not make any commitments.” 
 
    Castelle’s pale, freckled skin reddened easily. Now it burnt, making her temples pound. The subject had been broached continuously, ever since the temple was repaired and she turned seventeen, but at some point, it had become the stuff of casual conversation. 
 
    “It’s not right to use someone to procure a child,” Castelle muttered. “Besides, there are no nobles left. I could not put my country in the hands of someone from—what? One of Laister’s sheep farms?” 
 
    Father Ira chuckled. 
 
    “Darling, if you wait for someone of noble blood, you will be waiting forever. The rebels saw to that,” he said, picking up one of the discarded letters and scanning over it. “And arranged marriages are not the pit of despair you make them out to be. Damir and I were told we were to marry when we were but twenty years old. Your parents’ marriage was ordained before they could speak, and they loved each other immensely. I am not saying you ought to produce a child in a day, or even a year. By all means, wait until we have made some small strides forward. But do consider it, Castelle. It would help negate untoward rumours, if nothing else.” 
 
    Father Ira read over the letter two, three times. No matter how Castelle stared, he wouldn’t meet her gaze. 
 
    “Rumours?” she gave in and asked. “What rumours?” 
 
    “Oh, darling, it’s all hearsay. I know it isn’t true. Your father knows it isn’t true. But some of the staff whisper that you are rather close with your Lady-in-Waiting.” 
 
    Castelle shot to her feet. Once she was standing, she didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “They said that I—what? Isn’t it your job to ensure those within the temple are truly loyal to me? Rhea has been helping me dress and bathe for years. Surely they do not think I have that little dignity.” 
 
    Father Ira shrugged. 
 
    “Your servants grow as restless as you do, and they are but commoners at heart. What can we expect? They do what they can to keep themselves entertained.” 
 
    Entertained. Entertained. Castelle’s fingertips pressed hard to the edge of the desk. She was there for them. For all the people of Fenroe. More than a decade back, when she was but a child, she could’ve fled the archipelago and lived a life of freedom and safety, far from Fenroe. It would’ve been the smart thing to do, but it wasn’t the right thing. She was there waiting, waiting, waiting, watching her life drag by, all so that she could one day free their Kingdom from those who had enslaved it. 
 
    She’d sacrificed for them, and they said she— 
 
    Gods. 
 
    “Have someone find me the moment Father Damir returns,” Castelle said, voice low and steady enough to make Father Ira look up. “I want to see Brackish.” 
 
    “Castelle—?” Father Ira called after her, but the rest was lost to the door swinging shut behind her. 
 
    The guards in the hallway snapped to attention, but Castelle marched off, blind to their salutes. It was the time to act, the time to break away from worn routine. Her fathers had saved her, had made a castle of temple ruins for her, but they were not Greysers. They did not understand. She could not wait and wait, never risking anything. 
 
    Her army was vast. Five-thousand strong, at last count, and there would be those in villages and towns, farmers and bakers and butchers and tailors, that would pick up whatever rake or shovel or cleaver they had on hand, and follow her to the heart of Fenroe. The people would join her in reclaiming her throne, but she had to trust them. Had to. 
 
    She had to prove she was willing to risk everything she had to pry the Kingdom back from usurpers, criminals, murderers. 
 
    Castelle pushed the double-doors open and stepped out into the only land she had to roam. Walks in the forest had been banned eight years ago, after what happened to Layla. 
 
    A square quarter-mile of land sat in front of the temple, gardens tended to by the staff. Neat rows of flowers sent colour sprawling in all directions, and the hedges were trimmed daily, never anything less than perfect squares. A stepping-stone path led to a small pond, and small birds hopped through the neat grass, searching for the seeds spread by the handful to entice them close. 
 
    It was made to mirror the royal gardens, but couldn’t match the blossoms entrapped in Castelle’s memory. The forest it bordered made a mockery of it. Moss and ivy mixed with the brown of the trees, leaves turned to red and gold turned to stripped branches turned to tiny buds, ready to start over. No one tended to the forest. It was its own, and ever would be, no matter what they chopped down for firewood or what they stole to make their furniture; it would overrun the garden, the moment they stopped fighting it back. 
 
    The servants stopped working to watch Castelle as she stepped into the waning sun. The summer had been a mild one, and autumn would be upon them before they knew it, flowers bowing their heads. Most returned to work immediately, others scurried back into the temple, and in the furtive glances of those who remained, Castelle realised she wasn’t alone. 
 
    She had grown accustomed to guards taking it upon themselves to follow her, had made herself deaf to boots thudding and armour clanking. She’d been at the mercy of her own muddled thoughts and hadn’t dismissed the guard who’d followed her from the library. She hadn’t snapped and said the whole temple was looking out for her, its eyes ever on her, and the guard wouldn’t earn themselves a commendation for stepping out of place. 
 
    A face full of scars stopped her boiling over and saying it now. 
 
    The woman who’d charged into the forest and wrested the would-be assassin from the dogs stood behind her, chin raised, hands clasped behind her back.  
 
    She was a few steps above Castelle, only just matching her in height. 
 
    “Oh,” Castelle said. “It’s—it’s you.” 
 
    The woman didn’t disagree. She didn’t do much of anything. 
 
    “I’m certain my fathers have said it, but thank you for your assistance,” Castelle said. 
 
    The woman stared into the forest, far from beaming with pride. Her dark eyes did not fall to Castelle, so Castelle fixated on her ugly scars, ridges and rivers marring her face. 
 
    “Are you new to your station?” Castelle asked. 
 
    With guards and servants, things went one of two ways: either they were too nervous to speak, or so nervous they couldn’t stop talking. 
 
    It wasn’t either, with the scarred woman. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I see,” Castelle said. “And where are you from?” 
 
    There was something strange in the woman’s features, beyond her scars. Fenronians were black, brown, white, all shades under the sun, but there was something distinctly unfamiliar about the woman’s dark eyes. 
 
    The guard tilted her head towards the forest, eyes fixing south-west. 
 
    There were plenty of larger towns, along the coast. It was the most direct route to Llyne and the rest of the islands. 
 
    “Very good. I believe Lord Damir is currently in the area,” Castelle said. “Is there anything you wish to commemorate your bravery? Better chambers? Time away to visit your family?” 
 
    The guard shook her head. Her silence was not one of insolence, but Castelle couldn’t unravel it. Not with endless questions, and not with a silence of her own. 
 
    Her desire to speak with the guard was curtly sated. There was no mystery here. The woman had been in the right place at the right time, and the dogs had sensed that. The dogs had let her finish their work. 
 
    “Then you may leave,” Castelle said. “I do not need an escort.”  
 
    The guard bowed her head. She spared one last look at the forest, searching for the dogs that had aided her, and retreated into the temple. 
 
    Any lingering thoughts were curtailed by Rhea. She rushed out of the temple, fresh linen in her arms, and grinned over the pile at Castelle. A dozen people had their eyes on her. More that she couldn’t see, lurking in the forest and watching from windows. 
 
    Castelle straightened, midday sun pricking the back of her neck. 
 
    “Princess, do you remember that—” Rhea began. 
 
    “Rhea, please. We shall talk in private,” Castelle said, hurrying up the stairs and guiding Rhea by her elbow. The dim corridor curtained Castelle in relief. Regaining herself, she said, “What were you saying?” 
 
    Rhea shuffled the linen in her arms. 
 
    “You remember that my sister was pregnant, don’t you? And that you said I could take time off, as soon as the big day came?” Rhea said, biting the inside of her mouth. “Do you think I could—that is, it’s a little sooner than expected, but…” 
 
    “You want to leave now?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Once I’ve made your bed,” Rhea said, hoisting the sheets higher. 
 
    Castelle could refuse her. Should refuse her. Who else would be allowed to leave on such short notice, would be given an escort through the forest, simply because they’d asked? It wouldn’t look right. People would talk. The Princess favoured her Lady-in-Waiting, and—and why shouldn’t she? 
 
    People would talk, either way. Better that Rhea was absent for a few weeks while the unpleasantness eked out of Castelle’s system. It wasn’t right that Castelle took the rumours out on Rhea. 
 
    “Of course,” Castelle belatedly said. “Of course, Rhea. Finish for the day, and I will speak with my father about having guards escort you through the forest.” 
 
    Rhea squeezed the linen, bouncing on the balls of her feet. 
 
    “Thank you, Princess! Gods, I am so excited to meet my nephew. The very first one!”  
 
    “A nephew?” Castelle asked. “That’s… that’s wonderful, Rhea. I’m happy for you. Go on. Hurry up.” 
 
    Rhea ran off with an incoherent chirp, and Castelle remained on the spot, staring down the hallway. How nice it was for Rhea to see her family grow. How lucky she was to leave the temple, if only briefly, and know there was a world out there waiting for her. 
 
    Castelle’s fingers curled against her palm. No, no. She wouldn’t take that away from anyone. 
 
    The Captain marched through the temple entrance, dirt caking her boots, soldiers behind her. She bellowed out what was to be done with the rest of the day before catching sight of Castelle. 
 
    “Princess. My apologies. I didn’t realise you were here,” the Captain said, fist covering her heart. “We’ve just returned from the villages. Lord Damir headed straight for his chambers.” 
 
    “No need to apologise, Captain,” Castelle said, edging towards her father’s room. “My Lady-in-Waiting, Rhea, is visiting her family over the next week. Will you see to it that she is escorted through the forest?” 
 
    The Captain promised she would. Her reports of the outside world fell on deaf ears. Castelle gave a few cursory nods and headed down the corridor. The temple’s widest staircase took her to her father’s chambers, far from hers. It was safer, that way. Clustering together would make easy targets of them. 
 
    The guards outside bowed their heads. Castelle knocked, and knowing it wouldn’t be anyone but her, Father Damir called for her to come in. 
 
    The doors led to a large chamber with windows almost as wide as the room. A collection of books rivalling the library’s filled one wall and much of the room was taken up by fine furniture. All the trinkets they’d saved from the castle were kept in tall glass cabinets, polished every day. 
 
    Father Ira sat in quiet, private conversation with his husband. Father Damir had removed his boots and light coat, and was in the process of straightening his sleeves. 
 
    “Castelle,” he said in greeting. “You’ll be pleased to know that all is well with Laister. Your people have donated a generous amount of grain from their stores, as well as several stags. I have the cooks preparing one, now.” 
 
    “Welcome back. I’m glad things went well. Thank you for always handling these matters,” Castelle said. 
 
    He huffed. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Your father tells me you have other matters on your mind, Castelle.” 
 
    There had been a statue of The Preserver when they’d first come across the temple. It had been dragged out with rough ropes, base shattered, and turned into a plinth. 
 
    A sword had been placed upon it, on a small, wooden stand, so as not to distract from the beauty of it. Not that anything could. The blade shone silver, double-edged, and curved halfway down. The hilt was adorned with filigree so delicate Castelle’s eyes strained to make out the flowing patterns. 
 
    It was a trick of the spirit within, luring her closer. Just one step, then another, and she’d see all its secrets; one step, then another, and she could wrap her fingers around the hilt and lift it to the light. 
 
    Father Damir cleared his throat.  
 
    Castelle clasped her hands behind her back. 
 
    “I believe the time has come,” Castelle said, watching light dance along the blade. “I must do more for my people. They have waited for so long, and I… I want to try, father. I want to wield Brackish.” 
 
    “It’s been a stressful time,” Father Ira interjected. “What with the recent assassination attempt and tensions mounting in the north.” 
 
    Father Damir lifted a hand, silencing him. 
 
    “The sword is your birthright. It is yours, make no mistake about that. We merely watch over it and protect it, as we have protected you,” Father Damir said, stepping closer to the plinth. “Almost two centuries ago, Ava Greyser trapped a spirit haunting the archipelago in this blade and proved herself worthy of ruling the Kingdom. Every monarch since has held it in their bare hand, Castelle. You know this. But not all who have lifted it have been so lucky. The sword knows who is worthy of wielding it. The sword only bows to those with Fenroe’s future in their hearts.” 
 
    Father Damir’s hand hovered over the hilt. Castelle’s heart bruised the inside of her ribs. Her blood alone was not enough and never would be. Not until she lifted Brackish from the plinth and held the blade high. 
 
    “I… I am ready. I cannot keep hesitating,” Castelle murmured. 
 
    “Then by all means, please,” Father Damir said, sweeping an arm out towards the blade. “Take it.” 
 
    Castelle stepped forward. It was all she could do. 
 
    She stared at the steel until she could hear the spirit singing within. The forest spirits rose up in deafening silence, lifting her hand, urging her on, on. 
 
    Her fingers hovered over the hilt. Her mother had worn the sword at her hip and only had to raise her voice to silence those with treason in their hearts. 
 
    She would do her Kingdom proud. 
 
    She would be everything her mother was, and more. 
 
    “Castelle, darling. Please!” Father Ira cried, leaping to his feet. 
 
    Castelle jolted back, convinced the sword itself had hissed. 
 
    “Ira,” Father Damir said. “What is it? Let Castelle try. If she says she’s ready, she’s ready.” 
 
    Father Ira wrung his hands together. 
 
    “I’m—darling, darlings, I’m sorry. I truly am. It isn’t that I doubt you, Castelle. Not at all. I…” He lowered his voice, hand sweeping over his round head. “If you aren’t ready, if the spirit catches you unaware, it could all be over. There’s no saying what it will do to you. It could tear you apart, my love. This could all be for nothing.” 
 
    “Ira,” Father Damir snapped. “Do not be absurd. The sword is Castelle’s. She has studied for a lifetime, and most importantly, she has waited. Castelle, please. Lift Brackish.” 
 
    Castelle’s gaze shot between her fathers. Clouds covered the sun, staining Brackish a dark grey. 
 
    She was beyond selfish. What happened if she lifted the sword and it was all for nothing? What if it tore her apart, what if the spirit rushed through her mind, claiming her for its own? All that would be left of the Greyser bloodline was a temple that no longer served its purpose, an army without a Princess to rally behind, and her fathers, alone in the forest after they’d sacrificed so much to save her, to raise her. 
 
    “I…” Castelle murmured. 
 
    “It will be fine. Do it. Wield the sword.” 
 
    “Gods, Damir. Look at her. She’s trembling. The sword will know she’s not ready,” Father Ira said, voice rising as it so rarely did. “We can’t lose her. Not after what happened to Layla.” 
 
    Father Damir scoffed. 
 
    “Her cousin abandoned her Princess and marched through the forest. She was torn apart by bandits, not a spirit-sword. For gods’ sake, Ira, it’s been eight years.” 
 
    The words rang in Castelle’s ears, high-pitched, blocking out all sound and sense. Layla. Layla. She’d had a friend, once upon a time. She’d had a family, even if the blood that bound them wasn’t royal. 
 
    Her chest tightened. She stepped back from the plinth, hands falling uselessly at her sides. 
 
    “Fathers, please,” she said. The pair fell silent. “I am being selfish. Rushing into this. I need more time. Just a little more. We can afford it, can’t we? Please.” 
 
    The two of them stared at her. Father Ira’s face softened. 
 
    He hurried over, hands on her shoulders, but Father Damir didn’t drop her gaze. 
 
    “Very well,” he said, hand hovering over Brackish. “But remember that you are the one who wishes to act, Castelle. You are the one who asks why we do nothing but wait, while fearing what is yours to control.” 
 
    His fingers wrapped around the hilt. He lifted it an inch or two, and nothing howled, nothing sang. Blue light didn’t ripple across the blade, didn’t tear through his eyes. 
 
    “Go,” he said, putting the sword down. “I have much to discuss with your father, and sleep to catch up on.” 
 
    The spirit-sword rested back on its stand, as if it’d never been lifted. 
 
    But Brackish alone was not enough to claim the throne. 
 
    Father Damir couldn’t take her place. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three  
 
      
 
    Castelle’s fathers dismissed her without a word. Back in her chambers, the windows had been propped open, letting in a warm summer breeze. Castelle’s head span as her fathers’ words replayed themselves, none of them in order. She saw flashes of Brackish on its stand, encased by fingers that weren’t her own. 
 
    No wonder she’d survived. She was of no threat to the rebels, to their superfluous, fleeting rule. Why waste a blade on her? 
 
    “Princess?” Rhea’s voice, from the bedchamber. “I didn’t think you’d be back so soon, but I’m glad I caught you! Did you hear? The Captain herself is going to escort me through the forest.” 
 
    Castelle leant against a column in the centre of the room, watching the curtains billow. Who would take care of the day-to-day, with Rhea gone? None of the other maids folded her clothes just so, or made the bed like Rhea did. Not that it was justification for cancelling Rhea’s trip, for making her stay behind and serve in misery, while her family celebrated a new life. 
 
    Rhea would’ve already found a temporary replacement, would’ve left strict orders to be followed. She was Castelle’s Lady-in-Waiting for a reason. 
 
    “Princess? Castelle?” Rhea asked, poking her head into the main chamber. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    Rhea had changed for her journey, sturdy boots to make it through the forest, and a shawl for the rougher winds along the coast. 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Rhea,” Castelle said, pushing herself off the column. She found a smile for Rhea. “Excited for your break?” 
 
    “I am! Mostly. I never got on terribly well with my parents. Honestly, I prefer it here, most of the time. But with a baby to fawn over, everyone’s going to be too distracted to argue! It’ll just be a week. I don’t think I’ll have enough time to get sick of them.” 
 
    Smile failing, Castelle turned to her desk and opened the top drawer. 
 
    “Here. For your sister,” she said, holding out a small pouch of gold. “And your nephew, of course. Ensure they have all they need.” 
 
    Rhea’s mouth opened as wide as her eyes. 
 
    “Princess, you—Castelle, I have my wages. You don’t have to,” Rhea said, hand hovering over the pouch. 
 
    “Your wages are yours. You earnt them, and you should get to spend them,” Castelle said, pushing the pouch against Rhea’s palm and covering her hand with her own. “You have been by my side, all these years. I should like your family to know how very much it’s appreciated.” 
 
    Rhea blinked hard. 
 
    She took a step forward, barely remembering to stop herself. 
 
    “I…” Her fingers curled tightly around the gold. “May I, Princess?” 
 
    Castelle faltered, but only for a second. If rumours were to spread, she’d know she was being spied on. That was something. With a slight nod, she held out an arm and Rhea rushed to embrace her. 
 
    Castelle drew a sharp breath. Rumours didn’t matter. Friendship did, and those who spoke behind her back could never understand how much companionship meant in a world as isolated as Castelle’s. 
 
    “Be safe, Rhea, and follow the Captain’s orders,” Castelle said. “There are few paths the dogs will not walk, and she is one of few who know the safe routes in and out.” 
 
    The embrace lingered. When Rhea remembered herself, she eased back, cleared her throat, and rubbed the back of her head. Her lips parted, but either bravery or desperation deserted her. She aimed a smile meant for Castelle at the ground and excused herself with a brief bow. 
 
    Castelle retired to the window, elbows on the sill, forehead on the glass. It took another hour for Rhea to appear, everything she owned bundled into a single bag that tugged on her shoulders. The Captain appeared soon after, matching Rhea’s nervous energy with her usual brand of pacing. 
 
    The Captain’s mouth moved. The glass and the distance between them muted the words, but Castelle heard her voice in the back of her skull. 
 
    And these are all the secrets of the forest, Rhea. This is how we slip out, how we are connected to the world outside. This is the path you must promise to never show the Princess. The archipelago is hers, and we must keep it pristine for her, far, far from her wandering feet. 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes. 
 
    It was easy for a maid, for Rhea, but it wasn’t easy for her. Wasn’t meant to be. That was the price that came with ruling. Her mother had said it time and time again. Castelle wasn’t the oldest, wasn’t meant to rule, but she had seen it in her mother’s eyes, shining through the exhaustion that running a castle brought, the murk of the impossible decisions she had to make. 
 
    Rhea glanced back at the temple. Castelle bolted upright, face red, and belatedly waved. 
 
    Rhea lifted both hands over her head. The Captain glanced back and tilted her head, before sweeping out an arm and leading Rhea into the forest. 
 
    She was gone, easy as that. 
 
    Away from the temple, out of the forest, back to the home that was always waiting for her. 
 
    Castelle stared between the trees as the sky began to darken. No dogs or wandering spirits appeared; there was only a knock at the door, summoning her to dinner. 
 
    Father Ira blinked a few times in rapid succession, but made no comment about her not changing for dinner. Father Damir stared at an open book, none the wiser. 
 
    The dining hall was ridiculously large, fit for the banquets of her childhood. Long ago, the Greysers had the decency to take most of their meals in a more private chamber, where even cousins were not always invited. Here, a table ran the length of the room, high-backed chairs lining it, and only the three of them ever ate there. The dark, polished wood stretched on forever, across the room, through the walls and corridors of the temple, over the gardens and into the forest, tangling with the trees it was born of, never escaping their gnarled roots. 
 
    “This looks wonderful,” Father Ira said as his wine was poured. 
 
    It looked as it did every evening. 
 
    It looked like a meal fit for a Princess. 
 
    “Indeed. That will be all,” Father Damir said, dismissing the servants who’d brought the lavish plates in, filled with more than three people could ever eat. 
 
    It was a meal from her childhood. Only the table had been surrounded, then. There’d been ten of them, and that was just the immediate family. Castelle’s grandparents had been there, more often than not. How many times had Layla dined with them, her mothers, too? She used to sit next to Castelle, both in the castle and the temple, until she desperately broke free of the place. 
 
    Until she abandoned Castelle, making her family ever smaller. 
 
    There had been aunts and uncles. Cousins she didn’t care for as much as Layla. Fathers Damir and Ira had often joined them, when dinner was served in the banquet hall, along with a dozen other nobles who took pride in sitting at the table with the Queen, with the Greysers. 
 
    “Why is our table so large?” Castelle asked. 
 
    She picked up her cutlery and clung to each piece tightly. 
 
    “It seemed fitting,” Father Ira said. 
 
    “Because I am a Princess?”  
 
    “That’s right, darling,” he said, pushing a glass of wine towards her. “And because we are Lords.” 
 
    Castelle nodded slowly, dropped her fork in favour of drink, but stopped short of taking a sip. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s a waste? All these empty seats,” she murmured. “Are they meant to mock me?” 
 
    Father Ira turned to father Damir, who begrudgingly set his dinner and book aside. 
 
    “After the siege, we spent two years on the road. Two years you remember little of, because what came before was so awful, and what followed felt so hopeless. We ate with our hands, like the dirt-covered army around us. We pulled meat apart with our fingers. When we arrived on Laister, it was another two years before the temple could be called liveable. We ate atop a fallen column with a blanket over it, for a time. 
 
    “While we were travelling across the archipelago, running from the rebels, and while we were in the temple ruins, watching it be pulled into something around you, I swore that you would never again live like that. You would never eat like that. The table is so large because you are the last of the Greysers, Castelle, and it will doom the archipelago if you forget that.” 
 
    Castelle drank her wine in a single gulp. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, of course, father.” 
 
    If the air had grown tense between them, Father Damir didn’t let it stop him cutting his venison apart. 
 
    Castelle glanced down the table to escape Father Ira’s gaze. It was only a table, stretching out another eight chairs to her left, finite, ending comfortably within the confines of the room. 
 
    It was just a table. 
 
    “Perhaps it would not feel so empty, were we to have company,” Father Ira suggested. “Your father has struck up quite the rapport with the elder of Caen village. They have a daughter around your age. A little younger, I believe. She’s a beautiful girl, by all accounts, and—” 
 
    Castelle’s fork scraped across the bottom of her plate. 
 
    Undeterred, Father Ira said, “It would be marvellous if we got to entertain again, darling. I think it would do you a world of good.” 
 
    Castelle chewed slowly, holding back the answer he didn’t want to hear. 
 
    Beneath Father Ira’s insistence on pushing her in a direction that would not see her Kingdom freed any sooner was an offer that gave her pause. It had been a long time since outsiders other than new recruits had been let into the temple. It had been a long, long time since she’d been introduced to someone of standing. 
 
    Let her fathers draw in guests. If they considered the elder and their daughter worthy of dining with, perhaps her fathers would listen to them; the outsiders could plead Castelle’s case for her. Reclaiming her Kingdom could become more urgent, in her fathers’ ears, if the elder spoke with grief in their heart for what had become of Fenroe. 
 
    “Fine,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Castelle?” Father Ira asked, leaning over the table. 
 
    “Bring them to the temple. Let them dine with us.” 
 
    Father Ira clapped his hands in delight and called for a servant to bring in more wine. Even father Damir had a second glass. Castelle followed in his example, drinking more than she ate. Father Ira made a thousand plans at once. There would be meals to make, musicians to hire, and they would have to have the place really scrubbed down if they were to have company. They were lucky it was summer. It wasn’t too late in the year to gather bouquets of the brightest flowers. 
 
    Dinner stretched on uncomfortably long. Father Ira hugged her when she made her excuses and left, and father Damir had no particular admonishments for her.  
 
    The sky was pitch black outside, and only stars distinguished it from the depths of the forest. Guards bowed their heads as they passed, and Castelle had faith in her legs following a straight line. All the wine had gone straight to her head and stayed there, swirling, swirling. 
 
    She fumbled with the doors to her chambers, shut them heavily behind her, and stood in the centre of the room, waiting for a maid to scurry to attention. None appeared. Whoever Rhea had found to replace her was either remiss in their duties, or certain they started the next morning. 
 
    It was no matter. Castelle was glad of the solitude. She found her own way out of her shirt and breeches and pulled on the nightdress Rhea had left at the foot of her perfectly made bed. 
 
    Rhea would be through the forest, by now. There were plenty of small villages dotted around its perimeter, offering shelter for the night. The Captain would likely stay, too. The forest was hard enough to navigate in daylight, and not worth thinking about intruding upon until dawn had broken. 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes, but the room refused to stop spinning. A mumbling rose from the hallway as the guards changed shifts, and Castelle left her bed in a fit of frustration. She pushed the bedroom windows open, letting in the cool night air, basking in the sounds of the forest. There were more than dogs, out there. Hares ran between the trees, and frogs gathered by muddy ponds. Some guards claimed they’d seen bears amongst the trees, and others mistook the dogs for wolves. 
 
    Castelle fell on her bed. It wouldn’t be made correctly for weeks, but she rolled onto her side, knocking pillows on the ground. Having someone new around wasn’t a terrible thing. She might even make a friend of the elder’s daughter. She didn’t have to bow to her fathers’ wishes. It didn’t matter how often they were right, how many times their wisdom had saved her life, how hard they’d worked to keep her army together, despite a world turned against them.  
 
    Groaning, Castelle pushed her face into a pillow. 
 
    She was a royal. Arranged marriages were an industry unto themselves. Castelle’s eldest sister married a young Count when she was seventeen, and their engagement spanned more than a decade. If Castelle was to become Queen, she couldn’t push against traditions. 
 
    Something knocked in the main chamber, stopping her thoughts from bleeding into acquiescence. 
 
    Sitting bolt upright, Castelle called, “Rhea?”  
 
    What a ridiculous thing to do. A book had likely fallen flat on her desk. Ignoring the sound and the spike of hope, Castelle laid back down, but couldn’t settle. She slid her legs off the side of the bed, fumbled to light a candle, and reached for the water Rhea had left by her bed. 
 
    Four glasses of wine as dark as night would result in an aching head, come morning. She could at least make the consequences a little less severe for herself. 
 
    She took a sip, and something else fell in her room. Gods. She’d left the window open. Her desk would be in disarray. 
 
    Castelle headed into the main chamber, candlelight humming behind her. The curtains had stopped billowing in the wind, but sure enough, a copy of The Birds of Dusk was on the floor, along with an empty inkwell. Castelle placed the fallen pieces back on the desk, no damage done, and moved to the window. 
 
    She’d never sleep if things kept thudding all night. 
 
    Something other than the wind escaped the forest. The light of the moon reflected twofold atop a rotting log, and Castelle gripped the sill, leaning out the window. The lights vanished, and a dark shape scampered back. 
 
    “Gods,” Castelle whispered, hanging out the window. “Is that…?”  
 
    The guards’ lanterns were nowhere to be seen. Their patrol had taken them to the other side of the temple, and Castelle had only moonlight to go on. If the shape headed deeper into the forest, it’d become another shadow in the patchwork of night. 
 
    Hiking up her nightdress, she slung a leg out of the window and faltered.  
 
    There was a reason she couldn’t go into the forest. A reason why guards walked an endless circle of the temple, night after night. 
 
    Had dinner not been so turbulent, Castelle would’ve stopped there. One word echoed in her head. Couldn’t. Couldn’t. What couldn’t she do? She was a Princess, meant to be Queen. This was her temple, her forest, her island, her archipelago. Hers, hers, hers. That’s what her fathers always told her, and who were they to ban whole reaches of her Kingdom from her? 
 
    Greyser blood didn’t flow in their veins. 
 
    They were but servants and footmen, compared to her. 
 
    Castelle hurried out the window before the guards came. She caught her feet on the sill, stumbled, but stopped short of falling face-first into the dirt. 
 
    Six glasses of wine. It’d definitely been six. 
 
    The night was still and her feet were bare. The nightdress did little against the breeze, but her blood ran hot, and she was too fixated on the shape between the trees to care about the chill in the air and the dirt beneath her feet. 
 
    Slowly, slowly, she closed the gap between herself and the forest, crouched low. Her heart pounded in her ears. She’d never done anything like this, precisely because she’d always waited for permission, for protection. Running off and explaining the situation to her fathers would do no good. 
 
    The puppy would be gone by the time she returned with a fleet of guards at her heels. 
 
    “Hello, there,” she whispered, grinning from ear to ear. “What are you doing out here? Where’s the rest of your litter?”  
 
    The dog cocked its head, backed away, but didn’t flee. 
 
    Castelle knelt down, twigs and stones digging into her knees, and held out a hand. The dog inched forward, sniffed her, and its tail began to wag.  
 
    It was large, more than an armful, but no older than six or seven weeks. The dogs of the forest were bred from Fenronian Shepherds and Norian Mountain Dogs, part wolf, part bear in appearance. They were a force to be reckoned with, even without the spirits’ aid.  
 
    The puppy rolled in the dirt, head in her lap. It was all fluff and had not yet learnt to be wary of outsiders. Castelle rubbed its stomach. The puppy instinctively knew who she was. It was young, not yet visited by the spirits and unacquainted with assassins, but it understood the forest and knew what Castelle meant to it. 
 
    “Are you lost? Are you hungry?” Castelle asked, getting back to her feet. “There’s meat inside the temple, if you’d like some. Plenty of venison left over from dinner.” 
 
    The puppy yapped in delight and ran circles around Castelle’s ankles. Laughing, she turned on the spot, letting the dog jump up and paw at her nightdress. Forget Brackish. Forget marriages, arranged or otherwise. This was the furthest Castelle had ventured into her Kingdom in years, and there was so much life a few steps from the temple she thought she might cry. 
 
    She had to do something. Had to act. She had to put her Kingdom first, as her family always had. She couldn’t waste away, safe in the forest.  
 
    She grabbed the puppy’s face and rubbed its ears. Her bravery would fade, come morning, replaced with a hangover and a dry mouth, but for now, it was enough.  
 
    “Come on,” she whispered to the dog. “The guards will be back, soon.” 
 
    The puppy belonged in the forest, but it had come to her for a reason. It shuffled over to her side when she turned back to the temple and looked up to her for guidance.  
 
    Castelle pointed to her open window, candlelight washed out by the moon. 
 
    The dog barked.  
 
    An arm wrapped around Castelle’s throat, a calloused hand covered her mouth, and she was pulled into the forest. 
 
    The wind gathered, forcing Castelle back, heels tearing through the rough undergrowth. She didn’t scream. The hand clasped over her mouth was for nothing. Her heart was in her throat, welded in place by fear. The animals of the forest scattered as she was torn through the night. 
 
    She kicked her legs, clawed at the arm around her, but it was all distant, distant. Her body fought while her mind plunged deep below the foliage and dirt, the soft earth and the bones it embraced; the creatures that had returned to the world, who had been given a chance to rot. 
 
    This was it. This was it. This was it! Even in the castle, as a child, there were assassins. They’d come for her parents, her grandparents, her grandparents’ grandparents, all throughout their lifetimes, and they’d followed the road to Laister, had crept through the forest and reached the temple walls time and time again. It had been a fact of life, an inconvenience that led to little more than nightmares, something doomed to repeat over and over. 
 
    But this was it. Repetition wouldn’t protect her, wouldn’t hold her life in its hands so the world could keep throwing threats against her. She was alone in the forest, denied one last chance to scream, and someone was about to put a knife through her throat. 
 
    Where were the dogs? Where were the guards? 
 
    Castelle’s teeth dug into the assassin’s palm. Their grip loosened, but it was incidental. She sucked down a breath, but she couldn’t scream. Her lips trembled, murmuring uselessly.  
 
    Mother, mother, she heard herself say. Mother, mother! 
 
    She’d seen her mother dead on the floor, bleeding out onto the marble tiles, yet Castelle called for her.  
 
    Come back, come back, she meant. 
 
    Where were the dogs? Where were the spirits?  
 
    The assassin stopped to adjust their hold. Ducking down, Castelle slipped free and ran, bolting blindly through the forest, moonlight blotted out by the vast canopy. Branches scraped her arms, her shoulders collided with trees, but adrenaline and alcohol numbed her. It didn’t matter which way she went. The dogs’ territory spread throughout the entire forest, and they’d hear the commotion from a mile off. 
 
    “Please,” she croaked, breathless. “Please, somebody, anyone—gods, I—” 
 
    Her feet were cut to shreds, arms and legs no better. She remembered the would-be assassin’s words, short days ago. Finish the job. Finish the job. Fourteen years later, someone was finally finishing the job. 
 
    Her foot slammed against an arched root. Pain forged new paths through her body. 
 
    She yelped, cry turning into a sob as hands clutched her arms, pulling her back. 
 
    Running hadn’t worked. 
 
    Fighting was all she had left.  
 
    With the last of her strength and sense, Castelle turned on the spot, fists raised, and froze. 
 
    A tree had fallen, days or years ago. In the gap it left behind, moonlight poured through the canopy and made bone gleam white. 
 
    The skull of a stag stretched further than a human face ever could. The bone was polished, not bleached, and antlers rose from it like dark lightning born of the ground. It melded with a mask of black cloth, covering the assassin’s face. Even with their hood pulled up, holes cut out for the antlers, Castelle couldn’t imagine where their eyes were. 
 
    She couldn’t imagine anything looking out from the skull and seeing her. It was empty, empty. 
 
    She took a step back, but the assassin’s gloved hands were tight around her arms. Their fingers dug in, bruising, and they didn’t reach for the knife tucked into their belt, the sword hidden beneath their cloak. 
 
    Castelle froze. She stared at the stag’s skull, certain it was unseeing, unfeeling. The assassin didn’t falter. Their hand moved to the back of her neck as they slammed her against a tree. She whimpered, but it meant nothing to them. 
 
    Rope burnt her wrists as the assassin pulled it tight. 
 
    Around them, the forest was silent. The wind held its breath. 
 
    “Who are you?” Castelle asked. “What do you want? Please, please tell me. Anything—anything is yours. Just ask it. You know who I am, so—so you know I can grant it, I…” 
 
    The assassin didn’t breathe a word. 
 
    With their hand grasping the back of Castelle’s neck, they marched her through the forest, deaf to her pleas. 
 
    Light broke through the trees as they reached the outskirts. How long had they been walking? Minutes? Hours? Time slurred in the back of her head as bile rose in her throat, burning. 
 
    The assassin shoved her forward, out of the forest, and none followed them. 
 
    Where were the dogs? 
 
    Where was her mother?  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The cart lurched with every bump in the road. 
 
    The whole thing groaned, swaying with every step the horse took. 
 
    Castelle’s head pounded.  The canvas covering the cart blocked out the sky. There was no way of knowing how long she’d been there, only that it wasn’t long enough for her army to reach her. The cart was small, deep enough to sit upright in, but not without straining her neck. 
 
    Her wrists were bound, but her mouth wasn’t covered. She parted her lips, about to scream, but amongst the sickly fear trickling down her spine, embarrassment took hold. There was nothing she could say that would help her, nothing she could cry that wouldn’t reveal how terrified she was. 
 
    The assassin wouldn’t have left her mouth uncovered, had there been anyone around to hear her beg for help. They were smarter than that. No other assassin had ever reached the temple, much less laid a hand on her. 
 
    Shuffling into the back corner, bones rattling as the cart took on rougher terrain, Castelle pushed her head against the canvas. There was no give in it. It was bound tightly with rope, and though it was old, the sides of the cart wouldn’t yield to pressure.  
 
    Castelle took a deep breath. She had to save her strength for the right opportunity, not waste it thrashing about. She closed her eyes, lost in a darkness of her own choosing, and put the misshapen pieces together. Everything beyond the edge of the forest was a blank. The assassin had knocked her out, using something other than brute force. 
 
    Her body ached from the strain of panic leaving her. The cuts and scratches across her skin began to sting, and she pressed her feet together, trying to soothe them. Her nightdress was in tatters, her skin caked in dirt, and in the midst of being kidnapped and carted across the country, all she could think was how thirsty she was. 
 
    The cart stopped a few hours in. Castelle strained to listen, but there was only one set of footsteps and no words filled the air. Birds chirped in the distance, and only at a standstill was Castelle sick with motion. The distance between her and the forest was unknowable. The rest of Laister was open, rocky land she’d scarcely seen with her own two eyes. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time she’d been kept out of sight. In the years it took to cross the archipelago, Castelle had hidden in hay, amongst luggage, under canvas and in disguises, all of it unfitting for a Princess. The rebels had been dizzy with their dirty victory, and the islands swarmed with traitors, suddenly bold enough to speak up, to act out. 
 
    How had she passed the time, stopped the spike of fear from rising? How had she kept the images of her family sprawled across the marble floor out of her head? 
 
    Boredom, it turned out, was trauma’s biggest contender. 
 
    She’d not yet been on the road long enough to give herself over to monotony.  
 
    The cart carried on its way, struggling over bumpy ground. With every hour that passed, her army appearing and striking down the assassin grew less and less likely.  
 
    Part of her prayed the cart journey would never end, for her fathers would be beyond furious with her. She’d have to tell them the assassin pulled her from her window; she could never admit she’d wandered into the forest, lured out by a single puppy. 
 
    Gods. 
 
    Was that how the Greyser line was to end, after fourteen years of carrying the last of its blood in her veins? 
 
    The cart rolled to a stop, after what felt like days of travelling. 
 
    Castelle strained to listen to the world around her, but it was too loud, too close, too sudden. Ropes groaned, rubbing against wood. The canvas fell slack. It was pulled away, replaced by a blanket of stars and drifting clouds, a hundred miles overhead. 
 
    The pale moonlight struck her eyes. All she saw of the assassin was their silhouette, antlers rising in the dark. 
 
    “I… I’m…” Castelle tried, words little more than a whisper. 
 
    The assassin said nothing. They climbed into the cart, pulled her from the corner, and reached for her wrists. Castelle yanked her hands away, skidded back, and the assassin leant back on their knees, hands held up. 
 
    Without the heat of stale air around her, Castelle shuddered. The assassin drew a small blade, more letter-opener than weapon, and gestured to their wrists.  
 
    “You’ll… you’ll untie me?” Castelle asked. 
 
    The assassin nodded. 
 
    With a lump in her throat, Castelle shuffled around. Either the assassin killed her now, silencing anxiety and apprehension and uncertainty, or Castelle would have her hands back. She didn’t care which. Something, anything, had to happen. 
 
    The assassin pressed their gloved fingers to Castelle’s wrists. She grimaced, biting the inside of her mouth. Friction burns and bruises mottled her skin, and the assassin wasted no time cutting through the ropes. 
 
    Castelle seized her wrists, clutching them to her chest and rubbing them. 
 
    The cart tilted to the side as the assassin climbed out. The horse that had taken them so far from the temple was tied to a tree, grazing on the grass, and a few bags were piled a safe distance from the small fire the assassin had started. 
 
    Castelle took in the scene, beyond belief. She hadn’t expected to see anything ever again, much less the assassin crouched by a campfire in their deer skull mask, dropping food into a pan. 
 
    She stood slowly, gripped the sides of the cart and jumped out. Every bone in her body groaned as her feet hit the ground, and she slumped against the cart, exhausted, hungry, and dehydrated. No wonder the assassin wasn’t watching her. Her body had betrayed her. Running would get her nowhere. 
 
    The fight in her heart was gone, leaving her trembling to her fingertips. 
 
    The horse’s ears perked up. He looked at her, tail swishing, and returned to eating. 
 
    Without looking up, the assassin pointed to a canteen of water by their side. 
 
    Everything in Castelle’s body told her not to take another step, not to bring anything the assassin offered to her lips, for a thousand poisons could be cultivated from the beauty of nature. Servants had tested her meals for decades. 
 
    She didn’t care. The assassin had blades, had their hands, and the coast of Laister was as steep and rocky as the rest of Fenroe. If they wanted her dead any time soon, they’d have done it already. 
 
    Castelle staggered, crouching as far from the assassin and as close to the canteen as she could. The lid popped under her shaking thumbs, and she wheezed a grateful breath with the first mouthful. She tilted the canteen back, drinking, drinking, willing to drown in it.  
 
    The assassin stirred the food in the pot, legs crossed in front of the fire. 
 
    Castelle’s eyes slowly adjusted to her surroundings. 
 
    The horse’s tree was the only one for miles. In their place, pillars of granite rose from the bottom of the steep valley. Castelle’s feet were already torn to ribbons, and the hillside looked to be made of more stone than grass. 
 
    Ignoring her surroundings, Castelle stared at the pot of food. That was what she needed. Something simple, something to occupy her thoughts. The day had been overwhelming, incomprehensible, like so much of her life, but food was food, warm and inviting, being spooned into wooden bowls by the assassin. 
 
    They held out a bowl to Castelle. 
 
    She leant forward, knees digging into the ground, and took it without a word. She might wolf it down in front of the assassin, but she’d never voice anything like gratitude. 
 
    Rice and beans. Nothing complex. No matter. Castelle turned her back to the assassin and shovelled it down. 
 
    Her strength returned as she ate. With every mouthful, the energy to cry crept back into her veins. She took deep, sharp breaths. She stared at the horse, through the horse. Whatever happened, she couldn’t cry. Her family hadn’t cried, and neither had she. Not back then. She wouldn’t give the assassin the pleasure of seeing her sob. 
 
    No sooner had Castelle finished her only meal of the day than the assassin was standing over her, gesturing for her to rise. Castelle didn’t move. The assassin crouched, antlers tilting towards her, and Castelle shuffled back, standing up before they could yank her off the ground. 
 
    The assassin nodded, used a foot to nudge Castelle’s empty bowl towards the fire, and pointed into the dark. They lit a torch with the campfire, and Castelle had no choice but to follow them through the valley. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Castelle asked softly. “If it’s for money, I will personally pay more than double whatever your reward for this is. Please, I have—heirlooms, jewellery adorned with diamonds and emeralds. Please. You don’t have to do this. Whatever reasons you think you have, we—we can talk about them. You don’t want this on your shoulders. You don’t want this hanging over your head. If you’re in some sort of trouble, I can help.” 
 
    She spoke to the assassin’s back. Their shoulders didn’t rise and their gait didn’t falter. 
 
    “My name is Castelle Marcella Adriana Greyser, but I’m certain you know that. Why else would you kidnap me from the temple?” Castelle asked, lifting her chin. “I have been living in Laister Forest for the past twelve years. The island has sworn fealty to me, along with Llyne. This valley may be deserted, but we will encounter my citizens, sooner or later. This may be the only chance you have to secure your freedom.”  
 
    It wasn’t much like the inspiring, commanding speeches her mother had given, nothing like the texts she’d spent years poring over. 
 
    The assassin stopped. 
 
    They glanced over their shoulder and Castelle’s heart leapt. 
 
    It was all for nothing. 
 
    They held their torch out to the side, firelight reflecting off a shallow stream. Castelle didn’t move. The assassin pointed towards the water, then rubbed a hand against their arm. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Castelle said. “You want me to—to bathe?” 
 
    The assassin nodded. 
 
    “Weren’t you listening to anything I said? What sick game is this?” Castelle demanded. “I—I will not.” 
 
    The assassin shrugged. They tugged the front of their cloak, pointed to Castelle’s clothes, and emptied a bag onto the ground. Everything Castelle needed was there: breeches and a shirt, plainer than anything the servants wore, but still serviceable, and a heavy, scratchy looking cloak. 
 
    Lowering the torch, the assassin sat on a protruding rock, back to the stream. 
 
    Castelle held out her arms, desperate to argue, but the wind picked up. Her wounds stung all over again. There was a small jar amongst the offered clothes, some sort of salve that made her fingers twitch. 
 
    She balled her hands into fists. Fear had done away with modesty, but she couldn’t very well tear into some small village and claim she was the Princess of Fenroe, the archipelago’s rightful Queen, looking like that. 
 
    Castelle edged towards the water. The assassin didn’t turn around. 
 
    Smooth river rocks shifted under her feet, silt clouding the water, stream cleansing itself. The water stung on its way to bringing relief, and Castelle tilted her head back, eyes on the stars. 
 
    She had studied them since she could speak, had spent decades transfixed on maps of Fenroe, dedicating herself to every landmark across the thirteen islands. Laister wasn’t large. There were few valleys with upright rocks. The assassin had to have taken them south of the forest. Continuing that way would take them to the fjord that near-enough cut the island in two. 
 
    If Castelle could reach the bridge, if she could cross the great divide, she could cut the ropes, forcing the assassin back. They’d have to cross the fjord a dozen miles away, and Rhea’s village was somewhere west of there. 
 
    Castelle knelt in the shallow water, threw it in her face, and wiped down her wounds. They were nothing, nothing. The bruises were the worst of it, and the rest would heal over in a few days. Eyes burrowing into the assassin’s back, Castelle rid herself of her tattered nightdress and wrung out her long, tangled hair, letting the night air dry her. 
 
    She stepped out of the stream, picked up the salve and clothes left for her, and not once did the assassin turn around. 
 
    With food in her stomach and clean, stiff clothes on, Castelle was human again. Her plan pulled itself together in fistfuls, and she tried the assassin’s patience by standing there, silent. 
 
    They stared ahead, unmoving. 
 
    With no more time to waste, Castelle glanced around. The horse. She’d have to take the horse, else the assassin would catch up to her in short, futile minutes. Her breathing hitched. She hadn’t ridden a horse since she was fourteen, and there was no reason to believe he would listen to her. 
 
    She bit the inside of her mouth. The assassin hadn’t given her boots. They knew she’d try to run away, over and over, and they were prepared for it. 
 
    Stupid, stupid. 
 
    The assassin hadn’t killed her yet, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t. They were taking her somewhere for a reason. Killing her and taking her head as a prize wasn’t enough. She was being carted to the capital alive, so that those who had stolen her throne could see the job finished. There’d be a public execution. She’d be a spectacle. 
 
    She was going to die for their entertainment, she was going to die alone, surrounded by hundreds, without any kind eyes upon her. 
 
    Castelle took a step back. Her breathing was jagged, but she didn’t stop. She knelt, searching for the roughest of rocks, and took slow, steady steps towards the assassin. She held the rock over her head, and still, the assassin didn’t look around. 
 
    She’d never hurt anyone before. She’d thought about it in more detail than daydreams should allow, but knowing that this was self-defence, that the assassin had dragged her from her home and would drag her to the gallows, did nothing to bring that surge of anger she’d nurtured for years to the surface. 
 
    She’d swung her arm before. She’d beat her fists against her pillow. 
 
    This was the same. This was the same. A simple motion she’d made a thousand times over and she’d be free. She’d escape the valley, cross the fjord, and sprint all the way to Rhea’s village. 
 
    Her fingers tightened around the rock. No part of her trembled. 
 
    The assassin turned around. 
 
    The moon made the deer skull glow. 
 
    The assassin lifted a hand, but Castelle acted first. 
 
    The rock came down with a crack of bone, and the assassin covered their face. They didn’t howl. Didn’t scream. Castelle wasted seconds staring at them. Dropping the rock, she raced off with all the fear and fury that had always been inside her. 
 
    The valley tore away. The horse whinnied in the distance, but the sound came no closer. Castelle’s legs burnt against the steep hillside, rage surging through her. She didn’t know where she was heading, except for away, away, out of the valley, over the crest of a hill, out into the wide, open plains of Laister. 
 
    There was a light in the distance, faint but glowing. A hamlet, maybe, or an isolated farmhouse. The spirits themselves gathered as the wind, pushing Castelle on, but even they were not enough. 
 
    The assassin grabbed her arm. The ground rose to meet her, and the assassin fell on Castelle’s back, pinning her down. Momentum not yet lost to her, Castelle kicked her legs, face pressed into the dirt. 
 
    “Get—let me go,” she barked at the rough ground. “Let me go! How dare you, how dare you!” 
 
    It was aching nonsense, more of a shriek than a demand, but the assassin’s hands loosened around hers. They moved Castelle onto her back and knelt over her, hands on her shoulders, holding her down. 
 
    There was a crack down the deer skull, but Castelle saw only darkness within. 
 
    “Let me…” Castelle murmured, twisting beneath the assassin. “Get off, or I will—” 
 
    She couldn’t finish a sentence, but she wouldn’t stop struggling. 
 
    That was the moment it was no longer worth it. A bigger reward was not worth putting up with this across the archipelago, and half a payment was better than none, in the case she managed to escape. 
 
    Their hand moved to the small of their back. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    They were going to draw their blade.  
 
    They were going to cut her throat. 
 
    They were going to stain the metal red, hidden behind their mask. 
 
    “Show me your face,” Castelle said. Her voice was loud, clear, filling the night sky. “Show me your face. Don’t be a coward! If you’re going to kill me, let me see your face. Let me look at you! Let me see your eyes! Show me your face! You’re going to kill me, so what do you have to lose? Show me your face! Show me your face!” 
 
    The assassin froze. Castelle howled the words over and over, and slowly, slowly, they pulled their hand from the small of their back. 
 
    They held out a length of rope, not a knife. 
 
    Castelle grit her teeth together, seething, unblinking, and the assassin dropped the rope. 
 
    They let go of her arm and raised their hands in a sign of peace, of understanding. 
 
    Castelle pushed herself back. The assassin didn’t stop her. 
 
    They hooked their thumbs under their deer skull mask. Their antlers framed the moon, and they pulled it off, dropping it to the ground. 
 
    “I am not going to kill you, Princess,” said the woman with a face full of scars. “No one is going to kill you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five  
 
      
 
    The woman’s accent was strong but settled, jarring to Castelle’s ears. There was too much blood pounding in her head to place it, but the woman did not slow her words, did not speak clearly for Castelle’s benefit. 
 
    Her hair had come loose, made a mess of by the hood. The rock Castelle wielded had done no damage deeper than deer bone; blood barely trickled from the woman’s nose. 
 
    Castelle stood, shaking, and took wide strides back. 
 
    “You…” she said, pointing an accusing finger. “You’re the guard who stopped the last assassin.” 
 
    The woman nodded, still on her knees. 
 
    There was less to fear, now the assassin had a face. Confusion took hold and Castelle’s heart finally slowed. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this? You understand who I am, don’t you? You must know what kidnapping me means for you and Fenroe,” Castelle said. “How did you even get into the temple with such intentions? The Captain only lets the most loyal of my army into the forest itself. How did you manage it? With your—your disposition?”  
 
    The assassin picked up her mask and smoothed her fingers across the wounded bone. 
 
    “I said I wished to work for you, Princess,” she said. “That is all it takes.” 
 
    Castelle let out a short, sharp laugh. 
 
    The temple had been kept safe from assassins and invaders alike for more than a decade. Every guard had proven themselves across Laister and Llyne beyond before they were allowed to set foot in the forest. 
 
    The dogs would never abide by anything less. 
 
    “Why did you abduct me?” Castelle demanded. 
 
    The woman said nothing. 
 
    “Well?” Castelle said. 
 
    The woman got to her feet, deer skull mask between her hands. Castelle didn’t back away. She didn’t need to. 
 
    The woman was shorter than her, without her antlers.  
 
    “I am not the enemy, Princess,” was all the woman said. 
 
    “Not the enemy? You lured me out of my chambers, dragged me through the forest, rendered me unconscious, confined me to a cart and moved me across half the island,” Castelle said, voice rising. “And all without a word! And when you do speak, you do not do so with the voice of a Fenronian. Yet you say you aren’t my enemy. Do you—do you have any idea how frightened I was? I have spent my entire life hounded by assassins, and ever since… since…” 
 
    Castelle trailed off, teeth clamped together. 
 
    Bowing her head, the woman said, “I did not wish for my involvement to be known, Princess.” 
 
    “So you remained silent? Do not call me by my title if you have no intention of respecting me.” 
 
    “Your title is your title, regardless of any respect, Princess.” 
 
    Castelle lifted her chin. There was something in the woman’s words that did not quite sting. Her voice was flat, not entirely unaffected, but the words came across as scripted. The woman’s accent hid her intentions, and a cascade of questions tore through Castelle’s mind. 
 
    “Explain yourself,” Castelle said. 
 
    The woman bowed her head. 
 
    “You would not believe me, Princess,” she said. “But you must come with me.” 
 
    The woman didn’t wait to be dismissed. She left Castelle where she stood and headed back into the valley. 
 
    That was it. Castelle’s chance to run. The woman had left her rope in a pile on the ground, and moonlight didn’t glint against a single weapon. It would be easier to run from a person, a woman, than a shambling spirit decorated in bones. 
 
    Castelle looked to the sky, but the stars had rearranged themselves. She couldn’t tell east from west. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Castelle asked, catching up to the woman. 
 
    “My horse is upset,” was all she said. 
 
    Castelle didn’t run. She watched the woman place a hand on the horse’s face, soothing it without words, and a dull spark of hope twisted in her gut. 
 
    The woman had proven she didn’t want Castelle dead, not in the immediate future, and had clear intentions of taking her somewhere. She wouldn’t explain herself, but had called her Princess without sneering, without grimacing around the word. 
 
    The common people supported Castelle. They always had. It was not only her fathers who wished to see her returned to the throne, but hundreds of thousands across the thirteen islands. The woman could be part of a larger movement. She’d have to be, to orchestrate something like this. 
 
    She was taking Castelle back to the capital. Not to be hung, drawn, and quartered, but to reclaim her throne. 
 
    It was dangerous, ridiculous, stupid to stay, but in fourteen years, this was the closest she’d come to moving forward. She wasn’t running in the wrong direction, wasn’t waiting, waiting, waiting. 
 
    “Will you tell me your name?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Eos,” the woman said, without looking away from the horse. 
 
    “Eos?” Castelle repeated. “And what is your family name?” 
 
    “My name is Eos, Princess.” 
 
    There was a secret wrapped up in her insubordination. She wasn’t a relic of Fenroe’s nobility, but her name could have meaning in a distant land. Her family could be traitors to a Kingdom Castelle had never heard of. 
 
    Castelle didn’t push the matter. The less she knew about the woman, the better. 
 
    “Well,” Castelle said. “Where are we going?”  
 
    Eos inclined her head. 
 
    “Across the fjord, Princess.” 
 
    Eos said no more. She didn’t respond to the eager rise of Castelle’s brow, the question half-formed on her lips. She paid more heed to her horse, placing her hands on his muzzle and whispering something before putting his reins on. She led him to the cart and attached him to it, slow and methodical, never once glancing back. 
 
    Castelle had a dozen chances to escape. The horse would become ensnared by his own reins, should he charge after her. Castelle had a dozen chances to dart down the valley and find a faster route with the breaking dawn, but she stood there, watching Eos get her horse ready. 
 
    Eos climbed into the cart’s seat and pointed behind her. 
 
    “You aren’t covering me with the canvas again,” Castelle muttered, climbing into the back. 
 
    There were a pair of tough boots waiting for her. 
 
    Escape was still an option, always at the forefront of her mind, but better left for towns and villages. 
 
    The carriage rolled to a slow, steady start. It was harder to feel every bump in the road with so much else to focus on. The sky bloomed early, sun embracing midsummer, and Laister came to life around her. 
 
    With the forest a full day behind, the island was all open grassland and abrupt inclines. Hills rose and fell as though tossed from the sea, and dark grey rocks jutted from the lush green that covered the earth, set to grow more vibrant with the autumn rains something in the distance promised.  
 
    There were no towns to be seen, no scattered farmhouses. It was untouched, vast and quiet, air stirring with the seasons left behind. Castelle’s fingertips pressed to the splintered sides of the cart. It was more of her Kingdom than she’d seen in the last decade. Without the forest closing around her, she could breathe in the sea salt that had found its way to the capital, so long ago. 
 
    No wonder she’d yet to run back to the temple. 
 
    They wouldn’t pass any villages. Eos would make sure of that. Laister was a prosperous island, thanks to the port that connected the archipelago to the eastern nation of Amaros, loyal to the crown, but as with all places, nature outnumbered settlements. 
 
    Eos’ mask was in the back of the cart. When Castelle could take in no more of a world that had not grown walls to shelter her, she ran her fingers across the bone, ravine running from top to bottom. Had Eos not been wearing it, Castelle would’ve broken more than a nose. 
 
    “Why were you wearing this?” Castelle asked. “What does it represent?”  
 
    “My face is memorable. Had I been spotted in the forest, I hoped this would be enough to frighten the guards,” Eos said. “I hoped they would mistake me for a spirit.” 
 
    Glaring got Castelle nowhere. Eos didn’t look away from the road ahead, half-buried in long grass and moss, and Castelle grew tired of staring at her long, dark brown hair, pulled back into a rough, loose ponytail.  
 
    She folded her arms across the back of the cart, taking in all they passed. Two hours in and her stomach was rumbling, but she supposed she was still a hostage of sorts and wouldn’t resort to begging. She would bear her hunger with dignity. 
 
    Anything less was unbecoming of a Princess. 
 
    Hiding away in the woods for twelve years and never reaching out to her people wasn’t particularly becoming of a Princess either, yet her own Kingdom was new to her. There she was at the age of twenty-eight, travelling without a swathe of guards surrounding her for the first time in her life. 
 
    There was misplaced freedom in it. She rubbed at her wrists, reminding herself they’d been bound. 
 
    “This is all rather bold of you,” Castelle said, for the sake of speaking up. “Brave, stupid. All those things and more. Whatever your plan may be, you’ve executed it better than any of the assassins who stumbled into the forest before you, but it won’t be long till my army is on our heels.” 
 
    Eos took her time replying. 
 
    “They will not send an army,” she decided. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You are the last of the Greyser line. Half of Fenroe believes you are dead; the other half believes you are in the forest. Lords Damir and Ira will not announce to the entire archipelago that you have been abducted by marching armies across the land,” Eos explained. “It would put too big a target on your back.” 
 
    Castelle opened her mouth but couldn’t snap a reply. Eos was right. Her fathers were smarter than that. They would not send legions, but individuals versed in the tapestry of the land. Soldiers wouldn’t roll over the horizon; people would lurk behind rocks, would wait in villages and patrol ports. 
 
    “Regardless, you won’t succeed,” Castelle said. “The moment we reach a village, all I need to do is announce who I am. My people will protect me.” 
 
    Eos said nothing. She pulled on the horse’s reins, and the cart slowed to a stop. 
 
    “… Unless, that is, you wish to tell me what, exactly, you are doing,” Castelle said. “I believe you’re sincere when you say you don’t intend to murder me.” 
 
    The cart stopped, steady on a patch of flat ground.  
 
    Eos climbed into the cart, dragging one of her bags with her. Castelle cleared her throat, pressing into a corner. 
 
    Eos opened her bag. The sun declared noon had passed, and Eos retrieved a loaf of bread wrapped in off-white cloth. She broke it into chunks, and Castelle accepted it without the paranoia expected of a Princess. 
 
    Castelle ate faster than she would’ve liked. Eos pushed a canteen of water her way, gaze averted as she ate. Used to staring at people bluntly, Castelle scanned her face for some clue. Her scars were redder, in the daylight. 
 
    “You look tired,” Castelle said. “When did you last sleep?” 
 
    “Several days ago, Princess,” Eos said, picking at her bread. 
 
    “Before you abducted me, you mean. Well. Never mind that. I doubt you’ll take the opportunity to rest, no matter how I offer it,” Castelle said. “Would you tell me something, Eos?” 
 
    Eos nodded once, using her thumb to press bread into her mouth. 
 
    “That puppy in the forest. How did you enlist his aid? The dogs of Laister Forest are not easily manipulated.” 
 
    “I did not use him, Princess. The dog was not part of the plan. He helped of his own accord.” 
 
    Castelle narrowed her gaze. The look would’ve sent most servants running, but it was useless when Eos refused to look up. 
 
    “Then what was your plan? To sneak into my chambers and pull me out of the window?” 
 
    “Yes, Princess.” 
 
    Castelle scoffed. It wouldn’t have worked, on any other day. Not if Rhea was there, not if she hadn’t downed glass after glass of red wine. 
 
    “You were lucky,” Castelle muttered. “If I hadn’t been drunk—gods!” 
 
    Eos said nothing more. She finished the bread, folded the cloth neatly across her lap, and put it back in her bag. She dragged the bags into the front seat with her and set off in silence. 
 
    “Do you think you’re helping me? Is that it?” Castelle asked, a mile later. 
 
    “I am helping Fenroe, Princess.” 
 
    “If you’re helping my Kingdom, then you’re helping me. My blood is in the land.” 
 
    Eos’ shoulders rose, but she said nothing.  
 
    “May I make a guess?” Castelle tried. 
 
    Eos glanced back. 
 
    “Are you taking me to the capital? To Torshval?” Castelle asked, voice falling. “Are you going to turn me in to—to the… That is, are your intentions such that—” 
 
    “No,” Eos interrupted.  
 
    Castelle nodded. She nodded and nodded, then threaded her fingers together. She had no reason to trust Eos, but if she was to be Queen, she had to trust her instincts. Her stomach did not turn, and she took Eos’ words as truth.  
 
    Besides, Laister was the southeasternmost island in the archipelago. The fastest route to the capital was through the northern port, not the west. A tenuous grasp of cartography and sailing routes kept her safe, for now. 
 
    “Then you are not working for them?” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    By evening, a dark shape had risen in the distance. The horse had dutifully dragged them up hills that’d been mountains, thousands of years ago, and the grey clouds tricked Castelle’s eyes into mistaking it for part of Laister. 
 
    “Oh!” she said, after long minutes of staring without understanding. 
 
    Eos looked back. 
 
    “That’s—that’s Stalf, isn’t it? The island over there,” Castelle said, leaning over the side of the cart, expecting inches to make a difference. “The volcano on it, at any rate. Gods. I’ve only seen paintings of it.” 
 
    Eos followed her line of sight, but Stalf sparked nothing like awe or disinterest within her. It was unremarkable. She’d seen it a thousand times, along with the other islands.  
 
    Castelle only had books to see the archipelago through. 
 
    Eos had the sight committed to memory, but all had Castelle were facts. The volcano took up two-thirds of the island and had not erupted in a hundred and sixty-six years. Each time it spewed lava into the ocean, it grew larger, creeping towards the rest of the archipelago.  
 
    Shaking her head, Castelle pulled herself to the front of the cart. 
 
    “Will we draw any closer to it? I can only see the peak, from here.” 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” Eos said. 
 
    In the last two days, Castelle had felt more extremes than she had in years. Fear. Excitement. Her Kingdom suddenly open to her, a salt-breeze on her skin, the faded illusions of books come to life. Let the people Castelle’s fathers sent after her lose their way. This was where she was supposed to be, out in the heart of Laister, travelling along an overgrown path few ever took. 
 
    Castelle leant against the front of the cart. Eos was unperturbed by her gaze and didn’t take her eyes off the road ahead, heavy though they were. The deepest of her scars ran from the corner of her right eye, twisted along her cheek, and cut through the corner of her mouth and the line of her jaw. The cut had not been clean; a fraction of an inch to the side and she would’ve lost an eye. 
 
    She couldn’t have been much older than Castelle. A decade, at the very most. All the records Castelle had studied had been concerned with conflict in Fenroe and hadn’t gone into detail about foreign wars. Eos must’ve risen through the ranks in some terrible struggle to have abducted her so easily. 
 
    To think, she’d almost earnt another scar for her effort. 
 
    “You are not Fenronian, are you?” Castelle asked. “With an accent like that, you aren’t from any part of the archipelago.” 
 
    “I am not,” Eos agreed. 
 
    “Where are you from? Certainly not Amaros or Nor. I would recognise those accents,” Castelle said. “But you speak Fenronian well enough. I imagine you’ve been here for some time.” 
 
    “Eight years.” 
 
    “And before that, you were…?” 
 
    Eos passed the reins into one hand and pressed her fingertips to the start of the deepest scar, running along her eye. 
 
    She chewed her teeth. She spoke as though obeying an order. 
 
    “I am Yrician, Princess.” 
 
    “You are from Nor. Why didn’t you say so? Had you—” 
 
    “No,” Eos said. “I am Yrician. I am from the land.” 
 
    Castelle frowned. Visiting dignitaries from Nor, trusted advisers to her mother’s cousin, often spoke of the Yricians. They were a wandering people without a home and had infringed upon Nor’s borders centuries ago. They were not Norian, but they lived on the land, taking what they needed. 
 
    And so they had come to Fenroe to do the same. 
 
    They were part of the reason her mother had closed the ports, almost two decades ago. The rebels had undone that order, and here were the consequences. 
 
    Stalf didn’t fade from sight. Their path arced, ever keeping them the same distance from the volcano. The whole archipelago was made of much the same, land broad and fertile, but Stalf was one of the few islands that hadn’t forgotten what it was. It hadn’t forgotten the power it held, the heat it could send crawling across the land, slow and unstoppable. 
 
    The dark clouds turned to drizzle, disappointing for its lack of bluster. Eos gestured to the canvas piled in the cart, tied to one side, but Castelle settled for the rough hood of the cloak she’d been given. Eos didn’t pull her own up, and the rain danced around her like the muted light of a spirit. 
 
    A settlement whipped past, between the intersecting slopes of two hills. There were twenty, maybe twenty-five buildings, and a wide, paved road, visible from a good distance. Castelle’s heart leapt, but she said nothing, did nothing. She didn’t pull herself out of the cart and tumble down the hillside till Stalf was out of view, didn’t plan her escape. 
 
    She let the opportunity pass by. 
 
    She stared ahead, convincing herself there’d never been anywhere to run to. 
 
    Castelle didn’t have to justify her inaction for long. Ahead, the hills became as one, forming a vast plateau. The Laister Fjord cut across, depth turning it as dark as Stalf, running across the land for the miles Castelle’s eyes could make sense of. She’d see the still waters, once they were closer, reflecting the sky in brilliant clarity, but something other than the sheer cliff sides caught her attention. 
 
    The bridge crossing the fjord could be seen for miles around. All roads east of the fjord gathered there, and a scattering of buildings joined together, offering rest for weary travellers and goods for those passing through. 
 
    Castelle held her breath. If she made a sound, Eos would remember she was there and turn the cart off the road. The road that became smoother by the minute, hard-packed dirt growing wide as other paths meandered into it. 
 
    The perimeter of the outpost was lined with ruins, crumbled walls and the outlines of rooms rising in reddish hues from the grass growing upon former floors. Other people made use of the road, some travelling on horseback, others in carriages, and Castelle’s tongue stuck behind her teeth. 
 
    She couldn’t declare that she was the Princess of Fenroe. The faces of failed assassins filled her mind, bodies left headless, spirits rotting in the dirt of Laister Forest. Someone at the outpost could be willing to slit her throat for a bag of gold. 
 
    She slumped in the cart, hidden beneath her cloak’s thick hood. 
 
    The cart stopped. Eos slid off the seat. 
 
    Two dozen people were wandering the poorly paved area, consulting their maps, considering taking rooms for the night. It was not yet six, but their next stop could be hours out. Daylight was stretched thin, and much of western Laister was wide and empty, past the fjord. 
 
    Castelle searched the buildings for a sign of fealty, of allegiance to the misplaced crown. The banners hanging from windows were old and tattered, dyes faded, but none of them had ever boasted the Greyser crest, the brown bear reared up on its hind legs, pressed against a dark green backdrop. 
 
    Castelle didn’t follow Eos.  
 
    They’d stopped outside an inn, but Eos found her way to the market stalls. Castelle watched as she silently bought parcels of bread and grain, nodding her head in curt thanks. A temple rose between two almost identical taverns, indistinguishable from a house, save for the crudely carved frieze of the three gods above the doorway. Castelle frowned, pulling her cloak tighter around herself. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Castelle asked in a whisper as Eos returned to the cart, collecting the last of her bags. “Why have we stopped? Is this—is this where you meant to bring me?” 
 
    Eos placed her bags at her feet and gestured for Castelle to climb out of the cart. She did so, but only because people were watching. She had scarcely spent so much time surrounded by commoners who didn’t work for her and had no idea how the world outside the castle, outside the forest, worked. Who could imagine what lowlifes would drag themselves from the tavern, much less the makeshift temple. 
 
    Eos headed to a merchant selling compasses, knives, and all manner of trinkets. She leant forward and pointed to her cart. The man cocked his head and pointed to the horse. Eos shook her head. Shrugging, the man handed over a small pouch. He caught Castelle’s eye as his gaze darted back to the cart, and she stood straighter, taking a step away from it. 
 
    Gods knew what Eos had told him. Eos could merely be the first leg in this awful journey. 
 
    Eos took the horse’s reins and headed towards the bridge. 
 
    “Do we not need the cart anymore?” Castelle asked, once they were out of earshot. 
 
    Eos nodded. 
 
    “Yes, you’re right, Castelle, or yes, we need it?” 
 
    “You are correct, Princess,” Eos said. 
 
    From a distance, the bridge was nothing. It was wood and rope, only as thick as Castelle’s finger against the landscape. Two stone pillars jutted from each side of the fjord, rising cliffs arching towards one another, and ropes branched the breach, holding wooden planks hundreds of feet over the deep blue water. It remained as wood and rope, but it meant so much more in the face of hundreds of years of erosion. 
 
    The bridge was wide enough for two carts to pass one another, yet still rocked in the wind. Castelle took a step back. The last time she’d crossed the bridge, she’d been in the dark of a carriage, protected from the outside world. 
 
    She certainly hadn’t done it on foot. 
 
    “We’re not… crossing it, are we? In the dark?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “We are waiting, Princess,” was all Eos would say. 
 
    It brought no comfort. 
 
    Eos stood a distance from the bridge, ever at her horse’s side. She folded her arms across her chest, watching everyone who passed, and Castelle didn’t move a muscle. One step in the wrong direction and she’d topple into the fjord. 
 
    The sun set. Eos watched the roads. The tavern lights cast a soft orange glow in the distance, and the merchants packed up their stalls to spend their earnings for the day. 
 
    “Eos!” came a familiar voice. 
 
    Castelle’s heart rose into her throat. 
 
    A woman jogged over, path neglected, and Eos stood straighter. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late!” she said, catching an exaggerated breath. “I was terrified you wouldn’t pull it off, but look! Here you are! And I suppose we had to wait for the rain to stop, didn’t we?” 
 
    Castelle didn’t need the woman to pull her hood back. She’d heard that voice every day for years. 
 
    “Rhea?” Castelle heard herself ask. 
 
    Rhea’s smile flickered, then faded. 
 
    “Princess—Castelle. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Rhea said, taking a step closer to Eos. “It’s not what it looks like, Castelle. I promise.” 
 
    The night was no longer dark. Starlight fell upon the land, and all that it hit burnt red. Rhea reached for Castelle’s hand and squeezed it, but Castelle felt nothing. She watched Eos and Rhea exchange whispered words and didn’t take a single one in. Rhea was there, at the fjord. Rhea was there, talking to Eos. Calling her by name. Rhea had planned to be there with the woman who’d kidnapped her. 
 
    “What… what about your sister? Her baby?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Rhea turned from Eos, head tilted to the side. She’d hated lying, but Castelle was the one who’d betrayed them both by daring to believe it. 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain. Eos will tell you everything she can, I…” Rhea said, trailing off. “It wasn’t meant to be like this, but you can trust her. Trust her as you trust me.” 
 
    “Trust you?” Castelle said, words filling the night. “How can you say that, after you’re here? After I—” 
 
    She couldn’t finish her sentence. Couldn’t humiliate herself by admitting she’d believed anything Rhea had told her. She stared at Rhea and could only think of her lying beside her in bed, shushing her after another nightmare, stroking her hair and listening to every word she breathed. 
 
    All of it had been for—what? Castelle didn’t understand anything that was happening. All she knew was that Rhea had lied to her, and it wasn’t a coincidence she’d been alone the night Eos had dragged her through the forest. 
 
    Castelle clasped both of her hands. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded. “You are my Lady-in-Waiting, Rhea. This is treason. You understand that, don’t you?” 
 
    Rhea pulled her hands away, stopping short of clutching them to her chest. 
 
    “Castelle, please, I only—” 
 
    “Princess,” Castelle hissed. “I am your Princess. Do not presume to forget that, Rhea.” 
 
    “Princess,” Rhea said, lifting her chin. “I work for your family. Always have, always will. You’ve always trusted me, and I know how bad this looks, but… but I need you to go with Eos. I need you to listen. I need you to understand. Please.” 
 
    No response rose in Castelle’s throat. Her eyes blazed like Brackish in the wrong hands, and Eos stepped between them before anything else could be said. 
 
    She passed the reins over to Rhea. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “I wish I could’ve done more,” Rhea said, shaking her head. “This will buy you days. Maybe even a week. The Captain will be out of your hair, at least.” 
 
    Eos nodded. She turned to the bridge, draped in darkness, and there was nothing to stop Castelle’s gaze meeting Rhea’s. She’d trusted her. She’d trusted her as she’d trusted no maid, no friend. She’d trusted her, in spite of what had happened to her family at the hands of those they’d trusted. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t speak. Couldn’t think. She couldn’t look at Rhea. 
 
    She charged after Eos. 
 
    The bridge groaned beneath her feet, wet with rain. 
 
    She grasped the rope stopping her from plummeting towards the deep waters and shouted after Eos. 
 
    “What does she mean? What happened to the Captain? What did you do to her?” 
 
    Eos kept walking. 
 
    “Answer me!” Castelle cried, grabbing Eos’ shoulder. “What did you do to the Captain? She has children, Eos. Children!” 
 
    Freezing, Eos stared at Castelle’s hand until she removed it. 
 
    “The Captain is safe, Princess. Distracted, at worst,” Eos said. “No blood has been shed.” 
 
    “No blood has been shed!” 
 
    All Castelle could do was repeat her words back to her. 
 
    She marched after Eos. The distance to the cold, still water beneath was nothing. The wet wood, slick with rain, was as nothing. Let the wind rise. Nothing could alter her course. 
 
    “You planned this with Rhea, didn’t you? Tell me. Tell me who else was involved in this.” 
 
    “Princess, please,” Eos said, voice quiet. “We must get to the other side. It will start, soon.” 
 
    Castelle didn’t care where they were. She stormed past Eos, forcing her to pick up her pace. Once they were on the other side of the bridge, tavern lights faded starlight in the distance, she ran her fingers through her hair and breathed in the night air. It wasn’t cool enough. It gathered in her lungs, clouded her mind. 
 
    “You need to tell me what’s happening, Eos. You need to tell me now,” Castelle said. “That is an order. Do not mistake it for anything less.” 
 
    Eos dropped a bag to her feet. She knelt without acknowledging Castelle and emptied the contents across the grass. The food Eos had brought was bundled safely in another bag, and she moved a long, narrow parcel the length of her arm into it.  
 
    All that remained was torches, bottles, and kindling. Eos sent sparks flaring through the darkness and lit a torch before Castelle understood what she was doing. She uncorked one of the dark glass bottles with her teeth, and the stench of alcohol made Castelle’s eyes sting. 
 
    “No!” Castelle said, latching onto Eos’ arm. “No, don’t you dare. You can’t do this. You can’t!” 
 
    Jaw set, Eos thrust her arm back, throwing Castelle to the ground. She headed to the edge of the fjord, poured the liquid onto the ropes, and when she held out the torch, the night sky inhaled, air replaced by a puff of flames. 
 
    “Stop!” Castelle cried, fingers digging into the ground, pulling out handfuls of wet, useless dirt to throw on the flames. 
 
    The orange-gold blaze spread. Eos tossed the last of her bottles onto the bridge, and from the other side of the fjord, Rhea spread a fire of her own. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Flames engulfed whole wings of the castle. Bricks crumbled like handfuls of wet sand, and there was nowhere to run. Forget the swords, the arrows, the maces and hammers; black smoke would be the end of them all, choking Castelle from within. They’d thrown blankets over her, held them to her face. She wasn’t breathing in the smoke that blinded her, but she wasn’t taking down air, either. She fought her way free, taking a sharp breath, and inhaled the stench of rancid blood. 
 
    Castelle blinked. 
 
    The fire had reached the centre of the bridge from both sides and she’d stood there, frozen. Dirt stained her fingers, hands refusing to tremble, and black smoke blotted out the stars. 
 
    The world glowed with something beyond light. It was force and fright, power that would burn through whatever it touched before it consumed itself. 
 
    Eos sat on a rock, watching the bridge burn. 
 
    “How could you?” Castelle demanded. She threw out her arms, daring to turn her back on the fire. “Do you have any idea what this means for the people of Laister? That bridge is a lifeline, it connects the land to itself, the island to the archipelago, and you burnt it down. And for what?” 
 
    “It will put us several days ahead, Princess,” Eos said, fingers knitted together. 
 
    “It will lead them right to us!” Castelle said. “I thought you were being smart about this, but now you’ve given my fathers a beacon to follow. I suppose I ought to be thanking you, but this? How dare you! The harm you’ve done here may well be irreparable.” 
 
    Eos tilted her head to the side. 
 
    Something in her gaze made Castelle want to back into the flames. 
 
    Eos shook her head. Whatever passing thought had given her reason to pause fled. 
 
    “I am Yrician. I am noticeable,” she said. “Your fathers would have our trail followed, with or without the fire. This is the only path we could have taken. Come.” 
 
    Eos slung her remaining bag over her shoulder and headed down the path. 
 
    She didn’t wait. Didn’t look back. 
 
    Castelle had survived fire, before. The fjord bisected Laister almost in its entirety, but it wasn’t all sheer cliff sides. The land fell away in places, and the fjord became but a collection of oversized boulders surrounding still waters. She could scale the sides, given time, and then—what? Swim across the fjord? There’d been a clear blue lake behind the castle, but Castelle hadn’t submerged in much more than a bath in fourteen years. 
 
    “Eos!” Castelle called, edging away from the fjord. “Eos, wait!” 
 
    Eos kept to her pace. Castelle ran after her. The fire burnt brightly behind them, and she couldn’t succumb to fear. Couldn’t let the hollow feeling scouring her gut rise into her chest, couldn’t let her eyes sting with tears. There was no time to collapse, to break down. The crown was certain to weigh heavier in her heart than this, and it was all but a test. 
 
    Queen Marcella would never have backed down. She wouldn’t have accepted what’d happened, wouldn’t let her questions go unasked. 
 
    “How do you know Rhea?” Castelle demanded. “How? Answer me!”  
 
    “Through a mutual acquaintance, Princess,” Eos said. 
 
    “And she was in on this scheme? She helped plan my abduction? All this time, throughout all these years, she was a traitor?”  
 
    Eos shook her head. 
 
    “She has only been involved this past year.” 
 
    Castelle struggled to keep pace with Eos and keep her breathing steady. 
 
    She had shared so much with Rhea, secrets and a bed alike. Rhea was the only one she spoke of her siblings to, the only one who understood how frequent the nightmares truly were. Rhea had always listened with a smile or sympathetic frown whenever Castelle had spoken of Layla, had held her trembling hands and nudged her side when neither of them could stop laughing. 
 
    “A year,” Castelle said. Enough time to sow the seeds of a pregnancy. “What were her reasons? Why did… why did she betray me? Was it money? Was someone taken hostage?” 
 
    “She is loyal to you, Princess,” Eos said, veering off the path. “To you, and not the Lords.” 
 
    Castelle followed Eos, hard-packed dirt turning to long grass and wildflowers. 
 
    Having her marched across Laister with a Yrician, bridges literally burning behind her, wasn’t loyalty. Castelle understood what it was too keenly. Her parents had been betrayed by those closest to them, too. 
 
    Her fathers had been right to warn her about Rhea, to discourage her from showing too much familiarity. They were right, they were right! They always were, always would be. 
 
    “I was foolish enough to believe Rhea was my friend,” Castelle muttered. 
 
    Eos slowed her pace to catch Castelle’s eye. Again, curiosity crossed her face, gone as soon as it appeared. 
 
    Behind them, the fire was an ember in the dark. The bridge was gone, along with the livelihoods of all the merchants, barkeepers and innkeepers that gathered there. 
 
    She would make amends for that. As soon as the throne was hers, Castelle would ensure none of them ever wanted for anything. 
 
    Eos led her downhill. The flames were but another memory to turn over and over. There was no other forest like the one surrounding the temple on Laister, but there was a stretch of woodland a quarter-mile deep ahead of them. 
 
    Laister Temple, the valley Eos had dragged her through, the fjord, the woodland; Castelle threaded them all together, pressed them to the maps she had obsessed over so often in her mind. There was only one place it made sense to head. 
 
    “We’re going to Yaros Bay, aren’t we?” Castelle asked as they approached the woodland. “You intend to leave Laister with me. Don’t think there is anything subtle in your plans.” 
 
    The trees hadn’t clustered together, there. Moonlight was enough to go by. 
 
    “There is a village, beyond the woodland,” Eos said. “We will rest there for three hours, then make our way to the bay at dawn. From there, we will get on a boat.” 
 
    Castelle faltered. She feared tripping over the plan laid at her feet. That much information was a trap in itself. Either that or Eos did not care how clever she was, how much she deduced. It didn’t matter what she knew. Nothing could change the way of things. 
 
    “Three hours,” Castelle scoffed. “Can you afford to waste three hours, after going to such drastic lengths to buy time?” 
 
    “The boat departs at midday, Princess. Those three hours will be wasted, whether we are asleep or not.” 
 
    “And where will this boat take us?” Castelle asked, not backing down. 
 
    “Llyne.” 
 
    “Llyne? You do know that Llyne has sworn fealty to me, do you not? Perhaps this has all been one big misunderstanding, and you are on my side after all.” 
 
    Eos stopped for a single step but said nothing. 
 
    The silence would’ve suffocated Castelle, if not for the woodland around her. The chirping of insects filled the night, and small creatures scurried through the undergrowth. If she closed her eyes, she’d be back in the temple, listening to the world around her from an open window. But why close her eyes? She was in the woodland now, not staring at the trees that’d been taken from her for her own good. 
 
    “Eos?” Castelle asked. “Why did the dogs not attack you? Why didn’t they stop you?” 
 
    “The dogs knew I was not a threat, Princess,” Eos said, and it was all she would say. 
 
    The dogs were there to protect Castelle. They’d been born and bred for that sole purpose, and spirits galvanised their duty within them. It had to be a fluke. A mistake. They’d always torn apart assassins, but Eos had a year to prepare for this. She’d had help from the inside. The dogs could’ve been driven away, distracted by a feigned intrusion from the other side, poisoned or worse. 
 
    Eos had burnt down a bridge, had dragged Castelle through the forest. There was no saying what else she’d do, no telling what she’d done to deserve her scars. 
 
    Eos came to a halt in front of her. She held out a hand and Castelle stopped, certain her thoughts had flooded over to words, moved by exhaustion. 
 
    Eos didn’t look at her. 
 
    “What is it?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Eos waved a hand, hushing her. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Eos asked, voice dropping to a whisper. 
 
    Castelle strained to listen. So much life swirled together in the woodland that it was difficult to pull the layers apart. It took long seconds to hear what Eos had picked up over the sound of her own footsteps. Soft wheezing rattled through the air, shrieking and whimpering when the safest thing to do would’ve been to give over to silence. 
 
    The poor, injured creature must’ve been beyond sense, beyond hope, to cry out. 
 
    Eos crouched low, slowly creeping towards a tangle of bushes. The woman who’d lured her from the temple, bound and dragged her through the forest, and burnt bridges to get ahead, gently parted the foliage and knelt over a fox kit. 
 
    It was a wretched thing, all skin and bones, fur missing in clumps, one ear torn and both eyes missing. Castelle’s chest tightened. The creature didn’t have the strength to crawl away from what was sure to be the end of it. 
 
    Putting the fox out of its misery would’ve been a kindness, that its spirit might return to The Embracer. 
 
    Eos unbuttoned her cloak at the throat, spread it across her lap, and pulled the fox into it. The creature whined but didn’t struggle. She swaddled it tightly and reached into her bag. With the fox wrapped up and held in one arm, she pressed the neck of her canteen to its mouth. 
 
    “Dear gods,” Castelle murmured as the fox found the strength to drink. “What are you doing? What are we going to do with that?” 
 
    “We will take it with us,” Eos said, getting to her feet. 
 
    “Excuse me? We’re going to get on a boat with a half-dead fox?” 
 
    “No,” Eos said, continuing through the woodland. “We will take it to the temple.” 
 
    “The temple?”  
 
    “Yes, Princess. We will stop at the village temple.” 
 
    Castelle pressed a hand to her forehead. First the bridge, and now this. 
 
    “We’re seeking refuge at a temple? Like common criminals?” Castelle asked. “You may belong there, Eos, but my mother had them closed for a reason. The people there, they—gods, they will not help that creature. It would be better off dying on the way.” 
 
    Eos wrapped her arms tighter around the fox. Castelle fell a step behind. That wasn’t fair on the fox. Nature was nature, but the world had been unkind to it. It deserved another chance, or a chance to begin with. 
 
    It didn’t take long to pass through the woodland. Castelle would’ve seen the village from miles off, if not for the cloak of darkness. The air smelled more strongly of salt than ever, but the sea was hidden from her, along with Stalf and any other island on the horizon. 
 
    They reached the village without another word to each other. It was larger than Castelle had expected, though most settlements were large after half a life lost to the forest. Scores of houses lined the hillside, divided by a river too narrow for the burning of its bridge to be much of a tragedy. Lights only shone from one building. 
 
    Again, the temple was more of a large house than anything the gods would look upon favourably. The entrance was low, door a mere afterthought of architecture, and the building leant a little too far to the left. The streets were empty, but rather than rush and beat her fists against front doors and beg for help, Castelle was grateful no one was there to see her step into the temple. 
 
    Eos banged on the door. Bolts were drawn across from the inside. 
 
    A person – a priest, most likely – held the door open and ushered them inside, locking it the moment they’d ducked their heads and stepped through the doorway. The priest stifled a yawn, covering their mouth with the back of their wrist as they waved an apologetic hand. 
 
    “How many I help you?” they asked. 
 
    They glanced over Eos and Castelle with a flash of excitement in their eyes. It wasn’t often travellers passed through, especially not those with scars lining their face. 
 
    Eos held out the fox kit. 
 
    “It has been abandoned by its mother,” Eos said. 
 
    The priest started, having missed the fox in the darkness. They opened their arms, eagerly taking the bundle from Eos, and held the fox towards the crude statue of the gods that took up much of the entrance hall. 
 
    “Gods willing,” the priest said. “You were right to bring it here. We’ve plenty of experience rehabilitating wildlife. Don’t worry, don’t you worry at all. Now, if you’d give me a moment.” 
 
    The priest vanished through a doorway behind their desk. Excited chatter was muffled by the thick wall, but Castelle heard chairs scraping as people roused themselves from sleep and rushed to the creature’s aid. 
 
    That wasn’t right. 
 
    Decades ago, the rebels had used temples all across Fenroe as their bases. Temples were protected by the gods, protected from soldiers and guards and justice; protected from the royal family, even. Their authority had no weight there. Perhaps those truly needing help had used the temples, but they had devolved into a den of plotting and scheming, of crimes gone unpunished, thieves and murderers given room and board, refuge granted to those who shed blood. 
 
    Queen Marcella had no choice but to shut down the temples, yet the rebels had still won. They’d continued the practice of harbouring fugitives, and there Castelle was, standing beneath the gods that had never protected her family. 
 
    She turned to the door, ready to flee before the priest returned. 
 
    Eos grabbed her wrist, holding her in place. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” the priest said, shuffling back into the room. “The other priests were very eager to help. The fox’s wounds are being cleaned as we speak.” 
 
    Eos bowed her head in gratitude. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    The priest was playing their role, pretending to offer help to those in need. Castelle was in need. Eos could grasp her wrist, but she couldn’t stop her from crying that she’d been taken from her home, that she was being dragged across Laister, towards the sea. The priest would be compelled to help, would have Eos dragged away, and… 
 
    All Eos would have to say was the word Princess and the priest would know who she was. Rebels had gutted the temples and used them for their own ends, and now the same temples were funded and overseen by their farce of a government. 
 
    Castelle’s shoulders fell. She stood straight, back to the door. 
 
    Eos let go. 
 
    “We need rest,” Eos said. 
 
    The priest held her gaze. Everything in the way Castelle stood screamed there was more to this, that danger followed at her heels, but the priest only nodded in understanding. They asked no more questions, picked up a lantern from their desk, and led Eos and Castelle through the temple halls. 
 
    The capital’s temple had been as grand as the castle, once upon a time. The statues of the gods had been commissioned from the land’s most revered sculptures, and there were whole halls for prayer, libraries for study, courtyards and gardens overflowing with all the beauty the archipelago held claim to. 
 
    Here the ceilings were so low Castelle had to duck her head, the staircase so steep it may as well have been a ladder. 
 
    Laister Temple may have only been a temple in name, but it had the decency to look the part. 
 
    The priest showed them to a chamber, left them with a lantern, and told Eos to let them know if they needed anything else. They left with a bow, more concerned with the fox than the strangers who’d turned up in the dead of night. 
 
    Two narrow beds ran the length of the room. Eos placed her bag between them, removed her boots, and locked the door from the inside. She dropped the key down the front of her shirt and sat on the bed, back pressed into the corner of the room. 
 
    “That’s it? You’re just going to sleep here?” Castelle asked, standing in the middle of the room. “Why did we resort to this? The village must have at least one inn, and I doubt you are unfamiliar with sleeping under the stars.” 
 
    “A priest will not spread rumours about guests, as an innkeeper would,” Eos said. “And if we were outside, I would have to watch over you. Here I may sleep.” 
 
    “So that’s it. I can’t escape, can I?” Castelle said, falling to the edge of her bed. “What’s to stop me from telling the villagers who I am? The sailors at Yaros?” 
 
    Eos opened an eye. 
 
    “Do you think they would help you, Princess?”  
 
    “You said it yourself. I am their Princess. Of course they would aid me!” 
 
    “Do you think your people support you?”  
 
    Genuine curiosity changed the shape of her words. Her question was not mocking, or otherwise indecipherable. It was not designed to lead to yet more frustration. 
 
    “Not all of them. I’m not naïve, Eos. I expect some support the rebels, and even more do not care who rules them, as though policy does not trickle down from the capital and affect each and every day of their lives,” Castelle said. “But enough support me. They have been waiting for me to return to the throne all this time. I can’t let them down, no matter what your intentions are.” 
 
    Both eyes open, Eos leant forward.  
 
    “Who has told you this, Princess?” 
 
    With each question posed, it became painfully obvious Eos wasn’t the one who’d devised the scheme, who’d pieced the abduction together. She was but a tool, as clueless as Castelle, in most regards. 
 
    “My fathers, obviously,” Castelle said. “They have contact with all of Fenroe. It has not been a fast process by any stretch of the imagination, but we have regained Laister and Llyne, and many of the smaller islands are finding ways to break free and turn back to us.” 
 
    Eos was Yrician. What would she know of Fenroe’s history, its geography? She was following a path someone else had mapped out. 
 
    Eos leant forward. A single note of a dry laugh disrupted the world around them. 
 
    “What is it?” Castelle demanded. 
 
    “I apologise, Princess,” Eos said. “Did you not see how empty the roads we travelled were? How sparse the settlements? This village is the third-largest on Laister.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. Laister is the fourth-largest island in the archipelago, barely smaller than Llyne! The bulk of my forces are here.” 
 
    “How many soldiers do you think you have left, after fourteen years?” 
 
    “Five... five-thousand. Or thereabouts.” 
 
    “Laister has been ravaged by Lords Damir and Ira. Most have left the island to escape their hold on it, and there is only one port to do such from,” Eos said. “Do you not wonder how the temple always has food? How you lived in luxury, despite producing nothing?” 
 
    Castelle bristled. She pushed her back to the wall, as far from Eos as she could get with the door locked, the key down her shirt. 
 
    “The local towns and villages have always supported me, have always aided us,” Castelle said. “They are privileged to help the last of the Greyser line.” 
 
    “They are forced to. Lords Damir and Ira take what they please, thanks to the soldiers behind them. And their number is closer to five-hundred, Princess,” Eos said. “You have this all wrong. Were you to tell the villagers who you were, they would either laugh in your face or want you dead.” 
 
    Castelle’s temples pounded. The village elders and town mayors had visited the temple every year, had told Castelle what an honour it was to support their Princess, their rightful Queen; they had given all they had to help her and had done it freely. Her fathers had made agreements with the local settlements, had given them work as guards and maids and footmen. 
 
    “Who are you to talk? You are not Fenronian, you are not one of my people,” Castelle said, hands bundled in her lap. “You Yricians impose upon the lands of others as you please, taking what you want as if it is owed to you, and you lecture me on stealing from others? How dare you set foot in my Kingdom and speak of my fathers in such a way.” 
 
    “They are not your fathers,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle rose to her feet. Eos remained in the corner, staring up at her. 
 
    “They are not my fathers? They are not my blood, certainly, but they have done everything for me. They have sacrificed their lives for me, for my family, because they know it is right. They see how the Kingdom suffers, how the rebels have spent fourteen years driving Fenroe into the salt of the sea,” Castelle said, jaw trembling. “They are all I—they have protected me, all these years. They have kept assassins at bay, have kept poison from my veins. How could you say that? How could you think that? 
 
    “You do not understand what it means to live with fear. To know your life could be forfeit at any moment, for no reason other than the blood that flows through you.” 
 
    Eos stared at her, unblinking. Slowly, she lifted a hand and pointed to the scars on her face. She pressed her finger to the thickest, tracing it to her jawline. 
 
    “I am certain I do not, Princess,” Eos said. 
 
    She dropped her hand, arms folded across her chest as she burrowed into the corner, slumping against the wall until she was close to comfortable. 
 
    “That’s it? You have nothing to say for yourself?” Castelle asked, voice but a whisper. 
 
    Eos was taunting her. Pulling lies from the air as she pleased, all engendered to make Castelle believe it was hopeless. If she convinced her all the Kingdom was against her, that her own fathers were little better than bandits, she didn’t have to worry about Castelle running for help. 
 
    How much had Rhea told Eos for her to get under Castelle’s skin like this? 
 
    “Sleep,” Eos said. 
 
    “After all you’ve said? You ought to be—” 
 
    “Sleep, Princess,” Eos repeated, eyes closed. “We do not have long until dawn.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Sleep came not because Castelle called for it, but because it was stronger than her. It washed over her with the promise of the night terrors she’d endure exhaustion to avoid, and Castelle relented, not wanting to hear Eos’ words buzz through her head, over and over.  
 
    Not wanting to watch Eos sleep on the bed opposite her. 
 
    Her body drank down sleep, plunging her deep into the dreams that always came. It was the same images as ever, out of order, amplified, muted, and Castelle heard herself mumble, even as she slept. 
 
    She awoke to Eos standing over her. Light poured through the window and the world inside Castelle’s head span. Sleeping for a handful of hours was worse than not sleeping at all. Every inch of her knew what she was missing, what Castelle could so easily give, and to sit up was to believe the air was sludge. 
 
    “Here,” Eos said, handing her an apple. 
 
    Boots already on, Eos opened the door and headed into the corridor. She didn’t have to duck her head. 
 
    With no choice but to move forward, Castelle pulled herself from the bed, clung to the apple, and followed Eos down the stairs. The temple wasn’t any more impressive in the daylight. The walls were bare stone, cracked and crumbling in places, and none of the doors sat properly in their frames. 
 
    The priest was still on duty in the entrance hall. They bounced out of their seat at the sight of them and said, “Wonderful news. The fox is clinging on tightly. With any hope, that’s the worst of it over.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Eos said, stepping towards the door. 
 
    “Of course. That’s what we’re here for. Human, fox, or bird—the gods offer their hands to everyone. Should you find yourself in need of help, don’t hesitate to come back.” 
 
    Eos left without a word, door open behind her. 
 
    Castelle’s fingers tightened around the apple. The priest glanced out the door and took a few quick steps towards Castelle. 
 
    “Pardon, miss. Is everything alright?” they asked in a whisper. “Are you safe?” 
 
    Eos must’ve known the priest would approach her, but she’d gone ahead anyway. She’d relied on last night’s revelations, false though they were, to manipulate fear into silence. 
 
    Every word Eos had spoken had been a lie, yet Castelle couldn’t shake off one truth: the temples had stood against her family. The temples had sheltered those with nothing but slaughter on their mind. 
 
    She couldn’t trust the priest any more than she trusted Eos. 
 
    “I’m awfully tired. I apologise,” Castelle heard herself say. “But things are fine. Thank you.” 
 
    She left as quickly as she could, not looking behind her. The village streets were close to empty that early in the morning. Eos cut between two houses to reach the road, knowing Castelle would follow her. 
 
    Knowing that exhaustion, muddled sleep, and a deluge of lies would ensure her silence for another day. 
 
    Castelle glowered at Eos’ back, catching up with her. It was remarkable how much contempt every inch of her body mustered for someone she knew nothing about. 
 
    “There are more apples, if you wish,” Eos said. “Bread and nuts, too.” 
 
    Castelle had bruised the apple, forgetting it was a thing to be eaten. Throwing it to the ground would be no act of defiance. She couldn’t escape Eos if starvation made her legs tremble. 
 
    She bit into the apple, scowling. 
 
    The skies were clear. Word of the burnt bridge would reach the village in a matter of hours, and she’d reach Yaros Bay shortly after. Maps of the archipelago had adorned the walls of the castle and temple alike. There couldn’t be more than a dozen miles between Castelle and the coast. 
 
    The land was unremarkable and mostly downhill. Yesterday’s rain clung to the ground, and a few times, Castelle’s feet threatened to slip out from beneath her. Eos never looked back. The very peak of Stalf was visible for a handful of miles, and eventually, the sight was replaced by the sound of waves crashing along the shore. 
 
    Her family’s castle had stood in the centre of Caelfal, the largest island in the archipelago, but they’d had other residences scattered across Fenroe. They’d headed to the coast every year, during the height of summer, and Castelle waded in the saltwater with her siblings and cousins, spent long evenings playing make-believe, sun not setting till eight or nine, days never-ending. 
 
    It was part of her life she’d never get back, even when she sat upon the throne. It was the past in all senses of the word, locked away from her, confined to memories that could so easily run sour, if she dwelt on them for too long. 
 
    Eos would never understand that. She’d never understand all she’d lost. 
 
    She’d taken the rebels’ word, had let their lies shape her thoughts. That was it. Castelle could hardly blame her. Eos had arrived in Fenroe six years after her family had fallen, after the crown had been pried from her mother’s head. People bowed to the government to survive, so that they too did not end up like the heads on pikes, and repeated the rebels’ lies until they could not tell them from the truth. 
 
    That’s what Castelle had to save her people from. A deception that ran so deep the Kingdom believed it was cared for, that it was thriving. 
 
    Eos was an outsider. None of that mattered to her. 
 
    Castelle marched ahead. Yaros Bay was one part of the island she’d seen for herself. She’d arrived twelve years ago on a boat that made the journey countless times, ferrying her army across. With her fathers by her side, she’d been allowed to stand at the stern and watch the bay grow and grow, until they reached the land. 
 
    It was a city in itself, curving around ships as tall as towers. The streets had been filled, even at dawn, and merchants pulled their carts into the square while the smell of salted fish overpowered their cries. Like most of the archipelago, Laister was surrounded by rocks on all sides. Yaros was one of the few places the island could be reached by sea and thrived because of it. 
 
    Gulls cried in the distance. Eos matched Castelle’s pace, but Castelle pulled away whenever they were side-by-side. 
 
    She slipped down the hillside, bay coming into view before the city itself. Someone there would listen to her. Eos couldn’t force her to hold her tongue forever. No lies, no deception. She wouldn’t dignify them with a response, much less dwell on them. 
 
    Fenroe was hers. She was its Queen. The land knew that. The sea knew that. 
 
    The people did, too. She had not waited and waited, working from the shadows, for them to lose hope. 
 
    The docks rolled into view. 
 
    Castelle skidded to a stop. When Eos reached her side, Castelle didn’t take a single step away. 
 
    Yaros was no smaller than it’d ever been, even through the amplification of lost time, but the docks did not spread as far as they once had. They had crumbled at the sides, wood falling into the ocean, edges left to rot. The tall ships with their billowing sails were gone, leaving dingy fishing boats and half-sunk rowboats in their wake. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” Castelle murmured. 
 
    The colours were gone. Her family’s banner did not hang from lampposts and high windows, bear watching proudly over the bay. No market stalls boasted baskets of bright fruits and vegetables from across the archipelago, and silks and spices were no longer sold. 
 
    The people who passed through the streets, blind to the boarded-up buildings around them, didn’t bump shoulders. Yaros was not a ghost town, was far from its own grave, but its purpose had changed in such a short time. Castelle stared across the city, certain she was the only one who remembered what it’d once been. 
 
    “What has happened here? What has become of Yaros?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “I told you last night, Princess.” 
 
    “Stop that!” Castelle barked. Lies, lies, all of it. It was the rebels who’d done this, the government that’d stripped the city of itself. They’d plundered the land. She’d always known they would, had read the reports her fathers received, but to see it with her own eyes was to feel her heart sink with the crumbled docks. “This was not my fathers’ doing. This was not any order of mine. This has been done to my Kingdom, the rebels have… they have reduced my people to this.” 
 
    Eos took a step forward, hands clasped behind her back. 
 
    “Then surely they will be grateful to see you, Princess,” she said. 
 
    Castelle nodded. 
 
    Eos held out a hand. 
 
    “You want me to go?” Castelle asked, and Eos nodded. “What? Why?” 
 
    “You do not believe any of the things I have said. Perhaps you will believe the Fenronians, Princess.” 
 
    Last night’s fire churned in the pit of Castelle’s stomach. She didn’t give Eos the chance to take her absurd idea back. She stormed down the hillside and into Yaros, calling Eos’ bluff. Eos depended on her hesitance, on her crippling self-doubt, but Castelle could see clearly now. 
 
    Eos had abducted her and demanded gratitude for not slaughtering her. Eos had taken her from her home and Castelle was following her, was letting the woman take her from Laister. 
 
    What a fool she was. Her parents would turn in their grave, if they had one. 
 
    Forcing down nausea, Castelle marched through the wide streets. Eos was close behind, but not close enough to reach out a hand and grasp her shoulder. 
 
    All roads in Yaros led to the docks. Castelle came to a halt in the centre, eyes darting around wildly. She’d passed dozens of people without speaking up, but it didn’t matter who she chose. Someone. Anyone. They’d hear her out, and they’d remember what Yaros had been, under Greyser rule. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Castelle called to a woman, creeping towards her sixties. 
 
    She had a brown paper bag bundled under one arm and a bucket of fish in the other hand. She stopped with a smile, lines creasing around her eyes until she got a good look at Castelle. 
 
    “You alright, love?” the woman said. “Look plenty shaken. What is it? Missed your boat?” 
 
    Castelle shook her head. The priest would’ve turned on her this morning, but she couldn’t pass up the woman’s surface kindness. Eos might never give her another chance to speak her truth. 
 
    Lifting her chin, Castelle said, “My name is Princess Castelle Marcella Adriana Greyser. I need your help at once, for I have been—” 
 
    The woman clicked her tongue. 
 
    “Very funny, lass. Hear that one a dozen times a year, I do, but I’ll tell you this for nothing—I wouldn’t go around pretending, not with a face like yours. Not with hair that red. This little game might get you attention on the other islands, but Laister’s still sore.” 
 
    “But the temple,” Castelle blurted out. “The temple in the forest, and Lords Damir and Ira.” 
 
    “Ain’t no one who calls ‘em Lords anymore, except for the poor saps that work there,” the woman said, shaking her head. “Those two drained the life out of this place because of whatever sick fantasy they’re living in. Go on. Out of the way. Got places to be. Make sure you watch your mouth, alright?” 
 
    The woman took wide strides around her. Castelle screwed her eyes shut. No, no, it was wrong. It was all wrong. Yaros was wrong, and so were the people within it. The capital’s poison crossed the sea like ink through water, turning them against the people who’d built their city from nothing. 
 
    Stepping closer, Eos said, “Do you wish to speak with anyone else, Princess?” 
 
    “Stop that,” Castelle snapped. She opened her eyes, and Eos was before her, calm as the clear skies. If any emotion had ever stirred across her face, blades had long since carved it out of her. “Of course the woman didn’t believe me. Of course there are dozens, hundreds, opportunistic enough to claim to be the Greyser Heir. Why should anyone take my word? I have no proof. I don’t have Brackish.” 
 
    That was it. Brackish. The sword was dozens of miles away, safe in her fathers’ chambers. With that in hand, none would doubt her. With the spirit kept at bay, all would understand the sacrifices Castelle had made, and how much of her life had been whittled away by mind-numbing patience. 
 
    “Look at the city, Princess,” Eos said. 
 
    “What of it? We have all made sacrifices. We have all had to go without. Do you think this proves your point, Eos? All I see is a once-prodigious city that has been left as a former shell of itself, thanks to those who stormed my castle and stole my throne.” 
 
    “You heard what the woman said, Princess.” 
 
    “She said what the rebels wanted her to say! That none of it is their fault, and that the royal family is still to blame, fourteen years on. Their words have poisoned the people of Yaros as they have poisoned you.” 
 
    Eos took a step back. Castelle’s hands clenched and unclenched into fists. The run to the city caught up with her. Her shoulders rose as she took deep breaths, one after the other, but no matter how much air she took in, her chest pressed down, down. Her breathing quickened, her thoughts span, and Eos held out her hands, words smeared against the buzzing in the air.  
 
    “—Princess—” 
 
    Castelle shoved Eos back and turned from her, hand on her forehead. She couldn’t think. Not with Eos standing there, staring at her, smug and self-righteous. 
 
    “—you need to—” 
 
    The rebels’ corruption ran deeper than Castelle could’ve imagined. Her fathers were right. She needed to be in the forest, surrounded by dogs and spirits, that she could read every book, study every strategy, understand the Kingdom’s economics, and learn to wield Brackish, before she could begin to fix things. 
 
    “—please—” 
 
    It was too much. Too much. She was only one person, and she had never been intended for the throne. That was Marigold’s burden to bear. Their mother had spent close to two decades preparing Castelle’s sister for her duty, and Castelle had only caught snippets of the lessons she taught, the values she preached. 
 
    “—just—” 
 
    “What, Eos?” Castelle demanded, desperate for her to shut up. 
 
    “You need to breathe, Princess.” 
 
    “I am breathing,” Castelle said, words stuttering on her lips. 
 
    “Slowly. Here. Come.” 
 
    Eos’ hand hovered over Castelle’s shoulder. She gestured to the side of the square. Castelle didn’t mean to follow her, didn’t want to accept anything like sympathy from her, but her feet betrayed her. 
 
    There was a small café by the docks, the last of its kind. A dozen chairs were spread across a patio, surrounded tables covered in water stains and sticky trails. Castelle sat with her shoulders squared, her hands clasped together between her knees, skin turning white around her knuckles. 
 
    Water and bread appeared. Eos ate in slow mouthfuls, eyes ever on Castelle. 
 
    “I want to leave,” Castelle said. “I want to leave Laister.” 
 
    “Our boat will leave in an hour, Princess.” 
 
    “I want to leave,” Castelle repeated. Had her fitful breathing not exhausted her, she would’ve thrown herself in the sea and fought back the waves to reach Llyne. “I need to see the rest of Fenroe. I need to know what has happened to Llyne. Caelfal. Yarrin. All the islands. My Kingdom, it is…” 
 
    “We are leaving,” was all Eos said. 
 
    Castelle squeezed her eyes shut. She tried to gulp down mouthfuls of the tepid water but spluttered on it. Eos wasn’t right. She couldn’t be. She was a Yrician imposing upon Castelle’s Kingdom, a woman without the decency to smother her accent. It was all lies, lies, lies. 
 
    But the state of Yaros. The woman’s words. It meant something. It had to. 
 
    It meant something, but Castelle didn’t have to understand it. Not now. Not yet. She had spent half her life happily in Marigold’s shadow, and the rest running, hiding, waiting. There was too much for her to absorb in mere days. The situation was not what she’d imagined, but she’d make sense of it. Yaros was no longer its former self, but things changed. Places changed. Perhaps poor harvests had sent the people of Laister across the sea, to the ever-prosperous Llyne, sheep dotting its rolling hills. 
 
    She opened her eyes. She couldn’t blot out the world around her. She’d spent so many years aching to return to it, and it wasn’t fair for her to cast her gaze away, now her Kingdom was in trouble. 
 
    Waves lapped against the shore, blue under clear skies. Things had rarely been easy for her mother, but the Queen had not screwed her eyes shut and covered her ears at the first sign of a challenge. She had not run away.  
 
    If Castelle were to be Queen, she would have to face what was left of her Kingdom head-on. 
 
    “Come,” Castelle said, getting to her feet. “I don’t want to miss the boat.” 
 
    Eos picked up her bag and followed at a distance. 
 
    Yaros had a single pier worth speaking of. More than half was underwater, but what remained was enough for the fishing boats that floated alongside it, tied to posts and left unguarded. 
 
    A man in a sea-soaked cloak stood at the end of the pier, smoking a pipe. The boat taking them to Llyne was the largest in the dock, good for two-dozen passengers, and less than a third full. Castelle stepped aboard when a sailor gestured for her to, planks groaning beneath her feet. She clasped the back of a seat in a bid for balance. 
 
    Eos followed, making a straight line for the bench in front of Castelle. She sat alone, bag at her side. Castelle leant against the side of the boat, watching the sea rock it to and fro, to and fro. The sea was as much a part of Fenroe as the land itself. It kept the islands unified, despite the deluge of rocks that surrounded the land, making the knowledge of sailing routes invaluable. 
 
    Castelle’s gaze only trailed away to stare at the back of Eos’ head. She was not concerned with the sea, with what laid ahead. She stared at her hands and did not bother taking in the few stragglers who climbed aboard. Eos knew they were not assassins, sent by Castelle’s fathers. She had faith in whatever it was she was doing, believed in the path she had been set on. 
 
    It wasn’t the worst thing in the world. 
 
    Eos had only spoken out against Castelle’s fathers. Rhea had claimed to work for her family, despite all that’d happened. 
 
    As with all things, there was more to it than Castelle could conceive of. 
 
    How much easier it would be for Castelle to repair her tattered Kingdom if none knew who she was, if no one could set their sights on her as a Greyser. 
 
    The sailors climbed onto the ship, muttered something about there being enough people, and set off a full half-hour earlier than scheduled. 
 
    Nothing ran to time, anymore. 
 
    Stalf reared up, an ancient beast freeing itself of the ocean’s imprisonment. Castelle couldn’t look away. The heat would rise within it one day soon, sending lava into the ocean and smoke and ash into the air, coating the shore of Laister. That would be the end of Yaros, and no human would’ve played a role in it. 
 
    No royal or rebel could do a thing to stop it. 
 
    Castelle leant forward and said, “Eos?” over the rising ocean waves, rocking the boat along with them. 
 
    Eos tilted her head back but said nothing. 
 
    “You say you will not kill me and intend to take me somewhere,” Castelle said. “But what do you want? Why have you chosen to do this? Whatever this is?” 
 
    “I only wish to protect you, Princess,” Eos said. “That is the role I have been given.” 
 
    No matter what else Eos had said, or what she’d let herself believe, Castelle trusted those few words. Castelle would live, and Greyser blood would continue to flow through the land and rise with the waves. There was an honesty in Eos’ words, obfuscated by her accent, that Castelle had not felt in a long time. 
 
    The winds picked up. Llyne was not far from Laister, a few miles at the ocean’s narrowest, and Castelle gripped the side of the boat as it began to rock. She looked back, but nothing like concern crossed the sailors’ faces. This was the sea at its tamest, its most forgiving, and Castelle could not demand it press flat for her. 
 
    Something stirred within her. It had not been her and her fathers alone on that boat, desperate to reach Laister before the rebels caught up to them. There were more than soldiers surrounding them. 
 
    Layla had grasped her hand, had promised the sickness would subside, that they’d be safe, as soon as they reached land again. The surviving dogs howled from the back of the boat, pulling at their chains, cowering from the saltwater that lashed out against them. 
 
    When the storm clouds rolled overhead and she could no longer bear to watch the shore creep closer, Castelle buried her face in Layla’s shoulder. Layla had sung to her, a melody without beginning or end that had only risen on that boat, and once she fell quiet, they were on land. 
 
    “Princess,” Eos said, drawing Castelle’s gaze from the sea. “No one on this boat is a threat to you.” 
 
    Castelle raised her brow. Eos gestured to her hands, gripping the back of the bench and trembling, trembling. 
 
    “That’s not it,” Castelle said. “I was thinking of something.” 
 
    “You are often looking over your shoulder for threats. I misinterpreted the situation. But if anything, people are staring at me.” 
 
    Castelle’s mouth twitched into a smile she didn’t feel. 
 
    “Paranoia is expected of a Princess, isn’t it? I know how dangerous the world is, Eos. I know that looking for the danger does me no favours, but I cannot help but draw attention to myself. I…” 
 
    “Princess?” 
 
    “I was not always the last of my family, deep in the forest. My cousin Layla, she… She was not a Greyser. One of her mothers was my father’s sister, so we shared enough of the same blood. She came to Laister with me on a boat like this and was with me for four years after that.”  
 
    Eos didn’t ask what happened, but she didn’t turn away, either. 
 
    The silence made it easier to speak. 
 
    “She grew impatient. Disenchanted with the lives we led, safe in the temple. She wanted to help Fenroe in ways we couldn’t, so far from the heart of the Kingdom, and so she left. Despite my fathers’ warnings and my begging, she left,” Castelle said. “After a handful of days, bandits tore her apart. Some good leaving did her.” 
 
    Eos turned her gaze to the ocean. 
 
    “Did they return the body to you?” she asked. 
 
    Castelle would’ve flinched, had the blustery winds not knocked it out of her.  
 
    “Sans the head,” she muttered. Eight years. Eight years, and she hadn’t found another friend, until Rhea took up work in the temple. “Never mind that. Look. That’s Llyne, isn’t it?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Llyne had been home to some of the most impressive cities in Fenroe. Situated on the shipping path between Caelfal and Yarrin, the largest islands, it saw trade roll in from both sides. The island was sloped, one side an endless, open bay, the rest a curve of cliffs that were near-impossible to scale. 
 
    The rebels had infiltrated its cities years before striking the capital. Like all of Fenroe, it had suffered their greed, their desperate power-grabs in the guise of a revolution the common people never asked for. Yaros had lost so much of itself, under rebel control. The rest of the archipelago didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Eos stared off the stern of the boat. She didn’t have to strain her eyes as shore came into view. She knew what awaited her. 
 
    Castelle’s stomach turned. 
 
    She should’ve eaten more than an apple. 
 
    White sails dotted the coast, broad and beautiful. The wind picked up for the sole purpose of rippling through them, and the sea was full of the ships’ shadows, engulfing their tiny vessel. Voices rose above the wind as midday approached, an unintelligible thrum from the docks, the market, the shops, libraries, open spaces, theatres, taverns, inns; Castelle had yet to set foot on shore and she could see it all. 
 
    The boat rocked as she climbed onto the dock, moorings not yet tied. The sailors yelled something about her fare, but Eos paid them. No one rushed after her, no one grabbed her arm before she could disappear into the crowd. 
 
    There were hundreds of people there. Thousands. Castelle had studied her books, had memorised the facts. Llyne had been home to eighty-thousand, and the port had housed a fifth of them. Had, father Ira always emphasised. Who could say how many remained, how many lives had been lost under this new, broken rule? 
 
    She could. 
 
    Castelle could see it for herself. She could see the buildings gleaming under the sun, built from white stone from lands beyond the archipelago. The shape of the city was new, strange, foreign; Eos had put them on the wrong ship. She’d taken them to Nor or Amaros, to the continent beyond. This wasn’t her Kingdom. This wasn’t Fenroe. 
 
    The markets overflowed with fruit she’d never tasted, clothing that wasn’t shaped as it should be, spices that made the back of her eyes sting. Music rose from a crowded corner of the docks, and her ears couldn’t follow the notes. 
 
    She took a step back, but there was no escaping it. 
 
    Eos placed a hand on her shoulder, stopping her from stumbling. 
 
    Castelle’s eyes met hers, wide, accusing. Eos inclined her head away from the bustle of the docks and Castelle’s feet led her to an alleyway, shielded from the sun, stifling the sounds of the strange, mismatched city. 
 
    Castelle leant against a wall for balance. This was Eos’ doing. No wonder she’d only given her an apple for breakfast. She was hallucinating, making mountains of the ruins of Llyne. 
 
    “What has happened here, Eos?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Eos stood at the entrance of the alleyway, hands clasped behind her back. 
 
    “Answer me, won’t you?” Castelle demanded. 
 
    “I do not understand, Princess.”  
 
    “This. The city. Llyne! There is so much to it, and it is all… it is thriving.” 
 
    Eos furrowed her brow. Her bemusement was genuine, and that was the worst of it. 
 
    “It has been more than a decade since you last moved freely through a city,” Eos said. “Perhaps you are overwhelmed.” 
 
    Overwhelmed didn’t begin to explain it. Castelle had been brought to a city that no longer existed, and something else, something hollow, towered around her. 
 
    “Llyne was one of the rebels’ strongholds,” Castelle said. “Even after my fathers secured it a handful of years back, there was so little left. So much had been plundered, burnt or abandoned, and yet—yet you have brought me here, and all this surrounds us.” 
 
    Something in Eos’ eyes changed. There was depth to her expression, beneath the scars. 
 
    “You are exhausted, Princess. We have slept little and eaten less. Come.” 
 
    Eos had spent enough time in Llyne to avoid the crowds. She led Castelle to one of the green, open spaces, far enough from the docks that crowds weren’t an innate part of it. There was an empty bench backing onto a row of bushes, sides cut square, and Eos left her there. 
 
    After kidnapping her in the night, dragging her across Laister, burning a bridge decades old, and fleeing the island, Eos left her sitting on a bench in a busy city. She took her bag, contents more important than the Heir of Fenroe, the last Greyser left in the land. 
 
    Small birds hopped through the grass, pecking at worms and the remnants of yesterday’s picnics. People walked the winding path through the open area, some hurrying, some wandering arm in arm, plenty gazing Castelle’s way. She could’ve caught anyone’s attention. She could’ve run from the bench, could’ve lost herself in the city and stayed that way, until the people her fathers had sent after her made themselves known. 
 
    The woman from Yaros’ words played in the back of Castelle’s head. She didn’t need to tell anyone she was their Princess. Saying she’d been abducted would be enough. She could even cry, for effect. 
 
    She could’ve done so many things, but she sat there for ten, twenty minutes until Eos returned, food bundled in her arms. 
 
    She placed it on the bench between them. More fruit, along with rolls the size of Castelle’s head, hollowed out and stuffed with mushrooms and grilled vegetables. Castelle picked up the canteen. Her hands had been shaking for days. 
 
    Eos tore chunks of bread off and chewed thoughtfully, watching the birds. She reached into her pocket, throwing handfuls of seed into the grass. She’d wasted time buying food for the birds, time Castelle could’ve used to disappear. 
 
    Castelle pulled one of the rolls into her lap, turning away from Eos. As she’d watched Eos, so too did the people passing through the open space. They gawked, gait faltering, some stunned into silence by her scars, others elbowing their companions and sharing whispers. 
 
    “Do you ever get used to that?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “The staring. The wincing. People aren’t particularly subtle.” 
 
    Castelle was a Princess, but even her long red hair did not give her away. Being by Eos’ side made her invisible for the first time in her life. 
 
    “No, Princess,” Eos said. “I have not grown accustomed to any of it.” 
 
    Castelle tore into her food, knowing it was a mistake. Once she took her first bite, she wouldn’t stop eating. A lifetime of extravagant meals left her bones hollow, after a few lean days. 
 
    The bread was packed with spices and oils, bringing life to the vegetables. Castelle bit off bigger and bigger chunks, chewed faster and faster, sniffing, sniffing. The world was a blur, the air was heavy, and her hands were shaking. 
 
    “Princess?” Eos said. 
 
    “Much of Llyne was laid siege to. Caelfal and Yarrin too, but Llyne was the only island we truly reclaimed. But the fires that ravaged it, the riots, the looting, all at the hands of the rebels, or the result of people trying to fight back; the port was good as ruins,” Castelle said, not daring to blink. “It was to take decades to rebuild the place, to make it better than it once was, yet you bring me here in a matter of days and this is all around me.” 
 
    “Is that what your fathers told you?” 
 
    Castelle nodded, shovelling more food into her mouth. 
 
    “There is much you have been lied to about, Princess. Much you do not understand,” Eos said. “You would not believe it all. You do not want to believe it all.” 
 
    “How do—” Castelle began, pausing to clear her throat. “How do you know what I want?” 
 
    “I know you are a Greyser.” 
 
    The food was ash in Castelle’s mouth. The ice in Eos’ voice overpowered her accent, and the disdain with which she spoke her name had sounded from a hundred rebels’ mouths. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means that you expect to see your sigil, your bear, standing watch over the people even now. For centuries, the Greyser family did as they pleased with these lands. They used it for its resources, accumulated their own wealth, and ignored the needs of their people. They piled one restriction upon another, punished people for doing their utmost to survive, and kept out those seeking shelter. 
 
    “Fenroe had been a ruin of itself for decades, Princess, and a resistance formed. It was the only way for Fenroe to survive. Llyne is as strong as it is, as vibrant as it is, because of these so-called rebels. The government holds Fenroe together. None starve. None are without shelter. It is not a perfect land, but none are. It is doing its utmost to shake off its imperial past.” 
 
    The food fell from Castelle’s lap as she shot to her feet. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Castelle demanded. “How can you sit there and pretend the rebels have ever had Fenroe’s prosperity in mind? My family sacrificed everything to hold them back. Everything, and still, it was not enough.” 
 
    Eos stared up at her. She didn’t grit her teeth together and her breathing didn’t hitch. This meant nothing to her. Nothing. She was recounting a story, giving life to a lie. She was from a distant land; none of it reached her bones. 
 
    “Look around, Princess. Fenroe has the makings of an honest, fair nation,” Eos said. “I said you would not believe me. I said there were things you did not want to hear. But it is the truth, Princess. I have no reason to lie to you.” 
 
    “No reason?” Castelle’s voice rose. Passers-by pretended they weren’t eavesdropping. “You took me from my home, marched me across Laister with no explanation, and now you claim I can trust you? You are not of Fenroe. What could you possibly know of it?” 
 
    “You are right. I am not Fenronian. But Queen Marcella’s reach extended beyond the archipelago, as did the influence of her predecessors. For centuries, Nor was caught in the same turbulence, and it came to decades of bloodshed, of civil war. I know what the people of Fenroe tell me. I know the Queen followed in Ava Greyser’s example, I know she was a cruel woman, who—” 
 
    “Enough,” Castelle said, grabbing the front of Eos’ shirt. “Do not speak of my mother ever again. She gave all that she was to this Kingdom, and they put her head on a pike for it.” 
 
    Finally, it came to tears. Eos’ silence caved in on itself. She reached out, but it was too late. 
 
    With tears streaking her face, Castelle marched blindly into the city, chin raised, doing all she could to ignore those who would stare at her without offering help. 
 
    Her mother had sat on the throne for twenty-six years. She had ever been meeting with her council, hearing out commoners, travelling to the smaller islands, and addressing her military directly. She’d slept little and never rested when she could be working for the betterment of her people, yet she’d always found time for her five children. Their father, Prince Edward, had seen to most of their caregiving, but their mother’s presence spread throughout the time they spent apart. 
 
    The children never stopped looking forward to seeing her, beaming for the time they’d just spent together. 
 
    Marigold was next in line to the throne, yet her mother made time for them all equally. She’d sat with Castelle in her lap at feasts, ignoring the usual simpering and flattery of the nobles in favour of telling her stories. She’d taught her how to ride a horse, how to swim. 
 
    Eos didn’t know. How could she? She hadn’t been there, she hadn’t felt Queen Marcella’s presence, her unfaltering love and devotion. She didn’t know. Couldn’t know. 
 
    Yet the city spiralled around Castelle, offering more in storefronts than she’d been served in the castle’s grandest banquets. The people made the most of summer, walking hand in hand without a care in the world, standing tall in spite of the weight of the rebels pressing their spirits flat. 
 
    Something was wrong. This was not the ruined world she’d been promised, the land that ached for her return. 
 
    Not a single bear watched over the city, banners and carvings keeping the Greyser spirit alive. 
 
    Eos was close behind. She’d followed Castelle, as duty dictated. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Castelle said, finally wiping her face on her sleeves. “Is this why you brought me here? To show me this? To—to prove something? That I know nothing about the outside world? That I have lost more than a decade of my life to ignorance? Is that it, Eos?” 
 
    “I do not need to prove anything. Fenroe is as it is. It will make sense to you, in time.” 
 
    “It ought to make sense to me now. I need—I need…” 
 
    “What do you need, Princess?” 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes. Eos called her Princess, in spite of all she’d said. She had to cling to that. She had to think with her head, not lose herself to her pounding heart. She needed to be Fenroe’s Princess, needed to dig deeper, to look beyond the shiny surface of one gleaming city. She’d spent hours there. She hadn’t exchanged words with any of the locals, didn’t know what they were really feeling, what they were too afraid to express. 
 
    She needed help. She needed someone other than Eos at her side, making lies of her past life. 
 
    “I need to go to Nor,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Nor?” 
 
    For the first time, Eos recoiled. 
 
    “I know contact has been cut off, of late, but Nor was once our ally. My family, distant though they may be, sit upon the throne,” Castelle said, plan coming to her as she spoke. “I may not have Brackish, but I know plenty of the secrets Nor and Fenroe share. My mother’s cousin will take me in. King Mykos will make sense of this.” 
 
    Eos looked away. Her silence was not one of her choosing, this time. Castelle saw her jaw twitch, but the words would not come. In the midday sun that skimmed the edge of a nearby clock tower, Eos grew wan. 
 
    “What is it?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Not a demand, but a whisper. 
 
    “Princess,” Eos said with an air of pity. “There is no monarchy in Nor. No one has sat upon its throne in almost a decade.” 
 
    “What? Don’t be ridiculous. We always heard word of Nor, even from the temple. The country dwarfs our archipelago. It would not fall.” 
 
    “It would not,” Eos agreed. “But it followed in Fenroe’s example, after centuries of senseless war. There is no royal family in Nor. Its government consults with Fenroe’s. Your family does not sit upon the throne in this land or any other, Princess.” 
 
    “You mean, they were—the rebels, they…?” 
 
    Eos bowed her head. 
 
    “All of them, Princess.” 
 
    Her parents were gone. Her siblings, aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins, nieces, nephews were gone. Layla had lasted longer than any of them, had survived against all odds, but she was gone, too. Nor was the last tenuous link she had to her family, and no matter how little she wanted to believe it, she knew Eos wasn’t lying. 
 
    Fenroe had fallen. 
 
    Nor had crumbled. 
 
    She was the last of the Greysers, the last of any branches that could’ve spread from her. 
 
    She was the last of the Greysers, and thousands of strangers swarmed around her, living their lives without a passing thought to the blood that had stained the floor, that had run down the grooves between the tiles and soaked into the carpets. 
 
    “I am sorry, Princess,” Eos said. Not sorry her family had fallen, but sorry to deliver the news. In that, if nothing else, she was sincere. “Fenroe is not yours. There is no throne for you to reclaim. But there is much you can do for these lands, if you truly care for them.” 
 
    She’d spent fourteen years devoted to a Fenroe that no longer was. It was all she had left. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to? What if I do not wish to follow you, Eos?” Castelle said, edging backwards. “What if I scream and scream, and tell the whole city I fear for my life?” 
 
    “They will listen to you. I am Yrician; it will not be hard to convince them I mean you some harm. You may return to the temple. You may return to the Lords Damir and Ira.” 
 
    “You’d let me go? After all of this?” 
 
    “It does not matter if you do not believe a word of what I’ve said. What matters is that you have seen a sliver of Fenroe for yourself, and know these men have lied to you. You know that they have used you,” Eos said. “I do not think you will return. I think you want to know more.” 
 
    Eos’ gaze softened. Her shoulders fell slack. Castelle hated it with a reverence she had only hated waiting, in the past. Those were her options. Return to the temple, trapped in a forest full of dogs that would not protect her, where her fathers’ lies choked the air, or follow a Yrician across a Kingdom she claimed was no longer Castelle’s. 
 
    Her fathers promised her the throne, one day, a hundred years off. Eos promised to take all Castelle knew from her, day-by-day, minute-by-minute. 
 
    “Tell me,” Castelle said. “Tell me everything that happened to Nor. You were there, were you not? I want to know everything. Everything.” 
 
    Eos held out an arm, gesturing to the city’s main street. 
 
    “Yes, Princess. But we do not have time to waste. Your fathers’ mercenaries will soon be on our heels.” 
 
    Eos had two bags again. The one she’d carried from Laister Forest was scuffed and stained, dirt on the bottom, smoke clinging to the coarse fibres. Castelle snatched the other from her, full of nothing more valuable than food, and headed off. 
 
    Beyond the city and its strange, white buildings, Llyne was as Fenroe had always been: broad and green, wind and salt entangled in the air. The trees were sparse, the rough grey rocks more prominent, and in the distance, the white specks of sheep grazed upon the slopes. Half a dozen roads spread from the city, splitting in two every few miles, and the outlines of settlements rose on the horizon to the east and west. 
 
    Eos ignored the paths and settlements alike, making her way through the grass, towards the sheep in the west. 
 
    Castelle followed, shifting the bag from one shoulder to the other. The terrain rose so gradually Castelle couldn’t account for the tightness in her legs, straight away. Gripping the bag straps, Castelle took a deep breath, determined to match Eos’ pace. 
 
    She’d spent the last twelve years walking the corridors of the temple, the perimeter of the forest clearing, and had slept less than three hours over the last handful of days. Castelle didn’t know what she was running on, but it wasn’t adrenaline. 
 
    It was in her throat, not her veins. 
 
    “Tell me what you know,” Eos said. “What you have been told of Nor.” 
 
    “Nor has been ruled by the Dracma family for the last few centuries,” Castelle said, doubting her words as she spoke. They were rote; they did not come from any part of her that had ever had to put two pieces together. “Adriana Greyser, my great-great-aunt, is the only Greyser to have ever left Fenroe. Having two older siblings, she married the Queen of Nor. To say the current ruler is my mother’s cousin is a gross simplification, but it was meant as an endearment, to strengthen bonds between our countries. 
 
    “King Mykos took the throne in 1283, forty years ago. His Royal Highness had trouble with civil wars throughout his reign, but nothing more testing than any other royal.” 
 
    Eos asked her for her truth, not the truth. Castelle was not a fool for reciting it, not a pawn to feed information to. It was her truth, and she would bear the brunt of it being demolished. 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    Eos stopped at the crest of a slope, upon a plateau that made Castelle wheeze with relief. 
 
    “Well? Aren’t you going to tell me that everything I know is a lie?” 
 
    “No,” Eos said. “Most of that is correct. The civil wars were the only understated part. King Mykos spent much of his reign trying to put an end to the growing resistance. Much of this came to bloodshed. 
 
    “When the Greyser Monarchy fell, something stirred within the people of Nor. Those who sat by, believing it hopeless, began to raise their voices. The Yricians who had been moved from their land and forced to fight banded together, turning against the King. Two years after the King’s defeat, the monarchy was abolished. Since then, the people have ruled themselves, as they rule Fenroe.” 
 
    A dynasty destroyed in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Eos’ story was lost to the wind, and she continued as though reciting facts of her own. She had compiled the bones of it from some book she’d pulled from a shelf by chance, and now it was Castelle’s tale to pass on. 
 
    “Eos. Wait,” Castelle said, catching up with her. “Is that it? Is that all you have to say?” 
 
    “It does not matter if you don’t believe me,” Eos said. “It is the truth.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I mean,” Castelle said, grabbing Eos’ wrist to stop her. It worked too well. Eos froze until Castelle’s grasp loosened. “You said you came from Nor, eight years ago. You spoke of war, of the Yrician’s place in it, but not of your role. You were involved, weren’t you? You were part of it. You must be, otherwise…” 
 
    She trailed off, hand falling to her side. 
 
    Eos waited for a conclusion, head tilting to the side when she reached it through the shadows that fell upon Castelle’s face. 
 
    “Otherwise I would not look like this,” Eos said. Her mouth pressed into a thin, tight line. “Torture was often employed by the Dracmas. They were your cousins, Princess. You should know this.” 
 
    “That isn’t fair,” Castelle snapped. “My family has never engaged in such barbaric practices. To claim otherwise is—” 
 
    “The Greysers were tyrants. Your mother wore the crown with pride, with glee. Torture is but the lowest of her crimes.” 
 
    “Silence,” Castelle demanded, stepping closer. Eos didn’t flinch. “I will not have my family defamed by you. By a Yrician. You do not know anything about them. You have been fed lies, like the rest of this sick land.” 
 
    Eos lifted her chin and said, “You have been gone from the world for more than a decade. You know only what Lords Damir and Ira have told you.” 
 
    “You were not there. My entire family was murdered six years before you arrived on our land! How could you know, Eos? How could you know?” 
 
    The wind fell silent, letting her howl the words. Eos didn’t bow her head in shame, didn’t mumble an apology. 
 
    Castelle’s mind was finally clear. Exhaustion peeled away, and she stared down at Eos, knowing there was nothing she could say in return. Knowing there was no response that did not disrespect the dead and wound the ever-grieving. 
 
    Eos was bloated with lies, scorn carved into her. The truth was lost in translation, and she had only clung to the parts of the tale that served her. Castelle was right. She was right! Her mother, her family, had served Fenroe down to their last breaths, had given everything to the people of their land. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    Castelle’s jaw trembled. She tried to look away, but it was too late. 
 
    Hot tears ran down her cheeks. Eos’ eyes widened and Castelle brought her hands to her face before she could see anything else shift in her expression. 
 
    “Stop this,” was all she could murmur, shoulders heaving. 
 
    “Princess. I warned you it would be too much.” 
 
    “Stop it. Stop it,” Castelle said, words muffled by her palms, slick with tears. “I am not my mother. I am not my mother. I was never supposed to rule. Marigold, she was to be Queen, but the rebels, they—I am not my mother. I was not made for this.” 
 
    Eos’ fingers brushed her shoulder, but no comfort followed. Eos lifted the bag from Castelle and took the weight upon her own back. 
 
    “No, Princess. You are not your mother,” Eos said. “I would do well to remember that.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The monotony of walking left no room in her head for thoughts. The beat of Eos’ boots in the grass and her own scraping across rocks droned on and on, and Castelle didn’t notice the sun setting until it was pitch-black around her. 
 
    It was another cloudless night. There was only a month or two left of them, until the far-off spring. They had walked for hours on a path Eos had devised, meeting no one but sheep along the way. No words passed between them. Eos didn’t look back. 
 
    Her guards would catch up to them, soon. The Captain would challenge Eos and take Castelle to Laister Forest, where her fathers would tell her how the world was shaped, and what she ought to think about it. 
 
    When they finally stopped, close to a stream Castelle ached to sink her feet into, Eos made a fire and laid food out on the ground. She boiled rice and beans, and silently served it with thick slices of bread and handfuls of nuts. Everything they needed for another day of walking, walking, walking. 
 
    Castelle’s body was fraught with tension. Now that she’d sat down, she’d never rise. The last time she’d walked so far, she’d been fleeing the castle. She’d buried that memory for a reason. Her legs and back ached, her skin was covered in sweat and dirt, but she didn’t care. Her stomach was as empty as the rest of her, and asking her to sleep was asking too much of her. 
 
    She would’ve stared into the fire forever, had Eos’ eyes not been fixed on her. 
 
    “What?” Castelle croaked. 
 
    “Eat, Princess,” Eos said. “We will cover more land, tomorrow.” 
 
    Castelle lifted the bowl. The dull smell rose up, stirring something within her. She wrapped her fingers around the spoon, supposing she wanted her hands to stop shaking at some point. 
 
    Castelle took a mouthful. Her eyes stung as something so plain rushed through her, reminding her who she was. She tore off chunks of bread, eating so fast her chest ached, and still, Eos watched her. 
 
    “What is it really?” she muttered. 
 
    “You were right, Princess. I was there. The Yricians I spoke of, we…” Eos said, picking up her own bowl. “You mentioned Marigold. Your sister?” 
 
    “Yes,” Castelle said cautiously. “My oldest sister. Marigold, Marcella, Tobias, and Edward. That was all of us.” 
 
    Eos broke her bread in half and said, “Would you tell me about her?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I know nothing of her. Because there is no wrong or right in this. There is only the sister you knew.” 
 
    Gods. 
 
    Castelle’s hands were shaking again. 
 
    Useless, useless. How could her sister have left the throne behind, have left her behind? She had always been so bright and brilliant, had known how to speak with the nobility and commoners alike, yet Castelle couldn’t find words good enough for a Yrician. 
 
    A Yrician who had been so scathing about her family. 
 
    A Yrician she wanted to talk to, regardless of that. 
 
    No one had asked her about Marigold since Layla had disappeared. No one had spoken of her as anything but the former heir to the throne in years. 
 
    “She was five years older than me. Everyone said we looked so much alike—just like Ava Greyser herself. We both have her nose. Well, I have, she had,” Castelle said, tugging at the tips of her tangled hair. “She was always so focused. She was ready to be Queen from the day she could pick up a book and push herself on tiptoes to stare out of the castle windows. My father said the throne had been carved purely for her to sit upon it. 
 
    “Do you know what I used to think? I used to think thank the gods for Marigold. She took every burden upon her shoulders so that her siblings would never have to. Not in the same way. She did so much for Fenroe in her short life, and… Her children would’ve been teenagers, by now. They were twins, they…” 
 
    “She had children?” Eos asked. 
 
    Castelle’s eyes shot up. 
 
    Eos hadn’t been told everything. She didn’t know every fact about Castelle’s life, every branch of the Greyser tree, no matter how burnt they were.  
 
    There was relief in that. Some things were still her family’s. Some things belonged to them alone. 
 
    “She did. She married a Count, Lord Thomas. He was like a brother to me.” 
 
    “She was so young,” was all Eos said. 
 
    “Yes,” Castelle agreed. “She was so young. She was nineteen when the rebels cut her throat.” 
 
    Eos put her bread in the grass and busied herself dusting crumbs from her lap. 
 
    “Do you miss her, Princess?” 
 
    It was the hardest question Eos had asked her. It was impossible to answer, because it was all right there, in everything Castelle had said, in everything she’d shared. 
 
    “… Do you have siblings, Eos?” 
 
    Wood cracked as it twisted with heat in the fire, golden light thrown across Eos’ face. 
 
    “No, Princess,” she said. “I am alone.” 
 
    Castelle wrapped her arms around her knees, rested her chin atop them. Eos’ words were lost to the rising wind, but the spaces between them, the pauses where Eos wanted to speak, hung heavy in the air. 
 
    Out there, under the bright, distant stars, Castelle lost herself to an isolation she hadn’t been allowed to feel, within the temple walls. Eos sat there, eyes on the fire, and her scars said as much as Castelle’s silence. 
 
    The fire dipped low. A chill settled in and Castelle pulled her cloak tighter around herself. Eos, having sacrificed her own for the fox kit, threw more wood on the fire. 
 
    “Sleep. We have four hours,” Eos said. “We were not followed, Princess. Do not worry.” 
 
    Eos laid on her back, fingers knitted together, hands on her ribs. 
 
    Castelle didn’t ask Eos if she was worried she’d flee into the night, if she wasn’t going to keep watch over her. 
 
    All that was left within her was exhaustion. Escape was as futile as following Eos, but she wouldn’t have to do the latter for hours. Sleep called to her. 
 
    Despite all the past days had held, Castelle drifted off the moment she laid on her side and closed her eyes. A lifetime sleeping in the Kingdom’s finest beds, on mattresses as thick as tree trunks, and the ground was the only true respite she’d ever known. 
 
    When she awoke, it was for good. Dawn had not yet broken, yet rain blanketed the land. Grey filled the sky and masked the sun, and it would be days before the showers passed. Eos had already cleared their camp, bags on her back, ashes thrown into a grove. 
 
    Breakfast was eaten on the go. Castelle’s body ached from a lifetime confined to the temple grounds, and she protested with every heavy step, every puff of breath as they climbed the hillside. 
 
    After an hour, Eos started looking back. Castelle grabbed handfuls of grass and pulled herself up whatever slope had caused her to stumble. 
 
    “There are paths, you know. I can see them from here,” Castelle said, uselessly dusting her knees. “There’s nothing to trip over on them. They’re designed to be used. Look! I can see a dozen travellers from here.” 
 
    “This is the fastest route,” Eos said. 
 
    “Then why isn’t there a road cutting through the hillside?” Castelle asked, hands on her hips as she caught her breath. 
 
    Eos raised her brow and continued walking twice as fast. 
 
    “Wait!” Castelle called, hurrying after Eos. 
 
    Any one of those travellers could’ve been sent by her father. It wouldn’t do to stand idle, surveying the land, the fishing villages dotted along the coast, the hamlets and villages built into the hills with their turf-topped roofs. 
 
    Half a dozen miles and almost as many stops in, signs began to sprout from the ground. They had been there for a decade or longer, weather-worn and wrapped in ivy, but there was only one word for travellers to take in. 
 
      
 
    SPIRITS !  
 
      
 
    Eos stepped around the sign. 
 
    Castelle debated between stopping dead and hurrying to her side. 
 
    “You saw that, didn’t you?” Castelle called. “That is, you can read Fenronian, can’t you?” 
 
    “They are only spirits. They will not harm us.” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely. That’s why there are a dozen warning signs littered across the hillside, no other travellers for miles around, and a thousand terrifying bedtime stories about spirits.” 
 
    Nothing appeared out of place. The hill was vast and not as steep as some she’d scaled that day, and fragile flowers fought for their place amongst the long grass. Rocks jutted from the ground, and Castelle’s surroundings grew eerie for their normalcy. 
 
    “They will not harm us,” Eos repeated. “I have never had trouble with spirits.” 
 
    “Is that a Yrician thing?” Castelle asked, not daring to fall a step behind her. 
 
    “A Yrician thing?”  
 
    “Because you are so—connected to the world. Nature. Whatever it is. Is that why the spirits supposedly do not trouble you. Some part of your religion, or…?” 
 
    The corner of Eos’ mouth twitched. 
 
    Not a smile. It was too sour for that. 
 
    “I am glad you know so much of the Yricians,” Eos said, bowing. “My people are connected to the land as all things are, living and not-so. The only difference is that we respect that fact. But it is not a Yrician thing, Princess. I can only speak for myself, and the spirits have never troubled me.” 
 
    In the north of Caelfal, dozens of miles from the capital, a bay had been infested with spirits. Queen Marcella had devoted years of her life to clearing it. Scholars had been paid to study the most obscure religious texts and records for a solution, soldiers had been sent in, but the bright blue light continued to ripple across the shore, tearing through any who intruded. 
 
    Part of Torshval itself, the bones of the old city, were plagued by spirits, too. There were reports of the same all over Fenroe. All over the world. From the dawn of time, humans had railed against death, and plenty had been so stubborn that their spirits entwined with the earth, unable or unwilling to return to The Embracer. 
 
    “I’m glad they don’t care for… don’t care for… for…” 
 
    The bright blue of the sky, lost to the clouds, had fallen to the ground. It wasn’t light in any form that felt familiar: it glowed, but was not fluid like fire. It did not burn to stare at, did not incinerate that which fell into its path. It was mismatched shapes bound together by itself, rising and falling in jagged motions. 
 
    Castelle’s head ached to look at it, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away. 
 
    The spirits looked so different, in Laister Forest, bundled between the dark of the trees.  
 
    Eos held out a hand, guiding Castelle around the spirit’s – spirits’? – path, slow and silent. Castelle’s feet followed, but she lost all sense of time and movement. 
 
    The spirit was gigantic, the size of the blue whales Castelle’s parents had taken her to see, so long ago. It fell to the ground, moving through the grass and dirt as it had the air, surfacing in places, arching up towards the sky. 
 
    How had it taken her so long to notice them? They were everywhere, great and small, twisting in the long grass, following a path they may have been on for a hundred years or more. Her breathing grew shallow, and as she followed Eos past the bulk of the spirits, she understood that they were bound there, trapped in temples of their own; they were stuck in this world by their own doing, or something worse. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle asked, thinking it right to whisper. “Were there really spirits in the forest?”  
 
    The blue lights she’d seen between the trees could’ve been made by distant lanterns, there to trick her. 
 
    “There were,” Eos said, and Castelle’s heart leapt. It wasn’t all lies. Of course it wasn’t. “They did not like to be seen. They hid in the trees, whispering to the dogs through their leaves. Perhaps that is how they died.” 
 
    A spirit swam through the grass like a gigantic snake, coming within feet of them. Castelle lifted a hand, but overcame the urge to grab the back of Eos’ shirt. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Hiding. I believe they died hiding, Princess,” Eos said, clambering over rocks, when spirits blocked the way. “There is no record of it, but Laister Temple was home to hundreds, and suddenly it was not. Something terrible happened a long, long time ago, and the spirits are still cowering.” 
 
    Spirits didn’t cower. Spirits sealed themselves in swords and blades, whispered to the living, and possessed those foolish enough to make contact with them. Spirits were not afraid. Spirits had outwitted the gods, had overcome death, and this was their reward: a hillside they could not escape, a forest that ensnared them. 
 
    “Then—then my fathers were right. The spirits protect me. That’s how we were safe, all those years.” 
 
    “That is half-true, Princess,” Eos said. “Your fathers used villagers to discern which paths were safe to walk, and which weren’t. The spirits did not spread through the entirety of the forest. Those attempting to breach the forest didn’t employ such methods, and along with the dogs and guards, mistook the spirits’ territory for traps of your father’s making.” 
 
    “Put it how you please. The spirits protected me for twelve years,” Castelle muttered. 
 
    “Why would they do that, Princess? Why protect a human?” 
 
    “Because they believe in me. Because they sensed what happened to me, to my family, and knew it was wrong. Knew it was vile,” Castelle said. “Our family has always been tied to the spirits. Without Brackish, we are nothing. Brackish is wielded by us, and so becomes something incredible, proof of our divine right to—” 
 
    Eos paused, holding out a hand. Her eyes darted left and right, and her brow furrowed as if straining to hear something. She swung one of the bags from her back and placed a hand upon it, breathing deeply. 
 
    “What is it?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Her gaze shot straight through the spirits, in search of assassins and those who’d drag her back to Laister. 
 
    “Nothing, Princess,” Eos said, shaking her head. “We have been walking for a long time. Look. The spirits’ land ends soon.” 
 
    There were signs ahead, facing the opposite way. Castelle hurried up the hillside, glanced back to read the warning, and fell onto the grass. Her hands weren’t shaking, and it wasn’t right. 
 
    Eos, trailing behind, was finally showing signs of wear. Her breathing came a little heavier and there was a hint of sweat on her forehead. She dropped the bags to the ground and sat in front of them, back to the spirits. 
 
    Castelle watched the blue lights stutter across the landscape, almost imperceptible, now they weren’t amongst them. Countless people must’ve wandered into their lands before the signs were hammered into the ground. Dozens, even hundreds, must’ve been overcome by the spirits, and plenty would’ve had their bodies stolen. They would’ve marched into the nearby settlements, eyes glowing, centuries of anger and injustice given form, flesh letting them fight back. 
 
    And Castelle had walked through their territory, unscathed because they would not approach Eos. Either they saw through her, or they reviled her, feared her. 
 
    “Ten minutes,” Eos said, uncapping a canteen and emptying it in a few heavy gulps.  
 
    Crossing the expanse came at a cost. Eos was close to dishevelled, close to showing something other than disinterest. 
 
    “Eos?” Castelle asked. She’d been tearing handfuls of grass from the earth without realising it. “Do you think there are—are there spirits in the capital?” 
 
    Eos tilted her head to the side. Castelle’s stomach turned. How cruel the world was to deliver the answers to questions she could never ask her fathers in the form of this woman. 
 
    “There was bloodshed all across the archipelago, but none so much as in Torshval. There are spirits everywhere, Princess. Most have yet to merge with others and can only be seen as brief flickers.” 
 
    Castelle pulled more grass from the damp earth, dirt under her nails. 
 
    “No. That isn’t what I meant. My family, did they…?” 
 
    “Your family were not religious, Princess. They always let that be known,” Eos said. “Strange that you would end up at a temple. Stranger still that you would worry about this.” 
 
    The bite behind Eos’ words was lost as she hunched over, fingertips pressing to her forehead. 
 
    “My family weren’t interested in old superstitions or wasting time worshipping those who no longer walk our lands. Not when we could actually be helping people,” Castelle said. “But we were not so foolish as to disregard the gods themselves. Besides, what does that matter? Spirits are spirits, whether you pray or not. They are here, in our world. We cannot rid ourselves of them.” 
 
    Eos twisted two fingers against her forehead. 
 
    “Your family closed all the temples across the archipelago,” Eos said, teeth grinding together. “Thousands seeking refuge were sacrificed in the name of propaganda. Everyone who truly needed help was branded a criminal, some left homeless, others executed, guilty by association of an imagined enemy. They were hiding in temples, your family said. They were making a sacrilege of the protection the gods offered, were using those truly in need of help as a human shield. How spineless they were, how dark their motives were. 
 
    “They emptied the temples and found nothing. Nothing to justify closing them, nothing that stood as a threat to them. They branded the country’s most vulnerable as traitors and had them killed in the streets. 
 
    “So, no, Princess. There are no spirits in the capital that your family did not put here. Your family does not haunt Torshval. There was nothing unjust in what happened to them. The gods saw them taken from this world the moment they could.” 
 
    Tears streaked Castelle’s face. Eos leant forward, forehead close to the ground, gripping one of her bags. Castelle’s retorts turned to dust in her mouth. There was no glee in Eos’ voice, no vindication. The words were clawing their way out, out, and Eos was forced to speak them, as Castelle was forced to listen. 
 
    There was no lie within it, yet it couldn’t be true. The rebels had used the temples as their bases for years. Her mother had no choice but to close them, and the surrounding settlements had been tasked with taking in those in needs. Traitors had been plucked like weeds, disguising themselves as Fenroe’s most needy, screaming till the end that they were innocent, innocent; they’d never breathed a word against the crown. 
 
    But they had. They all had. 
 
    Eos rocked forward, knuckles white around her bag. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t move. 
 
    Couldn’t run. 
 
    Behind Eos, the spirits spiralled together, reaching for the sun, unable to escape the miles they’d been bound to.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Castelle whispered. “What are you saying? What are you doing?” 
 
    Castelle’s family were dead and gone. That was the lie. That was the lie in all of this. Castelle had been there, could still smell the sour blood whenever her mind slipped, whenever she spent more than a second focused on anything but the present, the future of her Kingdom, of their Kingdom, of what had been left behind. She’d been there, had seen it all, and knew her mother would not let go of the world so easily. 
 
    Not even The Embracer could tear Queen Marcella from her land. 
 
    “I am—” Eos said, looking up. “I apologise, I—” 
 
    Her words didn’t matter. As her knuckles had turned white around the bag, the bag had turned blue, unsettling but far from unnatural. The light within was barely muted by the canvas, and Eos clutched it tighter, trying to hide what Castelle had already seen. 
 
    “Eos!” Castelle said, leaping to her feet. She took wide strides back but would not turn and run. “What is that?”  
 
    “I am sorry, Princess,” Eos said, shuffling the bag in her arms. “The other spirits called to it. It has grown heavy, unruly, and wishes to be heard.” 
 
    Now wasn’t the time to run. 
 
    She wasn’t the only thing Eos had stolen from the temple. 
 
    She couldn’t turn away, couldn’t let this woman, this Yrician, make off with the last of the Greyser’s heirlooms, the one thing that bound them to the land as strongly as their blood. 
 
    “That’s Brackish,” Castelle whispered. “That’s Brackish, isn’t it? Isn’t it?” 
 
    Her voice rose with every word. 
 
    “Why do you have it?” Castelle demanded. Eos’ hands fell slack around the bag, and the spirit’s blue-white light washed across her face. “That is mine! It is dangerous, Eos, it is not to fall into any other hands, it…” 
 
    “It is not to leave your side?” Eos asked, softly. 
 
    Why Eos had taken the sword no longer mattered. It was all Castelle needed for Fenroe to accept who she was. If she took the sword to Torshval, then—no, no. She’d need an army, first. She’d need the people to see it, to support her. 
 
    She needed to wield it. 
 
    For the first time, there was no doubt in her mind that it was hers. She could wrap her hand around the hilt and Brackish would yield to her, would sense the iron in her Greyser blood. 
 
    “Give it to me,” Castelle said, stepping closer. 
 
    “No, Princess,” Eos said, pulling the bag into her lap. 
 
    The light grew brighter, rising as a silent lament all across the land felt without understanding. Eos didn’t rise to her feet, didn’t push herself back through the grass, away from Castelle. 
 
    She was spent. Dragging Brackish through the spirits’ land had taken everything out of her. 
 
    This was Castelle’s chance. It was the only chance she’d get, the only time Eos’ guard would be down enough to pry Brackish from her. If she didn’t take it now, she never would. Eos would find some way to keep it from her, would conjure more lies to hide it behind. 
 
    Castelle moved, possessed by herself; empowered by everything she’d survived, everything she knew to be true, bodies on the castle floor, rebels breaking down the doors, years on the road, a lifetime hiding, waiting, watching— 
 
    It hadn’t been for nothing. 
 
    It hadn’t been a lie.  
 
    Castelle snatched the bag from Eos’ arms, impossibly heavy, and stumbled back with it. Eos hissed something in an unfamiliar tongue, and Castelle ripped the bag open, contents spilling into the grass. 
 
    There was Brackish, smaller now that it wasn’t on a pedestal. There was Brackish, wrapped in thick cloth and twine, bound so that none could touch the spirit sword, none could be taken by it. 
 
    Castelle pulled the twine loose, tugged the cloth away. Eos tore across the grass and snatched her wrists, but it was too late. 
 
    The bright blue faded, and sunlight struck the blade. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “You do not want to do this,” Eos warned. “Brackish wants you to do this.” 
 
    Castelle shook her head. Brackish didn’t want her to do anything; it couldn’t. The blade in front of her wasn’t the spirit-sword. It was a dull thing, close to rust, blade no longer than her forearm. The guard had chunks missing, and any patterns on the grip had faded with centuries of rough-handling. 
 
    So this was Eos’ plan. When she could no longer control Castelle with words or ropes, she’d claim to have taken Brackish from the castle and use surrounding spirits as a cheap trick to make it glow. Everything she said was a lie. Of course it was! Of course it was! The sword confirmed it, as useless as the true Brackish was ornate. 
 
    It was a prop. A ploy. That’s all Eos’ stories were, all her plans amounted to. Castelle’s parents hadn’t shut down the temples to punish the poor. They’d defended themselves, defended the land. Eos knew nothing of it. Eos was a stranger, an outsider, there fourteen years too late to make a difference. 
 
    The sword lay in reach between them. 
 
    “Princess,” Eos said in a low whisper. 
 
    It was a warning, an order that wasn’t hers to give. 
 
    Castelle’s eyes left the blade, meeting Eos’. Eos didn’t breathe, didn’t move. She tried to make her motionless with a look alone, but Castelle wouldn’t be ensnared. 
 
    “Don’t,” Eos hissed, but Castelle snatched the sword. 
 
    Her palms weren’t calloused enough for it, but her grip was steady. Eos reached out. Castelle stood, sword in hand. Eos needed to defend herself, though she never had before. 
 
    “Princess. Please,” Eos said, hands held up in supplication, one knee in the dirt. “Let go of the sword while you still can.” 
 
    Eos’ fear was misplaced. Castelle couldn’t decide between conjuring a laugh or nausea to match it. Castelle didn’t know how to use a sword beyond keeping the point away from herself, but there was no reason to be afraid. She’d taken the blade, and that’s all that mattered. Eos had taken her from her home, had sullied her family’s name, and now Castelle would— 
 
    Now she would— 
 
    What was she going to do? Why had she taken the blade?  
 
    The answer was in the back of her head, but she hadn’t put it there. Hadn’t summoned it. She had taken the sword, and she would—Was she going to run Eos through? She had taken the sword so she could— Eos would— if she could only think, if her temples would only stop pounding, then she could— 
 
    Castelle’s empty hand moved. 
 
    She stared down at it like she’d stared at the eyeless fox, watching her fingers curl towards her palm. They twitched like a spider ensuring it still had all its limbs. 
 
    With her throat about to close, Castelle said, “Eos, I cannot—” 
 
    Her mouth filled with dust. Any pretence of power, of control, faded, and white-blue light rippled from the blade, into the blue of her veins. All at once, the surging force understood muscles and tendons and the beat of her heart, what her bones were made of, and how her stomach twisted. Castelle’s body wouldn’t listen to her, but the struggle was no longer on the outside. 
 
    The spirit pressed inside her mind, riffling through every thought, every memory. Castelle tensed everything she didn’t know was within her, blue light pressing to the back of her eyes, burning, burning. 
 
    She lifted the sword. 
 
    The sword lifted itself. 
 
    Eos, knelt on the ground, was faster. 
 
    She grabbed Castelle’s forearm and pulled her to the ground with a thud that wouldn’t shake the spirit free. Castelle’s body scrambled back, but so long as the spirit was struggling against Eos, it was in her arms, in her grit teeth, far from her mind and all Castelle had yet to uncover. 
 
    Eos pinned her to the earth, twisted her arm back, and her calloused fingers pried the sword from Castelle’s hand. 
 
    It didn’t go easily.  
 
    Tendrils of light clung between her palm and the hilt of the sword, begging not to be severed. Eos wrenched it back, clinging to the sword with her own hand. 
 
    The laughter in the back of Castelle’s head faded. 
 
    “Eos, don’t, you’ll—” Castelle tried, voice hoarse. 
 
    Eos stumbled to her feet, taking wide strides back. The light from the sword grew brighter and brighter, surging up Eos’ arm, clinging to her like glowing strands of ivy. Eos closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath, and the light fell away with a snap, rushing back into the sword. 
 
    Blue-white light ran the length of the blade. The wind howled, engulfing the sudden silence.  
 
    Nothing in Eos’ eyes had changed. Castelle’s burnt as she stared up at her, waiting for the sword to fall. 
 
    Fourteen years later and finally, finally— 
 
    Eos drew it close, pressing the flat side of her chest. 
 
    “It is trying to speak,” Eos whispered. “It—she is more coherent than most spirits. There is so much to her. She has been trapped here for decades, centuries, and…” 
 
    Eos’ brow furrowed, jaw trembling. Castelle grabbed the cloth and twine that had kept the sword bound and held them out to Eos. 
 
    “Put it down. Quick!” Castelle said. “You can’t keep it at bay forever.” 
 
    Eos shook her head, pushed back whatever argument the sword gave, and dropped it into the cloth. She worked quickly, wrapping the cloth around the sword, not letting metal show between the gaps, and pulled the twine tight. 
 
    The sword grew quiet. Behind them, the spirits fell back into the earth. In the silence that followed, clarity consumed Castelle. Her thoughts settled as her own again, and her body was hers, free of any influence that would see her snatch up a sword she could not use, to ends she didn’t understand. 
 
    Eos looked away, not breathing a word. The spirits had roused something within her, a malice that did not deserve a voice, but she had said what she said. She couldn’t take that back. 
 
    “What was that?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “That was Brackish, Princess,” Eos said, relieved to have reason to speak. 
 
    “I’ve seen Brackish. The sword has been in my family for generations, on display in our castle and my temple alike. There are portraits of Ava Greyser wielding the spirit-sword. I know what Brackish looks like, and that isn’t it.” 
 
    “The sword you are familiar with is decorative. It is too ornate to be of any use in a fight. It is a decoy, that your family’s enemies might never steal the real Brackish.” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd. I saw my mother wield Brackish countless times, and Father Damir, he could…” 
 
    Castelle trailed off.  
 
    Father Damir wasn’t of Greyser blood, but he’d lifted Brackish from its stand. He’d held the sword and kept control of himself, and not a flash of blue-white light had threatened to overtake him. He’d apologised, the first time he’d done it. He said it didn’t reduce the sword to anything less than the Greyser birthright. There’d always be exceptions, and the sword had chosen to bow to him. No one else needed to know. It would never be in the history books. 
 
    “I know Brackish. I have stood in its presence and seen its power. I—I have known it was not mine to command. Not yet,” Castelle said. “I have felt it.” 
 
    “You have been taught to fear it. Taught you are not enough,” Eos said, gathering her belongings and packing her bag, sword included. “The Lords relied on that fear, so that you would never pick up the empty sword they displayed like a trophy.” 
 
    “That isn’t Brackish,” Castelle protested weakly. 
 
    “Really? Because you just stood before me, Princess, ready to push a sword through my heart. No matter what you think of me, no matter the anger I have incited in you, I do not think you would kill me. I do not think you would hurt anyone,” Eos said, getting to her feet. “Do you want to ask the sword who she is?” 
 
    Eos continued on her path. The sword didn’t glow within her bag, and Castelle promised herself that her legs were her own. She could follow Eos. She could turn back. She could turn back, but just because she could no longer see the spirits didn’t mean they weren’t there. One had already rippled through her body, through her mind. 
 
    Her feet followed Eos, as though still possessed. 
 
    “What do you mean, who she is? It is a spirit.” 
 
    “Yes,” Eos agreed. “But she was a woman, once. She spoke to me, when she could not speak through me.” 
 
    Castelle didn’t want to ask any more questions, didn’t want to make a fool of herself. She refused to accept everything Eos said as the truth, but if Brackish was not something on display, if Brackish was so important it had to be hidden from anyone not on the throne, then father Damir hadn’t wielded the spirit-sword. He had not done what she couldn’t, what she wasn’t good enough to do, even with her Greyser blood. 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “Nothing kind. Shouting. Screaming. It is of little surprise she is so angry.” 
 
    Castelle said nothing. What else was there to say? Asking more questions ran the risk of believing Eos, wholly and unequivocally, and if one thing was true, the rest followed. 
 
    The land flattened out, for a time. There was no relief in it. Yesterday’s drizzle returned as a downpour, streaking the air grey. The hills, villages, and towns around them disappeared. All that existed was Eos in front of her, and the ground slowly turning to mud beneath her feet. 
 
    The spirits were a mile behind them. Surely it wouldn’t take Eos long to join a road, before one or both of them slipped and broke their necks. 
 
    When the rain didn’t let up and the sky crashed with thunder, delighting in knocking summer between the clouds, Eos stopped behind a jutting crag, where only the spray of rain reached them. 
 
    Castelle’s cloak left her damp, but without one at all, Eos was soaked through. Her hair stuck to her face, and rain rolled along the edges of her scars. 
 
    She pulled out more food, and Castelle ate, hands trembling with the rain and cold. 
 
    “Princess,” Eos said, when it was time to move on. The rain had let up enough for Castelle to hear her thoughts, but dark clouds promised more to come. “What I said before, about the temples. I believe the spirits influenced me. It was not my intention for it to come out with such vitriol.” 
 
    Castelle laughed. 
 
    “The spirits may have influenced you as they influenced me, but they are not solely to blame. You raised your voice. You were animated. That was the spirit’s doing. The rest, however, was yours. You wanted to say those things. You have always taken glee in revealing the so-called truth of the world to me.” 
 
    With that, she marched back into the returning rain, hood up. She didn’t know where she was going, but she’d ask for nothing, so long as she couldn’t see Eos, so long as she wasn’t following her. 
 
    “Princess,” Eos called. “I have only spoken the truth. I derive no pleasure from this.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, you do. You have your—your moral high ground. You know the truth. You apparently know my family secrets. You get the distinct privilege of turning my life upside down, of punishing my family through me, making light of fourteen years in hiding, but you forget one thing,” Castelle yelled through the rain. “It does not matter how much you hate my family, how much of my life has been a lie. It does not even matter if everything you say is true, and I am the idiot who has believed every lie that has ever been fed to her. You’re forgetting something, Eos.” 
 
    Castelle balled her hands into fists. Eos caught up with her, boots sliding against the wet ground, peering around Castelle’s hood when she would not look at her. 
 
    “What, Princess?” Eos asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “That no matter what you say, it does not change the fact that my entire family was slaughtered in front of me,” Castelle said, rain streaking her face. 
 
    Eos stopped dead. Castelle fought to keep her feet still, but couldn’t stop herself. Puddles formed in the dirt, sending muddy water across her boots, her breeches, and she ran, slipping, sliding, not falling, not now. 
 
    Eos wouldn’t give chase. There was woodland ahead, dotted along the horizon. She could lose herself in there, could stumble upon a village and ask for help. Not as the Princess of Fenroe, but as someone who’d lost their way, someone who knew nothing of the world. Forget the throne. Forget Brackish. All she wanted was a bed, a bath, a hot meal and a life that made sense to her, if only for a few days. 
 
    She’d studied maps of Llyne. She’d prepared for something, if not this. There should be a town to the east, two or three miles downhill, towards the coast. All she had to do was keep running, following the lines of ink she’d traced her fingers over, in the study with her fathers. Her fathers who had told her Llyne was hers, that the rest of the archipelago ached for its true rulers to return, her fathers who had placed Brackish in their chambers, who lifted a false sword, who had given her the damn maps in the first place. 
 
    Castelle stopped dead on the edge of the woodland and found a wet rock to sit on. 
 
    She twisted her fingers in the hem of her cloak. Tears wouldn’t come. 
 
    Long minutes later, Eos sat by her side. 
 
    She hadn’t run. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were there,” Eos said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were there when it happened. That you saw it all. I assumed you were away from the castle at the time. That you survived by virtue of being absent.” 
 
    “No,” Castelle said, knitting her fingers together and pulling her hands apart. “I was there. I hid. I survived because… I don’t know. My fathers said I survived because I had to, because Fenroe needed me. But I think I survived because of sheer luck. Because the rebels miscounted the Greyser children, or mistook one of Marigold’s children for the fifth. They were drunk on victory, caught up in the moment, and I went unnoticed.” 
 
    “Hm,” Eos said. 
 
    “And so it doesn’t matter what you think of my parents. What horrors you believe they committed. They were my parents, and I saw them slaughtered. I was fourteen, Eos. Fourteen. Edward, my youngest brother, was five. The—never mind. I shouldn’t have to explain this to you.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t,” Eos agreed. “It does not change what they have done, but neither does it change the fact that they are your parents. I cannot imagine what it is like, from the inside. You are right. You were fourteen. You had no part in what was done. You only knew what they told you was true.” 
 
    “And now you want me to believe what you say is true,” Castelle said. 
 
    “No, Princess. It doesn’t matter whether you believe it or not. The truth is the truth, with or without you.” 
 
    It would take as long to get through to Eos as it would for the rain to erode the rock they sat upon. Her sympathy was surface level. Castelle had shocked her into one stint of silence, but Eos was steadfast in the truth she clung to. 
 
    Perhaps they were as stubborn as one another. 
 
    “Will you not listen to me? Will you not let me share my side of things?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Eos nodded, knowing it would make no difference to her. 
 
    “The temples, they—they harboured fugitives. Those who had attempted treason. The priests said it was a consequence of protecting the innocent, those in need. It was worth two or three people going unpunished by the law, if hundreds were kept safe,” Castelle began. Her mother had explained it to her in words a ten-year-old could understand, and her fathers had reinforced the decision she had made with a heavy heart over and over. “It pained my mother to act, but there were those hiding in the temples that would see to the downfall of Fenroe. She closed the temples, knowing hundreds would be displaced, but hundreds of thousands would be safe, in the long run. Future generations would thrive, thanks to their sacrifice. 
 
    “The temples were never meant to stay closed forever. It was a temporary, desperate measure.” 
 
    The rain had slowed. It sounded different, this close to the forest. It struck the leaves and clung on, creating a tiny patter that covered the woodland, ground not yet turned to mud.  
 
    “The people branded as traitors had reason to hide from Queen Marcella. They used the temples, as the law afforded them,” Eos said. “Their crimes were opposing the Greyser rule, in voice alone. They spread dissidence throughout the streets, held rallies, let it be known that they would no longer abide by the monarchy and nobility draining the life from the land.” 
 
    Castelle pressed her palms flat to her knees. It wasn’t time for her heart to race, for her thoughts to cloud her mind, until they blotted into one, deafening her. She’d asked Eos to listen to her, and had to listen in kind. She had to wade through this with the calm of a future Queen, mind open, heart closed. 
 
    “Why? Why did they object to our rule so? Fenroe was always prosperous, always strong. It could always stand against the larger nations. What was it about my family that they detested so?” 
 
    “You lived in the castle, Princess. You had countless servants, extravagant meals prepared for you each day, piles of gold in reserve, maids, tailors, footmen, all the spoils of the world within reach. You grew up surrounded by this. Why would you not believe your parents when they told you it was the same for everyone? 
 
    “Yet it was not so. Your parents and the nobility had more than the rest of the Kingdom combined. More land, more money, more resources.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Castelle asked. “This was all merely about money?” 
 
    “Things are only ever merely about money when you have it in abundance. When it is not something you spend every waking moment thinking of,” Eos said. “People starved in the streets. The archipelago was cut-off from outsiders and the influences they’d bring. Even travel between the islands became near-impossible, lest any foreigners sneak their way in. 
 
    “There was enough for everyone, Princess, but your family hoarded it. They ensured they had an iron grip on the archipelago, and that none could ever challenge their claim to the throne.” 
 
    Castelle prayed for the rain to roar in her ears again, but the gods had stopped listening to Greysers long ago. 
 
    “That can’t be. Look around. You saw Llyne, the port city, the towns in the distance. It is thriving, it is beautiful, and—” 
 
    “And the government has spent fourteen long years repairing what the monarchy left in ruin,” Eos said. “Some islands went without outside trade for years, under Greyser rule. Traitors to the crown could hide in shipments of wheat and corn.” 
 
    “They could and did! How do you think the rebels got so close to the castle? Everything my mother warned against came to be. All the impossible choices she made were for nothing, because it was still not enough to protect the Kingdom from the rebels.” 
 
    “That is the problem, Princess. You still call them rebels, like they are a single being whose purpose began and ended in sacking the castle. You call them rebels like they have not taken this tattered Kingdom into their hands and allowed Nor to free itself in the same way.” 
 
    Castelle shot to her feet. Her head spun, but she didn’t stumble. 
 
    There was her mother, sat in her study, dark mahogany desk made darker by the late evening shadows that fell across the room, candles burnt to the wick. She always wore green, lush as Laister’s forests and the hills of Fenroe, red hair spilling over her shoulders, brow ever creased. 
 
    She spent so much of her life deep in thought, nose pressed to maps, lost in letters sent from the far reaches of Fenroe. She was always working, was never not giving herself to her Kingdom, and she never turned Castelle away. 
 
    Castelle had been twelve, thirteen, when she’d snuck in, and her mother had pulled her into her lap. Queen Marcella twisted one of the wooden pieces she’d placed on a map of Fenroe and hummed. 
 
    Look, my darling, she’d said. These are the people who would take this all away from us. 
 
    “I call them rebels because I know exactly who they are,” Castelle hissed more than whispered. “You may treat them as heroes, may act as though they have freed this land from a terrible beast, but I alone know the truth. Isha Brookes. She was the first into our dining room, the first to act. And it was our dining room, not the banquet hall. It was a small space, filled with all our family’s things. The chairs would touch the walls, if you pushed them out a little too far… 
 
    “Isha Brookes. Her sword was already bloody. I don’t know whether she cut through nobles or guards to get there, but she pushed her blade through my father’s back before he could rise to his feet. He wasn’t born a Greyser. He wasn’t worth as much to them. 
 
    “Col Answorth. He murdered my oldest sister, my Marigold, and do you know what he did? He smiled. He told her the chair she was about to die in would be the only throne she ever got, and then he killed her husband, too. Isha Brookes grabbed Marigold’s bloody throat, threw her to the floor, and slaughtered her children. The only times I have prayed this last decade has been to thank the gods that she was taken before her children. 
 
    “Victoria Letas was more solemn. She didn’t smile, but she did kill my little sister and brother, Marcella and Tobias. They were twins. They were clinging to each other; that’s why it was so easy. One strike went clean through each of them. 
 
    “I hid behind a cabinet. The moment before they broke down the door, a salt shaker had rolled off the table. I leant down to retrieve it. My mother heard a clamour and shouted for me to hide, to get out of sight. 
 
    “Out of their sight. I saw it all. Isha held my mother in place while Col and Victoria killed Edward. He was five, Eos, and it took two of them to do it. Isha was grinning the entire time, clinging to my mother’s jaw with a hand covered in Marigold’s blood, making her watch as they slaughtered her youngest son. He was five, and it was not a clean cut, not a single cut. He was bleeding from his arms, his stomach, his chest, when they finally slit his throat. He was five, Eos, five, and they tortured him. 
 
    “He wasn’t dead when they threw him to the floor. I reached out for him, even though I should’ve been paralysed by fear, and do you know what my mother did? She bit Isha’s hand, took Marigold’s blood into her mouth, and distracted the three of them. Col and Victoria had their backs to me, Isha had her forehead pressed to my mother’s temple as she snarled at her, and I had one hand on Edward’s throat from under the cabinet, trying to stop the blood, and he was looking at me, whimpering, gurgling, and—and… 
 
    “They killed my mother. It wasn’t a slow thing. They took turns, and, and, Edward’s throat stopped gushing under my palms, and—and before they called in the rest of the rebels to sever their heads from their bodies, they sat at the table. They ate the rest of our dinner, drank the last of our wine.  
 
    “So, no, Eos. I do not call them by name. I call them rebels because that is easier, because it is the only way I can stop hearing the screams. You may believe they saved the Kingdom, and you may even be right about what they have done for the commoners, but they were monsters. They did not fight because they believed it was right. They enjoyed it. They could’ve slaughtered us in minutes, but they made my mother watch her husband, children, and grandchildren die.” 
 
    In fourteen years, she had not said the words out loud. In fourteen years, it had blurred together in her mind, without definition. In fourteen years, she had not stopped picturing her own death and the multitudes of agonies it could’ve covered. 
 
    She had convinced herself she only remembered the stench of the blood and the cut of the rebels’ grins, that there was no order in it, but she did not even have to close her eyes to see it play out, second by second. 
 
    It had not faded, would not fade. 
 
    Edward’s eyes were still on her. 
 
    “I am sorry, Princess,” Eos said, rocking forward, one hand pressed to her deepest scar. “It was the only way.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Castelle had an awareness she was running, but did not know where, or how she’d gained the momentum. Sharing the truth should’ve drained what little it hadn’t stolen from her, but she tore through the woodland as though being tossed downhill. The ground shifted for her and the trees parted. The woodland would go on forever, if she needed it to. 
 
    Eos’ face had been like stone. Her heart was something harder. Castelle’s words had been so sharp and clear she’d left herself to speak them, but the loss and bloodshed had not been enough to make Eos soften. 
 
    She still believed she was right. Castelle’s family was a blight to the end, and they deserved what happened to them at the rebel’s hands. Never mind the children, too young to be indoctrinated in the Greyser ways. The punishment wasn’t severe enough. 
 
    “Princess,” Eos called. 
 
    It was the first inclination she had of being followed, the first sign that the woodland hadn’t sprung up for her and her alone. The trees were too far apart. Eos was close, too close. Castelle couldn’t hide, couldn’t escape out into the open. 
 
    She didn’t dare look over her shoulder. 
 
    Eos could catch her, if she wanted to. She’d done so before. It’d taken no effort. She was stronger than Castelle, faster too, and had an endurance that couldn’t be matched by twelve sedentary years in a temple. 
 
    “Princess, it isn’t safe,” Eos said. She could reach out and grab Castelle’s shoulder, if she wanted to. “We’re close to—” 
 
    “Leave!” Castelle called. “Leave, leave. I don’t care where you’re taking me. I don’t care if you have Brackish, if that really is the spirit-sword. Leave! I want nothing to do with you.” 
 
    Eos didn’t heed her words. 
 
    “The villagers set—” 
 
    “Quiet!” 
 
    Castelle set off again, either marching or sprinting. The motion blurred into nothing, world moving too fast around her, footsteps rough and irregular. What did any of it matter? Her fathers had lied to her, even if it was to protect her. The one part of her Kingdom she thought safe was close to ruins, and the other islands prospered. Her family was dead, Brackish was in someone else’s possession, and the woman who’d plunged her into the truth didn’t have the decency to respect the dead. 
 
    There was nothing for her. No distant family in Nor, waiting for the day she reclaimed her throne. No spirits in the capital, no legions of commoners holding hope in their hearts that one day, she’d reclaim her rightful place. 
 
    There was nothing for her. Nothing! Her feet pounded the ground, grass parted as she rushed through, and the light of the spirit-sword lashed against the trees as the whole world came to a stop. 
 
    There was a snap, a groan of metal and rust. 
 
    The pain came after.  
 
    Castelle wasn’t moving. Wasn’t breathing. Sweat gathered in her clenched fists, across her forehead, and her whole body crumbled like the ashes of her family’s legacy. 
 
    “Princess,” Eos called, skidding to a stop, falling to her side. “Princess. Look at me. Do not look down. Do not.” 
 
    Eos’ rich brown skin turned clammy. The spirit-sword’s light caught on the edges of her scars and faded. Castelle didn’t know what to do, didn’t know how to piece together what was happening, and her mind screamed it hurts! it hurts! before processing the pain. 
 
    Seconds ago, she’d been unstoppable. Her grief had changed the tapestry of the landscape, had redirected the soil to create a path. Now she was in Eos’ arms, reaching for the collar of her shirt, desperate to hold onto something. 
 
    “Don’t look down,” Eos murmured. “Don’t look down, Princess. Please. Look at me.” 
 
    Eos was the last person she wanted to see, the only person there for her. The only one who’d been honest with her. She hated her for that, despised her for thinking the truth redeemed anything in her actions. It swirled in the pit of Castelle’s stomach, and she lost herself in that whirlpool of contempt as the pain finally found its place around her ankle and shot up her leg. 
 
    “I need to remove the bear trap, Princess,” Eos said, short of breath. “Don’t move, or it’ll be worse. It’ll trigger again. Look at me, Princess. Look at me.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Castelle murmured. “Don’t. Don’t. After all you’ve said, don’t you—” 
 
    Eos’ eyes fixed on Castelle’s, but her hand was moving to the source of all suffering. Castelle’s teeth chattered together, sweat drenched her, and she waited for the shock to make sense of this all. 
 
    Don’t look. Don’t look. 
 
    Eos was the first one to glance away. She needed to see the circle of steel, the jaws with its offset teeth, to release it. Castelle’s eyes followed, and even through the long grass and her dark breeches, she saw the blood. Her leather boots hadn’t protected her from the jagged metal teeth. 
 
    The trap had sprung halfway up her shin, embedded in bone like tree roots in the dirt. 
 
    “Princess, don’t look,” Eos said, hand on Castelle’s face, pushing her away. “This will hurt. I am sorry, Princess, but I have to move you.” 
 
    Castelle couldn’t breathe. Eos’ fingers left trails of her own blood on her face, still warm, and the bear trap groaned as Eos gripped it, fighting to open it without springing the trap again. 
 
    Eos grunted. The metal struggled to latch onto something, anything, again, and Eos used her foot to push Castelle’s leg free. The pain flared, then fell to nothing. Pain lost meaning when Castelle could look down and see flecks of her own bone through ravines in her flesh. 
 
    Eos heaved. The trap thudded against the ground feet away, snapping shut and trapping nothing but air. 
 
    It was gone. Castelle was free, but her leg was in splinters, and the rest of her was only held together by the blood that seeped from her leg. She rolled onto her side, face pressed to the dirt, and clasped a hand over her mouth to muffle the shrieks. 
 
    There was the pain. 
 
    There would be no end to it because there was no beginning; it could not course through her as it did without having always been there. Was this what her family had endured? Was this all Edward was, even in death? Was this why their spirits could not linger? 
 
    Castelle sobbed into the dirt. Eos stretched out her leg, cut back her breeches, and wrapped a length of cloth as tightly as she could around the wounds. 
 
    Why was Eos helping her? Why did it matter? They couldn’t run, now. Her fathers would catch up to them, would have someone take her home, and their lies would be as nothing. Not if they released her from this. She could return to the temple, could continue to be the last Princess of Fenroe, the heir to the archipelago, the future Queen of a Kingdom that longed for her. 
 
    What did their lies matter? They had kept her safe. It had all been for her, for her and the Kingdom. It hadn’t been to silence her. To keep her still. To trap her within a forest full of spirits that would not fight for her, that they might be her only connection to the outside world, that they might continue to live as Lords in a world where the nobility had been executed in their bedchambers, in city squares. 
 
    Gods. 
 
    She had nowhere to go. 
 
    Nowhere. 
 
    “Stop it,” she heard herself sob. “Stop it, Eos. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter. Leave me alone!” 
 
    “Princess. Your wounds are severe,” Eos said. “You are at risk of bleeding out.” 
 
    “Good!” Castelle cried. “Good! Let it come. Gods. You are unspeakably cruel, Eos. You are—you are not an assassin. What good are you to me? I wish you had been! I wish you had never brought me out here, into this world that is not mine. I wish you were an assassin. I wish you’d finish the job! I wish, I wish—” 
 
    “This will pass,” Eos said. “I know someone, not far from here. She will take care of you. You are going to be alright, Princess.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be!” Castelle said. “I want—I want my mother. I want my mother, but I… I have no one. No one, my family, they…” 
 
    Eos pulled the cloth tighter. Castelle thrashed in the grass, body refusing her pleas to keep still. 
 
    “Layla,” Eos said. 
 
    The raging in Castelle’s head fell quiet, if the pain did not. 
 
    “Layla,” Eos repeated. “We are friends. That is how I knew about Brackish, and where to find her. That is how I managed to abduct you. I am sorry that I am no assassin, Princess, but I was sent by your cousin Layla.” 
 
    Castelle turned from the dirt to catch Eos’ eye. Her chest ached worse than her leg. 
 
    “Layla is dead,” she whispered. 
 
    “You never saw her head,” Eos said, hand ghosting over her shoulder. “Your fathers only showed you the body.” 
 
    It was a lie. Another lie. All anyone had told Castelle her entire life was lies to placate her, and this was another of them. This was the cruellest of all.  
 
    Layla was dead. The rebels had sent her body back to the temple to taunt her, taking credit for the bandits’ handiwork. It had been a horrible, mangled thing, wrapped in water-logged cloth, mutilated beyond recognition, black fingertips barely visible through the dirt and blood.  
 
    “You are not alone, Princess. You have your cousin. Please, let me take you to her. Let me help you,” Eos said. 
 
    Blood loss had exhausted Castelle and tears had worn down the rest. Let Eos lie. Castelle closed her eyes, letting the pain wash over her, and remembered the way Layla would sneak into the forest, or down below the main part of the temple, where the statues of the gods had been hidden for centuries. 
 
    She had always been trying to escape, had always been a salve to the reverence with which her fathers spoke of vengeance. 
 
    Layla had always been there. Five years older, but ever her best friend. She was there when Castelle escaped the castle, then Caelfal, and she was there in the temple. 
 
    She was there as Castelle laid in the dirt, shock keeping her body still, bloody, broken leg wrapped in the cloth Eos had packed their food in. 
 
    Castelle had no recollection of being lifted from the ground, but the sky swayed above, body disconnected from the dirt. Eos was strong, but not so strong carrying an entire person didn’t take a toll on her. Hours or days flashed past as slivers of the sky overhead, grey, then blue, then grey, grey, grey, branches spreading like hands that would claw after them. 
 
    Burning the bridge was for nothing. 
 
    Castelle burrowed into Eos’ chest, no longer caring to cling to consciousness. It’d been a lifetime since she slept so well. The pain was kind. It could’ve kept her awake endlessly, could’ve had her howling its name, but it settled for merely sapping the strength from her.  
 
    Eos’ breathing was short and stuttered. She took breaks she couldn’t afford to, and her fingertips dug into Castelle’s side, her leg. Castelle couldn’t claw together the words to ask where they were going, but salt grew thicker in the air, and distant winds crashed against the cliffs. 
 
    Something wet and heavy clung to her.  
 
    The makeshift bandage wouldn’t keep everything in for long. 
 
    “Here,” Eos murmured. “Almost. A little longer, Princess.” 
 
    They had come to a village of distant parts, built into a hillside. The scattered houses were hidden by their turf-topped roofs, and sheep roamed freely through the hills and villages alike, some grazing atop people’s homes. A tall cliff rose in the north, sending a clockwork shadow across the land, and migratory birds gathered along the cracks and ledges, building fleeting homes for themselves. 
 
    Eos had veered from the centre of the island, towards the coast. Gulls cried. The waves were still distant, for Llyne was a ring of basalt in all but the south, yet the ocean spray seemed to reach them. 
 
    That was good. It felt right. Castelle wouldn’t slip away from herself, so long as the ocean salt kept her tethered to the land. 
 
    Something pounded against wood. Castelle blinked her eyes open. Eos kicked again, sound closer to pleading, this time. It wasn’t the cliff’s shadow that cast darkness upon them, but the front of a house, sprung from the dirt. 
 
    “I’m coming, I’m coming,” a woman’s voice called, ringing with something far from irritation. “You don’t need to break the door down!” 
 
    Wood creaked. Castelle’s eyes rolled closed.  
 
    Eos held her tighter, and the woman said, “Eos? What in the gods’ names have you done? No, no—never mind that. Get the poor girl inside. Now.” 
 
    Shuffling. Boots on bare floorboards. Things being swept from surfaces. 
 
    The house was small and low, but not cramped in the way the temple Eos had left the fox in had been. Lanterns lined the walls, interspersed with blurry shapes that might’ve been paintings or tapestries, had Castelle’s eyes cooperated with her. 
 
    Eos finally released her. Castelle’s back pressed against something solid. A table? The floor. A lantern was held over her, and the woman muttered, “A bear trap? You know to look out for those, Eos. Go, go—get my kit. We don’t have much time to fight off an infection.” 
 
    The woman leant over her. Castelle blinked, blinked again, but it still wasn’t Layla. The woman was too old for that, in her forties, with skin far too pale. She was beautiful, beautiful, but she wasn’t Layla. 
 
    Castelle groaned. The woman smiled, brief but warm, and pressed a hand to her face. 
 
    Layla would’ve done the same. 
 
    That was enough. 
 
    “Don’t worry, honey. I’m going to get you fixed up. I’ve seen plenty in a worse state than you.” 
 
    The bandages were pulled away. Water hit her skin, venom on open wounds, and Castelle writhed on the table. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s okay. We’re just cleaning it out. I’m Reed. I’m a doctor, honey. What’s your name?”  
 
    “I’m—I…” Castelle tried. 
 
    “Hey, hey. Don’t strain yourself. You can tell me later, okay?” the woman said, disappearing from view. “You know where the opium is, Eos. We’re going to need a lot of it.” 
 
    More shuffling. Rummaging. Water pressed to her lips, then something stronger. Metal clattered against wood, against itself. The light flickered without fading, the shadows of a stranger crossed the room, and Castelle couldn’t lift a finger. 
 
    She couldn’t fight this. Didn’t want to. The pain washed away, or didn’t. It was there, she felt it as keenly as ever, but didn’t care. Let it take her. Let any of this try to be the end of her. If Layla were alive, this would not stop her. If Layla was alive, if Layla had sent for her, then she was supposed to see her again. 
 
    This wouldn’t stop her. Not the bear trap, not Eos, not the stranger with her fingers in her wounds. 
 
    This wouldn’t stop her. This wouldn’t stop her. 
 
    The world had tried time and time again, and she was still there. 
 
    Castelle awoke in a sweat, draped in clothing without a speck of dirt or blood on it, back pressed to something softer than a table, or the floor. A bed. A bed! She was in a real bed, and her disconnect with her surroundings and the dark sky beyond the window said more than a few hours had passed. 
 
    Castelle shifted, blankets near enough pinning her down, but couldn’t move her leg to free it. It was all there at the forefront of her mind: the bear trap, the village engulfed in a cliff’s shadow, surgery on someone’s kitchen table. It was all there, and though the pain did its utmost to drag her into the past, she couldn’t dwell on it. 
 
    They’d stopped moving. Her fathers’ people would catch up with them in short days, and no matter how small and spread out the settlement was, it was hard to miss someone being carried in a Yrician’s arms, bear trap’s bite mark encircling their leg. 
 
    They had to move. Layla was alive! Layla was alive, and Castelle didn’t care if it was a lie. Something had sparked within her, a force she didn’t understand but wanted desperately to harness, and the abrupt denial of death made her willing to follow Eos to the ends of the archipelago, the ends of the earth. 
 
    Groaning, she reached under the blankets. 
 
    A splint had been tied to her right leg. 
 
    Water and a crust of bread were left on a low bedside table, along with a small vial with the word MEDICINE inked across it. 
 
    Castelle snatched it before the pain had the chance to catch up with her. 
 
    She shuffled onto her side, but couldn’t make out enough of the room to plan her escape in the dim evening light. There had to be something she could cling to and drag herself along with, something she could use to prop herself up. 
 
    Reed’s voice cut her attempt short. 
 
    “You really are in trouble this time, Eos,” she said. There was little privacy to be found in village cottages. “Castelle Greyser? What were you thinking?” 
 
    “You know me,” Eos droned. 
 
    Had every muscle in Castelle’s body not been pulled taut, she might’ve laughed at the implication. 
 
    Reed sighed. It wasn’t a joke to her. 
 
    She really did know Eos. 
 
    “Why must you always be the hero, Eos? Why can you not keep your head down and stay out of political intrigue?” she chided. 
 
    Eos shrugged. Castelle heard it in the silence that followed. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll get it out of you yet,” Reed said. “You know you’re always welcome here, Eos. It’s going to take a long time for the Princess’ leg to heal. You need to make sure she’s safe here. That you haven’t been followed.” 
 
    “You won’t turn her in?” 
 
    “Gods, no. They’ll do worse to the poor girl than a dozen bear traps.” 
 
    Another long silence. Eos didn’t thank Reed, didn’t say a word. 
 
    “You don’t look much better than she did. Have you been sleeping, Eos? Eating enough? At least get some rest now. There’s little you can do, till morning, and it’s best you keep your head down for a while,” Reed said. “The neighbours won’t think it’s strange to see you, but if someone comes around, asking after a scarred Yrician, they’re going to get a lot of hands pointing them in the right direction.” 
 
    Eos grunted. Something rustled, and Reed said, “Don’t make that face at me. Come on. You know where my bed is. With the gods as my witness, Eos, if you don’t take this chance to rest, I might just turn you over to the Lords myself.” 
 
    Reed’s feet shuffled across the floorboards. Eos didn’t argue. Castelle sunk back into the bed, losing herself to the night, to the throbbing in her leg. 
 
    She awoke with Reed sat at the foot of the bed, covers cast aside, leg propped in her lap. Castelle started but didn’t get far. She clung to the bedsheets, and managed a dignified, “Um?” 
 
    “Morning, honey,” Reed said. “Didn’t mean to disturb you. You’ve slept through your last few bandage changes.” 
 
    “Bandage changes?” Castelle said, pressing her tongue to the back of her teeth. Never had her mouth been so dry. “How many? How long have I been here?” 
 
    “A little over a week,” Reed said, smiling to soften it. 
 
    “A week? That can’t be right, I’ve…” 
 
    “You’ve been on a lot of opium. Plus, with what Eos has put you through, I wasn’t expecting you to wake for at least a month,” Reed said, unwinding the bandages. “Eyes on me, honey. You don’t want to see this. Not yet.” 
 
    Swallowing the lump in her throat, Castelle stared at the ceiling. A week. She’d been there for a week and was still safe. No amount of pain or opium could make her sleep through a door being knocked down. 
 
    Reed knew who she was, knew her by name and title, but hadn’t turned her in. Word would’ve spread across Llyne, by now. Across the other islands, too. She spoke to Eos with a fondness that said she knew more of her than Castelle could ever fathom, yet she treated Castelle like a patient, not a Greyser. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Castelle managed. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience.” 
 
    “Now, now. You’re the one suffering this, not me. And let me tell you, this isn’t my first time patching someone up like this,” Reed said, cleaning the wound with little warning. Castelle tensed, but Reed kept the pressure firm, till the pain was a buzz in the background. “You had no idea what was out in that forest. I’ve had to deal with folks who have spent their entire lives in this village getting themselves into the same situation, despite knowing exactly where not to tread. Now, Castelle—can I call you that?” 
 
    “Please. I can’t hear the word Princess again.” 
 
    “Too right. That’s because you aren’t a Princess. We don’t have a Princess, anymore. No monarchy, no nobility. That’s a thing of the past. Eos tells me you’re only just getting used to that. Bet she didn’t make it easy for you, did she?” 
 
    Castelle shook her head. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s Eos. Don’t take it too personally, alright? She tries,” Reed said, pulling a clean cloth from a bowl of warm water. “But you’re not a Princess anymore, Castelle. You’re free of all that. You get to be who you want to. Get to do what you want. If you don’t want to follow Eos, you don’t have to. Don’t let her rope you into anything, honey. Kidnapping. Gods! She knows better than that.” 
 
    For the first time in forever, a laugh escaped Castelle’s lungs. 
 
    “But remember this, Castelle. You’re going to have to do something, with or without Eos. The people of Fenroe survived one war. They don’t want another. Not on account of someone who was a child at the time.” 
 
    Reed reached over the bed, squeezing Castelle’s hand. 
 
    Castelle held her breath. Reed’s words were not cutting, not cruel, but they woke her up to the reality opium numbed her against, and Eos’ blunt words had deafened her to. 
 
    She wasn’t the Princess of Fenroe. 
 
    She was a reminder of all that had befallen it. 
 
    Her head didn’t need to be on a pike to send a message. 
 
    “Now, that’s that. I think we’ve avoided an infection,” Reed said, tying the splint back into place. “Let’s worry about this bone healing, first.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Days collapsed into one another. The notion that everything between Laister Forest and the hills of Llyne happened in a fraction of the time Castelle spent in bed, staring at the walls, drifting in and out of fitful sleep, was absurd. 
 
    Reed came and went, alternating between offerings of food and clean bandages, and was always delighted to announce there were no signs of infection. She chatted without expecting much conversation in return, and always said enough about Eos for Castelle know she hadn’t gone far. 
 
    She hadn’t shown her face, either. 
 
    Castelle heard her through the walls, keeping herself busy. Furniture was moved, cupboards were emptied, floors were scrubbed and swept. Reed insisted that Eos didn’t need to go to all that trouble, that she should just rest, but oh, the house hadn’t looked so clean in years. Eos didn’t say much in return. Anything of importance was shared in the Yrician language and Reed always sighed afterwards. 
 
    On the sixth day since waking fully, Reed dragged in a tin bath and one bucket of water after another.  
 
    “Bet it’s been a while since you cleaned up,” Reed said, sitting on the bed. “Damp cloths just don’t cut it, after a while.” 
 
    “The last time I bathed was in a stream. Eos kidnapped me in my nightwear.” 
 
    “She didn’t!” Reed gasped, shaking her head. “What are we going to do with her?” 
 
    Reed couldn’t smother a grin. 
 
    The implication that something could be done about Eos, that there was hope for her yet, gave Castelle greater pause than her battered leg. 
 
    “Here, honey,” Reed said, offering her arm. “You’re lucky the jaws of that bear trap didn’t join. Two inches is the difference between breaking your leg and losing it. 
 
    “It’d hurt less, had I lost it,” Castelle said, taking Reed’s arm and pivoting on the spot. 
 
    “Easy to say when you still have it. Here. Nice and slow, like we practised,” Reed said, helping Castelle to her good foot and letting Castelle lean against her as she hopped across the room. 
 
    Each step sent a judder of pain through her leg, and each judder of pain meant she wasn’t in bed, staring at the ceiling. Reed was offering her less and less opium by the day, and the bare floorboards beneath her feet brought her out of the perpetual haze surrounding the bed. 
 
    “That’s it. Nice and easy,” Reed said, easing her into the bath. “Take all the time you need, honey. I’ll be right outside.” 
 
    Castelle wore nothing more than an oversized nightshirt. The hems were soaked as she slid into the bath, but it was no matter. The fabric was already drenched with sweat and Reed had brought another. With the bedroom door closed, Castelle pulled it off, dropped it to the ground, and closed her eyes. 
 
    The water was still hot. Steam rose along the bridge of her nose, mouth submerged, broken leg and splint propped awkwardly out the end. Her leg had stopped bleeding through the bandages. That was good. 
 
    Over the last few days, despite the fog painkillers forced Castelle to wade through, she’d come to two important conclusions. Firstly, she wasn’t a Princess anymore, and hadn’t been for almost a decade and a half. Everyone who’d bowed and simpered and called her Your Majesty or Princess had been biting back a grin. She hoped it had been a fantastic joke for them all. 
 
    She was no longer a Princess without a Kingdom. She was just a woman in a nation with no need of a monarchy, a woman who had spent fourteen years believing the blood in her veins was more important than the changing of seasons, the building of settlements, the harvesting of crops, the counting of cattle. 
 
    She was a woman without anything. 
 
    And that is where her second realisation came from. Eos had not met with her in a fortnight, despite being under the same roof. Eos had used Layla’s name to give Castelle some desperate hope to cling to, something to get her through the unimaginable pain the bear trap had wedged loose within her, and could not face her. Eos could not bring herself to admit that for all the lies Castelle had been raised by, she had told the most scathing of all. 
 
    “Reed?” Castelle called through the door. 
 
    “You done, honey?”  
 
    “May I ask you something?” Castelle asked, reaching for the hard bar of soap Reed had likely shaped with her own hands. 
 
    “Anything at all.” 
 
    “You’re a doctor, aren’t you?” Castelle asked, eyes on her bandaged leg as she lathered the soap between a hand and shoulder. 
 
    “You got me,” Reed said, grin in her voice. “My mother, gods rest her spirit, was the local doctor around these parts. I grew up thinking it was normal to have people bleeding out in your living room while someone was being patched up in the kitchen. We didn’t have much in the way of money or resources, back then. The whole island, I mean. Everyone made do. 
 
    “I still take care of the locals around here. It’s not usually anything big. Fevers, stitches, removing broken glass from places it has no business being. You’re the most excitement I’ve had in years.” 
 
    Castelle nodded, rubbing the lather over her shoulders, her collarbone. Lavender had been worked into the soap, and the more she breathed it in, the dirtier her skin grew, the more grime caught under her nails. She rubbed and rubbed, skin turning red raw. 
 
    “If you hadn’t become a doctor, what would you have done?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Reed had been waiting for another question to break the long silence. 
 
    “I would’ve become a sheep farmer, most likely. Or a fisher, if I fancied a longer commute to work. But with things the way they were, with all that trouble so long ago, Fenroe needed all the healers it could get.” 
 
    Castelle sunk back into the water and blew bubbles. Reed’s options were endless, and even if she never helped another person for the rest of her life, she still would’ve been a doctor, would’ve helped countless people, saving more than she could count. Her title was not an empty word, was not a status without substance, and without it, there were so many things she could do. 
 
    Castelle stared at her hands, misshapen by the water. 
 
    What did she know of herding sheep or tilling the land? What good was she as anything other than a pawn for two reclusive Lords? 
 
    Fenroe needed doctors. It needed shepherds, farmers, fishers. 
 
    It didn’t need her. 
 
    “Reed,” Castelle said. “The water’s cold. I’m done.” 
 
    Castelle didn’t sleep, that night. The painkillers had left her blood and exhaustion was no longer hers to be pushed down by. Reed had changed the bedsheets after Castelle’s bath and aired the room out, but the bath had not eased anything within Castelle. The curtains were closed, for fear of mercenaries pressing their faces to the glass and demanding Castelle follow them back to Laister. 
 
    Even the stars were banished from her. 
 
    Midnight hadn’t long since passed when someone pounded at the door. Castelle’s eyes hadn’t once drifted shut, but she bolted upright, torn from the depths of a dream. 
 
    “Coming, coming,” Reed called, pulling half a dozen latches across. “What is it? Is someone hurt?” 
 
    “Nothing like that, ma’am,” came a woman’s voice. “I’m sorry to trouble you at such a late hour, but it’s of the utmost importance.” 
 
    “I’m a doctor, honey. I’m more than used to it. What’s the matter?” 
 
    “An abduction of a young woman. Nasty stuff,” the woman said solemnly. 
 
    Reed gasped. Castelle pictured her hand covering her heart, her brow rising. 
 
    Her own fingers wrapped in the bedsheets. For weeks, paranoia had been but an extension of anxiety. There, ever-present, but without a body of its own. The feeling was such that she could never explain it to another person and have them experience a tenth of the apprehension she did, but now it had been made flesh, about to barge into the house. 
 
    “At the hands of a Yrician,” the woman continued. “I’m sorry to say it’s not my first time dealing with something like this.” 
 
    “Well, how may I help you?” 
 
    Reed was earnest, so far as the stranger was concerned. After listening through the walls for days on end, Castelle could hear the prick of delight lingering in her voice. 
 
    “I was speaking with the fishers a village over. They claim you were acquainted with a Yrician, some years back,” the woman said. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Almost two years ago, it must be,” Reed agreed. After a suitable pause, she said, “Gods. You don’t think it’s her, do you?” 
 
    “I’m told the Yrician was of the usual height – barely over five foot – with a scarred face.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. That’s—she did,” Reed said, pointedly breathless. “About three inches, above her right eye.” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “Only the one scar?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Well, she was forever pointing out another by her ear, but it was more of a nick than anything. You had to know what you were looking for.” 
 
    The woman ruffled a handful of papers. 
 
    “Is there… any chance she’s gathered more scars since?” 
 
    “Always. I’ve been a doctor for twenty-two years. I don’t count anything out. Last I heard, though, she was in Amaros. It’s not exactly a bloodbath, over there.” 
 
    “I may have got my lines crossed,” the woman murmured. “You haven’t seen her recently? Heard from her?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re not on the best of terms. Did I mention she went to Amaros with my sister?” 
 
    The woman cleared her throat. Reed sighed, apologised, and promised to keep an ear to the ground. 
 
    The door slammed closed. The house was still, silent, till Reed burst out into laughter. 
 
    “You don’t have a sister,” Eos said, likely from the shadows. 
 
    “A Yrician with a scar? The usual height? Does she think that’s a good enough description to go by? Gods, Eos. You really are in trouble this time, aren’t you? What were you thinking?” 
 
    “You know me,” Eos said, and muttered something in Yrician. 
 
    Castelle pulled the covers tightly around herself. Her heart hadn’t pounded like that since her foot had pressed to the metal in the bear trap’s throat, whole world slowing, letting her know there was nothing she could do to stop what was coming, nothing, nothing. 
 
    Burnt bridges meant nothing. Her fathers’ people were already at Llyne, were already swarming across the land, and Castelle couldn’t leave. 
 
    She couldn’t even silently thank Reed for all she’d done by stowing away in the night and keeping her out of danger. 
 
    The next mercenary might want to check the cottage, just to be certain. 
 
    For the first time in years, Castelle pressed a fist to her chest and muttered to the gods that she was there, that she was listening, that she would ask nothing of them but sleep. 
 
    Long hours later, her prayer was answered. 
 
    The morning brought a hearty breakfast and a pot of dark tea, and Castelle ate more than she had in the last two weeks combined. Reed hurried out of the room, muttering something about being needed in the village over to deal with a crushed hand, and left with a wave over her shoulder. 
 
    The moment the front door closed, there was a knock on her bedroom door. 
 
    “Come in,” Castelle said, pulling the blankets tightly around her chest. 
 
    Eos didn’t need to duck through the doorway, but did so anyway. She was no longer wrapped in clothes made for the road. She wore plain breeches and a shirt that fit her too well to have been borrowed from Reed, and mismatched socks covered her feet. Her hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, and inside the cottage, her scars were softer. 
 
    She was no longer a guard, an assassin, a kidnapper. 
 
    She looked like someone’s wife. 
 
    Castelle had spent weeks wondering why Eos hadn’t visited her. Now that she was sat on the stool in the corner, Castelle didn’t want to see her as much as she’d imagined. 
 
    Eos tapped the heels of her palms together. 
 
    “Reed said I should speak with you,” Eos said. 
 
    Her accent was raw, after days of hearing Reed’s voice. 
 
    Castelle shuffled in the bed, sitting upright. 
 
    She wouldn’t give Eos an inch. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Eos tried, brow furrowed. “Your leg. Reed says it is broken, but there is no infection. The wounds are starting to heal. That is good.” 
 
    “There’s your answer,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Hm,” Eos agreed. Her eyes searched the ceiling for a familiar stain she’d lost track of. “I should apologise.” 
 
    “Should you?” 
 
    “I want to apologise,” Eos said, picking at her fingers. “For how I reacted when you told me your story. For what I said, after you shared so much with me.” 
 
    Castelle had packed it in the back of her mind, had focused on nothing but her broken leg for a fortnight. The words had come so easily, so clearly. How could that have been her speaking? How could she have been moved to spill her guts on the ground because of misunderstanding and irritation alone? 
 
    Those images had branded themselves on the back of her eyelids, had seared into her dreams and left her open to whatever lie would make sense of the uprising. They had been hers, locked within her, yet now Eos knew a part of Fenronian history that would never grace any book, told from behind the cabinet her mother always wanted moved from the dining room.  
 
    “Well?” Castelle managed. 
 
    “I did not respond wisely. Kindly,” Eos said. She stopped fidgeting long enough to press her fingertips to her scars, tracing tributaries without a source, fading before they reached the salt of the sea. “I told you of the civil war in Nor. How Yricians were used. I was—there were things… I saw things. Things like you saw. Not the same, but similar. Similar enough. My face, it was… well. You can see for yourself. Your words brought everything I have spent years trying not to think of to the surface, and I froze. 
 
    “I was not kind. I was speaking to you, but I wasn’t. To myself, I think. After the war, during the war, my family, I—” 
 
    If Eos had spent the last dozen days searching for a way to voice these things, it showed. She had paled and it didn’t suit her. Her eyes were wide, replaying a past as bloody as Castelle’s. 
 
    That was the sad truth of it. Castelle had seen things so terrible she’d convinced herself all the world’s ills had fallen upon her, and she’d shouldered an aeon of cruelty by age fourteen. In truth, there was misery enough for everyone, senseless and bloody.  
 
    Castelle sat straight. Eos met her eye for a brief second and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Col Answorth died six years ago. He visited Amaros and contracted something close to a plague. He did not make it back to Fenroe. Victoria Letas was found guilty of poisoning a political rival and sentenced to death, nine years ago,” Eos said, eyes back on the ceiling. “Isha Brookes died within weeks or storming the castle. She earnt a shallow wound, and though it was treated, an infection spread through her.” 
 
    “Eos?” 
 
    “These people did not go unpunished. They do not rule over the land, do not revel in the spoils of a Kingdom usurped,” Eos said. Shaking her head, she rubbed her fingers against her jaw and murmured, “Children.” 
 
    Tears would’ve spilt, had Castelle mumbled her agreement. 
 
    There was no spark of joy in the news, no justice long denied to her. She had spent a lifetime hating them, had seen them in the back of her mind day after day, and all that time, they’d been dead. Their spirits were safe from her scathing thoughts, safe from her sobs. 
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” Castelle said. “Not just about them. About you, as well. With everything that happened, with the way we met, we’ve had no choice but to work off broad assumptions.” 
 
    “You are not your parents. You are not your fathers,” Eos said. “Layla told me it would be so, but I would not believe it. I would not let this land be lost again.” 
 
    Castelle’s nails dug into her palms through the bedsheets. She wasn’t bleeding out, bone glinting in the sunlight, yet Eos was still speaking her cousin’s name. 
 
    She couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t, couldn’t. 
 
    Yet— 
 
    “Is she really alive? Layla, is she…?”  
 
    “She is, Princess,” Eos said. The word didn’t sting as much as it could’ve. What did titles matter when family came into it? “We have been friends for years. She sent me to find you, and knew that if I wandered into the temple and told you the truth, all of it, you would not believe it.” 
 
    “Gods, Eos. I swear, if there is some lie in this…” Castelle said, gripping her blankets like a bear trap clutching bone. 
 
    Eos held out both hands. 
 
    “Layla lives on Yarrin. That is where we were headed. She is a priest at one of the larger temples on the island. When I met her, she already knew who I was. Not everyone on this archipelago merely sees a Yrician. She knew me by name, knew much of what had happened in Nor, and how I had helped put an end to most of it. We began to talk. I have done many jobs for her, but this has taken the longest to put together. We started reaching out to Rhea more than a year ago. 
 
    “It made sense for me to extract you. I came to Laister, worked in a local mill for months, until the Lords sent people out, recruiting those to work within the temple.” 
 
    Castelle screwed her eyes shut, blotting out tears. 
 
    “We’re going to Yarrin?” she croaked. 
 
    “As soon as you can walk,” Eos agreed. “This has complicated matters, but it was a complicated matter to begin with. Layla has waited all this time. Weeks or months will not make a difference.” 
 
    “All of that,” Castelle murmured. “Just to see me. Gods! What a fool I am. I should’ve left with her, all those years ago.” 
 
    Eos said nothing more, letting Castelle drink down the news. Layla, alive. Layla, putting this all into motion for her. Rhea hadn’t betrayed her. Castelle had been right to trust her. Rhea had risked so much to help Layla, to help Eos, to help her. Gods! She longed to see her again, to put her arms around her and thank her, but they were more than a fjord apart. 
 
    Wiping her eyes dry, she found Eos staring at her. 
 
    “There’s something else, isn’t there?” Castelle said. 
 
    Her stomach sank, but no deeper than it ever had. Whatever the price was, she’d pay it, so long as she got to see Layla again. 
 
    “You understand there are many across the archipelago who claim they have Greyser blood, whether through indiscretions, or forgotten relatives. That is one truth, in all of this. One thing the Lords may have downplayed. There are those who would seize the throne, claiming it was not truly abdicated or abolished. 
 
    “Not by the family’s dated laws, its rituals. Brackish is a symbol of the Greysers’ hold over the archipelago. So long as it is on the islands, a Greyser will always hold the throne.” 
 
    “I’m starting to understand why you took the spirit-sword,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Yes. Layla was concerned what removing you from the forest would do, if only for the morale of Fenroe. It is finally thriving, Princess. Layla would stop at nothing to save you, truly, but she also—” 
 
    “Wants me to leave?” Castelle asked. “She—she wants me to take Brackish across the ocean, doesn’t she? You do realise that clause was supposed to be tongue-in-cheek, do you not? House Greyser shall rule over all the Islands of Fenroe, so long as Brackish is upon its soil. It’s—it was Ava Greyser’s idea of a joke. We live on an archipelago. You get on a boat, you sail away, and you end up on yet another part of Fenroe, over and over. Brackish cannot be removed from the archipelago, and neither can the Greysers.” 
 
     She hadn’t set her eyes on Layla in over eight years and already, she was saying goodbye. She was being jostled from one island to another, and that wasn’t enough. The blood in her veins sung. She was a pawn again. Just a pawn in a political game she’d had no say in. 
 
    “Regardless,” Eos said. “It is the law. Most have disregarded it, but whispers of discontent end as a roar. There are those who support you, Princess. Who believe the Kingdom – or rather, their purse – was better under the rule of the Greysers. They are few and far between, but they still have their wealth, their influence. It would not be difficult to throw Fenroe into turbulent waters. It is a young country, Princess, still finding its feet. A symbolic gesture could mean so much for the archipelago.” 
 
    Castelle sunk down the bed. 
 
    “Every time I think this is starting to make sense…” she muttered. “I’m still being used, aren’t I? By my parents, my fathers, and now by my cousin.” 
 
    “It is not so,” Eos said, rising to her feet. “You have a choice in this, Princess. You know the truth. You know what is hoped of you, but what happens next is up to you. If you wish to stay here, you may. Reed and I will help you find a home of your own. Perhaps she could teach you to irrigate wounds.” 
 
    “Is that a joke?” 
 
    “No, Princess. As ever, it is the truth,” Eos said. “If you tell me what you wish to do, I will do everything in my power to make it happen.” 
 
    Flat on her back, leg at an uncomfortable angle, Castelle covered her face with her hands. 
 
    What did she want to do? What did she want to do? 
 
    She might’ve once been a Princess, but it was the first time anyone had ever asked her that. 
 
    How was she supposed to answer? How was she supposed to make sense of this? One responsibility had been left to rot on her shoulders for fourteen years, and now another piled atop the remnants, taking her from everything she’d ever known. 
 
    Or not from the things she’d known. From the maps she’d studied, preparing for battles that would never be waged. From the world her fathers had spoken of, from a promise they’d never intended to keep. 
 
    “I want to see my cousin,” Castelle said. “I want to see Layla. Nothing else matters. Nothing.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    More than a broken leg had kept Castelle in bed. 
 
    In the month that followed, she began making rounds of the cottage, using the walls and her crutches for support in equal measures. Reed yelled from the kitchen that she’d better not be putting weight on her leg, but Castelle couldn’t waste months doing nothing. Layla was in Yarrin, and that meant crossing the rest of Llyne, two smaller islands, and three stretches of sea. 
 
    Reed plied her with books, with brief histories of the last fourteen years, and Castelle studied them with the same intensity she’d lost herself to records of wars and rebellions, back in Laister. There was a distance between her and what she read, something sharp and humbling that wasn’t owed to time and ink alone. No matter what she read, how many dates she memorised, Fenroe was not hers to save, to set on another course. 
 
    Still, she read. Ports had been rebuilt, temples had been reopened, hoards of gold were spread throughout the common people, and the uprising of schools, hospitals, libraries and orphanages marked the end of the monarchy. 
 
    Death was no punishment, in the annals of history. With every page she turned, there was praise for the rebels who’d forced their way into her dining room. Castelle read and read, not stopping until her eyes ached, until the last candle burnt out. 
 
    What could she change? What did her grief matter? The Kingdom was thriving, and the people were intent on glorifying the black-and-white transition to a new ruling class. 
 
    Of an evening, she ate with Reed and Eos. Reed was ever coming and going, attending to calls across the broader area, spirits always avoided, but she sat at the table at least once a day. Eos had little to say, but would nod or shake her head when prompted by Reed. 
 
    It was as risky for Eos to leave the cottage as it was for Castelle. Reed’s neighbours might turn the other way, but there were plenty of travellers moving through this part of Llyne, and merchants brought wares to the village on their way between the port and larger cities. 
 
    Being confined to the cottage didn’t suit Eos. She didn’t fidget, didn’t do anything more than clasp her hands together under the table, but there was a stillness to her that drained the dark from her eyes. 
 
    “Why do you never eat the same meals as us?” Castelle asked one evening, pointing her fork at Eos’ bowl. “Reed always has leftovers.” 
 
    The stews Reed made, meat left to soften all day, were the one thing Castelle had to look forward to without fail. 
 
    Eos’ food wasn’t plain by comparison, but always took on another shape. Her plate was covered in roasted potatoes, accompanied by a large mushroom, stuffed with nuts, herbs, and finely chopped vegetables. 
 
    “I… do not eat animals,” Eos said slowly. 
 
    “What? You don’t?” 
 
    “You’ve spent how long here?” Reed asked. “You really didn’t notice?” 
 
    “I noticed that she ate strangely! I simply wasn’t certain how,” Castelle said.  “Well, that certainly explains everything we ate on the road. Bread, fruit, rice, beans—not even a block of cheese in sight.” 
 
    Reed laughed to herself as she tore off a chunk of bread. Eos stared at her dinner, cutting the potatoes with the side of her fork. 
 
    “Why?” Castelle asked. Her own forthrightness had caught her off-guard, of late. Not everything could be answered by a book, and if she kept asking, she might finally get a satisfying answer. “Is it a—well, I mean, culturally, do you…” 
 
    Reed raised her brow, but said, “In this case, it is a Yrician thing. But maybe try finding out if it’s an Eos-thing first, okay?” 
 
    “Very well,” Castelle murmured. “It’s merely that I always heard so many things about the Yricians and what they did on land belonging to others. How they would steal cattle from farms, eggs from coops, that sort of thing. Which—gods, Reed, let me finish. Which I realise is absurd, but it’s the lasting impression I’ve been left with.” 
 
    Eos pushed her potatoes around with her fork. 
 
    “The land does not belong to anyone,” she said. “Territories, borders, city-states; it is all meaningless. You cannot claim the earth. It will forget the name of countries and continents alike. The land does not belong to Norians, Fenronians, Yricians, but it provides for us. It provides for the animals, too. As long as the world provides, then I do not need to cut countless lives short to extend mine.” 
 
    Castelle forgot her stew. 
 
    “You’ve never eaten meat? Cheese? Eggs?” she asked. Eos shook her head. “And all Yricians are the same?” 
 
    “Not all. Some have integrated into Nor and Fenroe. Some make homes of cities and live as the locals do.” 
 
    “Is that wrong of them? Do you think they should respect tradition?” 
 
    “Tradition is only a word used to make things seem older and give them an importance they do not deserve,” Eos said. “I cannot judge it. Yricians are a people without a country, by our choosing, and things have never been easy for us. If there are those who wish to shirk their nomadic roots, that is of their own choosing. There is no betrayal in it. Everyone must live their own life.” 
 
    Reed, having heard it all before, continued making her way through dinner. 
 
    “I see,” Castelle said. “And where do you live, when you are not kidnapping Princesses?” 
 
    “I… do not live anywhere. I live upon Fenroe, without roots. I thought you would understand this by now.” 
 
    Castelle paused, drink between her hands. It was difficult to understand anything about Eos when she said so little about herself. It was not that Castelle thought Eos had a house waiting for her somewhere, but she could not imagine Eos as part of some Yrician tribe, packing up their yurts and moving on when one particular patch of land no longer provided. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were…” 
 
    “That kind of Yrician?” Reed offered. 
 
    Castelle pressed a hand to her neck, skin turning red. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with it,” Castelle hurried to explain. “I suppose I don’t know enough to make assumptions, but… Well. I had assumed Eos lived here, if I’m to be honest.” 
 
    Reed and Eos’ appetites returned to them with vigour, and both shovelled food into their mouths so as not to speak. 
 
    “Not necessarily in the present tense,” Castelle added. 
 
    “It has been several years,” Eos conceded. 
 
    “She’s always welcome here,” Reed said. 
 
    Castelle nodded, smothering the urge to ask more questions with food. Nothing she’d been told about her own family or the state of Fenroe had been true, so why should anything she’d heard about the Yricians have a firmer place in reality? Castelle understood why her questions were cutting; everyone who laid eyes on Eos let curiosity override their manners. 
 
    Still, she wanted to know. She wanted to put every misconception to rest and let that desire shove her foot firmly in her mouth. 
 
    “There have been reports of people asking after a scarred Yrician and a woman with long, red hair all over the other islands,” Reed said, changing the subject. “That’s good news and bad. It means they’ve moved on, that they haven’t followed the trail here, but they’re still swarming around. 
 
    “But they’re not dropping any names. Not mentioning that they’re after a Greyser. That’s something, honey.” 
 
    Reed brought back similar news, most days. She never mentioned who her contacts were, only that they could be trusted, and Castelle laid awake at night, praying her fathers’ lackeys wouldn’t resort to smashing windows and raiding houses. 
 
    They wouldn’t. They had to be smart about this, had to find a way to keep attention off themselves, but that didn’t make sleep come any easier. 
 
    “You’ll have to be careful, when you finally move,” Reed said. “In fact, Eos and I were thinking, maybe…”  
 
    Castelle glanced at Eos. She sat straighter but said nothing. 
 
    “Maybe you should cut your hair, honey.” 
 
    “My hair? What? Why?” Castelle blurted out. “Can’t I—can’t I wear a hat? A hood? Autumn isn’t far off, after all.” 
 
    “No good. If people are looking for a girl with long red hair, they’re not going to pay too much attention to one with short hair. But if they see someone in a hat or a hood with a couple of long strands poking out, they’re gonna know you’re hiding something.” 
 
    “What about Eos? What about her face?” 
 
    “Eos knows how to look after herself.” 
 
    Castelle had picked up both pieces of cutlery, at some point. She gripped the dull metal tightly, staring at the spot on the wall directly between Eos and Reed. 
 
    Hair. It was just hair, and reaching Layla was more important than that. It was more important than anything, least of all how she looked. It was only hair, but her mother had loved it so. It was as soft as hers, as vibrant. She had always pulled Castelle into her lap and brushed her hair through, lamenting that Marigold was too old to appreciate the attention. 
 
    She’d brushed Castelle’s hair before dinner, that night. Castelle often ran her fingers through her hair, focusing on that memory whenever the image of her mother sat at the table, bloodied hand on her jaw, Isha Brookes towering over her, threatened to overwhelm her. 
 
    But it was just hair, and it made her look like someone whose head had ended up on a pike. 
 
    “We’re not leaving yet,” Castelle muttered, pulling her hair over her shoulder. “It’ll be weeks before I can walk properly. I can barely get around the house.” 
 
    “You’re getting stronger by the day,” Reed said, knowing to drop the matter. 
 
    That evening, when she could not bear to delve into the recent past, Castelle propped herself up with a novel. The Spirits of Langore was a standard story of death, haunting, and vengeance, and didn’t require her to focus with more than one eye. Eos and Reed’s voices drifted through the walls, rising with tension, if not disagreement. 
 
    Castelle rolled onto her other side. She couldn’t have eavesdropped on the Yrician if she wanted to, yet she plugged her ears with her fingers. How many people had suffered to keep her safe? Eos and Reed may well have been strangers, yet they were risking themselves for her. 
 
    It wasn’t right. It didn’t add up. 
 
    She should’ve been left in the temple, cut off from the world. 
 
    Her fathers couldn’t have kept her indefinitely. It could’ve taken another decade or two, but eventually, she would’ve started questioning them. She would’ve demanded to march out into the world, would’ve grabbed the false-Brackish in the heat of an argument, and thought herself fit for a throne that no longer existed. 
 
    She wouldn’t have got far. Either her fathers wouldn’t let her leave, or the outside world would run her through. Her fathers wouldn’t have given up the life of luxury they bled others for so easily. They would’ve found some poor other girl, propped her up in Castelle’s place, and had all of Laister bow to a false Princess. 
 
    Castelle flipped back a handful of pages. She hadn’t taken a single paragraph in. 
 
    She had to stop thinking of them as her fathers. They weren’t. They never had been. Father Ira had held her in his arms as they fled the castle, had kept her close on the journey to Laister, and Father Damir had bestowed all of his knowledge upon her, that she might fight back against an unjust world, but they weren’t her fathers. 
 
    They weren’t. They weren’t. Her father had his throat slit, and the Lords had taken advantage of that. Their schemes were underway before his body was cold. 
 
    And yet— 
 
    Castelle couldn’t dismiss fourteen years of having no one but them. She couldn’t forget the way her heart had jerked in her chest when they’d asked, years in, if she’d come to think of them as her fathers, for they loved her as their own child. The only blessing to come from the tragedy was that she was part of their family, now. 
 
    Castelle snapped the book shut, pulled the covers up to her ears, and fought her way into sleep. 
 
    It rained for nine consecutive days and nights, circling between downpours and drizzle, overshadowed by thunderclaps. A nearby hill gave itself over to a landslide, catching a caravan of merchants. Reed left for the better part of three days to help, and Eos spent the entire time at one window or another, watching for figures on the horizon. 
 
    It was impossible to talk to her. Either Reed was around to unintentionally intrude, or they were alone and Castelle could not give a voice to the questions burning within her. Her leg was getting better by the day as she alternated between overexerting herself and staring at walls. They could not stay there forever, but the world beyond the cottage was as unknown as the world beyond Laister Forest had been. 
 
    But in the dead of night, it was easy to believe she could say all the shapeless things inside her head to Eos. If only Eos would come to her, as open as she’d been all those nights ago, allowing herself to have a past, not simply the solemnity of the present. 
 
    Castelle left her bed behind. Sleep wouldn’t come and she needed the practice. She knocked one of her crutches over, wood hitting wood, and paused, waiting for the house to wake and assassins to come pouring through the shutters. 
 
    Silence. Only silence. Not even the bleating of sheep that’d blurred into the ambience of the day. 
 
    The cottage had two bedrooms. Reed’s, and one for guests. Reed had a small practise further downhill, and those who stayed with her generally weren’t so bloody. For the most part, Eos had been sleeping in the living room since their arrival, bags bundled in the corner of the room, blankets folded neatly across the arm of the sofa each morning. 
 
    Castelle’s wanderings would’ve taken her no further than the kitchen, had the living room door been closed. There was no dark shape on the sofa, no one stood with their elbows pressed to the windowsill. Castelle held her breath, listening for life within the house, but not even a floorboard creaked. 
 
    Light shimmered, turning the room pale blue along its edges. 
 
    Brackish glowed through the thick canvas of Eos’ bag. 
 
    Castelle sat on the sofa because the sword wanted her to. It could not possess her until she took it into her hands, but it could want, it could hum and sing and lure her closer, closer. 
 
    Castelle folded her arms over the side of the sofa, rested her chin on the back of them and stared down at it. 
 
    Pick up the bag. Pull out the blade, safe in cloth and twine. Take it out into the night, across the land, across the seas, away from the forest, from the box it had been locked in, do something for the Kingdom, something, something, anything! Lay it all to rest. 
 
    Her thoughts, Brackish’s thoughts. What was the difference? 
 
    “My leg is still broken. We wouldn’t get far,” Castelle said. 
 
    The sword pulsed brighter. Broken bone was nothing the spirit couldn’t overcome. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Another flash. 
 
    It had heard all she’d said to Eos, all she’d struggled to get out. Not that it mattered. The sword already knew everything about her by virtue of being a spirit. There was no act the living put on that the dead couldn’t see through. 
 
    “Do you want for company?” Castelle asked. “Once for no, twice for yes.” 
 
    The spirit-sword doused itself. The room collapsed into a darkness Castelle’s eyes wouldn’t adjust to, and the thoughts in the back of her head stopped buzzing. The spirit had retreated inside itself. Castelle laid on the sofa, eyes on the ceiling, knowing Eos could return at any moment. 
 
    But her leg, her leg. She’d overexerted herself, springing the trap over and over again. 
 
    She grabbed one of the crutches, gripped the arm of the sofa, and got to her feet with a huff. 
 
    Blue light engulfed the darkness. 
 
    Once, twice. 
 
    “Very well,” Castelle said, sitting back down. 
 
    Brackish returned to a soft glow, illuminating Castelle’s fingertips. 
 
    “There was a time, and I remember this as clearly as anything, that my mother made a public appearance with Brackish. Or the sword she claimed was Brackish, I should say. It was a beautiful thing. Only my mother could wield it, so it was kept in her chambers, by her side. I used to beg to see it as a child,” Castelle said, certain there’d be no harm in opening the bag, in letting the spirit-sword breathe a little. She didn’t move. “I was ten when she took Brackish into the heart of Torshval, when she addressed the people about—oh, I cannot remember. What was wrong and what was right for Fenroe, I expect. 
 
    “She wore Brackish at her hip, touching the hilt whenever she made a point. Suddenly, a man rushed from the crowd, screaming nonsense, reaching for my mother’s throat. Not a terribly uncommon occurrence, but he got further than most. He snatched Brackish from my mother’s side, and all our guards fell back. My mother smiled. A strange thing to do, when faced with a man declaring his intent to gut you. 
 
    “I struggled forward, but my sister Marigold clutched my shoulders. She understood what was going to happen. Besides, what good was a child against an armed dissident? The man raised the sword, but it was too much for him. His motions became jagged. He began to struggle, to scream, voice bellowing as though the sword was hot to the touch and his fingers had welded to it. 
 
    “One moment he stood, sword pointed at Queen Marcella’s throat. The next he was dead on the floor, to my ten-year-old eyes. My mother knelt at his side, pried Brackish from his lifeless hands, and continued her speech, sword in hand. 
 
    “The whole city was stunned into silence. When they found their tongues, they couldn’t stop talking about it for months. Someone not of Greyser blood had attempted to wield Brackish, and—well. Just goes to show, doesn’t it? Recounting it all seems so theatrical, but I suppose that’s what it was. 
 
    “An act. All staged, for how else would anyone break through my family’s security, the guards, the knights? There was no—no magic, no birthright in it, was there? You certainly weren’t involved. It was all a lie, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Two flashes, close together. Brackish wanted Castelle to know who it – she – was, and it wasn’t that. It wasn’t delicate filigree and precious stones pressed into a hilt. 
 
    “Did my mother ever wield you?” 
 
    One flash. 
 
    “Did anyone in my family ever wield you?” 
 
    Another flash, long and sustained, burning the backs of Castelle’s eyelids.  
 
    “I see,” she said as the light returned to darkness. “Then you were kept prisoner, without any purpose.” 
 
    Another flash. Another no. 
 
    “There was some purpose in it?” 
 
    Two flashes. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Castelle murmured. “Why else keep such a dangerous relic in the castle, why else risk taking it across the archipelago, to Laister? My mother always used to say something about there being a purpose in keeping prisoners. That they were not merely rotting in a cell, whittling away the days, the years. Everyone behind bars was there for a reason, everyone who had been kept alive had some use yet. Gods. I used to think that sounded so clever, though I suppose there’s no accounting for being thirteen.” 
 
    The sword hummed softly. Castelle rolled onto her back, jostling her leg for the effort, and stared at the ceiling. 
 
    “You could’ve haunted that metal forever. How were you supposed to find peace, hidden away in that box?” Castelle asked. Frowning, she said, “How do I know you were in a box? Were you in a box? Did you put that thought in my head?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “That means yes, doesn’t it? Well, what should we do with you now, Brackish? I have had my share of epiphanies, lately, and I am sick of daily revelations, but I can make an exception for you. I owe you something, don’t I? My family kept you locked in the dark for decades, then gave a mere decoration your name. What do you think of leaving the archipelago? Of putting the Greyser legacy to rest?” 
 
    Brackish glowed three times. Castelle laughed at the ceiling, not knowing what she thought of it, either. 
 
    “We’ll think of something. We’ll return you to the gods, or—” 
 
    Light filled the room, bright as day, loud as a song. Castelle clamped her arms over her eyes. 
 
    “Or not, or not! Gods. There is something strange in you, Brackish. When Eos took me through the hills, the spirits had congregated, creating this—this structure, this pillar of light, rising and falling. It sunk in and out of the land, bound to it, bound to the sky, unaware of its surroundings, almost. Well. That’s easy to say, when Eos created an apparent blind spot in their vision. I expect if I’d gone alone, I’d have a very different impression of them. 
 
    “But they’d joined together. I expect they’d all been through something similar, if not the same thing, and had become of one mind. But you know who you are, don’t you, Brackish? You haven’t forgotten what happened to you, have you?” 
 
    The spirit did not glow, but metal sang. It’d never been the sword that mattered, that entitled the Greysers to the archipelago, in this form or a false one. It was the spirit inside that they’d claimed possession of, that they lauded over the people of Fenroe. 
 
    Castelle sat up, elbows on her knees. It would be easy to make amends. Easy to set this right. If she took Brackish into her arms, metal wrapped in cloth, she could take her not to Nor or Amaros, but to where Brackish needed to be. The spirits of Laister Forest and the hills of Llyne had been severed from the gods centuries ago, and while they didn’t know rest, they were where they were supposed to be. 
 
    “Careful,” came Eos’ voice, making Castelle bolt upright. “Do not spend too much time speaking with her. You will start to think her thoughts are yours, start to give her a voice.” 
 
    “I—I understand that she’s dangerous. That she’s still a spirit,” Castelle said, glad of the darkness as embarrassment crept up her neck. She curled her fingers towards her palm and said, “Where have you been? Is it safe out there?” 
 
    Eos pulled down her hood but didn’t remove her cloak. 
 
    “There are no stars out, tonight. It is dark, and there are only sheep to see me,” Eos said. “It is raining. I missed the feel of it on my skin.” 
 
    The spirit’s hold loosened. Castelle found her way to her feet, knowing the break wasn’t to blame for her last struggle. 
 
    “I miss all of it. I miss breathing fresh air, more now than ever,” Castelle said. “I am endlessly grateful to Reed, but this cottage grows smaller every day.” 
 
    “More so now than when you were in the temple?” Eos asked, stepping around Castelle. 
 
    “I didn’t realise there was fresh air to be found, then. Now that I know it’s beyond these walls, my lungs ache,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Do not worry. We cannot stay here for much longer. I will find us another horse, if I have to.” 
 
    “Having found a horse when we first got to Llyne would’ve solved a lot of problems,” Castelle muttered, shuffling back as Eos sat on the sofa.  
 
    “I was not certain who I would leave any potential horse with. I would not take one unless I could account for its safety.” 
 
    Head tilted to the side, Castelle said, “We were going to walk across Llyne because you were worried your non-existent horse might not be taken care of?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was as much in it as Brackish’s blinking. 
 
    Castelle stood for a moment longer, resting on her crutches, watching Eos shrug off her cloak and fold it in her lap. Brackish resumed her faint glow, casting an eerie dawn across Eos’ face. When Eos looked up at her, Castelle shook her head. 
 
    “Goodnight, Eos,” she said. “I hope you enjoyed the rain.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    On the way back to her room, something other than the rain struck the front door. 
 
    Castelle froze. There were no quick escapes with a leg like hers, and her crutches and the bare floor weren’t a combination that promised silence. Eos shot out of the living room, took Castelle’s arm, and shuffled her out of the hallway. 
 
    Reed passed them, not bothering with eye contact. Late night emergencies were part of her job, but that didn’t mean they shouldn’t be wary of potential patients. Anyone could take harmless gossip back to the tavern at the end of the lane. 
 
    “Doctor Fisher,” a woman said. “Sorry to trouble you at such a late hour. I was wondering if you’d heard the news.” 
 
    “Unless the news is that someone’s gone sceptic, it can probably wait till morning,” Reed replied evenly. 
 
    “Oh, that’s no way to greet an old friend, is it? How many years has it been?” 
 
    “Not enough,” Reed sighed. “Why are you back on Llyne? Finally run out of errands to run in Torshval?” 
 
    The woman laughed and said, “You really haven’t heard, have you? It’s the Greyser girl. The last of them. Word is she’s been kidnapped – or escaped, depending who tells the tale – from Laister Temple.” 
 
    One of the crutches slipped from Castelle’s grasp. Eos grabbed it before it hit the ground. Castelle pressed her back to the kitchen wall, taking deep breaths. It was okay. It was okay. This was bound to happen. Word was always going to spread. A disgruntled guard or maid would let something slip to the local villages, and from there it would be a wildfire, held back for fourteen years. 
 
    “That? I heard as much, weeks ago. I didn’t think you were one to be taken in by such rumours,” Reed said. “I was there, Svir. We both were. You saw the state of the place. Nobody escaped the inner castle. No one.” 
 
    Crutch lowered to the floor, Eos gripped Castelle’s shoulder, making her meet her gaze. She brought a finger to her lips, pleading with Castelle not yelp, not to cry or gasp. 
 
    Reed knew the woman, but Eos did, too. Eos knew silence was the safest option, even with three against one. 
 
    “Gods. Live a little, Doctor. There was no end to the bodies! Who’s to say which was which? Like the Greysers weren’t smart enough to use decoys,” Svir said. “And even if it isn’t the Greyser girl, there’s a big enough prize on her head to treat her like royalty.” 
 
    “Your questionable work ethics aside, what do you want, Svir? I was sleeping, for once.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I know how busy you are. I hate to intrude, but I was wondering whether you’ve seen our dearest Eos, of late.” 
 
    Eos’ hand moved from Castelle’s shoulder, and she slumped against the wall, eyes screwed shut with the start of a headache. 
 
    “Someone came around weeks ago, asking about a scarred Yrician. Is this what that was all about?” Reed asked, clicking her tongue. “And it’s been years, Svir. You’ve likely seen her more recently than I have. Isn’t she ever checking in on your houseguest?”  
 
    Ignoring Reed, Svir said, “If she was with the Princess, she would’ve passed through Llyne. Laister is a wasteland with a single exit. Are you sure she didn’t stop by here, for old time’s sake?” 
 
    “Yes, Svir. Eos kidnapped the woman who may or may not be the last living Greyser, got her to Llyne, and decided to stop in a village where all my neighbours know her by name. Very logical. That really sounds like Eos.” 
 
    Svir grunted. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to invite me in? Speaking of old times.” 
 
    “No, honey. You know you’re not welcome here, not anymore,” Reed said. “And I know you have no intention of stopping. Not when there’s a bounty at stake.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Svir agreed. “Well. If you do hear anything…” 
 
    “I won’t tell her you stopped by.” 
 
    Laughing, Svir paused, then yelled something in Yrician into the house. 
 
    Eos folded her arms over her chest, doing her utmost not to respond. 
 
    “Tell Eos to stop meddling in my business,” Svir said, farewells terse. 
 
    She muttered something else in Yrician and made her exit. Reed stared into the black of night, making sure she was gone before closing the door, latches pulled across. 
 
    No one in the house breathed. From the other room, Brackish began to glow. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” Reed asked, not daring to raise her voice above a whisper in her own house. “Did you know Svir was involved?” 
 
    Eos raised her hands. Reed jabbed her fingers against Eos’ chest. 
 
    “She is an irritation, at most. She will not cause problems,” Eos said.  
 
    “That’s what you always say!” 
 
    “It is fine,” Eos muttered. “Svir is… Svir is my friend. You know this. It is fine.” 
 
    “How many times has she got you into trouble?” 
 
    “I have always lived.” 
 
    Reed’s hands twisted in the collar of Eos’ shirt. What did it matter who Svir was? It was inevitable word would spread about the Greyser heir, and there were likely dozens, if not hundreds, idly and not so idly determined to make themselves a small fortune.  
 
    It wouldn’t only be Castelle’s fathers offering a reward for her safe return. Plenty of those eager to see the job finished would offer a generous bounty for Castelle’s capture, safe or otherwise. 
 
    None of that mattered. It was a given. It was nothing but reality that’d come knocking on the door. 
 
    But Reed, Reed with her eyes fixed fast on Eos’, had changed in the span of a single conversation. 
 
    Castelle wrapped her fingers around Reed’s wrist. 
 
    “You were there?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Reed dropped her gaze from Eos and loosened her grasp. Castelle didn’t. 
 
    “I was there?” 
 
    “You told that woman that you’d been there, in the castle. After the massacre. That you’d both been there,” Castelle said softly. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Reed let go of Eos’ collar and took a step back, pulling her robe tighter around herself. 
 
    “You were there, when my family were…” Castelle said, uncertain how her broken leg was supporting her when the whole world wanted her to topple. “You were there. You saw the—before they took their… You were there?” 
 
    “Ah,” Reed said. “That was a long time ago, Castelle. The resistance needed doctors. Did you know there were no sheep on this island, two decades ago? Llyne has a long history of shepherding families, but sure enough, the capital needed more mutton, more wool. More and more resources, taken by the Queen’s orders, nothing given in return. Nothing left to trade, to export. It was a sorry sight, Castelle.” 
 
    “Sheep,” Castelle repeated. “There were no sheep, so you—you were one of them. One of the rebels.” 
 
    “Not one of note. Didn’t come across my name in any of those books, did you? And it wasn’t about the sheep, honey. It was about not having enough food. It was about seeing malnourished kids and parents coming into my mother’s practice and not remembering when it started being a problem. It was about telling them, well, waste not, want not. You can boil down bones for a few extra calories, and people’s animal companions starved long before they did. 
 
    “I was there, honey. You weren’t.” 
 
    “I wasn’t there?” Castelle asked, voice rising. “I wasn’t there? I saw it all, and—” 
 
    “And before that night, you were feasting on the rest of the archipelago’s livelihood, wasting whole platters, spiting those who’d beg for scraps. You were there for minutes, hours. The rest of us were there for our entire lives,” Reed said. “I know you were a child, Castelle. I know you saw things that no person deserved to see, and I know what that does to a person. But I won’t apologise for what I did. For the side I took. It was the right side. The only one worth taking. You’re starting to see that, aren’t you? You’re upset, honey. That’s understandable. But you’re far from the only victim in this.” 
 
    Tears streaked Castelle’s face. It was absurd. Reed could keep herself together, could speak without her voice wavering or emotions rising, yet Castelle let the heat in the pit of her stomach get the better of her. 
 
    Castelle had been there. She’d been there. 
 
    She’d been right in the heart of it, benefiting from everything that’d been stolen from others. 
 
    Gods. 
 
    “Did you—” Castelle began, trembling. “In the dining room, did you—the bodies, were they…” 
 
    Reed wrapped her arms tightly around Castelle. 
 
    “No, honey. Don’t think of that. Never think of that,” Reed said, mouth pressed to her ear. “They were already gone. None of them were suffering, honey. None of them.” 
 
     Castelle clung to the back of Reed’s shirt. 
 
    Thank the gods Reed hadn’t said anything. 
 
    Castelle didn’t want to know, didn’t want to know, didn’t want to know. 
 
    “It may be wise for us to leave,” Eos said, interrupting the embrace.  
 
    Reed stepped back, brushing Castelle’s hair out of her face. 
 
    “Svir headed downhill, towards the inn, but I doubt she’ll go far. She’ll be watching the cottage, so if you want to leave, you’d better do it before first light,” she said. 
 
    Eos and Reed stiffened, emotions pushed down for the sake of expediency. They headed off to make preparations, leaving Castelle alone in the dark kitchen, blue light lapping at the doorway. Drawers rattled. Doors slammed. Eos and Reed called across the house to each other, but may as well have been speaking Yrician, for all Castelle picked out of it. 
 
    She stared at the crutch Eos had laid across the floor. She willed herself to remember what Reed kept reminding her: the gashes left behind by the bear trap were worse than the break. Once she got out of the house, when there was something other than boredom driving her to walk, it would come back to her. 
 
    It had to. 
 
    She didn’t have a choice, anymore. 
 
    Brackish burnt bright within the bag on Eos’ back, pressed against two others. This was it. Leaving was no longer a distant concept, something for a future, wiser version of herself to deal with. All the books she’d read fell apart, pages scattering and mixing with one another, history once again askew inside her head.  
 
    She didn’t know who Svir was or why Eos and Reed had been stirred to action by the sight of her, but she didn’t get to ask. She never had a say in where they were going, or why. Eos was lucky that Castelle had softened to her words, that she’d opened herself to the possibility of truth spreading across the archipelago.  
 
    She might not be a Princess, but she was still a Greyser. Her name still meant something to the land, to the people upon it. It still meant something to Brackish, thrumming beneath cloth and twine, reaching out to her. 
 
    What good was following Eos? What had it got her, other than a broken leg? Brackish was the one who knew the way, who knew her family. It was Brackish who’d been kept in a box for all those years, Brackish who reached out to her with her tethered spirit. 
 
    If Fenroe wasn’t her birthright, Brackish was. Her mother had gone to unimaginable lengths to keep the true sword a secret, had made a performance of it, had brought a Kingdom to kneel with a blade that was nothing but steel and silence. There had to be a reason for that. There had to be something within Brackish her mother wanted her to understand, something that was owed to her. 
 
    Castelle reached out, fingers grazing Eos’ bag. The sword burnt brighter, fabric warm to the touch, and Eos glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    Castelle snatched her hand back and the light faded. 
 
    Layla. Layla. 
 
    Eos was taking her to Layla. That was why Castelle was following her out the door in the dead of night, leg broken, heart pounding. That’s what this was all for, and she would endure it over and over, if it meant seeing her cousin’s face again. 
 
    “The rain has to let up, eventually. Come on, honey,” Reed said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “It’s the best cover you’re going to get. And don’t go worrying about that leg of yours. The moment you step out of that door, adrenaline’s going to do the rest. Well. Adrenaline will do some, this’ll do the bulk of it.” 
 
    Reed pressed a small parcel into her hand. 
 
    Opiates to drive out the pain. 
 
    Castelle looked up at her, and it didn’t matter that Reed had been with the rebels in the castle. So many had. All that mattered was how unfair it was. Castelle had someone to ask the questions that’d been burning inside of her for years, had someone who’d do more than squeeze her shoulder and shrug her off, but she was being denied the opportunity. 
 
    They would’ve cleared the castle. Until now, that had never occurred to her. She knew the rebels had put her family’s heads on pikes, but there was the ordinary work of dragging the bodies out of the dining hall, mopping the blood from the floors, the furniture, the walls; it was surprising where it ended up. 
 
    Castelle’s family hadn’t been left there. They hadn’t been shut away, forgotten by all as their bones disintegrated into the stone of the floor, binding them for all time. If there was a grave, it was unmarked. 
 
    Reed saw the questions rush behind Castelle’s eyes. She squeezed her arm, before pulling her close. 
 
    “I’m sorry, honey. Maybe I should’ve told you. Maybe you had no right to expect me to tell you,” Reed said, holding her close. “But it was a long, long time ago, and I did what I had to. What was right. I’ll tell you everything, next time I see you. I promise you, honey.” 
 
    Words no longer meant a thing. It’d been so long since someone had held her and meant it, since someone had taken her into their arms as anything but a show. Father Damir was never one for affection and Father Ira was always too forthcoming with his embraces, smothering all of Castelle’s worries in one fell swoop. 
 
    Reed held her close. She didn’t have to. There was no one to impress, nothing to press upon Castelle. Castelle gripped the back of her shirt and Reed understood why she shook. Urgency died a brief death, and Reed pressed her nose to the top of Castelle’s head. 
 
    Whatever she’d done, Reed had done the right thing. 
 
    Of course she had. 
 
    “Thank you,” Castelle murmured. “Thank you for everything you’ve done.” 
 
    “I’m a doctor. I don’t get to pick my patients, honey. Especially not when Eos drops them on my kitchen floor,” Reed said, leaning back and patting her cheek. “You take those painkillers before you get going and look after Eos for me, you hear?”  
 
    Nodding, Castelle took the pills, bitter taste scraping the back of her throat. 
 
    “Come,” Eos said. 
 
    Without turning to Reed, she said something short and steady in Yrician. 
 
    Sighing, Reed said, “Always the same with you. Go on. Don’t leave it years, this time.” 
 
    Brackish’s light fell flat as they stepped out into the night. The rest of the village was gone, impossible to discern in the dark, and Reed extinguished all the lights within her cottage. Svir could lurk downhill, if she pleased. No matter how she’d riled Reed and Eos up, she couldn’t see in the dark. 
 
    “This will be the worst of it,” Eos said, pulling her hood up against the rain. “The land flattens, after this.” 
 
    Castelle couldn’t respond. She couldn’t offer to take one of Eos’ bags, couldn’t ask how long they’d be travelling for, couldn’t ask to grip Eos’ arm. Reed had given her a staff more suited to the hillside than crutches, and Castelle clung to it as though she could beat Svir or any other bounty hunter back with it. 
 
    The opiates were slow to sink into her system. Each step brought something worse than pain. The sensation ran through her marrow, lit up the scars left behind, and sung that her bones were going to crack, the next time she put weight on her foot. 
 
    When the painkillers finally coursed through her, Castelle was left outside of herself. There was nothing in her leg, no pain or fear, yet her footsteps were clunky, her gait lopsided and slow. Unable to put the two together, she furrowed her brow and tore handfuls of grass from the steeper parts of the hillside, doing her utmost to overtake Eos. 
 
    Brackish was in her bag. She couldn’t keep staring at the dark shape, waiting for it to glow. 
 
    Couldn’t, couldn’t. 
 
    Eos placed a hand on her shoulder, gently easing her back. 
 
    “Reed will not be happy if you return at dawn with another broken leg,” Eos said. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Castelle assured her. She puffed a heavy breath, not having expected the land to flatten so quickly. The hill rose for miles ahead of them, from the back windows of Reed’s cottage. “Are you going to tell me who Svir is? What she wants?” 
 
    “Svir is Svir. What she wants is obvious,” Eos said. “You.” 
 
    Frowning, Castelle shook Eos’ hand off, leg stiff but sturdy. 
 
    “Is she Yrician? That was Yrician she was speaking, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Y’vish,” Eos said. 
 
    “Pardon me?” 
 
    “The people are Yrician. The language is Y’vish. And you do not have to be Yrician to speak it.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Look at Reed, I know, I know,” Castelle muttered, sweat gathering on her forehead. “But you didn’t answer me. Is she?” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “Is that how you know her?” 
 
    Eos slowed her gait. It took Castelle several seconds to realise Eos was no longer beside her. 
 
    Turning on the spot, she saw Eos stark against the already lightening sky, brow furrowed. How long had they been walking? Castelle held out a hand and stared at her palm. Had it been raining the entire time? 
 
    “I do not know every Yrician,” Eos said. “I did not assume you knew Reed because of your shared heritage.” 
 
    “Now isn’t the time for a lesson in—gods. So you know her for other reasons,” Castelle said, two fingers pressed to her forehead. 
 
    It had been her head that ached all along, hadn’t it? Her leg had never factored into it. She was marching along the open plains of Llyne, limping, clinging to her staff, but no pain sunk into her marrow. 
 
    “Yes. I have known her since we were children,” Eos said, sighing. “Reed thinks she wants to kill me.” 
 
    “She wants to kill you?” Castelle said. “Gods, Eos. What did you do?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Eos took the lead, marching with the certainty of someone who’d never triggered a bear trap hidden in the grass. 
 
    “Oh, no. Eos! You don’t get to pull me into this and then walk away. Not when you know I can’t do anything but hobble after you!” Castelle called. 
 
    Was shouting a good idea, out in the open? She had to be heard over the rain, yet hoped the same rain would mask her from everyone but Eos. 
 
    Rain ran down her cheeks, her nose. She sniffed, using the back of her hand to wipe her face clean. 
 
    Her hood. She had a hood, didn’t she? She pulled it over the long, red hair they’d never got the chance to hack off. 
 
    “Why does she want to kill you?” Castelle said, catching up with Eos. 
 
    “What makes you think I did something?” 
 
    “She wants to kill you. I doubt she picked you out of a hat at random,” Castelle said, digging the staff into the ground and gripping it with both hands. 
 
    “Many people wish to kill me. It is as I told you. There was a war, and I was involved. There was a war, and there were more than two sides. Not all supported me. Plenty believe me responsible for all that ails Nor, imagined or otherwise. Plenty would pay good money to have my head returned to the mainland. I do not believe Svir is entirely serious, because I do not believe she would ever return to Nor. Yet that is the official line between us.” 
 
    “That’s… grim,” Castelle said, pressing her forehead to the tip of her staff. “Is that how you met Reed? Because you were both rebels from different lands? Shared ideologies, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “You are on incredibly strong medication, Princess. You are only asking these things because it has mixed with shock,” Eos said, heading off into the night. “I understand that you are scared. That this is stressful. But those are personal things, Princess.” 
 
    “I am no Princess,” Castelle muttered, setting off after Eos. “People like you and Reed saw to that. I wonder, was it all a joke to you? Did you sit down to dinner with me and laugh afterwards, delighted I was none the wiser? There is every chance in the world that woman stood over the bodies of my family, that she celebrated with those who slaughtered them. 
 
    “And I understand that it was for the greater good. I really do. Look at this island, free of the scourge my family brought! But it so black and white with both of you, Eos. Good and bad. Either or. Imagine if the Kingdom had fallen into disrepair after the massacre. Imagine if it was all for nothing and these hills were bare of more than sheep. Would she be in the right, then? 
 
    “Would she be allowed to live as a doctor, free of the past? Would she be entitled to this quiet life?” 
 
    Castelle held out an arm as she spoke. The rain pelted Eos’ cloak, leaving a blue glow behind as Brackish lit up the night. So what if Svir was following them? Let her come. Let her distract herself with Eos, let there be some conclusion to this all, finally. 
 
    Eos would fight. Eos would use Brackish, and Brackish wouldn’t fail. 
 
    They wouldn’t have to worry what lurked in the shadows, after that. 
 
    They should’ve been using Brackish. The sword had a mind of her own, and the blade understood how to dig deep. It had been waiting for so long, so very long, to sing again. All it wanted was its freedom, to be outside of its box, to do the one thing it was forged for. 
 
    The one thing no one would ever take away from a blade. 
 
    Eos dropped the glowing bag to the ground. She piled the others atop it and marched straight towards Castelle, chin raised, jaw set. 
 
    “Do not speak that way of Reed,” she said. “It is not all black and white, Princess. Reed saw everything that happened in the castle. Everything. She saw it all, and she was Isha Brooke’s doctor. A woman like Reed does not break her oath lightly, does not often lose patients to infection. Never speak ill of her again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The rain continued for eight more days. It followed Castelle and Eos across Llyne, down the one-thousand, six-hundred and seventy-four narrow, slanted steps crudely carved into the cliffside, and stayed with them on the boat to Fél. Rainwater mixed with ocean spray, and Castelle stared across the expanse of grey ocean, uncertain where it joined the grey sky. 
 
    “I miss the summer,” Castelle said, poking at her breakfast. “Just my luck, isn’t it? I’m finally free of that dreadful temple, no longer confined to Reed’s cottage, and the sun goes away, leaving the whole world bleak.” 
 
    “It will stop raining, eventually,” Eos said, glancing up at the trembling café awning above them. “I expect.” 
 
    “This is Fenroe. It doesn’t stop raining. There are occasionally longer pauses between onslaughts, but that’s the best we get. Besides, it isn’t the rain that’s the problem. It’s the wind, the cold. The grey. At least in summer the clouds part and I remember we have a sky.” 
 
    “It does not rain half so much in Nor. When the skies are grey, you feel them,” Eos said. “When I came to Fenroe and those days did not end, I thought there was an explanation for all the archipelago’s past troubles.” 
 
    Castelle leant back in her chair. The awning hadn’t protected the patio and her cloak was damp through, but after nights spent sleeping on the wet ground, she’d disregarded all memories of being dry. 
 
    It wasn’t often Eos offered something of herself, small though it was. Castelle chewed her bread and cheese as she searched for a reply that was neither dismissive nor too overstated. 
 
    Eos’ shoulders rose as they always did when she feared something was going to be asked of her. 
 
    “How is your leg?” Eos asked. 
 
    Castelle grunted. 
 
    “There is an apothecary, not far from here.” 
 
    “I’d rather wait it out,” Castelle said. Two people passed alongside the patio, clutching the same umbrella. Castelle shifted in her seat, turning from the street and ensuring her hood was up all the way. “Apparently, I become some foul creature while under the influence of that which alleviates pain.” 
 
    “Reed was shaken. She gave you a large dose,” Eos said. “But if you are certain.” 
 
    Castelle nodded. Her leg screamed in protest. 
 
    Since breaking her leg, she’d used it more than she ever had on Laister, and it had yet to give out. It wailed with every step, but Castelle marched on, letting it keep her grounded.  
 
     “I am not certain the opiates alone were to blame,” Eos added, long minutes later. “Brackish’s influence cannot be discounted.”  
 
    The sword didn’t light up at the mention of her name. It hadn’t glowed through the bag since they’d left Reed’s village. 
 
    “Does she whisper to you, as well?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Yes. She mostly wants me to kill you.” 
 
    Castelle reined back a stilted laugh. Eos wasn’t joking. 
 
    “That’s… a sword is as a sword does, I suppose. But is it safe to have her on you? If I carry the bag, if I keep Brackish on my person, then she cannot use you to stab…” Castelle trailed off, cutlery clipping her plate. “She’s doing it again, isn’t she?” 
 
    Eos shrugged.  
 
    “I hope I’m not that foolish. But why is it that you can wield her without consequence? Why did the spirits leave you alone on Llyne, in Laister Forest?” 
 
    Another shrug. Eos would sooner discuss the Kingdom’s entire sordid history than breathe a word about herself. 
 
    “Why is it that some people swim faster than others? Why is it that some think faster, paint better, dislike reading, learn languages without trying?”  
 
    “Surely you’re not comparing the spiritual to literary preferences,” Castelle said. 
 
    A third shrug. 
 
    “Some things are in the gods’ hands,” was all Eos said. 
 
    With that, she continued tackling her breakfast. It was the most either of them had eaten since leaving Reed’s, and the first time they’d had the distinct pleasure of sitting in a chair. Castelle rejected all illusions of the rest of the journey being so pleasant and did her utmost to match Eos’ pace. 
 
    Fél was a small island with few permanent residents, but had hundreds of visitors at any one time. It was the geographic heart of Fenroe, a dull star in the centre of a spiralling constellation. The story went that the gods had sat upon Fél and pulled the other twelve islands from the vast ocean. 
 
    Tens of thousands of years ago, the long-dormant volcano at its heart had poured lava across the island, leaving it more rock than dirt. Agriculture wasn’t an option, but tourism and piety were. 
 
    “Layla always wanted to come here,” Castelle said. 
 
    The port town brimmed with inns and taverns, restaurants sharing the same walls, and cafés spilling onto rain-soaked patios. It was easy to imagine a city stretching inland towards the horizon, but it was all ancient caves and shallow inlets. 
 
    Eos looked up. 
 
    “She wanted to see the Seat of the Gods, to get lost in the caverns,” Castelle said. “She was always fascinated with the divine and spiritual, and never stopped talking about Fél.” 
 
    “Is,” Eos said. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “She is fascinated with the divine and the spiritual.”  
 
    A faint smile caught Castelle’s lips. 
 
    “That’s right, isn’t it? I have to stop talking about her as though she’s dead. Well. When we were young, she always said it was a good thing I wasn’t firstborn, wasn’t destined to become Queen. Only I don’t think destined was the word she used. Something closer to doomed, knowing her. We laughed about it at the time, but, well… 
 
    “She said it was a good thing Marigold was going to be Queen, so we could go exploring together. Fél was the first place she wanted to go to. My mother always adored Layla. She lamented that she was on my father’s side of the family, not hers, and so hadn’t been born a Greyser. But she always added that it was for the best—Greysers didn’t care about old statues in old caves. 
 
    “She didn’t stop talking about Fél, even when we were in Laister. My fathers told me not to pay it too much heed. Layla was grief-stricken, weakened by what’d happened. Everything we’d endured and were enduring had nearly destroyed her, and she’d turned to the gods for answers. For comfort. She’d resigned herself to a life of serving, not leading. 
 
    “Funny, isn’t it? There are so many people here, so many boats coming and going at the port; you can see how important the gods are to what I thought were my people. Yet I never knew anything of them. Not in the way these people do. I know who they are and what they did for us, but I do not understand the pull of this place. Even when Layla’s eyes lit up, I didn’t understand her effortless devotion.” 
 
    “It’s a strange thing to have to learn,” Eos said. “I always thought it innate.”  
 
    “How do the—how do you approach the gods? I’ve never once seen you pray.” 
 
    Eos grew invested in eating again. 
 
    “The gods are in all things. To them, there is no difference between thoughts, prayers, and actions. They understand my intent, even if I do not.” 
 
    “See! That’s the part I don’t understand. It’s all so fatalistic. Leaving your fate in the hands of others we cannot even see.” 
 
    “There is no such thing as fate,” Eos said. “And there is no harm in relying on others.” 
 
    Castelle hummed, slumping in her seat. 
 
    Her mother had said—oh, her mother had said so many things, none of them bitter, all of them bright, uplifted, illuminating a world where there was so much darkness. Where rebels roamed the streets and people thought the gods better fit to lead the country than those who sweat and bled for it. 
 
    It always came back to that. Lies told with an air of unquestioned authority, sown from a young age. 
 
    “We shouldn’t stay here for long,” Eos said, plate suddenly clear. “Are you done?” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    Grabbing the fruit from her plate to eat as they walked, Castelle followed Eos, eyes on her bags. There was a single island between them and Yarrin, larger than Fél by more than a few miles. The ships on the far side of the port travelled there and back a handful of times a day. Eos glanced over her shoulder as she walked, scanning the crowd for Svir and her ilk, but only found Castelle falling behind, slowing to a stop. 
 
    “I want to go to the caves,” Castelle said. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to see Layla.” 
 
    “Yes. I do, I really do. But I want to go to the caves, while we’re here.” 
 
    “This is not a vacation,” Eos said. “There are still people following us, and I believe one in particular is here. We need to move on as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “If someone’s followed us here, they’re going to follow us to the next island, too. At the moment, I’m very busy balancing the sensations of believing I’m the centre of the universe and becoming gradually more convinced I’m completely invisible,” Castelle said. “Look. It won’t take long, and there are likely hundreds of people down there right now. Where better to hide than a crowd?” 
 
    “Did Reed teach you that?” Eos said, frowning. “We do not have time.” 
 
    “I want to go. I need to have something to talk about with Layla.” 
 
    “You’ll have plenty to discuss with Layla,” Eos said, heading towards the docks. 
 
    Holding her ground got her nowhere. Eos had somewhere to be, knew where the pretence of safety rested, and marched along the wet flagstones. 
 
    Running after her, Castelle caught her arm and said, “What? Am I to sit there and tell her Well, I continued to believe everything my fathers told me, long after you were gone, and never placed two significant pieces together? I want to have done something. To have been somewhere.” 
 
    Eos stared at Castelle’s hand until she let go. 
 
    “We have been to many places,” she said. 
 
    “Of your choosing! I was dragged to all of them,” Castelle said. “I want to do this, Eos. For myself. For a few hours. Please. We’ve wasted longer in one spot, waiting for boats.” 
 
    Eos shifted the bags on her back. Castelle gripped a lamppost for balance, leg flaring up again. Getting on a boat was the wisest course of action, for her and her leg. She couldn’t afford to stop moving, and the boat provided the sanctuary of sitting. Castelle had already twisted Eos’ arm into stopping for breakfast. 
 
    She still didn’t know what to say to Layla. How she’d apologise, how she’d explain that she wished beyond wishing that she’d left with her, so many years ago. Layla had been in the same position as her, but she’d seen the world with clear eyes. She’d understood that right and wrong had been obfuscated by truth and lies, and she’d done something about it. She hadn’t sat in the temple and waited and waited, expecting her Kingdom to fall at her feet because of the blood in her veins. 
 
    Layla should despise her. Castelle was just another Greyser, eager to let the nobles think the Kingdom was theirs, all the wheat in all the fields had been harvested for them, and the sheep dotting the hills had been happily herded into Caelfal. 
 
    She didn’t know what to say to Layla.  
 
    Only the gods had an answer. 
 
    “We will go,” Eos said. “Briefly.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Really. But if you see a Fenronian man around my age, white-skinned, around six feet tall, paying particular attention to you, alert me at once,” Eos said. 
 
    Nothing in Castelle’s words had swayed Eos, so she nodded and said nothing more. She followed Eos deeper into the town, leg not such an obstacle when her heartbeat overwhelmed the pain. 
 
    Beyond the taverns and inns, hundreds of people dressed exactly like them were gathered. The rain demanded thick cloaks and billowing hoods, and most bowed their heads in a reverence they were determined to feel. 
 
    If the bounty hunter causing Eos more concern than Svir was there, Castelle would never catch a glimpse of him. 
 
    Castelle’s arm pressed to the side of Eos’ as they followed the path out of town. The road gave way to natural rock, hardened millennia ago, worn smooth and shiny by the thousands of feet that shuffled along it every week. People buzzed with excitement, having never been there before, returning as they did every year, eager to show their friends the caves for the first time, and wasn’t it wonderful that it was raining? 
 
    The ocean waves must’ve fallen upon the land like clouds purging themselves, when the gods pulled the archipelago from the sea. 
 
    “Is this it?” Castelle whispered. 
 
    Eos didn’t respond. 
 
    The path led to an unimpressive tumult of arched rocks escaping the earth. People wandered through the supposed sacred grounds, hands pressed to the rocks, poking their heads into openings, more alcoves than caves. Castelle got closer, but there was nothing more to it. There were no timeless inscriptions on the rocks, and she could not feel Fenroe’s first heartbeat beneath her fingertips when she touched the basalt.  
 
    There was nothing to it, and so it was with all things. Temples, castles, cities, Kingdoms; they were all built from stone, shaped into being by flashes in the mind, incomparable to what rose in the light of day. Fél meant something because those who visited gave it meaning. It lured them back year after year, showing them what they wanted to see. 
 
    There was no divine wisdom. If the gods had touched this island, they had touched them all. The air smelled of salt, the wind rippled Castelle’s cloak, and gulls cried overhead, godless and hungry. 
 
    “This really is it, isn’t it?” Castelle said. “I hope Layla wasn’t too disappointed when she finally visited.” 
 
    “It is just rock. You can only expect so much from rock. It is the stories that make a place what it is,” Eos said. 
 
    “Is that so? And what stories do they tell of Fél in Nor?”  
 
    “The same stories they tell everywhere,” Eos said, making for a cave. 
 
    The cave would’ve been respectable in size, had dozens of others not crowded in with Eos. Castelle pushed her way through, careful not to step on any toes or draw attention by being overly polite, and found Eos at the back of the low cave. Lanterns hung from the wall, casting pale orange light on the black rock. 
 
    The ceiling hadn’t been worn away as the ground had. It rose above them like a wave, creases layering the surface, irregular and roiling. For the first time, Castelle paused. Were she to move, the rock would remember what it’d once been and collapse upon them, lava spewed across the land once more. 
 
    Castelle shook her head. 
 
    It was only a moment, only rock.  
 
    “Nor was once nothing but ocean, too,” Eos said. “The land you call Nor, that is. The mountains along its southern border were the centre of the world, to the Yricians. The land rose from the waves, pushed up as the ocean floor worked against itself, desperate for air. 
 
    “All the silt gathered at the bottom of the ocean was brought up with it. The gods carved the mountains we now see by casting this silt aside, throwing it into the ocean as dirt, until it rose above the waves, stretching out to form the entire continent. 
 
    “And here, the gods sat upon Fél and pulled the other islands from the ocean. It is the same. Wherever you go, it is always the same.” 
 
    “Does that mean one version of the story is true? Or truer?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “It does not matter if none of them are,” Eos said. “The world shaped itself as it saw fit, and it does not matter which stories we tell to make sense of that.” 
 
    Castelle led Eos from the cave. The heavy clouds gave Castelle little for her eyes to adjust to, and she ran her fingers across the rocks, peering into the smaller caves, searching for something she could share with Layla. 
 
    Gods. Who was she fooling? Layla wouldn’t care for any of this. Layla would want to know what’d happened throughout those last eight years, alone in the temple. 
 
    “You were right. We ought to have headed straight for the boats,” Castelle said. “Let’s go. I’m done, Eos.” 
 
    “The next boat does not leave for an hour, and we are not yet done,” Eos said. 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “There is still the statue,” she said, taking the winding path between the caves. 
 
    Castelle had seen dozens of statues in her lifetime. Hundreds. Her parents begrudgingly allowed states of the gods to line the streets of the capital, and their own likeness stood in the centre of the city, standing in judgement over the courts. There were statues of them inside the castle, too, and each park had at least one of Castelle’s ancestors residing over it. Father Damir had a statue of Marigold commissioned to celebrate her wedding, and there was one of Castelle as a young child, reaching up to grasp her mother’s hand. 
 
    They had been destroyed a long, long time ago, but this one had lasted. The statue of The Preserver had sat upon the rocks of Fél for longer than Brackish had been in the royal family’s hands, out in the open, safe from the ocean spray by a matter of inches. 
 
    Some said the statue of was such a likeness to The Preserver that the stone itself could never be worn away. Others said the priests of Fél’s only temple covered it in thick cloth every night, keeping it safe from the elements. 
 
    Eos led Castelle to the edge of the island, where the statue sat cross-legged upon a throne of black rock. There was nothing impressive about it in stature or skill, but behind it, islands marred the horizon, and the ocean rose and fell in mismatched waves, waiting for the moon to return and tame it. 
 
    The Preserver was no larger than a human, and the rock had been carved in a circle around them, keeping the crowds at bay. People knelt, hands on the edge of the circle, but neither Castelle’s leg nor heart would let her do the same. 
 
    Eos sat cross-legged, mirroring The Preserver. 
 
    Their arms spread out to the sides, palms facing the sky, right slightly higher than the left. A part of the story that’d never made sense slotted into place: The Creator had pulled the islands from the ocean, as she had pulled all things from nothing, but Fél could never be a shrine to her. 
 
    It was The Preserver who was burdened with holding the archipelago above the grey water, squared shoulders keeping Fenroe in an immutable balance.  
 
    Castelle’s fingertips pressed to her palms. 
 
    The gods had watched over the islands long before the Greysers rose through the ranks. The gods would be remembered, long after the name Greyser was but a footnote in the annals of history. People would mull over tomes and wonder how people had survived under such a relentless reign, and here was the answer: people had survived because they had to, because they believed the gods had pulled Fenroe from the ocean for a reason. 
 
    The people had survived because life under Greyser reign was all they’d known, but a few had dared to whisper of a better life, and those whispers had become a rebellion, a resistance. 
 
    This was the land the gods had created, but it wasn’t theirs. They held it in balance and let the seas crash against rocks, reshaping the lands; they let forests burn to bring life anew, and cared nothing for the borders drawn on maps, dividing the land. 
 
    A gull cried overhead. Castelle looked away from the statue and the spell was broken. 
 
    She understood nothing more about the gods, but her family’s place upon the archipelago was a little clearer, when compared to the continuity of waves crashing, winds howling, rocks crumbling. 
 
    “We don’t want to miss that boat,” Castelle said, turning to Eos. “Thank you. Thank you for bringing me here.”  
 
    Pushing herself to feet, Eos said, “Do you have something to discuss with Layla, now?” 
 
    “I have more questions to ask, if nothing else,” Castelle said, pulling her cloak tighter around herself. 
 
    “I came with Layla, when first she visited. You have that in common,” Eos offered. 
 
    “Really? You are that close to my cousin?” Castelle asked, still having difficulty parsing their relationship as anything but a professional one. 
 
    “There are few people who know me better,” Eos said. “Layla speaks little of her past, but I consider myself lucky to be part of her present.” 
 
    All eyes were fixed on The Preserver. The crowd parted without any particular person being aware their feet were moving. With their heads down, Castelle and Eos wound away from the plateau of molten heat made safe and solid, and headed through the anthill of caves. 
 
    “What in the name of the gods?” someone called. 
 
    Fél was far from an island of silence, but all the voices had blended together in a swirl of excitement and respect. This one rose above the others, tearing people’s attention from the rocks that held no ancient secrets, no matter how they squinted at faint fissures.  
 
    Castelle faltered, broken gait more telling than the limp she walked with. Eos took her arm and guided her along the path, but there was no escaping it. 
 
    One by one, everyone’s eyes turned to them. 
 
    Finally, those who caught sight of Eos’ scars behind the rain and her hood’s shadow did something other than clear their throats and avert their gazes. Fél was an island of tourists from all over Fenroe. Rumours from every corner of the archipelago reached its sacred shores. 
 
    How foolish they’d been to believe they could make it to Yarrin without being recognised. 
 
    Someone grabbed Castelle’s shoulder, wrenching her away from Eos. 
 
    Castelle lashed out, batting their arms away, but it wasn’t the man Eos had warned her of. 
 
    A woman drew her close, saying, “It’s alright, it’s alright. You’re safe.” 
 
    Castelle froze. Blue light washed over the woman’s face, answering all her questions. 
 
    Of course. Of course! Now was the time Brackish chose to burn bright, spirit shining in a crowd of hundreds. People had gathered in a circle, none daring to get too close to Eos, none wanting to be the first to back away. Brackish sang with the rising waves, reaching out to all those around her. 
 
    She couldn’t claw her way into the back of so many minds, but the blue light was enough to bring fear to anyone’s heart. Castelle didn’t understand the gods, the sanctity of Fél, but Brackish knew enough to loathe them. 
 
    “It is fine,” Eos said, lifting her hands. “I understand what I am doing.” 
 
    “You knew it was in your bag?” a man called out. “You knew it was in your bag and you brought it here?” 
 
    Eos had become the inverse of The Preserver, holding the islands together. There she was, made of stone, threatening to pull their very foundations apart. 
 
    “I am transporting her. She cannot harm me,” Eos said, turning in a slow circle, facing all those surrounding her. “She is of no danger to anyone.” 
 
    “You need to turn it over!” someone else yelled. “There are priests here. Dozens of them. They’ll know what to do.” 
 
    Free of the woman’s grasp, Castelle inched away from the crowd. She needed to be by Eos’ side, close to Brackish, that the blue flames might die down. Brackish was screaming for something, but Castelle was the only one who wasn’t panicking, who hadn’t given themselves over to fear. All she had to do was listen, to get closer, and Brackish’s light would fade. 
 
    “She’s Yrician,” the woman who’d grabbed Castelle grunted. “She probably doesn’t understand what she’s got.” 
 
    The world cleared for long enough for Castelle’s narrowed gaze to fall upon the woman. No one was staring at her, anymore. People were daring to close in, hoping the person next to them would know what to do with the spirit. 
 
    It couldn’t be destroyed. Couldn’t be doused in the ocean or turned to ash in a forge. Spirits had no link to the land of the living, other than some awful truth that would not leave them. The Embracer herself could not drag spirits into the afterlife, so what hope did mortals have where gods had failed? 
 
    Eos took a step towards the town. The crowd flinched, doubled in size since Castelle looked. 
 
    “Please,” a young woman said. “We only want to help you. It’s the spirit doing this, the spirit making you think you owe it something. Put it down. It’ll have to loosen its grasp on you.” 
 
    Castelle’s stomach twisted. These people were hypocrites in the truest sense. They’d come to Fél, to its caves and its statue, to feel something of the gods swimming in their veins, yet they burnt with contempt at the sight of a spirit. At the sight of one who had been forsaken by the gods, who had suffered through life and not been allowed the embrace of eternity, free of the earth and its troubles. 
 
    They scorned the one who needed the gods the most, made a shield of their own fear and made light of all that kept it tethered to the earth. There were so many of them. They’d come closer and closer, they’d take Brackish from Eos, from her, and they’d cast the spirit into the ocean. They’d condemn her to the waves and jagged rocks, where she would sink and sink into the silt that would never rise upon a mountaintop, blue light lost to the dark water. 
 
    They were going to take Brackish. Eos couldn’t fight them off. There were so many, but they were one, rising like an ocean wave, ready to drown Eos and Brackish both. They were willing to reinforce all the reasons Brackish had to hold onto the bitter dregs of her distant past. 
 
    They were going to take Brackish, but Castelle needed her. She needed her to prove who she was, to prove she was anything. 
 
    They were going to take Brackish, but Castelle couldn’t let them. She couldn’t, couldn’t, wouldn’t. 
 
    She snatched the bag from Eos’ back. It caught on her shoulder, but the contents spilt, spirit-sword falling into her open arms. 
 
    The crowd pressed closer, Eos lashed out an arm, but the sword was glowing and Castelle was running, sprinting, charging along the smooth stone ground, tearing across Fél in a blaze of blue as The Preserver sat unmoving, watching over her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The bear trap creaked, jaws spreading open. The trigger rose, hidden in the long grass, and the trap was never sprung. Metal never met flesh, never scraped across bone. Castelle spent those missing months in the hills, back and forth, back and forth, making up for the stillness of temple life. 
 
    There were no fractures in her bones. Blue light coursed through her, filling the faults, smoothing over like clear ice covering a murky lake. Her legs were strong, and her lungs drew down deep breaths as her feet pounded the uneven ground, rock solidified in ripples and waves.  
 
    Fél was the smallest of the inhabited islands. There was the port town, the caves and the statue, and a few settlements that thrived on fishing and tourist trade, barely worth calling villages in their own right. There was nowhere for her to go, for her to hide, no forests to lose the crowd that’d gathered for piety and set themselves to a different purpose altogether. 
 
    Her heart pounded. Her mouth split into a grin. Castelle gripped Brackish to her chest, sword warm through the cloth and twine, blue light trailing behind her like smoke caught in the wind. 
 
    Half the crowd had fallen behind, frustrated they couldn’t keep up with her, not knowing what they’d do with the spirit. 
 
    Just a little further. That’s all it’d take. Away from the main town, across the unforgiving basalt, towards the coast. The people would lose interest after another mile. They’d convince themselves they’d been outpaced by everything but courage and head back to the town to keep watch. They’d ensure their families were safe, ensure the spirit’s blue lights didn’t blaze through the night.  
 
    Castelle caught her foot on a rock, tripped, but didn’t fall. She stumbled without losing her gait, charged down the hillside along the coast, cliffs falling away sharply, ancient trails of lava spilling towards the ocean, finally stopped. 
 
    Spirits rose from the rocks, blue light reflecting against the sea. 
 
    Birds squawked, circling her. Brackish thrummed. A little further and they’d both be safe, they’d both be free of the pilgrims and their sharp eyes, fixating on a spirit; not the life that had unfolded before one last betrayal, seeing a woman with long red hair and a Yrician that spoke for her. They’d put the pieces together, cobbling rumours into action. The Princess of Fenroe, the survivor of her own assassination, sprinting with a spirit in her arms. 
 
     The archipelago would come alive with it, islands drifting closer together, spreading their word along the empty miles. It was a prophecy none had dared to utter, fulfilled after a decade and a half of silence. 
 
    Sharp rocks rose along the stone beach, spreading out into the sea, cutting off most of the land, by boat. The spirits gathered, but what did she have to fear? Castelle had Brackish in her arms. Those ahead couldn’t do a thing to her. She flew forward, beach betraying her. The rocks caught her arms, her knees, but it was as nothing. They were just bruises, bruises and scrapes, and she could outpace any who followed. 
 
    Castelle glanced over her shoulder as she pushed herself up, Brackish thrown to the water’s edge. She’d been right about those who’d come to Fél with a head full of prayers. They’d shirked their responsibility, as their gods had shirked Brackish and all the spirits across all the lands. 
 
    Only one person had followed her. Only one person had dared come near the lingering spirits. Castelle reached for Brackish, but Eos’ boot pressed between her shoulder blades, pinning her down. 
 
    “Stop this,” Eos hissed, breathing heavily. Castelle gripped the rocks she’d tripped on, but without the blue light engulfing her, couldn’t push Eos off. “You’ve hurt yourself. Stop. Stop.” 
 
    “I can’t!” Castelle said. “They’re going to catch up, they’re going to catch up, and they’re going to take her from me, Eos. Get off!”  
 
    “Who is going to catch up?” Eos asked, crouching slowly. She took Castelle’s shoulders and pulled her up, fingers digging in tightly. “No one followed. No one but me. You ran off with a blazing spirit. No one was foolish enough to risk following you, to get this close to Fél’s spirits.”  
 
    “No one but you,” Castelle said, words losing their bite halfway through. 
 
    Something metallic flooded her mouth. Castelle pressed her fingers to her lips and saw blood. 
 
    “No one but me,” Eos said, one eye on Brackish. 
 
    The spirit-sword had landed hilt-up, caught in a prism of rocks. The tide lapped against Brackish, turning the cloth a dull grey, and the light faded as sea-salt overpowered it. 
 
    “You’re hurt,” Eos repeated, chest still rising and falling heavily. “Here. Let me see.”  
 
    How far had she run for Eos to be exhausted? Castelle didn’t recognise anything behind her, couldn’t comprehend running so far. Walking had been a strain, those last few months, and before that, she had no real endurance stockpiled. The town was out of sight, the volcano lost to the crest of a rocky hill, and while the island was only three miles at its widest, she’d crossed it in what felt like minutes. 
 
    The waves still lapped at Brackish. Eos needed to worry about the sword, not her. Brackish was going to be washed away, out to sea, as good as though the gods themselves had condemned her to its depths. 
 
    Castelle reached out. Eos eased her back, but needn’t have. 
 
    Pain ran up the outside of her ribs. Castelle yelped, looking at herself for the first time. It wasn’t just her lip she’d cut. The rocks had caught her left shin and forearm, gouging rather than impaling. Had she not suffered a break so recently, had it not flooded back as the spirit’s light left her bones, she would’ve sobbed, certain her arm and leg were both shattered.  
 
    Her face paled, skin clammy. She gripped Eos’ shoulders, determined not to look down at her torn skin and bright blood, lest her stomach turn. 
 
    “It looks worse than it is,” Eos said. “It will sting because of the grit in it, and there will be bruises. But nothing worse.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Castelle muttered, wincing as she let Eos pull her up and ease her to the coast’s only flat-topped rock. 
 
    She sat with her head tilted back, watching the clouds. Eos searched her bag for the supplies Reed had laden her with. For the first time in weeks, a sliver of blue broke through the swarm of clouds, so unlike that of a spirit’s glow. 
 
    “Why did you run off with Brackish?” Eos asked, peeling back Castelle’s trouser leg and using a canteen to dampen a cloth. “Why did you charge into the spirit’s land?”  
 
    Why had she run off with Brackish? It was obvious! Too obvious to speak of! She scoffed, wishing it wouldn’t hurt to fold her arms over her chest. 
 
    “I took her because…” Castelle said, jaw moving without her say so. “I took her because. Because they would’ve taken her, otherwise. Because they would’ve looked at us and put two and two together, they would’ve realised who we are, what Brackish represented, and they wouldn’t let us leave.” 
 
    “They?”  
 
    Castelle straightened as Eos pressed the cloth to her scraped shin, fingers digging into the side of the rock. 
 
    “The… the people. They were crowding us. Surrounding us. More of a mob, really. They wanted Brackish. They wanted to take her, to throw her into the ocean,” Castelle said. “So I took her and ran, because you weren’t going to.” 
 
    “They wanted the sword,” Eos agreed. “They were concerned. This is sacred land, and a spirit was suddenly glowing. But at worst, they would’ve escorted us from the island. Spirits are to be treated with solemn respect. No one followed you. No one but me.”  
 
    “I…” Castelle bit the inside of her cheek. Eos wrapped a length of clean bandage around her leg and pulled the cloth back over it. “I had to run.” 
 
    “With a broken leg?”  
 
    “It isn’t broken. Wasn’t broken. I—you saw me, Eos. I’ve never run faster,” Castelle said. 
 
    Her eyes darted around, searching for answers, for an explanation. It was hard to find, without Brackish’s song overriding sense. 
 
    “No one has,” Eos said, shaking her head. 
 
    Castelle raised her brow and Eos reached up, using a clean corner of the cloth to wipe the last of the blood from Castelle’s lower lip. 
 
    “Oh,” Castelle said, sitting very still. 
 
    Eos cleaned Castelle’s arm in the same way. Once she was done, she sat on the rock with her. 
 
    She entwined her fingers, eyes on Brackish, saltwater rising around the blade of the sword. 
 
    “What are we going to do with her?” Eos asked. “She is intent on making trouble, and you always listen to her.” 
 
    “I do not,” Castelle said. “I haven’t heard a single word from Brackish, though my thoughts may have been swayed in unusual directions. Which isn’t much of an achievement. Wine has been known to do the same. She hasn’t spoken to me, Eos. I don’t know what she wants, other than a vague, all-consuming desire to be away from here. From me. From the archipelago. I can’t say.” 
 
    Eos rose from the rock and stood by the land’s end. The wind whipped at her cloak, throwing her hood back, and Eos braved it as her long hair flew about her face. Castelle braved her bruised ribs and wrapped her arms around herself, keeping the coastal winds at bay. 
 
    Eos knelt by the water’s edge and pulled Brackish from the rocks. Sopping wet, the bundle of cloth and twine glowed in gratitude. Eos pinned the sword to her side with her elbow and began unknotting the twine, far more intricately bound than the first time Castelle had seen it. 
 
    Castelle only had to be near Brackish for the sword to poison her thoughts, fumes rising from the light and filling her lungs, yet Eos peeled back the cloth and held the sword by its hilt. To her, it was only metal. Brackish’s anger didn’t touch her, and the centuries spent in a box didn’t sway Eos. 
 
    She turned the sword in her hand, surprised by how light it was, and sat by Castelle with Brackish propped across her lap. 
 
    “No sudden movements,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle’s mouth twitched at the corners. 
 
    “Do you want to listen to her?” Eos asked. “She had you bring her here for a reason.” 
 
    “I’m starting to think it isn’t about what I want. If Brackish wants to be heard, then speak for her.” 
 
    Eos rested both hands upon the blade. It was closer in colour to rock than metal, but Brackish could still draw blood, given the right persuasion. With her eyes closed and lips pressed into a tight line, Eos left fingerprints along the blade.  
 
    Castelle leant closer. 
 
    No light rose to make rivers of Eos’ scars. Strange that there were as many of them as there always had been, that they were no shallower than ever, but they did not strike her as they once had. They were not an outside force, scored upon her; they were part of her face, no different to her nose, her lips.  
 
    “What is she saying?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Eos opened one eye. 
 
    “Nothing. Brackish has chosen this moment to cease her howling.” 
 
    “Stagefright,” Castelle said, clicking her tongue. “Well, Brackish? Is there nothing you wish to say to me? I am a Greyser, after all.” 
 
    Blue light pooled around Eos’ fingertips. 
 
    “She says you are. That your bloodline started this, made her what she is, and as the end of it, you should…” Eos frowned. “I am not repeating that, Brackish.”  
 
    Eos turned the sword in her lap, blade pointing towards the ocean. 
 
    “It goes without saying. I’ve felt your anger. I suppose I should say I’m sorry, but I can’t fathom where it came from. What did my family do to you that was so much worse than what they did to the rest of Fenroe?”  
 
    The light rose and didn’t fade. 
 
    The spirits lining the beach were given a purpose beyond mere haunting for the first time in centuries. They drew towards Brackish, moving like the flame of a torch without wood or kindling. They were shapeless, lost in the present, past forgotten, nothing to them but burning light and anger they couldn’t let go of. 
 
    As the lights swirled together, the rest of the world grew dim. Entangled, the blue of a dozen spirits finally found a form: two people stood before them, made of light. There was no fear in Castelle’s heart. They weren’t going to turn towards her, weren’t going to rush through her, making their shape solid and whole. 
 
    To the spirits, neither Castelle nor Eos were there. The spirits stood facing one another, arms moving as they spoke. No sound filled the air, only ringing in the back of Castelle’s head. 
 
    “What are they saying?” Castelle whispered. “What does this mean?” 
 
    “You can’t hear them?” Eos asked, without looking away. 
 
    Castelle shook her head. Eos’ lips parted silently, mouthing along as the spirits spoke. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “They are speaking of Fél, in particular. The woman with red hair remarked that the gods had not turned them away, so—” 
 
    “The woman with red hair? Eos, all I see is blue light.” 
 
    Castelle’s eyes were on Eos, not the spirits, determined to see what she saw. Their light washed over her face, the same as it did Castelle’s, and nothing reflected in her eyes. 
 
    The spirits had chosen Eos, for whatever it would amount to. Brackish had screamed wordlessly inside Castelle’s head, but it was Eos who saw the truth for herself, Eos who saw shapes in the spirits without having to reach out, without letting them in, giving some small part of herself over. 
 
    Eos grabbed Castelle’s wrist. Castelle hadn’t meant to lift her hand, but it was too late. Her fingertips brushed against the light that made up a hand, and the dozens of spirits making up a single memory rushed into her. 
 
    For a moment, a hand of blood and flesh brushed against hers. 
 
    Castelle’s vision cleared. The shape of the coast changed, jagged rocks standing up to the waves, and the sky grew bright with the illusion of hope.  
 
    The image branded itself in Castelle’s mind. 
 
    She knew the woman on the right, the woman who said The gods of this land have accepted us. They see nothing wrong with the path we take. Her portrait had hung in the castle’s grand atrium, watching over them all. 
 
    Ava Greyser. The first Queen of Fenroe. 
 
    History unfolded before them, but it was the other woman Castelle’s eyes were drawn to. Not her ancestor, there in what felt like the flesh.  
 
    If this was Brackish’s memory, she remembered Ava Greyser, not herself. Brackish’s long-dead human body flickered in the corner of Castelle’s vision, all shadow, crackling with black light, never quite holding its shape. 
 
    That didn’t stop her from hearing Brackish’s words. 
 
    The gods of this land are the gods of our land, she said, laughing. They are one and the same. Just because they have not struck us down on holy land doesn’t mean they approve of everything we’ve done. 
 
    Eos’ fingers tightened around Castelle’s wrist. The vision faded, replaced by the spirits’ light taking on two human forms, slowly dispersing, lost to the wind.  
 
    “Gods. Gods, what was that?” Castelle asked, sky dull, wind rough against her face. “I—I felt her. Gods, Eos, she touched my hand. That was—was that real?” 
 
    “It was a memory,” Eos murmured. “It was what Brackish wanted us to see.” 
 
    “Then she knew my family? She must’ve come to Fenroe with Ava, mustn’t she? That was some two-hundred years ago. She was originally from Nor, as I’m sure you well know. The Kingdom was in a terrible state, and all she wanted was a better life here.” 
 
    Castelle’s history lessons had all been about one thing. Her ancestors escaping the instability of Nor and heading north, only to find the archipelago fractured. She’d worked for decades to piece the islands back together, to open trade routes to Nor and Amaros, and she’d been given her throne by virtue of the spirit she’d trapped in a sword, saving the archipelago in a different way. 
 
    But the woman who stood before Ava had been Brackish. It was her memory, was something that’d unfolded on that very spot. How could she both stand before Ava and be an ancient spirit that’d forever tormented the archipelago? 
 
    “Dozens of people came from Nor with Ava Greyser, then hundreds. Brackish could be any one of the countless footnotes in history books,” Castelle said. “I’d wager her story ends in betrayal of one sort of another. It seems thematic, with my family.” 
 
    Eos tapped the hilt of the sword. There was all the evidence it hadn’t ended well. 
 
    Castelle pulled her hair over her shoulder, fingers twisting in it. 
 
    “What does she want?” Castelle asked. “What can I do for her?”  
 
    If she wanted to take responsibility for the islands, for what her family had done over so many centuries, that was the place to start. For so long, Brackish had been used as a pretence of power, while being kept in a box. Whatever had happened between the person Brackish had been and Castelle’s ancestor had been so awful she’d ensured Brackish’s punishment was carried out by all her descendants. 
 
    It wasn’t about a birthright, an heirloom. It was about keeping a spirit trapped, and always had been.  
 
    “She wants to know who she was. In the same way the memory was new to us, so was it to Brackish. She has lost so much of herself, trapped in this blade. She wants to go to Caelfal,” Eos said. “That is where so much of this started.” 
 
    Even free of the temple and the forest engulfing it, the thought of setting foot on Caelfal hadn’t crept into Castelle’s mind. To her, it was gone, along with her family, her home. So much of the capital had been in flames when she fled. Father Damir always shook his head, saying what a shame it was there was nothing left but rubble, but he’d said so many things. 
 
    Caelfal would’ve risen again. Like all of Fenroe outside of Laister, it would be greater than it’d ever been under Greyser rule. 
 
    But it would know her. She’d set foot on its soil and the land would scream. All eyes would turn towards her. The people would know in their hearts who she was, what she had done, and condemn her to the ocean. 
 
    Or worse, she’d see all that had changed. She’d see the castle that wasn’t a castle, the districts reshaped and renamed, for they’d all borne the memory of her ancestors; and she would understand, finally, that she was only one person, that she meant less than nothing to Fenroe. 
 
    “We have to get to Yarrin. Layla’s waiting for me. After everything, I…” Castelle said, faltering. Eos’ eyes were upon her. Brackish could not stare into her, but Eos could. “There’s a direct route from Yarrin to Caelfal, isn’t there? We—once I’ve seen Layla, we could… We’ll go. We’ll go to Caelfal.” 
 
    Eos nodded, getting to her feet. 
 
    Brackish had been trapped in a sword for decades. Centuries. A few more weeks should be as nothing, to her. 
 
    “If you do not mind, I would like to wear Brackish at my hip. She does not deserve to be bound, and I believe she will keep her influence clear of you, for now.” 
 
    Better to have her out in the open where Castelle could see her than to spend the journey with her eyes burrowing into Eos’ bags, transfixed on what was within. 
 
    Besides, it wasn’t her place to object. 
 
    Castelle’s hair flew around her, whipping her face as the three of them made their way along the coastline. She may not have been chased along the island as Brackish convinced her she was, but the people at port could stare at her, could approach with mouthfuls of uncomfortable questions. They headed to the north of the island, where a second, smaller port joined Fél to the islands of Wayston and Aria, both of which led to Yarrin. 
 
    “May I ask you something?” Castelle said as they walked along the rocky shore, struggling to keep her hood up and her hair within it. 
 
    “Of course,” Eos said. 
 
    Brackish, sheathed at her hip, hung as any sword would, swaying with every step she took. 
 
    “You worked at the temple for a time. You must’ve spoken with the other servants and guards. What did they think of me? They must’ve known about life beyond Laister. They must’ve known that the temple was all a farce, that there would never be an uprising, that I would never take the throne. Did they laugh at me behind my back? Take pity on me?”  
 
    “There is a third option,” Eos said. 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “Most did not care. Work is work, to many. Laister was cut off from the rest of the archipelago by Lords Damir and Ira’s design, and so people took what wages they could get, not caring for the politics of it all,” Eos explained. “Some were intrigued. Plenty did not believe you were the Greyser heir, simply another eccentric rich person, and others wanted to see what you would do. Lords Damir and Ira were not popular amongst the locals, but you were almost…”  
 
    Eos glanced at Castelle from the corner of her eye, pace slowing. 
 
    “Overlooked?” Castelle suggested, needing to say something. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Eos said. “There was always a sense that nothing happened due to your machinations. That you had been placed there, incidentally, and had nothing to do with the demands the Lords placed upon the local settlements.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I was invisible, even in my own farce of a castle.” 
 
    She pulled ahead. Eos made no effort to catch up. It was only when the rocks rose like crumbled pillars and Castelle’s leg reminded her how recently it had been broken that Eos was at her side again. 
 
    “There is something to be said for being invisible,” Eos said, pointing to her own face. 
 
    “And there is something to be said for being seen,” Castelle huffed, wincing as the day bit at her heels and scraped her shins. 
 
    The town at the north of the island was smaller than the port they’d arrived at, but only marginally so. Inns spread along the main street, taverns heaved with patrons, and dozens of tourists gathered in inconvenient places, eager to make the trek to the statue and the caves. 
 
    Castelle fell upon the first bench she saw. Eos headed to the docks to see what time the boats were scheduled to sail, leaving behind the Princess she’d once kidnapped without so much as a threat.  
 
    Out of breath, shin and arm stinging, Castelle clutched her knee, hoping it’d do something for the pain. Perhaps there was an apothecary’s there, too. Painkillers with less bite than the ones Reed gave her had to exist. She’d settle for a few strong drinks, if it was all she could get her hands on. 
 
    A passer-by slowed to look at her. Castelle straightened, eyes immediately darting about for Eos. The person gave her a lopsided smile before hurrying on. Gods. They’d only given her a second glance because her face was scrunched up in pain, not because she was Princess Castelle Marcella Adriana Greyser, sitting out in the open, hair all askew. 
 
    But that didn’t mean no one would recognise her. Especially not when Eos returned from the docks. Castelle threaded her fingers through her hair, watching the crowd, doing her utmost to keep paranoia under control. 
 
    So long as she was on edge, she could power through the pain and get a running start. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Eos asked. 
 
    “No, no. Just my leg,” Castelle said, pressing her thumbs above her knee. “When can we leave?” 
 
    “Three hours. I have paid for our tickets. We should get something to eat, and something to help with your leg. If Brackish is behaving, you can too.” 
 
    Castelle raised her brow. Eos clasped her hands behind her back, eyes fixed on the sky. 
 
    Castelle gripped the back of the bench and stood, sending out a silent prayer not to the gods, but to Brackish. The blue light had coursed through her, allowing her to sprint; surely it wasn’t beyond the spirit’s influence to wash a little of her pain away. 
 
    Eos waited patiently, but Castelle didn’t move. Her hair billowed around her face, a bright red beacon in the midst of town. Behind the bench, an inn called The Gods’ Seat cast a shadow upon them. 
 
    Forget food. Forget painkillers. 
 
    There was something more urgent, pressed to the forefront of Castelle’s thoughts. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said, staring at the peeling paint of the sign. “I need you to do something for me.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen  
 
      
 
    The Gods’ Seat had three unoccupied rooms. For a few extra coins, the innkeeper had a tub of hot water placed behind a screen. Castelle put a hand on the wall as she took the creaking stairs, deaf to the bustle of the place. People made themselves at home in rooms, dragged their bags down the corridors, pounded overhead with their boots, all fixated on the rumours of a spirit filling the street. 
 
    There weren’t meant to be any vacancies. Castelle was meant to head straight for the dock, idea struck down before it gained any momentum that couldn’t be reversed; she’d be disappointed, until she inevitably realised what a ridiculous idea it was. 
 
    Eos sat on the edge of the bed, back to the screen. 
 
    Castelle stared at the steam rising from the hot water and made ships of her fingertips. They wouldn’t have to spend long on the next island. All they needed from it was yet another boat, headed directly to Yarrin. 
 
    She didn’t know how far inland Layla’s temple was. Hadn’t asked. It could be in the port itself. Worse still, Layla could come to the docks to greet her. Layla could look upon her and see all the ways she hadn’t changed in eight years. 
 
    Castelle shook her head. Layla had always loved her. Layla had sent for her. She hadn’t put all of this into motion to chastise her. 
 
    Undressing, Castelle folded her rain-soaked clothes in the corner and climbed into the tub. The heat of the water demanded she take notice, demanded she return to Fél. Yarrin’s rocky shores faded as the water rose to the rim of the tub. Castelle stared at the clothes in the corner, grey and shapeless.  
 
    She’d had such beautiful clothes, in the castle. In the temple. People had travelled from all over the archipelago and from Kingdoms far beyond for the honour of dressing her, of offering the royal family a new fabric, embossed with patterns none had imagined. 
 
    She’d had such beautiful things. Fine clothes, hand-written books, furniture passed down the generations, diamond necklaces for heirlooms, siblings who never tired of her. 
 
    She’d had her whole life mapped out, Kingdom spread out before her. 
 
    She’d had so much, and now she sat in a cramped tub dozens had used, knees pressed to her chest, water sloshing around her. Nothing was hers, not even the clothes on her back. Eos had bought those. Her arm and leg stung as water soaked into the bandages Eos had carefully wrapped around them, and through the water, she could make out the six wounds left behind by the bear trap’s jaw. 
 
    Her hair spread across the water’s surface, sticking to her skin. 
 
    The water wouldn’t be warm forever. Scrubbing her skin with the off-white soap, Castelle squeezed herself into the corner of the tub and ducked her head beneath the water. She washed her hair in deliberate strands, watching the water run towards her fingertips. 
 
    That was hers. That was all she had left to cling to. 
 
    Her family’s bloodline, dark with water. 
 
    Gripping the sides of the tub, Castelle pulled herself out, watching the water drip onto the floor. She wrung her hair out, using the towels the innkeeper had lent her to dry off. 
 
    She dressed, wrapped a towel around her shoulders, and emerged from behind the screen. 
 
    Eos was still staring at the door, back to her, shoulders stiff. 
 
    Without a word, Castelle sat on the floor in front of her, trying to see what she saw in the door. 
 
    “Are you certain about this?” Eos asked. 
 
    “It was your idea,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Still.” 
 
    Castelle tilted her head back. Brackish was in the corner of the room, glowing faintly.  
 
    “Marigold had brown hair, like our father. She always pretended it didn’t bother her, but the one time we truly argued, she grabbed a fistful of my hair. She was so happy when her children were born and the Greyser blood was there for the world to see,” Castelle said. “Marcella had red hair, too. She would’ve grown to look just like our mother. Tobias’ hair was red in some lights, brown in most. Edward, though. Edward’s hair was so bright it made ours look dull. Orange, like firelight. We used to say he glowed in the dark. It… 
 
    “It’s just hair, Eos. What does it matter?”  
 
    Eos drew Castelle’s hair over her ears, pulling it towards herself. 
 
    “It matters to you,” she said. “But you are right. It is only hair, and it will grow back.” 
 
    Castelle nodded. 
 
    “Right. Besides, it makes me look too much like Ava Greyser. Too much like my mother. Even if they’ve burnt all her portraits, the people remember what she looked like. I don’t want to draw more attention to us than I already have. And in truth, I…” 
 
    Eos took the scissors the innkeeper had lent them for yet another few coins. She cut the air, testing. Castelle froze. How cowardly it would be to take it all back, to shrug off the ritual of washing, of coming to such a secluded place with such a singular focus, only to cling to her family’s legacy. 
 
    Brackish glowed brighter. 
 
    She was right. She was right. 
 
    Don’t be a coward. 
 
    “In truth?”  
 
    “Oh. In truth, it gets in the way,” Castelle said. 
 
    Eos hummed. Not giving Castelle another chance to change her mind, she pulled her hair away from the back of her neck and made the first cut. She did them both the favour of pretending not to hear Castelle whimper. Castelle gripped the towel around her shoulders. It wasn’t just hair. It never was. 
 
    Something was being severed. It ached, no matter how desperately Castelle wanted to be rid of it. 
 
    “You do not speak of your father often,” Eos said. 
 
    “Neither do you,” Castelle said, eyes closed as the scissors snipped rhythmically, moving back and forth, back and forth. 
 
    “I do not have a father,” Eos said. “I have nothing to speak of.”  
 
    Castelle bit the inside of her cheek, considering her options. Take what she’d learnt of Eos and put it away with what little else she knew, or take a risk and delve deeper. 
 
    Eos might not slip up again so easily. 
 
    “Mothers?”  
 
    “Two,” Eos said. “But my point stands. You do not speak of your father often.” 
 
    Castelle’s shoulders rose. Eos used two fingers to push them down. 
 
    “I suppose I don’t, do I?” Castelle said, relenting. “He was a nice man. Nice to me, that is. I can’t begin to fathom what he was truly like, I know, I know. But he was kind to me and spent more time with my siblings and me than our mother did. His name was Edward, as well. His sister was one of Layla’s mothers. He… 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know what to say. I believe I—once I had father Ira and father Damir, I stopped thinking of him as much. Isn’t that awful? I replaced my father with two other men, and now I don’t know what to say about him.” 
 
    Clumps of red hair, a foot or more long, splayed across the floor. Castelle’s stomach turned.  
 
    “I do not think so. You were a child. You lost everyone. Those men offered to take you in as their own, and you were allowed to forget some of what was taken from you. It was one way to cope.” 
 
    Castelle nodded. Eos pushed her head forward. The scissors darted back and forth, hair falling as the rains had for the last few months. 
 
    “Do you… Do you think they ever loved me?” Castelle’s words filled the air before she thought them. “Do you think any of it was genuine? Anything but a show?”  
 
    “That is not for me to say,” Eos said, but said it gently. “They were using you. They spent more than a decade manipulating you. Do not forget that. But if you think there was something beneath that all, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t there.”  
 
    Castelle folded her arms over her knees. Father Ira said he’d always longed for a child, but life had always got in the way. His mother had grown sick, work had kept them busy, the threat of rebels rose; it was always something. And then the worst happened, they’d lost their homes, their lands and titles, yet none of that mattered. They had Castelle, and any hardship could be overcome. 
 
    They’d escaped the capital, escaped Caelfal. They’d made it to Laister, to the ancient, crumbling temple and made a home worthy of her from it. 
 
    Things always got in the way for a reason, father Ira said. They were always supposed to end up with Castelle. They just hadn’t known it. 
 
    “I hope they didn’t,” Castelle said. “Then I should feel much worse about all of this.”  
 
    Eos hummed. She finished cutting Castelle’s hair in silence, and pried herself from behind her. Eos brushed the back of Castelle’s neck with her hand, took the towel, and cleared the floor around them. Castelle slumped against the bed, eyes still on the ceiling. 
 
    They’d be on a boat, within the hour. It wouldn’t take long to find passage to Yarrin. Four, five hours, and she’d be face to face with her cousin for the first time in eight years. 
 
    Would Layla want to embrace her, to be embraced? She’d always held her so tightly before, but almost a decade stood between them. So much was bound to have happened, beyond the temple. Layla could be married. Layla could have children. 
 
    Gods. 
 
    Layla could’ve lived so much of the life Castelle had dreamt of in the heart of Laister Forest, convinced she was the lucky one. Layla had turned her back on the temple, on Castelle’s fathers, and she’d lost her life because of it. Bandits had paraded her head around on a pike. If only she’d stayed in the forest, where it was safe!  
 
    Castelle wouldn’t make the same mistakes. Castelle would stay where she was, would read the books she was told to, would think the things her fathers thought. 
 
    Gods! 
 
    Eos placed her bags at the door, picked up Brackish, but hesitated on the way to sheathing her. She twisted the sword in her hand, frowned, and sat next to Castelle. 
 
    There were strands of red hair all over her clothes. Castelle huffed a laugh through her nose, feeling nothing of it in her chest. She ran her fingers across her bare neck and the short, uneven hair Eos had left behind. 
 
    Her heart sunk into her guts. It was gone. All of it. It didn’t matter if it’d grow back, didn’t matter that it was out of her way and she was safer without it. It was gone, and Eos had cut away more than hair. 
 
    “May I ask something of you?” Eos said. 
 
    “You may.”  
 
    Despite everything, despite the life Eos had wrenched her from and the truths she’d revealed to her, she was grateful Eos was there. Grateful she was by her side, hair scattered around them. 
 
    In that moment, and only for a moment, she’d do anything Eos asked of her. 
 
    “It is Brackish. She wishes to speak to you, or show you something,” Eos said, words coming slowly. She only understood the sword a little better than Castelle did. “I will filter it. She will not harm you. I will not let her.”  
 
    Clarity only came with saying yes. Like so many things of late, Castelle could only comprehend it by experiencing it. 
 
    “If you think it important,” Castelle said. 
 
    Nodding, Eos held out a hand. Castelle stared at it, blind to the gesture until Eos cleared her throat. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    She’d filter Brackish’s words, her blue-tinged power. Literally, at that. 
 
    Reaching out, Castelle took Eos’ hand, palms pressed together. 
 
    What would her fathers think of her, sitting on the floor of an inn, holding hands with a Yrician?  
 
    The very same thing her parents would’ve thought. The same thing she would’ve thought, months ago. Weeks ago. 
 
    Squeezing Eos’ hand, Castelle knitted their fingers together. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Eos asked, after a measured pause. 
 
    “Not really,” Castelle admitted. “But go ahead.” 
 
    Eos picked up Brackish by the hilt and rested her across her lap. The blue light skimmed across her hand and faded, sword falling silent now she had permission to scream. 
 
    But it wasn’t words Brackish wanted to share. Castelle hadn’t earnt those, yet. It wasn’t flashes of the past, either, wasn’t bright, blurry recreations of all that had befallen her, centuries ago. 
 
    It was nothing but what she was, what she’d become. The sensation of being a spirit, trapped in a sword. The melancholy time couldn’t erode, the days refusing to fall into one another, even after decades. They stood as testaments to themselves, sunrise, sunset, and all that was ever between. 
 
    Weeks wouldn’t be nothing to Brackish. Before Eos had torn her from the temple, Castelle had been convinced she couldn’t take another day. Something had to give, something had to change, else her bones would break from the strain in her head, her heart. 
 
    And she’d only suffered twelve years of imprisonment. 
 
    Brackish had two hundred years of isolation echoing through her thoughts. 
 
    Her body was long since gone, decomposed in the soft earth, and she had no fists to beat against walls, no nails to dig into her palms, no teeth to bite the inside of her mouth until her thoughts stopped raging. 
 
    The sorrow fell away. Eos’ grip loosened. 
 
    Castelle didn’t know what to say. Whatever point Brackish wanted to make didn’t touch her. 
 
    She’d felt it all before. 
 
    Letting go of Eos’ hand, she pushed herself to her feet, ignoring the ache in her leg. 
 
    “I think we are nothing but three very lonely people,” Castelle said, putting her cloak on. 
 
    She left the inn without catching sight of herself in any mirrors. She batted at her face, brushing the hair away, and froze in the middle of the street. The wind passed through her, freezing the tips of her ears, the back of her neck. 
 
    There was a lot more of the world to get used to. 
 
    Eos followed her dutifully to the dock. Her job was to get her to Layla, not run ancient errands for the sake of Brackish’s closure. She didn’t argue on the sword’s behalf. 
 
    Castelle hoped Layla was paying Eos well. 
 
    People’s eyes trailed after Eos, drawn by the sword on her hip. They muttered to those within earshot, but the world had changed enough in fourteen years that none were brazen enough to approach a Yrician carrying a weapon. Fél hosted an endless swell of people, from the ever-expanding cities of Caelfal and Yarrin to those from the lone buildings scattered across the outermost islands, all shades of black, white, and brown, but Yrician faces were still few and far between. 
 
    Her scars didn’t help Eos blend into the background, either. Going unnoticed wasn’t the worst thing in the world. 
 
    Castelle stuck to Eos’ side, amazed by the determination it took for Eos not to pull her hood over her eyes, a scarf over her mouth. 
 
    “Are we still being followed?” Castelle whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Eos said. “He is more persistent than most.” 
 
    Try as she might, Castelle couldn’t tell the ill-mannered gazes of strangers from those with a purpose. 
 
    The docks reeked of fish, pulled onshore by the netful to feed hungry tourists. Their boat bobbed alongside a pier, queue already formed, and Castelle stared off into the sea, at the islands surrounding them. 
 
    Wayston and Aria were both in sight, and a smudge that may have been Yarrin ran across the horizon between them. The gaps between the islands were short miles, but without someone who knew what they were doing, setting sail was tantamount to throwing yourself at the mercy of the waves. 
 
    In truth, Fenroe was not thirteen islands. It was an archipelago made from hundreds of pieces, countless fragments pulled from the seabed by the gods. Most of the islands were too small for much more than a bird or two to stand upon. Still, the rocks rose above the waves and lurked beneath them. 
 
    There were few safe paths to take, and fewer still could be mapped out from a glance alone. Without the people who’d had the sailing routes passed down to them throughout the generations, the islands never would’ve come together as one nation. 
 
    Someone would’ve taught Ava Greyser those routes. Brackish would’ve known them, too. Together, they would’ve sailed the seas under the locals’ guidance, until they too were part of the archipelago. 
 
    The boat swayed under her feet as she stepped on it. She found a seat close to the back, and with so many people waiting to leave the island, Eos sat by her side. 
 
    “Out of question, how much is my cousin paying you?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Paying me?”  
 
    Eos repeated the words, but hadn’t taken the question in. She’d watched each and every person board the boat and her eyes darted around each time they moved. Castelle was lucky Eos was there. She stood no chance of scouting for assassins herself. 
 
    “For… this. How much is she paying you for all of this?”  
 
    “I am not being paid,” Eos said. 
 
    “What? You mean you were willing to—” Pausing, Castelle lowered her voice and leant closer. “To abduct me from a forest full of spirits and drag me across the archipelago with countless assassins and mercenaries at our heels, not to mention your good friend Svir?”  
 
    “Your cousin is a priest. She is far from wealthy.” 
 
    The crew untied the ship from its mooring, benches filled by two dozen people, and signalled to set off. A man who’d run down the pier to make the boat skidded short of slipping off the edge and swore loudly as the sails picked up the wind. 
 
    “Then you’re doing all of this for nothing? Gods. What do you get out of it?” 
 
    “I already told you,” Eos said. “I want to give Fenroe the time it needs to flourish. I do not want to see it slip back into what it was, what Nor was. Your existence alone is precarious. I do not understand politics, but I understand how people would use your family name to start petty wars and territory disputes for themselves.” 
 
    Castelle had forgotten Eos had said that. No, not forgotten. She’d refused to take it in. Every word Eos spoke had been an outrage, every suggestion she put forward treason, but now as they sailed across the narrow stretch of sea towards Wayston, Castelle was forced to reckon with the fact that Eos cared for Fenroe, for its people. 
 
    She cared no matter what they thought of her and her people. She was doing it not for money, not for personal gain, but for the future of Fenroe.  
 
    It was what Castelle should’ve been doing all along. What her family should’ve been doing for centuries. 
 
    “I think I understand why I was so angry with Reed when we left Llyne,” Castelle said. “It wasn’t because she’d been there. Because she’d been a rebel, and she’d seen… well. 
 
    “When I was… twelve, I expect, because Marigold was seventeen and soon to be married, I heard her arguing with my mother. They often fell into heated debate and came out grinning, each challenging the other on matters of the Kingdom, but this was different. It stuck with me for a reason. Marigold kept asking my mother why we needed more sheep, of all things, and all my mother would say was that if Marigold had to ask the question, then she was decades away from being ready to rule. 
 
    “She said the castle was the only place you could see all of Fenroe from, the only seat on which you could see the ends, and how they would justify the means. Marigold kept arguing, and I remember being so angry with her. Our mother was Queen! She ought to have been listening to her! They didn’t talk for weeks, after that. 
 
    “My mother took me aside and explained how there were thirteen islands, but not all were equal. Stalf was only a volcano, for instance. Tow only had a scattering of villages, and was otherwise uninhabitable. Why should they be given as much as Caelfal, where tens of thousands of people lived? There were more doctors, professors, lords, ladies, lieges on Caelfal than the rest of Fenroe combined. 
 
    “We needed the sheep. The other islands didn’t.” 
 
    She whispered her story, wind threatening to steal it. Eos leant forward so she could better hear. 
 
    “It seemed like nothing, at the time. Honestly, I didn’t even recall it when Reed told me those things. But now, sitting here, looking out over the sea, the islands, realising that there are those motivated by things other than money… gods. She was sowing the seeds my entire life, wasn’t she? Her, my father, aunts, uncles, the nobles, the courtiers…”  
 
    “There will be a lot more to unpack,” Eos said. “Still. Your sister was questioning your mother. That is something.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Castelle said, tilting her head back. “That’s something, isn’t it?”  
 
    The wind didn’t catch in her hair, didn’t send it flying behind her. 
 
    She was still smiling when they reached Wayston’s shore. Compared to Fél, the island was teeming with wildlife, flowers spilling over cliff sides and onto the pebble beaches. Castelle headed straight down the pier, knowing better than to linger, knowing not to make eye contact, slight limp already drawing attention to her. 
 
    From there, Yarrin was clear on the horizon. As Fenroe’s second-largest island, most of the archipelago’s harvest was yielded from its rich, fertile plains. Fenroe’s second-biggest city stood at its centre, alongside one of the widest rushing rivers the archipelago had to boast of. 
 
    Layla was in that city. In the biggest temple in the centre, never turning anyone away, working long days and longer nights, and still finding time to devise Castelle’s kidnapping. 
 
    Signs rose from the docks, above the heads of travellers and sailors milling by, merchants raising their voices to sell their wares. 
 
    FÉL S – YARRIN E – CAELFAL (VIA VERTIAS) W 
 
    “There is a ship ready to sail,” Eos said. “We will catch it, if we hurry.” 
 
    Castelle caught hold of Eos’ sleeve before she could get far. 
 
    “When I was in the temple, I didn’t think I could make it another day. I always did, of course, but each night, I was closer and closer to breaking,” Castelle said. Eos tried to tug her along, not thinking it an appropriate time for sharing. “And then I was taken from that old life, and it was the worst thing in the world, until it wasn’t. Even with my leg like this, with everything I’ve learnt, I wouldn’t give it up. I wouldn’t go back to waiting.” 
 
    “We will have to wait, if we do not hurry,” Eos said. 
 
    “Just listen to me, would you? I have followed you, believing I owe Fenroe something. And I do, I do, but… there are people like you and Layla, who make things happen. Who see through the ways of the world and make unimaginable changes unfold. And then there are people like me, who are only people. They are what they are.  
 
    “I was never meant to be Queen, was never smart enough to question my surroundings, but I can do this. I can take Brackish to Caelfal.” 
 
    The air around them tightened as Brackish fought back the urge to burn. 
 
    “Are you certain? What about Layla?”  
 
    “She’ll wait. She can wait,” Castelle said. “Brackish can’t. She shouldn’t have to. Not for a day longer. Come on. We’ll have to go through Vertias, won’t we?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Vertias was another island of sheep, hills in the centre of the land uninhabitable to all but the most devoted shepherds and their flocks. A scholar whose name Castelle no longer remembered had written an entire paper proposing that Wayston and Vertias had been a single landmass, as few as two-thousand years ago. 
 
    Castell could see why. The stretch of water between Wayston and Vertias was less than a quarter of a mile wide. In the height of summer, the waters receded for a handful of days, creating a narrow path of sodden sand. People swam back and forth between the islands, weather permitting, but Eos opted to take a small rowboat. 
 
    The woman who ferried them across said nothing and didn’t stare at Eos’ scars. 
 
    The wind had taken care of most of the hair on her face, but Castelle kept reaching up to touch the short, uneven edges. She didn’t remember a time when her hair had been shorter than shoulder-length, and after that particular haircut, she’d cried for a week. 
 
    She’d been seven and had all the time in the world for tears. 
 
    The roads between Vertias’ ports were wide and well-travelled, with merchants pedalling wares from the backs of carts. Inns and taverns were scattered along the narrow roads. Save for sheep, Vertias’ only purpose was to forge a path to Caelfal. 
 
    A few hamlets rose in the distance, built into the hillside. The people within were content with their lives, with the dozen buildings scattered around them, faces ever-changing upon the roads. To them, Vertias wasn’t a path to anywhere. It was where they wanted to be, and Caelfal sounded like an awful lot of trouble and fuss over nothing. 
 
    They took a carriage for the five-mile trek along the coast. The only other passenger was a teenager, arms wrapped around theirself, dead asleep in the corner. 
 
    “It’s good of you to come with me,” Castelle said. 
 
    Two minutes, no fewer than ten furtive glances, and she’d come up with nothing better to say. 
 
    “This is only a detour,” Eos said, uncomfortable in the face of gratitude. “I have to get you to Layla in one piece.” 
 
    “Oh? So, you’re my bodyguard now, are you?” 
 
    “I do have a sword,” Eos said. 
 
    Grinning, Castelle said, “Remember the time you kidnapped me?” 
 
    “Remember the time you attempted to murder me with a rock?” 
 
    “Because you kidnapped me!” 
 
    The corner of Eos’ mouth twitched. She settled into the corner of the carriage, eyes closed like their fellow passenger’s.  
 
    A mile later, she nudged their foot, waking them. 
 
    “Look out the window,” she instructed. “Is there anyone else on the road?”  
 
    The teen blinked their way through Eos’ accent, jostled straight out of their dreams. Eos and Castelle stared until they complied. 
 
    “A-another carriage in the distance. Someone on horseback,” the teen reported, brushing their hair back into place. 
 
    Eos said nothing, eyes closing once more. 
 
    Brackish hadn’t glowed since they’d left Fél, hadn’t lit up in gratitude or indignation. She’d heard Castelle’s declaration to help. She must’ve. Castelle wasn’t doing it for thanks and would’ve been queasy with guilt to hear them, but confirmation she’d heard wouldn’t go amiss. 
 
    She considered asking Brackish if she knew where they were going, and spent the rest of the journey thinking her questions intently at the sword. 
 
    At port, Eos let Castelle pay for their fare. Eos fished the coins from her pocket and handed them to Castelle, but Castelle took the responsibility seriously. So much of the royal family’s wealth had been in other forms. Gold bars piled in vaults, cellars of aged wine, loans given to those who’d been frivolous with their own wealth, crops stored in guarded granaries, the labour of those who’d committed crimes across the archipelago. 
 
    Castelle had never had to pay for anything, had never scraped two coins together to buy bread to sate her grumbling stomach. She’d only ever had to ask. 
 
    Aboard the hundredth boat she’d taken in the last few months, Castelle could make out Caelfal. The port was obscured by its white-sailed ships, each big enough for a hundred passengers, plus cargo. Caelfal had a direct link to Yarrin, further north, and the port at its southernmost point led all the way to Nor. 
 
    So much of its pride rested upon the ocean waves. 
 
    Her family’s ship had been named The Ursa Major. The crew were picked from hundreds of applicants, and a special uniform had been designed to match the billowing pattern on the sails, the bear carved into the mast of the boat. 
 
    The ship had been in the family for longer than Castelle had been alive, and refurbished a dozen times. For all trips her family had taken, they’d never sailed far. They often spent summer days upon its deck, watching the sun play across the waves, listening to the music rise from the town square. 
 
    The first time Castelle fully felt the threat of the rebels was when she was twelve. A messenger brought word to the capital that The Ursa Major had been set alight and cast out into the ocean. 
 
    As they pulled into the port at Caelfal, their boat was engulfed by the ships around it. There were a dozen that could rival The Ursa Major, even though Castelle’s nostalgia made it a colossus it’d never been. 
 
    Few of the ships bore Fenronian names. Castelle picked the Norian apart, translating it clunkily, word-by-word. All royals were expected to be fluent by the age of five, but it’d been a long time since she’d had a use for the language. 
 
    She didn’t get the chance to take in anything more than the ships’ names. Eos took Castelle’s arm and led her onto mostly dry land, pier drenched in ocean spray. It was another grey day, the perfect weather for hoods pulled up and eyes cast down, and Eos made straight for the crowd.  
 
    Each of the cities upon Caelfal felt larger than the other islands. Castelle had forgotten there was so much to the world, that so much could flourish in such a confined place, buildings pressed together along the coast, intruding upon the hills and cliffs behind them. There were tens of thousands of people in that city alone, Fenronians, Amarosi, and Norians alike. Yricians too, blending into the crowd as though they’d never been kept out of the Kingdom. 
 
    “Gods. Half of what’s being spoken is Norian,” Castelle said, feet having no interest in matching Eos’ pace. “I heard we’d been cut off by them completely, trade snuffed out by the government, but you know the manner of things I was told. Has it been like this for long?” 
 
    “Yes. Somewhat. Since control of Nor was regained,” Eos said, weaving through the crowd. “We are being followed.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Castelle’s head shot around like an owl hunting its prey. Eos took her arm again and led her from the docks and through the market, familiar buildings covered in unfamiliar signs. The silhouette of the city was ingrained in Castelle’s memory, but it’d taken on a life she’d never known, had become something she’d never dreamt of. 
 
    Tensions were there, beneath the surface, but things were not threatening to crack. People were not at each other’s throats purely because they were from other lands, because they didn’t understand each other’s tongues. 
 
    “Is it the man who’s been at our heels all this time?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Yes. I believe he was following our carriage on horseback, and took the same boat from Vertias. Move quickly, but stop looking around. Do not draw attention to yourself.” 
 
    The anonymity of the crowd meant attention was fleeting, quickly dissolved. People bellowed offers of tender meat and cheap wine, proclaimed their fruit was the freshest, their fabrics the warmest, and when Castelle showed no inclination of pulling coins from her pocket, the merchants turned their manufactured friendliness to their next targets. 
 
    Eos led Castelle from the main street, down narrow residential roads, washing hung out to dry overhead in the hopes of missing the rains bound to return by the afternoon. She’d never visited this part of the city, of any city. Her family had stuck to roads wide enough for processions, so the common people could gather for the privilege of watching them pass, soldiers lining the way on horseback. 
 
    Eos wound through alleyways and sideroads, treating the city as a maze only she had a map of. If they were being followed, Eos wasn’t going to make it easy for the would-be assassin. Castelle reminded herself that it was a new world. No one would draw blood in the middle of a city, no one would think there was anything political about her death. 
 
    They surfaced in another busy district. The smell of salt lingered, but it wasn’t all the air was. Her family had once had a residence there, a manor house with a mere ten bedrooms and a statue to commemorate themselves in the centre of the square. That was long gone. Only the plinth remained, and where her parents should’ve stood, a dozen children gathered, kicking their feet over the edge as they ate lunch. 
 
    “Well,” Castelle said, slowing to a stop. 
 
    “Well?” Eos asked over her shoulder. 
 
    They didn’t have time for wells. 
 
    “Look at that,” Castelle said, pointing to the largest building in the square, in the city. 
 
    The façade was the same, the windows had not changed, but curtains of a different colour hung from them, and the gates around the building had been uprooted. A garden replaced a once neat lawn, flowers as bright and varied as the people comfortably crammed into the city. 
 
    “It is a temple. Perhaps we could take refuge in it.” 
 
    “No, no,” Castelle said, uncertain which part she was objecting to. “That used to be my house. My family’s home.” 
 
    “Hm. And now it is home to hundreds a year,” Eos said, hurrying on. 
 
    There’d only been ten bedrooms, but there were so many chambers. Libraries, studies, parlours, music rooms, kitchens, servants’ quarters, bathrooms, storage closets. Even the bedrooms could be split into thirds and still serve their purpose. 
 
    It had never seemed excessive. It was a home away from home, full of the absolute necessities. It was the bare minimum. Her mother always said that the port city was so crowded, that they ought to expand, not grow inwards, upwards. 
 
    Her mother would’ve hated that the extravagance she considered ill-fitting of the family had been turned into the robust refuge of a temple. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t name her own feelings towards it. She moved on, eyes on Eos’ back, not the city that’d distanced itself from her, over fourteen long years. 
 
    In the south of the city, confident they’d lost their pursuer, Eos stopped at a small market stall and had Castelle pick out new clothes. Eos took a bundle for herself, paid without inspecting them, and stood watch as Castelle filtered through the racks. 
 
    “Are you certain he didn’t make it this far?” Castelle said. “He’s been after us for a while, hasn’t he?” 
 
    Everyone who cast their eyes upon her was a potential assassin, not another shopper taking in the goods on offer. The paranoia that’d served her so well fell flat. Hundreds of people filled the square and Brackish refused to push Castelle’s thoughts in any urgent direction. 
 
    “He has. I did not consider him a threat, but he has been unfortunately persistent. We will be less recognisable if we change.” 
 
    “We will be less recognisable if we get horses and charge across the island,” Castelle muttered. 
 
    “He is not the first to follow us,” Eos said. 
 
    “What? And you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “I have been very careful. The others lost track of us before it became pertinent to tell you. Most people fancy themselves bounty hunters and find the reality to be less exciting and far more difficult than they expected.” 
 
    Uncertain how it was supposed to make her feel better, Castelle picked out grey breeches and a forest green shirt, along with a dark green cloak made from something much softer than the one Eos had lumbered her with. 
 
    “How do you have so much money?” Castelle asked as left with their purchases. 
 
    “Brackish was not the only thing I took from the temple,” Eos said. 
 
    “Good,” Castelle said, grinning. 
 
    They took rooms at a nearby inn with a tavern built into the ground floor. Despite trying to prove otherwise, Eos conceded they wouldn’t get far without a decent night’s sleep. Reed’s cottage had been a welcome refuge of rest, spurred on by an injury Castelle wanted to faint at the thought of. Beyond that, sleep had come sporadically, washing over her in short, jittery waves. 
 
    Castelle sat on the narrow bed in her small room, clothes piled next to her. Eos’ plan was concise and wonderful: go to their rooms, wash and change, then meet in the tavern for a lunch that would see them through the next week. 
 
    There was no bathtub. The pail and pile of clean towels would have to do. Castelle stared at them intently, meaning to get to them in just a second. She laid down, getting a better view of them. She draped an arm over her new clothing, about to pick it up, but the pillows were so inviting. Blinking grew more of a challenge by the second. 
 
    Give in, she told herself. She’d been fighting so much lately. Her injury, her mangled past, the misaligned present, a spirit’s song creeping through her veins. For once, she could give in and close her eyes. It would be alright. Eos would understand. It’d only be for a minute. 
 
    A rapping at the door said more than a minute had passed. Castelle had rolled onto her side, arms wrapped around her pillow. She mumbled something incoherent for the benefit of any potential assassins. 
 
    Rubbing the side of her head, she sat up. 
 
    Assassins didn’t knock. 
 
    “Did you fall asleep?” Eos asked through the door. 
 
    “For a moment. I couldn’t not close my eyes. Sorry,” Castelle said. 
 
    “It’s five o’clock,” Eos said. 
 
    So much for meeting for lunch. 
 
    Blinking her eyes rapidly, Castelle said, “And you only just came knocking?” 
 
    “I may have also fallen asleep,” Eos said. “I apologise.” 
 
    “Well, neither of us were murdered in our sleep. No harm has come of it. Wait there a moment, Eos. I need that meal more than ever.” 
 
    Castelle hurried to clean and change, and found Eos in the corridor, arms over her chest. She leant against the wall, eyes heavy. Whatever sleep she’d succumbed to wasn’t enough. 
 
    She’d put on clean breeches, a new white shirt, and a black vest over it. Clean clothes were a luxury Castelle would never again let go unappreciated; how different Eos was to the woman draped in a dark cloak, face hidden by a deer-skull mask.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” Eos asked. 
 
    “No, no. Still a little hazy,” Castelle said, heading for the stairs. “And utterly starving. Have you eaten here before?” 
 
    Not only had Eos eaten there before, but one of the barkeepers knew her. They were Yrician theirself, and with a nod from Eos, headed into the kitchen and placed the order they anticipated. Eos led Castelle to a small booth in the back of the tavern. It was draped in shadow, but not so dark they’d have trouble finding the food on their plates. 
 
    “You seem to know a lot of people,” Castelle said. 
 
    “I am memorable,” Eos replied. 
 
    Castelle frowned, almost nudging Eos’ side. 
 
    “I am known, in some circles. After everything in Nor. But I do not know a lot of people. I know some people. A reasonable number.” 
 
    It was easy to know people, to interact with strangers and turn them to acquaintances, when granted the freedom to come and go as you pleased, to be on the same level as others. It was harder to gather friends inside a temple, the last of the royal line, a Princess to a swathe of servants. 
 
    Eos wasn’t the unusual one there. 
 
    Castelle was. 
 
    The barkeeper brought them two plates heaped with roasted vegetables, crispy potatoes, and mushrooms bigger than Castelle’s fist. Eos thanked the barkeeper in Y’vish, paid with yet more money pillaged from Castelle’s fathers, and the two ate in hearty silence. 
 
    “Where will we head next?” Castelle asked, plate cleared. 
 
    “Brackish wishes to move southwest,” Eos said. “There is no need to delay. We will leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Towards the capital, then,” Castelle said, fork scraping across the empty parts of her plate. 
 
    “Indeed,” Eos said. Castelle thought that was to be all, but after spearing a chunk of carrot and bringing it to her lips without eating it, Eos said, “Will you be alright?” 
 
    The port city was a holiday destination. Castelle’s heart had already broken over it when her family’s boat was set ablaze. For all it had changed, it had never been her home. She had been a visitor to its streets, or as much of a visitor as a Greyser would ever let themselves be. 
 
    Torshval was different. She had looked out upon the capital from her chambers in a high tower, knowing the shape of its streets by heart. If the castle were still there, it would’ve been stripped down, fences melted for their metal, flags burnt, paintings stripped from the walls, carpets pulled up. It would no longer be the heart of Caelfal. 
 
    The city’s veins would’ve changed. The flow of the streets would chart a new course, the temples would be bright and brilliant, and fear would be cast into the sea. It was all for the better, there was nothing dark or dank in it, yet the certainty of an assassin or twelve on her heels did nothing to make her want to charge ahead. 
 
    “I…” Castelle bit the inside of her mouth. “You will be with me, won’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle held her gaze, but the sincerity in Eos’ dark eyes sent them both spiralling back to their dinner. 
 
    That night, once dinner was done and they’d restocked on supplies, Castelle didn’t fall asleep so easily. Eos was in her own room, next to hers, and Castelle’s wounds began to torment her. She rubbed at her leg, at the graze on her arm and the lip that was still a little swollen, then watched the lights of the city. 
 
    They burnt bright, now the days were shorter. 
 
    Come morning, Castelle awoke without a single thought in her head. A lifetime had passed since she’d slept so deeply, for so long, and any nightmares that plagued her wouldn’t drift back for hours yet. Stretching, she hurried to pull her new clothes back on. It was the coldest morning of the year by a mile, and the thought of facing the bitter air was more foreboding than following Brackish to her family’s seat of power. 
 
    Eos greeted her with fresh bread. They ate as they walked, Eos’ eyes ever scanning the thin morning crowd, and caught a ride on the back of a cart with a farmer and her twenty-something brand new chickens. Their clucking and squawking summoned the sun, and Castelle watched the land light up as it struggled to rise. 
 
    She couldn’t say how much of Caelfal had changed. On her journeys across it, Castelle had been surrounded by her siblings in their carriage, and more interested in laughing and squabbling and singing than watching the landscape roll by. Edward had always sat in her lap, not quite tall enough to look from the windows and admire the soldiers’ horses himself. 
 
    The farmer took them five miles Castelle found it difficult to express her gratitude for. Her leg screamed once her feet were on solid ground, but she grit her teeth and fought the stab of pain. The more she used her leg, the better it would become. 
 
    “Wait here,” Eos said, once they reached Caelfal’s forest. 
 
    It was large enough to rival Laister’s, though not overrun with dogs. The bears would’ve begun their hibernation for the year, and the foxes and hares would scurry into the undergrowth with the first snap of a twig. 
 
    Darkness lingered between the trees. It was a beautiful sort, cutting the forest off from the rest of the archipelago. Time meant little, there. The forest was its own world, trapped in the perpetual dim of a warm embrace. 
 
    Eos took a fallen branch from its perimeter and began hacking the offshoots off with Brackish. The sword glowed, more amused than angry. 
 
    Eos held the now mostly-straight branch up against Castelle, measuring it for height, and passed it to her. Castelle wrapped her fingers around the rough wood, body aching with gratitude for the support. 
 
    “That should make things easier,” Eos said uncertainly, when Castelle said nothing. 
 
    “Oh,” Castelle said. “Oh, yes. Certainly. Thank you, Eos. I know it’s been months, that it must be easy to forget about my leg, but I do appreciate it.” 
 
    “It is not easy to forget. I pried the bear trap open.” 
 
    “Happily, I was in shock for that,” Castelle said, taking her first step into the forest. 
 
    Best to let Eos guide her than rely on any of the well-travelled roads, the corridors that had been cut clean through the trees that’d spent hundreds of years growing together. A bounty hunter from Llyne or Yarrin wouldn’t be as versed in the forest’s paths. 
 
    “Did I ever thank you for that? Properly, that is,” Castelle said, once Eos fell into step next to her. 
 
    “There is no need to thank me. Thanks belong with Reed.” 
 
    “It does indeed, but as you said, you pried a bear trap open. You got me out of there and carried me halfway across the island. You could’ve decided it was too much at any point. You weren’t being paid. You had every reason to despise me. Yet you told me about Layla, you comforted me, though I was nothing but a Greyser. There is a kindness in that which can’t be understated.” 
 
    Eos said nothing, but slowed. She gripped a tree, shoulders arched. 
 
    “Eos?” Castelle asked, stopping alongside her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    Eos shook her head. She lifted a hand, nails digging into the bark of the tree. 
 
    “I…” Eos tried, jaw hanging open. 
 
    She pointed to the back of her neck. 
 
    A small dart had embedded itself into the muscle. 
 
    Castelle’s staff fell to the ground. She grabbed Eos’ elbow as she went down, but it was too late. The force was too much. Eos’ knees slammed against tree roots as she collapsed, eyes open, showing only the whites. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Castelle had been so enthralled by the chickens she hadn’t looked back. The road could’ve been teeming with assassins, spreading out on horseback, forming a dark line across the horizon. She hadn’t looked back because there was no need to. Not with Eos there, ever watchful. 
 
    Eos wouldn’t have missed something so obvious. She wouldn’t have travelled out in the open had there been the slightest hint of danger behind them, ahead of them. 
 
    She wouldn’t have, but she had. 
 
    She was sprawled out in the dirt, dart protruding from the back of her neck. Castelle’s hands hovered over it, hesitating between pulling it out and leaving it where it was for too long. The man on horseback would be upon them within seconds. Shaking Eos’ shoulders wasn’t going to wake her. 
 
    Brackish glowed bright, flashing out a warning. Run, run! the light screamed, and then: wait. The spirit could help Eos. The spirit could burn the poison from Eos’ veins in the same way she’d given Castelle the strength to sprint across an island. The spirit could help. All Castelle had to do was pull Brackish from the sheath, place her in Eos’ hand, and, and— 
 
    A twig snapped, intentionally so. 
 
    Castelle’s eyes darted up, hands hovering over the blade. 
 
    It wasn’t the faceless man on horseback standing over her. 
 
    A woman dressed in an extravagant, unnecessary red and gold coat knocked Castelle’s hands back with her boot and placed it squarely upon Eos’ back. The blowgun that’d hit Eos hung from her hand and a dagger the size of Brackish was strapped to her thigh. Castelle pushed herself back through the dirt, but didn’t get far without hitting a tree. 
 
    “Oh, Eos,” the woman said. She knelt at her side and brushed her hair back to get a better look at the dart embedded in her neck. “You deserve so much better than this.” 
 
    The woman’s voice hit Castelle like a second dart. She blinked and she was back on Llyne, in Reed’s cottage, pressed against the wall in the dark. 
 
    “I, you—” 
 
    Castelle stuttered her accusation. 
 
    “Yes indeed. Me!” the woman said. Plucking the dart from Eos’ neck and discarding it in the dirt, she held out a hand in greeting. “Svir. What a pleasure it is to finally meet you, Princess.” 
 
    Castelle stared at the hand with confusion adrenaline couldn’t clarify. She’d spent so long imagining an abduction, an assassination, but had only scratched the surface. She hadn’t delved deeper than fear and screaming. 
 
    “I—” Castelle’s eyes darted between Svir and Eos. “There was a man following us. Others, too, but a man—a man on horseback. He, he’d been on Fél, at the very least, he…”  
 
    “Fél? Gods, I had the good sense to come straight from Llyne,” Svir said, laughing. Her hand lingered between them. “You know, it’s quite simple to put two and two together. A lost Princess, the capital of Fenroe; no need to traipse across those dreary little islands. Still, I hate to disappoint. I am not the gentleman poorly pursuing you.” 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle blurted out. Her mind screamed she was in danger, but crying for help was out of the question. The words boiled to nothing in her throat. “What did you do to her?”  
 
    “How nice of you to feign concern for a mere Yrician, Princess,” Svir said, dropping her hand to turn Eos onto her side. “That was enough to knock out a bear, true, but Eos here has been through worse and come out—well, not smiling, but you get the idea, don’t you? But enough of that. Come on. On your feet.” 
 
    Svir stood straight. Castelle shook her head, refusing to do the same, and pushed her back harder against the tree. 
 
    Sighing, Svir pulled a dagger from her side and said, “We really don’t have all day. There are plenty of nosy sorts around here, Eos won’t sleep forever, and it’s scheduled to rain soon. Gods wept, this is a new coat.” 
 
    “I…” Castelle bit the inside of her mouth. Stuttering wouldn’t buy Eos time enough to wake up. “Did my fathers send you?”  
 
    “Never met the men,” Svir said, throwing the knife and catching the handle as it spun. “Your first mistake is in assuming that I work for any person in particular. You are a wanted woman, Princess, and I expect there will be a bidding war of sorts for you.” 
 
    “That’s what this is about? Money?”  
 
    “Yes, yes. I’m sure it’s always about money, sweetheart,” Svir said, kneeling at Castelle’s side and hoisting her to her feet. “Never mind that I have lived under the rule of two oppressive monarchies, that I have seen my people reduced to gore on the side of the road by people like you. Never mind that I have long since fought against those who would take what others cannot afford to give. This is all about money. Lots and lots of money.” 
 
    Castelle threw her weight against Svir, but she didn’t budge. She was a short woman, no taller than Eos, but posed a challenge Castelle and her poorly-healed leg couldn’t overcome. 
 
    “Please, I’d much rather do this the easy way. I shall have more courtesy than your family ever had. Follow me. It shan’t be all bad, that much I promise.” 
 
    “My family, I’m not—not like them, I have no intention of—” 
 
    “Spending fourteen years plotting your revenge, ruling over an island, reducing its inhabitants to bones?” Svir asked. “The Greysers always did have the most gilded tongues.”  
 
    Svir tugged Castelle’s arm, pulling her deeper into the forest. Behind them, Eos sprawled out in the dirt, poison in her veins. Castelle had only got this far because of her. She didn’t know where she was going, didn’t know how to survive in this strange, powerful world. 
 
    She shoved Svir again. The woman only clicked her tongue. 
 
    “Last chance, Princess,” Svir warned, waving her dagger. 
 
    “Don’t—don’t hurt Eos,” Castelle said, tensing under Svir’s hold. 
 
    She balled her hands into fists, leveraging herself against Eos’ life. Reed had been so afraid of what Svir would do, and Eos had fled across the archipelago at the sound of her voice. Eos couldn’t protect herself and Castelle couldn’t fight, but she could cause a fuss, a distraction, and pray Svir decided she had too much on her plate. 
 
    “Why would I hurt her?” Svir asked. “Look at her. She’s unconscious. That would hardly be fair, would it?”  
 
    “Reed thinks you want to kill Eos. So. Please. Don’t hurt her. You can take me, just… just don’t—” 
 
    Pathetic. She was trembling, and Svir was close enough to feel it. 
 
    “Let’s make one thing clear: I’m taking you, sweetheart, with or without permission. But for the love of the gods, stop shaking. I need you in one piece, and it’s as I said. Eos deserves better than this.” 
 
    Castelle had no reason to trust Svir, to take her word at face value. Svir was convinced she was a Greyser in the truest sense, intent on bringing ruin upon the archipelago once more. In Svir’s mind, she was the hero, fighting on the side of justice, and Castelle didn’t know how to convince her otherwise. 
 
    She wasn’t certain Svir was anything but that. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she tore her arm free of Svir’s grip and charged into the forest, fighting the pain ripping through her leg. Svir would forget Eos and follow her, and perhaps there’d be dogs in these woods, too, dogs that hadn’t made it off the island, dogs who remembered the scent of Greyser blood and would leap to protect her, dogs who— 
 
    “What did I say?” Svir asked, snatching the back of Castelle’s cloak. 
 
    Castelle fumbled to a forced stop, lashed out with her arms, but Svir was better than that. Faster than her. She pulled her close, one arm wrapped around her chest, chin on her shoulder. 
 
    “I really don’t know why you insist on making this so difficult,” Svir said. 
 
    She shook the blowgun in one hand, dislodged a dart, and Castelle kicked and screamed as Svir plunged it into her neck. 
 
    The screams stopped first, then the kicking. Her skin was on fire, every muscle in her face scored and outlined, and tepid nausea filled her veins, her throat. Svir gripped her tightly, holding her steady as her knees buckled and all the colour drained from the world.  
 
    Castelle awoke with too much awareness of her surroundings. The sky was dark, the stars blinding, and only her eyes were hers to control. Her arms were sludge, her legs lead, and her jaw opened and closed without letting sound pass. The edges of her vision were blurred and tinted, but she didn’t need more than two seconds to piece together all that had happened. 
 
    Svir had made camp, far from anywhere. They were still within a forest, though Castelle couldn’t say if it was the same forest. Svir sat over a small fire, cooking, and behind her, a large, boxy horse was sleeping, free of its reins. 
 
    Castelle shuffled. Friction bit her wrists. Svir whistled, deaf and blind to her struggles, and sung under her breath in upbeat Y’vish as she served herself soup. 
 
    It was alright. It was alright. She hadn’t abandoned Eos. She’d had no say in this, as she’d had no say in so many things. Once more, she was being dragged across the Kingdom at someone else’s whims. Her fathers had wanted power, had wanted to keep their titles intact in a world where the nobility had been slaughtered to quell the greed that’d never be sated within them. And there was Svir, intent on selling her off. 
 
    Gods. At least Eos had given her something. She’d given her the truth, no matter how hard to swallow, and the promise of reuniting with her cousin. 
 
    Castelle ground her teeth together, trying again. Rope. There was rope around her wrists, binding them in front of her. 
 
    She groaned. 
 
    That got Svir’s attention. 
 
    “Oh! I didn’t expect you to come to for half a day yet,” Svir said. “Must be that red hair of yours. I’ll use two darts, next time.” 
 
    Castelle huffed sharply. It was nonsense, it was all a ruse. Svir benefited from the thought of Eos unconscious for long hours yet, unable to rescue her. 
 
    “Not that it’ll do anything to reassure you, but I believe Eos was right. After all, she usually is,” Svir said, digging into her soup. “I have made a real effort to take untrodden paths, but have caught sight of a rather tall fellow on horseback, doing a terrible job of pretending to hunt. I suppose that’s my competition, isn’t it?” 
 
    Svir’s dagger was placed by her side, a little out of arm’s reach, along with a single bag. All Castelle needed to do was focus, regather her energy in the pit of her stomach, lunge forward, grab the dagger, and— 
 
    And what?  
 
    Had Brackish been within a mile, she would’ve finished the thought for her. 
 
    All Castelle could do with a dagger was slip and cut herself. Svir wouldn’t have left it out in the open if she thought she was in any danger. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Back to Torshval. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of interest in you. For years, people have resorted to talking about whether the last Greyser really was alive, when the weather wasn’t interesting enough. Did she escape, was it just an imposter, a lookalike, did she escape and perish on the road to Laister. That sort of thing. Personally, I’ve never heard a compelling argument either way.” 
 
    “I’m sat right here,” Castelle said. 
 
    “You are, indeed you are. You may claim to be Castelle Marcella Something Greyser, you may believe you are, but that isn’t proof, is it? I could claim to be The Creator made flesh and it’d stand up as well in court.” 
 
    “Adriana,” Castelle muttered. “And I am Castelle Greyser. Not that it matters. Not that I have a Kingdom, anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, wonderful. I was so wondering what dear Eos was doing with the likes of you, but I see she has talked you out of the whole imperialism thing. Or you are at least playing along, biding your time. There were so many threats of the throne being retaken over the years, none of which were taken seriously, but that wasn’t to say trouble was never on the horizon,” Svir mused. “Trouble tends to be like that. Not taken seriously until it is.” 
 
    Her voice was so unlike Eos’. Her accent only came out in short, sharp stabs, relegated to the corners Svir had packed it into. It didn’t cloud her every word. She’d been in Fenroe for a long, long time. 
 
    “Still,” Svir continued. “I was there, and of all the children on the floor—hm. Someone will be paying for that for a very, very long time. But there was death and destruction all throughout the castle, and had the Princess not been in the dining room, that’s not to say she wasn’t caught in the corridors, in a courtyard. It all sounds rather fantastical, don’t you think?”  
 
    Svir used the air from Castelle’s lungs to speak so easily of the dining room floor, of the children upon it, of Edward’s eyes, never closing. The ropes bit at Castelle’s wrists, but she couldn’t keep her hands still. 
 
    “Well, of course you do. You are the Princess, or think you are, or are a very convincing liar. I can’t decide which is more interesting. Options one or three, I’d say. It explains why Eos has taken it upon herself to deliver you to her idea of justice—which, might I add, is far bloodier than mine. Though brainwashing does have its allure.” 
 
    “I am Princess Castelle. Or I was. I have—I have no intention of reclaiming my throne, and if you were there,” Castelle said, taking deep breaths. “If you went into the dining room, then you know—you know there was a cabinet, and by it, there was, was a—” 
 
    “Shh, shh,” Svir said. “Keep that close to your chest, sweetheart. Don’t let others torment the truth out of you.” 
 
    Svir said it as lightly as she’d said everything else, but hesitated before taking another spoonful of her soup. She shook her head ever so slightly. 
 
    Svir was Eos, when she’d first kidnapped her; convinced Castelle’s blood had rotted her to her core, certain she would be the downfall of Fenroe, if given half a chance to exert her imagined authority. Castelle could convince her otherwise, could show how much she’d learnt, but it would take time. Time Svir wasn’t willing to give. 
 
    “What—who is going to take me?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “There are so many possibilities, Princess. As you said, your fathers are always an option. Those strange Lords playing make-believe deep in those lonely woods. And then there’s the government itself. Do you know that technically, you still owe Fenroe your head? The rebellion’s carefully constructed plan was to slaughter every Greyser and end the bloodline, but after they took power, they never bothered to amend that little section of their charter. 
 
    “And there are those who still burn with grudges against your family. Those who still ache, who need closure. There has been the vague idea thrown around that you ought to stand trial for your family’s crimes, as though you can answer for all adults. You were, what? Fifteen at the time?” 
 
    “Fourteen,” Castelle whispered. 
 
    “Gods. You were fourteen,” Svir said, shaking her head. “Then, of course, there are whisperings that someone’s bastard’s son’s bastard son has Greyser blood in their veins. I’d wager they’d pour the last of their gold into cutting out the competition.”  
 
    Castelle stared at the burns the rope had left around her wrists. Her options were limited, and no paths led to Layla. There was no room for Brackish’s spirit to find rest. There was nothing Castelle could do for the Kingdom but stand trial and bleed the last of the Greyser blood into the soil. 
 
    “I… I know you won’t care, that you won’t listen, but…”  
 
    “Go ahead, sweetheart,” Svir said. 
 
    “If there is an offer from my fathers, if they are willing to pay more than the others…” Castelle said, eyes screwed shut. “Disregard it. Please.” 
 
    Svir put her bowl down. 
 
    “Oh? You don’t want to go home?” 
 
    “What is home to me? You were in the castle. You saw what became of it,” Castelle said. “Yet I would rather return there, to the fires of the past, than spend another minute in the temple with those men.” 
 
    “Perhaps I have you wrong, Princess,” Svir said. “Providing the difference is not of a life-changing significance, I shall consider it.” 
 
    Castelle hung her head. Her fathers had promised her she was safe in the temple with them, had promised to be her whole world in light of what she’d lost, yet she’d rather face the guillotine. Short months spent with Eos had opened something awful within her, and only integrity would let her speak, would let her act. 
 
    Ignoring the darkness, Svir packed her things away and slung her bag over her shoulder. She lifted Castelle by her elbows, led her to the horse, and Castelle let Svir place her upon it. What choice did she have? How far would she get with her bad leg and her bound wrists? She’d tripped on the rocky beaches of Fél, had scraped her face across stone, and that’d been with a spirit to protect her. 
 
    Fear made her compliant. 
 
    Eos would be awake by now. Eos couldn’t face Layla without her. Eos would shake off the poison and march across Caelfal, outpacing a horse, because— 
 
    Because Castelle needed her to. 
 
    “It’s only a day’s ride from here,” Svir said, climbing onto the horse behind Castelle, wrapping the reins around her. “We made good time, yesterday. That rain never did make an appearance. We’d better pray we beat whatever’s awaiting us.” 
 
    Dawn came sooner than Castelle had expected. Time was muddled in her head, her vision clouded though the darkness receded. The horse took the path at a canter, quickening his pace as the sun rose, and Svir guided him without much trouble. The extra passenger wasn’t an unusual turn of events for either of them. 
 
    “Do you… have you always lived in Torshval?” Castelle asked. 
 
    The question wouldn’t slow Svir down, but maybe getting her to speak about herself, about anything, would make her realise Castelle was a person. She was more than a Princess or an approximation of one, more than the gold she could be traded for. 
 
    Castelle’s stomach sunk. 
 
    Even she didn’t believe that. 
 
    “Not always. I do get around, after all,” Svir chirped. “I have a house, but truthfully it’s more for my companions. I do love the capital, though. It is ever-changing. There’s enough going on there to stop my nomadic blood growing too restless.”  
 
    “Are you from Fenroe, originally?”  
 
    Svir answered too quickly, in too much detail, for the questions to mean anything to her. 
 
    “None of us are, sweetheart. Or none of us around my age. I have been here for a good sixteen years, now. Eos gave me a heads-up a long, long time ago, and I left the mainland before things dissolved into a true civil war,” she said. 
 
    “Wait,” Castelle said. “Eos helped you leave, helped you avoid whatever was happening there, but you still want to kill her?”  
 
    “Sweetheart, I don’t know where Reed gets these ideas. It’s complicated. I am grateful to Eos, but I take it she hasn’t shared much of her sordid past with you, has she?”  
 
    “She doesn’t say much about herself,” Castelle said, smothering the interest in her voice. “What should I know about her?”  
 
    “Excellent try, but I could never betray her trust like that.” 
 
    Castelle pressed her lips together as the horse marched on, more confused than she’d been before her half-hearted onslaught of questions. 
 
    Her chances of escape were few and far between. She considered throwing herself off the horse’s back and rolling downhill each time the land rose, but one broken bone was enough for a lifetime. 
 
    The path was empty, save them. People travelling between the capital and other settlements were taking the wide, paved roads Castelle occasionally saw on the horizon, too far off for her voice to reach. From a distance, they looked like nothing more than two people riding the same horse. 
 
    There wasn’t enough sunlight to glint off Svir’s dagger. 
 
    As morning rolled into noon, Castelle resolved to bide her time and gather her energy. If she couldn’t prove she wasn’t what Svir thought she was, she’d escape once they reached the capital. A lifetime had dragged by, but Castelle would still know the roads.  
 
    Svir couldn’t get Castelle to her destination if she was screaming, and she couldn’t carry an unconscious body through the streets. 
 
    Svir’s plan hinged on holding a dagger to the small of her back, beneath her cloak. All Castelle had to do was be faster than a blade. 
 
    “The city is no place for a horse,” Svir said. “I’m afraid we’re on foot, from here.” 
 
    Castelle had spent so much time staring at the horizon, watching the capital creep over it, that she hadn’t noticed the fences lining the open plains, the large wooden buildings littered across the land. 
 
    Some things hadn’t changed. The royal family had land enough to keep their horses on, but there was money to be made in housing prized racehorses and pets of the wealthy and landed in the stables beyond the city. 
 
    Svir hopped off her horse and tugged Castelle down without any fanfare. Castelle stumbled to her feet, convinced herself she wasn’t going to fall face-first into the dirt, and caught the eye of a stable-hand. 
 
    She held out her bound wrists, throat closed tight, but the woman didn’t give her a second glance. 
 
    “Keeping out of trouble, Svir?” she asked, taking the horse’s reins. 
 
    “Never,” Svir said, kissing the horse between his eyes. “Take care of him, won’t you? I’ll be back in a few days, I’m certain.”  
 
    The woman nodded, leading the horse into the fields and closing the gate behind her. 
 
    “Wait!” Castelle called. “Wait, please, I need help, I—” 
 
    Svir shoved Castelle’s shoulder, marching her along. 
 
    “It’s no good, sweetheart. I have many, many friends, on Caelfal and elsewhere. More than any Greyser. Don’t waste your breath.” 
 
    Castelle didn’t bother blinking the tears out of her eyes. She let Svir guide her to Torshval, determined not to say anything, to feel anything, until the press of a crowd surrounded her. 
 
    Even then, who was to say anyone would help her? How little the world cared about one person, how eager people were to overlook her in favour of gold or old loyalties. As a Princess, people had only cared for her title. Now that she was no longer one, she meant nothing to Fenroe, to those upon it. 
 
    She should’ve gone straight to Yarrin, straight to Layla. She’d care about her. She had, once upon a time. She’d take her in her arms, if nothing else. She’d give her the pity she was searching for. 
 
    Torshval wasn’t far. A mile, at most. The land grew choppy, south of it, all rocks and brief interludes of hills, avoided by travellers, for the most part. Svir took the uneven terrain in her stride, roads closing in around them, still too far off to hear Castelle’s voice. 
 
    “I was surprised when I heard Eos had taken you along,” Svir said, hand between Castelle’s shoulder blades. “You are a royal, after all. Or pretending to be one, that is.” 
 
    “Why would that surprise you?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “It ought to be clear what royals represent to people like Eos and me. We have fought to live our lives free of tyranny and have been shaped by it. No matter what nonsense Reed fills your head with or what Eos might suggest, Eos and I are one and the same. We are kin, we are family, born of the same dirt-womb. Honestly, I am doing her a favour. Doing what she, strangely, no longer can. 
 
    “After all, you wouldn’t be the first royal Eos has killed.” 
 
    Castelle stopped dead. 
 
    Svir concluded her point with a shrug and took another step forward. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Castelle demanded.  
 
    “Oh, it means what it means.” 
 
    “Eos—Eos wasn’t here, when, when…” 
 
    “Eos wasn’t here fourteen years ago, no,” Svir agreed, tugging Castelle’s wrists. “But the Greysers aren’t – weren’t – the only royals on this planet of ours.” 
 
    Castelle’s heartbeat replaced itself between her temples. Her head pounded, demanding answers, but Svir did nothing but tug her on. 
 
    Castelle’s foot caught on a rock. She stumbled, but Svir caught her, sighing. 
 
    “It isn’t a big deal, sweetheart. Or it isn’t a secret, at any rate. All I mean to say is that Eos—” 
 
    Svir’s words covered the sudden, sharp whistling of the wind, and a wet thwuck stopped her midsentence. 
 
    She held Castelle’s gaze, dark eyes wide, and tilted her head to the side. 
 
    They both looked down at the same moment, both turned white as ocean foam. 
 
    “Oh, goodness,” Svir said, staring at the arrow lodged in her shoulder. “This is embarrassing.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Svir gripped her shoulder around the arrow, brow furrowed as though solving an equation. 
 
    “Excuse me a moment,” Svir said, taking a wide step back and leaning against a tree. 
 
    She dropped her hand and let out a heavy breath, wiping her forehead with the back of her wrist. 
 
    The man on horseback had abandoned his horse. He darted towards them, crouched low, bow in hand. Castelle had never seen him before; he wasn’t one of her fathers’ go-to men, one of the Captain’s favoured guards. He was nondescript, in the face of the weapons he wielded and the sword hanging from his hip, the bear crest pinning the collar of his cloak together. 
 
    “Princess Castelle,” he said with a quick, shallow bow, arrow trained on Svir’s chest. 
 
    “There’s no sport in it if you hit me from this close,” Svir said, elbowing the tree to stand straight. “At least draw your sword.” 
 
    The man did his utmost not to glance down at his blade and reconsider his approach. 
 
    “Princess,” he continued, talking to Castelle without taking his eyes off Svir. “Lords Damir and Ira have sent me to bring you home. I have searched for months. We heard reports you’d been seen with a Yrician, and here you are, passed over to another one.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we Yricians are all the same,” Svir said. “Always kidnapping Princesses and marching them across the archipelago.” 
 
    The bow groaned as the man pulled the arrow back another inch. If he relaxed his fingers for a second, Svir wouldn’t be so lucky as to be struck in the shoulder. 
 
    There was the rescue Castelle had been desperate for, when she’d first been dragged through the forest and the unfamiliar dregs of Laister.  
 
    She inched towards Svir. 
 
    It was the only way to make the man lower his bow. 
 
    He’d been charged with bringing her home alive. 
 
    “My fathers sent you?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “They did, Princess. Please, step aside. The Lords will want me to take this one into custody.” 
 
    “You mean the Lords will pay you better if you return with someone to behead,” Svir said. Her words were sharp, but sweat rolled down her forehead, skin greying by the second. “Besides, what proof does our dear Princess have that you are working for her fathers? After all, there is quite a considerable prize on her head, and appealing to her unavoidable urge to be rescued will make her third abduction considerably easier.”  
 
    The man’s eyes shot to Castelle, mid-way through gawking, and she raised her shoulders in a shrug. Castelle had reached the point in her life where she owed it to herself to question everything she was told. She had no reason to believe anything the man said, and his words, lies or otherwise, had been crafted for a Castelle who’d been left behind in the temple. 
 
    “You can’t possibly agree with her,” the man scoffed. “She abducted you. Your wrists are bound, Princess.” 
 
    “I’ve been abducted twice. I’d rather not go through it a third time,” Castelle said. 
 
    Svir caught her eye. 
 
    It was the right thing to do, even if it meant helping Svir by urging the man to lower his weapon. Svir had abducted her, was going to sell her, but had one thing over the man: she wasn’t going to return Castelle to her fathers. 
 
    Svir was injured. The man wasn’t. If they could get rid of him together, it wouldn’t be difficult to escape Svir’s clutches. The arrow was three inches deep in Svir’s shoulder. She wouldn’t be rushing anywhere soon. 
 
    “Don’t move,” the man warned Svir, lowering his bow and arrow. 
 
    He swapped them for his sword, and with it trained on Svir’s throat, slowly reached under his cloak. 
 
    He held out a letter, bear embossed into the wax seal on the back. On the other side, CASTELLE was penned in a too familiar hand. 
 
    Some part of Castelle had been convinced the man was lying, or acting on behalf of her fathers without any direct orders. In her mind, they were an obstacle of her past, condemned to the forest for all time, as she’d been. Yet they’d sent this man and countless others after her. 
 
    They’d written a letter. 
 
    In spite of everything, in spite of all Castelle had learnt, they’d reached out to her. There’d be apologies within. Explanations. Lies. She’d seen so much of a land she’d considered hers, immutable in her absence, and they still believed they had the power to banish that with a few sides of parchment. 
 
    For the first time, something terrible occurred to her. They could leave the forest, and may well have. They’d never been kept prisoner there. 
 
    “This will explain everything, Princess,” the man said, gesturing for her to take the letter. 
 
    Castelle reached out, hand forbidden from shaking, and metal clashed against itself. 
 
    Half a heartbeat. That’s all it took for Svir to draw her dagger, knock the man’s sword out of his hand, and lunge forward, blade forced beneath his ribs. 
 
    He gasped, gurgled. It lasted a second, only a second, but it was too long. It stretched on forever, spreading across the dining room floor. Svir pressed her face close to his, searching his expression as his eyes flashed, lips parting one final time. She adjusted the angle of her blade.  
 
    The man tensed, then fell slack, crumpled on the floor.  
 
    Leaning over, Svir freed her dagger with a wet gasp. She snatched the letter from the man’s rigid hand and tucked it inside her shirt, wiping her dagger on the man’s cloak. 
 
    She stood straight, blinking away all that’d happened. 
 
    It had happened before, was happening again. 
 
    It’d never stopped. 
 
    “You… You killed him,” Castelle mouthed. 
 
    “Yes,” Svir agreed. “It was remarkably easy.” 
 
    She swayed on the spot, gripping Castelle’s shoulders. 
 
    “And now you need to help me,” Svir said. 
 
    “I—I need to help you?” 
 
    She couldn’t take her eyes off the man’s body. Gods knew he couldn’t stare, anymore. He was face-down in the grass, blood pooling beneath him, remarkably neat. It had been a quick death, a clean death; Castelle had been right to pray for the same for her family. She couldn’t change what had happened to them, but the world could’ve been kind and made it sharp and precise. 
 
    “Indeed. You owe me, Princess. You don’t wish to return to your fathers, and this man was rather intent on taking you there. Goodness. I apologise, I really do. I promise you, things like this never happen to me. I’ll give credit where it’s due—the man knew how to shoot an arrow. At least he gets to die! I have to live with this embarrassment, and…” 
 
    Svir’s fingers dug into Castelle’s shoulders. 
 
    “And?” Castelle asked, bleary gaze leaving the empty body. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Svir said. “I believe I’m about to faint.” 
 
    Svir’s knees buckled. Castelle couldn’t do much to lessen the impact with her wrists bound. She grabbed the collar of Svir’s shirt and lowered her to the ground, doing her utmost not to drive the arrow deeper. 
 
    With the man dead and Svir unconscious, there’d never been a better time to run. Or hobble, at least, until Eos came to and met her halfway. Even if Svir was only out for a matter of minutes, the arrow gave her more pressing things to worry about than Castelle. 
 
    Torshval wasn’t far. Svir could drag herself home, away from the body, the body that would be—Castelle couldn’t say for certain. It’d be discovered, eventually. They weren’t the only ones who’d ever wandered from the path. There’d be an investigation, led by the city guard, and enough to link Svir to the scuffle if people saw her stumbling through the streets with an arrow lodged in her shoulder. 
 
    For anyone else, it’d be circumstantial, but Svir was a Yrician. For her, circumstances and coincidences often stacked up in a mockery of evidence. 
 
    Groaning, Castelle knelt down, back to the body, and searched Svir’s only bag for a canteen. Using her mouth to open it, she lashed the water over Svir’s face. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    What if she didn’t wake up in a matter of minutes? The arrow was deep, and unconsciousness was a welcome refuge from pain. 
 
    Castelle tapped Svir’s cheek with the back of her hand and shook her shoulder. After a round of prodding and poking, she moved her bound wrists to the bloody dagger at Svir’s hip and worked the edge of the blade against the ropes.  
 
    Her hands were shaking. There was a body behind her, the earth was drinking down its blood, and she was doing her utmost to rouse the woman who’d gone through Eos to get to her. Her hands were shaking but the rope was cut away, fibre by fibre, and the prayer on her lips was but an incoherent mumble. 
 
    There was a body behind her, but what did that matter when Torshval was ahead? The capital had laid the foundations for her dreams every night, both inside the dining room and beyond it, and Castelle’s wasn’t ready for the way the streets would look without Greyser soldiers lining it, bears emblazoned on their armour, eyes following every citizen. How many of the former nobles’ residences had been converted into temples, or knocked down to usher in a new age? 
 
    She wouldn’t recognise the city, but surely it would recognise her. It would know her from her footsteps, from the blood pounding in her veins. The streets would part, grinding her between the stones that had once formed her castle, knocked down to pave the way for the poor, pulled from the gutters. 
 
    Heads would still stand on pikes. All eyes would turn to her. Cutting her hair wasn’t enough, it never could be; she needed to sever the parts that would never grow back, needed to sacrifice something of worth, needed to be more careful, she’d cut her fingers and blood was running down her palms, soaking into the rope as it fell away. 
 
    “If you’d waited a few minutes, I would’ve done that for you,” Svir croaked, one eye on Castelle. 
 
    Colour hadn’t yet returned to her and her face was clammy, but she didn’t show any signs of slipping back under. 
 
    “You’re the one who bound them in the first place,” Castelle said, gripping her bloody fingers. 
 
    “Yes, but that was a different time. We were different people,” Svir said, propping herself up with an elbow. “You were unconscious. I didn’t have an arrow in my shoulder.”  
 
    Pressing her spliced fingers to her palm and holding them in a fist, Castelle helped Svir sit up. 
 
    “Get my bag, would you? I ought to have some wonderous medicine in there,” Svir said, pointing with her arrow-ridden arm and wincing. “Is this what pain is all about? It must be terrible for people who are so poor at fighting.”  
 
    Castelle tipped the bag onto the floor and rummaged through the mismatched collection of mostly useless souvenirs. She handed Svir a small vial of brown-tinted liquid. Svir uncorked it with her teeth and downed it in a single mouthful. 
 
    “Now, I believe confusion often follows fainting spells. Let’s see. I kidnapped you from Eos, who kidnapped you from your fathers, and together, we faced off against a man who wished to kidnap you from me, that he might return you to your fathers who, by all accounts, kidnapped you in the first place. Is any of that correct?”  
 
    Ignoring her, Castelle shoved Svir’s belongings back into her bag and stood over her, holding out a hand. 
 
    Svir clasped it. Teeth grit, she struggled to her feet. 
 
    “What are we going to do now? About… him? And the arrow?” 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing to be done for this fellow. He made his bed, and so on and so forth. This is a much more pressing issue, but luckily, I have several doctors in my debt. It’s only a shame I’d likely die of an infection before reaching Llyne. Reed would absolutely love this.” 
 
    “We’re—you’re just going to leave the body here?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Unless you’d like to drag it along for some reason, yes,” Svir said. “I could rather do with your support, sweetheart.”  
 
    Svir was too blunt for her own good. She needed Castelle and they both knew it. For the first time in years, Castelle had leverage. She could bargain with herself, could demand her safety in exchange for an alibi, for getting Svir to the doctors’. 
 
    “I’ll take you to the city,” Castelle said. “And you’ll let me return to Eos.” 
 
    Svir took hold of Castelle’s shoulder, needing the support to break out into laughter. 
 
    “That’s quite the deal! How about this? You get me home and I’ll give you the letter your fathers took the time to pen.” 
 
    “I—that isn’t a fair trade! I don’t want to read it,” Castelle spluttered. 
 
    “You don’t, but you do,” Svir said, tapping Castelle’s nose. “And I’m hardly going to die without you. Struggle, yes, but rest assured, I have been in far stranger, more desperate situations than this, and they all resulted in me learning not a single lesson. Now, first things first: snap the arrow shaft off.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Snap it off,” Svir repeated. “I don’t have the dexterity required to do it cleanly. Not without jostling it around too much. I can’t very well walk through the city with an arrow sticking out of my shoulder. Imagine how people would stare! They’d start getting ideas about me. So, just grasp it and—snap. Just like that.” 
 
    The arrow jostled through the air as Svir used her arms to talk. 
 
    “What if I do it? What do I get?” Castelle asked, swallowing the lump in her throat. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know! A big thank you? Another twenty-four hours of freedom before I pass you along?” 
 
    Castelle’s plan to escape had been located squarely within the city, and if Svir caught hold of her as she climbed from a window or darted into a crowd, Castelle had a lot of convincing things she could yell about a body outside the city limits. 
 
    “Twenty-four hours starting after you deal with this,” Castelle said. 
 
    She took the arrow between both hands. Svir hissed, but didn’t demand she stop. Castelle screwed her eyes shut and snapped the shaft, meeting more resistance than she expected, leaving a frayed inch of whittled wood jutting from Svir’s shoulder. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Svir said, wrapping an arm around Castelle’s shoulder. “Friendship really can blossom anywhere.” 
 
    Together, they headed downhill, towards Torshval. Whatever medication Svir had taken erased the bulk of her pain, though the sweat didn’t stop pouring from her face. Her breathing came in staggered pants, but she grinned through it, guiding Castelle and letting herself be dragged. 
 
    Between them, they had three good legs and three good arms. 
 
    They headed away from the body, the corpse, but it was still behind them. It was behind them, they hadn’t gained an inch of distance, even as the city drew closer. It was right there, staring at them—wasn’t it? Had its eyes been open? It had been face-down in the dirt, but eyes lingered on Castelle, more hollow than empty. 
 
    Something had been carved out, its spirit with The Embracer, but not everything was lost from the world so easily. The man’s family and friends had not vanished; they would be left wondering, waiting, their dreams full of hope that soured in the light of day, no bloody floors bringing them a resolution. 
 
    “Stop that,” Svir said. 
 
    “Stop what?”  
 
    “Stop thinking about the man I killed. He travelled across the archipelago to drag you back to a place you clearly do not wish to be, and did not have the decency to ask where you wanted to go. What you wanted to happen. In his mind, he was a self-created hero. He was following orders blindly, not questioning the way of the world, pretending greed alone did not motivate him,” Svir said. “He came at me with a bow and arrow, with a sword. He would not have hesitated to gut me, least of all because of my dark eyes. He chose this life for himself. He had likely been on the other end of that blade many, many times, and knew what could’ve happened to him. 
 
    “Do not feel bad for him, Princess. He got what was coming to him, what was owed to him.” 
 
    Castelle finally glanced back. 
 
    The body was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Wasn’t he doing the same thing you were?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Indeed. The real difference is one of speed, not scruples.” 
 
    Svir’s hand twisted in the back of Castelle’s shirt. Tightening her own hold, Castelle picked up the pace, praying the doctor would have something for her leg, too. 
 
    It was no longer a pain that made her want to sob, but a constant, dull awareness, a distraction that made her track every step. It was healing over, but it wouldn’t let her forget it was there. 
 
    “It’s almost dark,” Svir said, as they neared the city. “Wonderful timing. Now, if only the autumnal night would be good enough to provide a blanket of rain to draw attention away from us.” 
 
    Svir’s eyes turned towards the sky and its gleaming stars, clouds but a dream. 
 
    “Worth a try,” she muttered.” Gods, Princess. Let me be the first to wholeheartedly recommend not getting shot. This is awful. Now I know what people are always whining for.” 
 
    “My name is Castelle. And you really haven’t been shot before?”  
 
    “What? Goodness, no! Do I look like the sort of woman who goes out and regularly gets shot?”  
 
    “Yes? You’re surprisingly calm about it. You apologised for fainting before it happened.” 
 
    “Calm in action and speech, perhaps. The inside of my head is a veritable nightmare,” Svir said. “Gods. My wife is going to kill me.”  
 
    Close enough to make out more than the dark shape of the city, the reality of what’d changed hit Castelle like—not an arrow, but something of similar force. Torshval did not shock her by degrees, revealing itself in slivers by the minute; it was there, all at once. 
 
     The city wall had been torn down. The capital was no longer a fortress imposing itself upon the land, keeping noble blood safe from its own citizens. Guards could no longer patrol what wasn’t there, and new buildings cropped up, spreading beyond the former hard boundaries. 
 
    There were no gates to pass through, no bored soldiers crossing their spears and upturning merchants’ carts. The grass grew thin, the ground hardened, and Castelle’s feet found the flagstones of the city she’d been raised in. 
 
    Even from there, from the houses scattered along the outskirts, she could see the castle. It hadn’t been pulled to the ground, razed to cleanse the past. Flags no longer flew from it. It towered over the city not to remind the citizens of all they’d never have, but to let them know they were being watched over. Protected, from the very heart of Torshval. 
 
    Lights glimmered behind dozens of windows. The tower her chambers had taken up the bulk of rose above the rows of houses ahead of her. What had become of the dining room? Did someone sleep there, now? Was it a library, a study? A supply closet, a cold and draughty place, far from the mausoleum it deserved to be? 
 
     Castelle had come to Caelfal for Brackish, but Brackish was nowhere to be found. She was in Torshval for herself, was desperate to commit every building to memory, to trace every road. She hadn’t spent as much time in the city as she’d let herself believe. So much of her time had been spent in the castle and its endless chambers and courtyards, swimming in the lake cordoned off from the rest of Fenroe, being taken from the castle to mansions to manor houses to theatres in the safety of carriages. 
 
    She hadn’t walked its roads, but she’d breathed its air, had gulped it down desperately, forced to hold in her chest all her parents couldn’t drink down, all her siblings would forever be without. 
 
    “Easy, there,” Svir said. “I’m the one who’s taken an arrow.” 
 
    “Sorry. I was just…”  
 
    “It’s a lot. It must be. Not far now, though. You may have a bed for the night and process this however you please.” 
 
    The short autumnal days were a blessing. They’d garnered no more than a handful of looks on the streets. Pressed so close, slightly unsteady, Svir and Castelle passed for drunk without much effort. Svir took the quiet, narrow streets, and most people were happy to keep their heads down and mind their own business. 
 
    People always had things to hide, no matter how far Fenroe had come. 
 
    As the darkness shielded Castelle and Svir from lingering gazes, it too shielded the city from Castelle. Her heart was full, her veins singing with a past she’d never questioned closely enough, yet only shadows rang through her nerves. 
 
    Eos would make sense of it. 
 
    Eos would have the answers to the questions she hadn’t asked, would give her the questions she needed to find the answers. Even Brackish would offer guidance, would send purpose surging through her. 
 
    “Here we are,” Svir said. “About halfway down this street and we’re home.” 
 
    The street was lined with an assortment of houses, old and new, some arching towards the street, others sinking into the ground. It was wide enough for pedestrians and carriages alike, and lampposts stretched along the road. Decades ago, it would’ve been gated off, the homes of barons and wealthy merchants, but like the rest of the city, it was open to all the people of Torshval. 
 
    “I honestly can’t thank you enough,” Svir said, at the steps of the largest house in the road, easily boasting a dozen rooms. “Well, I clearly can, and have. But it’s worth saying for the sentiment alone, isn’t it?” 
 
    Svir let go of Castelle and took her first step towards the door. 
 
    Castelle gripped her sleeve. 
 
    “Oh?” Svir asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “What did you mean when you said I wouldn’t be the first royal Eos had killed?”  
 
    “That’s a story for the morning, when I no longer have an arrow in my shoulder, don’t you think?”  
 
    “I thought you wouldn’t spill Eos’ secrets,” Castelle challenged. 
 
    “Not in a thousand years,” Svir said, one hand on her chest. “But this information is all in the public domain, so to speak. Come on. Let’s get inside, and I shall give you all the gory details after whatever gory surgery I need.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    A generous doorway led to an entrance hall littered with a mountain of footwear. A vague effort had been made to line them against the wall, but the coats and cloaks hanging from pegs and the noise emanating from the rest of the house said people were ever coming and going. It wasn’t a house built for organisation that could be understood at a glance. 
 
    The place was as lively as a tavern. Half a dozen doors led off the entrance hall, light slipping beneath them all, and a wide staircase stood at the end of the hall. Castelle closed the door behind her and Svir stood in the entrance, arms folded over her chest, unmoving. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Do you need to sit down?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “What’s wrong? I return home after gods know how long, and not a single person rushes to greet me!” Svir said. Sighing, she cleared her throat and called, “It’s wonderful to see you all, too.” 
 
    The conversation fell flat in the adjoining rooms. Doors creaked open. A handful of people, mostly women, peered out. Their faces split into grins and they couldn’t welcome Svir home quickly enough. It was so good to see her again, they said, she’d been gone for far too long, but they hadn’t expected her back so soon. 
 
    Waving them off, Svir said, “That’s enough. Go on. Get back to it.” 
 
    Everyone wished her a good night, not shocked by the sight of Svir so dishevelled and pale, nor by the stranger at her side. What a household it must be. The faces disappeared one by one, used to the apparent routine, save for one. 
 
    A person slipped out, as tall as they were skinny, short, wavy hair flying in every direction. They closed the door behind them and held out their arms, taking wide strides across the hall. 
 
    “Yo, Svir! We barely had the chance to miss ya,” they said, towering over her as they clasped her shoulders. Svir didn’t wince. “What’s the deal? Thought you were out bagging a Princess.”  
 
    “A Princess? The last Greyser heir, you mean? Around twenty-eight years old, five-eight, and famously redheaded?” Svir asked. 
 
    Castelle raised a hand and gave a little wave. 
 
    “What! Shut up!” the person said, mouth splitting into a grin. “This is her? You’re her? Damn, girl. Good to meet you. I’ve read aaaaall about you. I’m Tanen, but everyone just calls me Tanen. How you doing, Your Highness?” 
 
    Tanen let go of Svir and scooted around her, holding their hand out to Castelle. 
 
    “I, um,” Castelle said, taking their hand and bracing herself as they shook it heartily. “Yes, I suppose that’s me. Or I was a Princess. Just Castelle is fine, honestly.” 
 
    “Okay, Cas. Cool. Damn,” Tanen said, shaking her hand. “So, did you come quietly, or what? I’m guessing you’re technically a prisoner or whatever, but I was expecting, I dunno, more ropes and blindfolds. You like, happy to be turned over to whoever’s paying or what? I was expecting you to look more, uh—evil.”  
 
    Castelle had led a sheltered life, but had she grown up in the city, Tanen would still catch her off-guard. They had no illusions about who she was and what she meant to them, and their apparent friendliness couldn’t be turned against them and used to escape. 
 
    They were in Svir’s company, after all. 
 
    “I was tied up and knocked unconscious. Until Svir was shot and I, for whatever unfathomable reason, decided to help her,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, back up,” Tanen said, and did just that. They circled around Svir, finally catching sight of the protruding arrow. “Hey, what the fuck! Why didn’t you say anything, man? Shit! That’s gotta hurt.”  
 
    “Oh, grow up, Tanen. It’s barely a scratch,” Svir said, batting their hands away. “I keep forgetting it’s there.” 
 
    “I’m telling Niamh,” Tanen said, pointing an accusing finger at Svir. 
 
    “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    Tanen took wide strides towards the staircase, eyes fixed on Svir. Svir lifted a hand, drawing a finger across her throat. 
 
    “Yo! Niamh!” Tanen bellowed up the stairs. “Svir’s home!” 
 
    “I’ll be down in a moment,” came a muffled reply. 
 
    “She’s brought Princess Cas with her.” 
 
    “Really? Oh, that’s excellent!” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Guess what else she’s been up to,” Tanen said, darting up a few steps as Svir approached them. “She was shot, Niamh.” 
 
    A long pause followed. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Like, geographically or anatomically? ‘cause I dunno, and her shoulder.” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “I’ll be down in a moment.” 
 
    For the first time, fear crossed Svir’s face. She jabbed two fingers against Tanen’s shoulder and they grinned, grabbing her wrist and tugging her close. Svir’s other hand hovered over her dagger, but Tanen pre-empted it, bent her good arm behind her back, and pushed her into one of the chairs by the impressive pile of shoes. 
 
    “Take Castelle to the kitchens. Get her something to eat,” Svir ordered. “Being kidnapped is exhausting work.” 
 
    Tanen gave a mock salute and waved Castelle over. She took a step forward, but Niamh appeared at the top of the stairs, dressed in a fine, dark orange nightdress. She was no older than Castelle, with long, beautiful brown hair, and dark, warm skin. She glanced over the scene before her and barely bothered to raise her brow. 
 
    “Svir, if you tell me you’ve been sat in the lobby for ten minutes without calling a doctor, I’m going to tear the arrow from your shoulder myself,” Niamh said, hand beneath Svir’s chin, making her look up. “Gods, woman. I don’t mind that you get yourself into these situations, but must you bring all the evidence into our house?” 
 
    “I’m awfully sorry, darling,” Svir said, patting her hip. “I’ll bleed out in the street, next time.”  
 
    “That’s better. I’ll have someone fetch a doctor,” Niamh said, heading for one of the chambers. 
 
    Niamh poked her head into the room, told its occupants the brief version of the story, and two women scrambled into the hallway, digging their shoes from the pile with pinpoint accuracy. Castelle took the chance to hurry across the room, after Tanen. Eating sounded almost as good as escaping. 
 
    Niamh caught her eye and a grin Castelle couldn’t place but knew had purpose spread across her face. 
 
    “Good evening, Princess,” Niamh said. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t muster a reply. She bowed her head in greeting and hurried to Tanen’s side. 
 
    “Oh, Tanen,” Svir called as they headed down a narrow corridor. “There’s a body outside of the city. About a mile south. Do whatever it is you do, won’t you?” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” Tanen called, waving over their shoulder. 
 
    “Many thanks, sweetheart.” 
 
    The corridor was bare as far as carpets and wallpaper went, but the paintings hanging from the wall were out of sorts with the simplicity of the house thus far. Everything was mismatched, but far from untidy. The house was clearly cared for, though Castelle had yet to see a single servant, kitchen included. 
 
    It was a level down, on the cosy side of large. Tanen knew the contents of each cupboard by heart, opened them blindly, and began piling things onto the counter. Castelle sat at a large wooden table in the centre of the kitchen at Tanen’s urging, oven behind her, still warm. 
 
    “So, I ain’t much of a cook,” Tanen said. “But I do make a mad sandwich. Bet you’re starving, huh? Svir’s not so good with the whole hospitality thing. She’s more like, she’ll like, she’ll open the front door and be like, yo, make yourself at home, but she won’t play host. Bet she ain’t given you a bite to eat the whole time, huh? Well, this will get you sorted. How’d she get shot, anyway? That’s a new one.  
 
    “About this time last year, she came home with a knife wound around her gut. Niamh went absolutely mad. You could hear her yelling from any damn room in the house. Ain’t no one else who’d get away with talking to Svir like that. Gods, it was funny. There’s Niamh screaming, and Svir’s sitting there like yes dear, sorry dear, could you possibly call me a doctor, dear? That’s been the worst of it, anyway. The worst she’s come home with, I mean. Gods know what she gets up to on the other islands. 
 
    “She didn’t look too banged about this time, though. A bit pale. Wait, wait. She didn’t faint, did she? Fuck. Please tell me she fainted, Cas. I can just see it now, and—hey, hey. What the hell? You hurt your hand? Shit. C’mere. Forget about food.”  
 
    Tanen darted around the table and took Castelle’s wrists. They held them up to the lantern hanging overhead and turned them this way and that, getting a good look at the wounds. 
 
    “Um,” Castelle said, mind still catching up. “It’s nothing serious. I was cutting myself free, so I suppose it’s my fault.”  
 
    Tanen snickered and went to retrieve wet cloths. They wiped Castelle’s hands clean and rested their elbows on the desk, getting a closer look at the cuts. 
 
    “Yeah, it ain’t too bad. Probably heal up on their own,” Tanen agreed. “So, what’s the deal with you? You really who they say you are, or are you like, a really dedicated actor?”  
 
    “I’m who they say I am,” Castelle said, staring at Tanen’s back as they dove into the sandwiches. “Whoever that’s supposed to be.” 
 
    “Deep,” Tanen said. “For the record, I’m sorry about this. The kidnapping, the moving you on. It ain’t the most glamorous lifestyle, I know. But hey! Maybe it won’t be all bad for you. I hear there are still little pockets of royalists in the city. Maybe they’ll like, buy you and worship you. That could be cool, right?” 
 
    “Not even a little bit,” Castelle said. “I don’t want to be worshipped, and I certainly don’t want to be bought. Aren’t there laws against this sort of thing?” 
 
    “Fuck, there are laws against all kinds of things, and most of ‘em happen in this household,” Tanen said, sliding a sandwich onto the table and taking half for theirself. “Like I said, it ain’t the best. I’d help you outta here if, y’know, Svir wouldn’t cut off my head. Word is she’ll get a lot for you, and there’s like, sixteen of us living here. That’s a lotta mouths to fill. 
 
    “But still, you ain’t what Svir was expecting. We all thought she was after some evil imperialist, y’know? You’re a lot less… intimidating. Shit. Maybe she’ll get that arrow pulled out and realise you ain’t what she made you out to be. You know how Yricians are. They have, like, triple the reason not to trust royalty.” 
 
    Castelle took a bite of the sandwich and forgot all about being trafficked through Torshval. Tanen hadn’t underestimated their prowess and Castelle tore off as much as she could chew. 
 
    The sight of blood hadn’t killed her appetite. The day flashed through her mind as she tore through the sandwich, and the dead man her fathers had sent faded away, along with the arrow in Svir’s shoulder and the cuts along her fingers. 
 
    Eos was still out there. Eos would be awake by now, likely had been for hours. Castelle prayed Eos had awoken before anyone tracking down a Yrician with a scarred face had found her, that Eos had pieced enough together to head for the capital. 
 
    If she was following her, that was. There was no saying Eos would come to find her, no guarantee that she’d decided this was too much and was no longer worth it. Brackish’s voice could overwhelm her thoughts, her desire to find closure or revenge or simple answers could become so much more important than finding a single person in a city of tens of thousands. 
 
    Something soft brushed Castelle’s legs. Her knees slammed the underside of the table. Her heart raced, but Tanen only laughed. 
 
    Putting their sandwich on Castelle’s plate, they ducked down and scooped up a small, grey cat. 
 
    “Hey, baby,” Tanen said, kissing the cat atop its head. “Wondering what all the fuss is about, huh? We’ve got a new guest staying with us. Just for a couple of days, probably. This is Cas. She seems pretty nice, so don’t you go worrying.”  
 
    The cat tilted its head to the side, then rolled on its back in Tanen’s arms, paws pressed to their face. 
 
    “Oh, right. That was rude of me,” Tanen said. “Cas, this is Rhy. He’s a little shy, so don’t hold it against him if he goes running.” 
 
    Without looking down, Castelle picked up Tanen’s forfeited half of the sandwich.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Castelle said. “What kind of household is this? There are at least a hundred shoes in the entrance hall, I’m certain some of the paintings in the corridor used to hang in the castle, and I haven’t seen a single servant in the place.” 
 
    “Oh, we don’t need servants. Everyone mucks in. You can wash your plate after this, Your Majesty.”  
 
    Castelle scowled around her sandwich. 
 
    “Honestly? It’s mostly a house of fuck-ups. Svir likes collecting ‘em. Like, I dunno, dumb homeless kids, people who need to get away from some shit,” Tanen said, shrugging. “They all wind up here. Niamh puts up with us and pretends like we all ain’t one big, happy family.”  
 
    Chewing slowly, Castelle said, “You’re telling me Svir runs this ridiculously large house for those in need, out of the goodness of her heart? That this is some sort of—some sort of makeshift temple?”  
 
    “Damn. Sounds boring, when you put it like that. But yeah, I guess. Like a temple, without the official protection and all the fancy statues. Probably shouldn’t imply Svir has a heart, though. Don’t let her hear that.”  
 
    Rhy hopped from Tanen’s arms and braved the tabletop, edging closer to Castelle’s plate to sniff the crumbs. 
 
    “For all the people supposedly in need living here, it never occurred to you, or Svir, that I may be one of them?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Oh, no, no. We get that. We totally get that. You’ve seen some shit, right?” Tanen asked. “It’s just, listen. This place ain’t cheap to run, okay? Like, food ain’t free, and there’s all the repairs, the new bedding, oil for the lanterns, shit like that. 
 
    “But hey, don’t worry yourself, yeah? Before Svir headed out to track you down, her and Niamh were arguing whether you were like, evil, or whether you’d left all that Greyser-bullshit behind. Just let ‘em get to know you and you’ll do fine. I’ll stick up for you.” 
 
    Groaning, Castelle sprawled across the table, head in her arms. Money. It was always about money, when you didn’t have any. She took a deep breath, trying to keep calm. Tanen was right. All she had to do was prove she wasn’t her mother. 
 
    Svir was the reverse of all her parents had believed in. While they had been willing to sacrifice the many to feed those who already feasted at banquets each night, Svir was willing to sacrifice one to help many. 
 
    Whether she was cruel or just calculated didn’t matter. The end result would be the same, and the quiet, nagging voice in the back of her head said there was probably something deserved in this, an irony she couldn’t quite grasp. 
 
    It was the exact sort of sacrifice a ruler should be willing to make for their people, on a scale that’d be insignificant to the people outside of the house. 
 
    But Castelle wasn’t her mother. 
 
    She wasn’t her mother. 
 
    “You okay there, Cas?”  
 
    Rhy tiptoed over, nose tapping gently atop her head. 
 
    “Is this your cat?” Castelle asked, peering up and patting the back of Rhy’s head. 
 
    The cat let out a little chirp and looked back at Tanen for guidance. 
 
    “Nah. Cat-sitting for a friend,” Tanen said. “We’re like, best friends now, though. He even sleeps in my bed, sometimes. Anyway. What’s your next move, Cas? I’ve gotta go clear up Svir’s mess, like always, and you ploughed through that sandwich like, uh, a joke that’s probably inappropriate to make around ex-royalty. So! I don’t reckon you wanna come dispose of the body, do you? Even though that’d probably help, huh? I mean, you know where it is, right? 
 
    “Ugh, never mind. Svir would put my fingers in a sandwich if I lost you. You’re our meal ticket for the next year, girl. No, uh. No offence. You really do seem alright. I mean, I’ve read about your family and they sound like a real bunch of cu—bad people, but from the twenty minutes I’ve known you, I’ve got a different vibe. Like, you’re almost not obnoxious at all! Just hang in there. So, what’s the plan?  
 
    “You wanna go to bed? I could get something set up for you. Rhy might even join you, if you’re up for company.” 
 
    A bed meant a chamber, and a chamber meant a window. She’d never had to before, but Castelle had every faith in smashing her way through the glass and climbing out. What did it matter if she wasn’t on the ground floor? She’d already broken her leg once. 
 
    Everyone would be distracted by whatever surgery Svir was undergoing. Castelle could slip out of the window, and from there, she’d run and she’d run, and at some point, she’d run into Eos. 
 
    Eos wasn’t doing this for money. She was doing it for Layla, doing it because she believed in what Layla believed in. 
 
    “I am tired,” Castelle admitted. “It’s been an exhausting few days. Months. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to rest.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you got it, Cas,” Tanen said. They picked up Rhy and dropped him on their shoulder. “You reckon you can remember where you were when the m-u-r-d-e-r went down? A vague direction is fine. It’s just that Svir expects me to, I dunno, sniff these things out like a dog or something.” 
 
    Castelle did her utmost to retrace the path they’d taken from the scene to Torshval. The journey felt empty, with only her footsteps to focus on, and not the capital looming over her, like a wave that’d never break against the shore of her past. Tanen nodded as she spoke, nudging her up the stairs. 
 
    They led her to a room at the end of the corridor, tapping the bolts on the outside. 
 
    “Yeah. It locks from out here. Sorry. We’re prepared for like, pretty much everything,” Tanen said. 
 
    An apology only had so much weight to it when the speaker was going to pull those locks across. Rhy walked in circles around Tanen’s feet as they leant against the doorframe, about to say something else. 
 
    Niamh came up the stairs, sending them running. 
 
    “So, uh, yeah, I’ll get going!” they said, hopping over Rhy. “Good to meet ya, Cas.” 
 
    Rhy trilled, heading after Tanen, and Niamh watched the pair head downstairs. 
 
    “Svir’s in surgery now. She’ll be fine, like she always is,” Niamh said. “Thank you for bringing her here. She’s not very good at asking for help, no matter how desperately she needs it.” 
 
    “I was going to end up here, somehow,” Castelle said, hands held out in a resigned shrug. “Honestly, I have no idea why I came. Why I helped her. You don’t owe me anything.” 
 
    “Svir tends to have that effect on people. Don’t take it personally,” Niamh said, taking something from her pocket. “Here. Svir wanted me to give this to you.” 
 
    Castelle took the crumpled letter from her, words still inked perfectly across the envelope, letters swirling. It wasn’t something that’d been written in a rush, out of desperation. The lettering was too neat, too controlled, for that. Her fathers had sat down and put thought into each and every word. 
 
    She knew that much without opening the letter. She ran her thumb across the creased paper, tracing blotches of ink through it. 
 
    “Thank you,” Castelle said, distantly. “Thank you, I…” 
 
    “You don’t recognise me, do you?” Niamh asked, arms folded over her chest.  
 
    She arched a brow, challenging, and the real problem was that Castelle very almost did recognise her. 
 
    “I recognise that I should recognise you,” Castelle tried. 
 
    The corner of Niamh’s mouth quirked into a smile, and she said, “I get it. You were the Princess. You dealt with countless courtiers and nobles trying to get to your parents through you every day. I understand. My father was merely a Count and I had to endure countless sycophants wherever I went. Even in my own home.” 
 
    Castelle opened her mouth, hesitated, and said nothing. 
 
    “This used to be the Tarwin District, for what it’s worth,” Niamh added. 
 
    As a child, Castelle had memorised the names and crests of all the noble houses that mattered, and spent hours poring over family trees. Marigold was to take on the responsibilities of ruling, but her siblings had to be there to support her, had to know all the tenuous tensions and allegiances running through the Kingdom, as well as who owed them favours and who wasn’t to be trusted. 
 
    “Count Lorcan?” Castelle asked, mind turning back to retrieve the information. “Gods. I didn’t know he had a daughter.” 
 
    Laughing, Niamh said, “Neither did he. But here I am, fourteen years on from the little rebellion that put us all in our places.” 
 
    Most of those places had been in the dirt, in pyres. Castelle was desperate to know how Niamh had survived, if she’d hidden or been spared, but didn’t get the chance to speak. She didn’t need to. Niamh had sought her out for reasons beyond delivering a letter. 
 
    They stood on the landing, the only two people who could truly understand what being on the wrong side of the rebellion had meant. 
 
    “My mother sold out to the resistance several months before the uprising. My father didn’t, but at least never learnt of my mother’s betrayal,” Niamh said. “We got out. Barely. The house wasn’t razed to the ground, which was something. Word has it you were taken across the archipelago by Lords Damir and Ira.” 
 
    “I was,” Castelle said. “I’ve been in Laister, all this time.” 
 
    For years, she’d used the cost of survival to console herself. She was in the forest, true, cut off from her Kingdom, but at least she’d survived. At least she had a heart beating in her chest. She was the only one who’d escaped, the only one slaughter had spared, and she ought to have been grateful for that. 
 
    Yet there was Niamh, the woman who would’ve become Countess, alive and well, still living in a city that had turned against its ruling class. She had a home of her own, freedom to come and go as she pleased. She had a wife, she had so much, and Castelle had spent but a handful of minutes in her presence.  
 
    How empty she must seem to Niamh. Everything she had was in her blood, in the letter in her hand. 
 
    “Did anyone else survive?” Castelle asked quietly. 
 
    “I hear rumours, every now and again. I catch glimpses of familiar faces in busy crowds. I wouldn’t like to make any assumptions, though. It was mostly the younger amongst us, and I believe we understand the good that came from the massacre. 
 
    “Either that, or people are still binding their time, waiting to exact their revenge decades later. Who can say?”  
 
    Certainly not Castelle. 
 
    “I’m glad you survived,” Castelle said. “Not because of—because of who you were, but because we were children, weren’t we?”  
 
    “That we were. I was born in the same year as you. My parents were always very proud of that fact.” 
 
    For the first time in days, a smile pulled at Castelle’s mouth. Their shared past lingered between them, and though Castelle did not know Niamh and had never caught much more than a glance of her as a child, she was not the stranger she’d taken her for. 
 
    There might be a way out of this, after all. 
 
    “I’d better get back to my wife,” Niamh said, bowing her head. “She gets terribly needy after an ordeal like this. Goodnight, Castelle.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Castelle tugged the bars crisscrossing the small window, on the off-chance no one had ever tried that before. 
 
    They didn’t budge. Her arm fit between the bars, but what good was smashing the glass if she couldn’t get through? Niamh had locked the door from the outside, and there was no secret trapdoor, no passage behind the sole bookcase. 
 
    The room was fit for purpose, with a neatly-made double bed and not much else. Assuring herself it wasn’t the same as giving up, Castelle sat on the bed and could’ve wept for the relief being off her feet brought. Failing to escape the room wasn’t indicative of being unable to escape at all. 
 
    She wouldn’t be there forever. Once the excitement of Svir’s latest injury blew over, they’d want to see her again. They’d want to speak with her, to prod and poke at the last Greyser to grace the archipelago. Someone would slip up. Tanen would take their eye off her for a second too long, or Niamh would give herself over to a pang of nostalgia and forget to lock her door. 
 
    There’d been a door leading off the kitchen. Not all the windows in the house could be barred. There were other ways out. 
 
    She’d never have the strength to escape if she didn’t sleep. 
 
    Lying down, but not going so far as to pull the covers over her, Castelle closed her eyes. Exhaustion clung to her bones, pulsed through her head, resolving as nausea. Svir’s surgery wouldn’t be over any time soon. No one would bother her until morning. 
 
    She was lying in the most comfortable bed she’d been in since leaving the temple, yet her eyes darted behind her eyelids. The letter from her fathers was in her pocket. She’d never drift off with its weight against her. 
 
    Sitting up, she smoothed the crumpled envelope against the blankets. Her name was still upon it. The handwriting hadn’t changed. 
 
    If she wanted to read it, it had to be soon. There was a single candle in the room, and little more than an inch of it. 
 
    She ripped the envelope open and pulled the letter out. It was folded into careful quarters, and she turned those quarters into halves before courage left her. 
 
    Her ribs pressed to her heart and would not relent until she read it, but if she read it now, she’d believe the scattered lies, the promise of safety and solitude in the face of imprisonment.  
 
    Castelle slipped it back into her pocket. 
 
    If she didn’t sleep, she didn’t sleep. 
 
    In the light of day, the house slowly came to life. Laughter rang from the kitchen, plates and pans clipping the counters; a sure sign Svir’s surgery had been a success. The front door opened and closed over and over, the chorus of goodbyes growing softer each time. Not a single person’s day was disrupted by Castelle’s presence. 
 
    What a strange household it was, headed by a Yrician and a woman who would’ve been a Countess, in another world, filled to the brim with people with no apparent relation by blood. 
 
    Castelle halted her thoughts, frowning. 
 
    She had no concept of what a normal household was, of what was strange. She’d spent twelve years in a renovated temple, piety plastered over, convinced she owned the whole archipelago, watched over by two men pretending to be her fathers and a slew of servants pretending she was a Princess. 
 
    By the time hunger was the most pressing of Castelle’s problems, a far-off bell rang out for midday. She had paced the room a hundred times, sat down and got up until her knees ached. She no longer knew how to wait, how to be still. If someone came to collect her, leaving behind a pile of gold for Svir, it’d be a relief. 
 
    What did it matter where she was going or who she was with, so long as she was going somewhere? 
 
    Tanen broke her from her thoughts with a knock at the door and a hearty call of, “Yo, good morning, Princess. Promise we didn’t forget ya.” 
 
    The bolt pulled across. Tanen started when they opened the door and Castelle was stood on the other side. 
 
    “Whoa, okay, you’re eager. Don’t blame ya. There’s sod all to do in there, right? All of those books are complete rubbish, Cas. Don’t waste your time on ‘em,” Tanen said, jerking a thumb over their shoulder, urging her into the hallway. “Got some good ones, if you’re looking for something worth reading. Damn, did you even get new books in that creepy forest temple, Cas? How’d that work, anyway? Where you like, frozen in time? Nothing coming in, nothing going out?” 
 
    “Basically,” Castelle said, taking cautious steps down the hallway. “There were hundreds of books I’d yet to read, so it didn’t trouble me that nothing new was coming in.” 
 
    “Well, it should. You’ve gotta read By Creation’s Design. It’s pretty much all philosophy, all musing and pondering and pontificating. You into that kinda shit? I mean, there’s a story in there too, it’s cleverly disguised, but it’s all anyone’s talking about these days.” 
 
    “You like philosophy?” Castelle asked, smiling for the first time all day. 
 
    “Hell yeah. What’s better than reading about a bunch of dead rich people wondering whether anything has consequence or moral or meaning to make you feel like you’ve got your life on track?” Tanen said, hopping down the stairs. “It’s like, shit, I might be fucking up, but at least I’m doing something, yeah? At least I’m putting shit into action and not living a life of inward hesitance. Oh, and you should totally read The Mermaid’s Wife, too. Trashy romance without being clichéd. The sex scenes are only a little bit embarrassing.” 
 
    “Let’s hope my next captor has an impressive library,” Castelle muttered. 
 
    “Oh,” Tanen said. “Right. Yeah. Sorry, girl. Look, me and Niamh are on your side, yeah? Svir is too. She just doesn’t know it yet. So don’t sweat it, okay? Everyone has the wrong end of a dozen sticks.” 
 
    Tanen led Castelle to a dining room where a long, narrow table was surrounded by armchairs with low tables between them. Niamh and Svir were at the main table, Niamh digging into an early lunch, Svir slumped in her chair, arm in a sling. Adrenaline had left her, and the reality of recovery had taken its hold. 
 
    “Two months,” Svir muttered as Castelle took the seat Tanen pulled out for her. “I’m to wear this for two months. The doctors said I may never regain full use of my arm. Of my right arm.” 
 
    “Ain’t you left-handed?” Tanen asked, falling into the chair next to Castelle. 
 
    “Oh, that’s hardly the point. I’m ambidextrous, when it comes to work. How am I supposed to keep this roof over our heads if I’m not bringing home money? Thanks to the Princess’ stalker, I’m going to have to get every penny I can from her.” 
 
    “It isn’t right to be upset with Castelle for what happened, dear,” Niamh said. “You’re the one who abducted her, after all. You had to see this coming, one day. And she’s hardly the person you thought you were kidnapping, is she? Perhaps this ought to be a lesson learnt.” 
 
    “I let my guard down,” Svir muttered. “For a moment.” 
 
    “Don’t mind her,” Niamh said, smiling over the table. She pushed a silver platter heaped in sliced bread towards Castelle and said, “Help yourself, won’t you? Svir will feel much better once she’s got some sleep. The doctors were here until midmorning. We didn’t mean to leave you locked away for so long.”  
 
    “I’ll feel better once we have someone to pass her onto,” Svir grumbled, poking her plate with her fork. 
 
    “We spoke about this, Svir. I’m all for your bounty-hunting expeditions, bringing criminals to justice and whatnot, but this feels uncannily like human trafficking.” 
 
    Tanen leant over Castelle, helped theirself to food, and hummed as they stacked one thing atop another. Castelle ate in small, cautious bites for the sake of having something to do, and hoped it wasn’t too obvious how her eyes darted around the room. 
 
    There were two exits, with no saying where they led or how many people were gathered beyond them. The window behind Svir and Niamh was wide and tall, taking up much of the wall, and at a push, Castelle could use one of the heavier dishes to smash it. Thinking about breaking a window and actually putting something through the glass were two wildly different things; Castelle’s fingers didn’t even make it to the weighty metal teapot in the centre of the table. 
 
    Svir could only put up half a fight, but that half was more than most people had to give. Castelle had no idea how Niamh would react, but knew they must be married for a reason, and Tanen had spent the night disposing of a body they hadn’t even killed. They wouldn’t hesitate to stop Castelle in her tracks. 
 
    With her bad leg, eating lunch was her only option. 
 
    “You can sort that out this afternoon, Tanen. It’s about time you made good use of your contacts,” Svir said. 
 
    “Sure thing, boss,” Tanen said, glancing at Castelle. 
 
    “I have twenty-four hours,” Castelle pointed out. 
 
    “Pardon me?” Svir asked. 
 
    “Twenty-four hours,” Castelle repeated. “You said you’d wait twenty-four hours after dealing with the doctors before you’d do anything with me.” 
 
    Svir put down her cutlery and narrowed her gaze. Annoyed, but not enough so to go back on her word. 
 
    “It’s twenty-three hours, now,” Svir said. 
 
    “You need your rest,” Niamh reminded her. 
 
    “I get shot once in my thirty-eight years of mercenary work and you all act as though I started accepting bounties yesterday. I’m never going to hear the end of it.” 
 
    “You ain’t been a mercenary for thirty-eight years. Didn’t come out of the womb with that dagger, did you?” Tanen said, mouth full of food. “’cause if you did, ouch. Feel well bad for your ma.” 
 
    “Think you’re funny, don’t you? I’ve been doing this for long enough. I took my first job when I was fifteen, you know.” 
 
    “Boo-hoo,” Tanen said, wiping their mouth with the back of their hand. “I was picking pockets on the street when I was, like, seven.” 
 
    “And now you live here, in my house,” Svir said, leaning across the table, butter knife in hand. “In the lap of luxury, with everything you could possibly want within arm’s reach, and you don’t pay rent.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” Tanen said, squeezing Svir’s cheeks and winking. “Don’t you go worrying, boss. I got all my contacts lined up for you.” 
 
    Castelle chewed slowly, hands wringing together beneath the table. It was absurd to think Tanen might look the other way, after a few hours of budding friendship. They owed so much of their life to Svir, and had been friends, or something like it, for long years. 
 
    “Oh, don’t look so glum,” Svir said. “You’ve escaped a terrible life in a terrible forest, from what I can gather. This could be the gateway to your next adventure. Did you really have anything better to do?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Castelle asked. “You’ve already told me how I’m likely to be put on trial or executed. Are you really suggesting I ought to be grateful that you’re giving me something to do?” 
 
    Svir shrugged. 
 
    “So, you don’t have anything to do.” 
 
    “I—” Castelle bit back the words she could spew about Brackish, about the journey the spirit was leading them on, the paths Castelle couldn’t see, couldn’t understand. It wasn’t that anyone gathered would have trouble believing her; she didn’t want to give Svir another reason to hunt down Eos, if there was yet another thing she could sell. “I was going to see my cousin.” 
 
    “Your cousin?” Niamh asked, leaning forward. “Forgive me for the question, but wasn’t your entire family—well, you understand what I mean to say. Weren’t they all—?” 
 
    Clearing their throat, Tanen scratched the back of their neck. 
 
    “Not all of them,” Castelle said, shaking her head. “Not my cousin Layla. She was my father’s sister’s daughter, so not of Greyser blood. I suppose she wasn’t a top priority for the rebels. She was outside the castle grounds at the time. It was only by chance she wasn’t dining with us, only by chance that my fathers—that is, Lords Damir and Ira, found her on the way out of Torshval.” 
 
    Niamh nodded, chin propped on her palm. Across all of Fenroe and the nations beyond, Niamh was the only person who understood the quiet intensity of Castelle’s words. Niamh had been there. She’d been hunted by the rebels and she’d hidden, watching blood soak into the floorboards, empty eyes seeing through the ceiling, into the sky. 
 
    Castelle kept talking because Niamh was listening. 
 
    “I suppose people get the impression my fathers swooped me out of the castle and fled the capital in a matter of mere hours, but it wasn’t so. I was hiding for a long, long time. There are passages in the castle, you see, most of them too small for anyone but children. But there are places for adults to hide, as well. That’s where they were. That’s how I found them. 
 
    “There were six of us, to begin with. Me, my fathers, and three other nobles I know the gods will scorn me for forgetting the names of. We moved through the castle achingly slowly, following the passages, darting through open spaces, and, well. Four of us made it out of the castle. 
 
    “A woman – a Baroness, I think – was caught crossing the land behind the castle. We fled into the woods, where the dogs had huddled. The rebel’s plan was solid, but we still had a larger army. They found us, out in the woods. Suddenly, there were hundreds gathered to protect me. 
 
    “It took us weeks to escape Torshval. As soon as one fire was put out, another spread. It was thanks to the dogs we found Layla. She’d taken refuge with a family, and was smart enough not to tell them her real name. My fathers grabbed her without thinking. They didn’t hesitate. And so—and so we all escaped together. 
 
    “Layla was with us on Laister for a time. For the two years it took us to settle, and four years after that. And one day, one day she left, and the next thing I knew, her headless body had been returned to us. Or so my fathers told me. Another lie, of course. 
 
    “She lives on Yarrin. She’s a priest,” Castelle concluded. “I want nothing more than to see her again.” 
 
    Castelle picked up a glass of water, throat aching with all she’d said. Svir and Tanen were blinking too much, but Niamh’s eyes were fixed on her, softened with understanding. 
 
    “I remember Layla. She was older than you, wasn’t she?” Niamh said. Tanen cleared their throat again, looking away. “Funny. I haven’t thought of her in fourteen years, but the moment you said she was a priest, I thought oh, that’s right. It fits, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Castelle nodded, still downing her drink. 
 
    “I suppose it wasn’t all that different for me, initially,” Niamh said. There was a kindness to her words. Not in the story itself, but in sharing it so openly, without prompting, and in front of others. “As I told you, my mother had been aware for some time what was happening. She’d had a maid take me out that morning with vague instructions where to head, but I was insolent. I was fourteen. I didn’t need a maid to look after me! I lost her in the crowd, headed for my father’s study, and hid behind a bookcase with a book I certainly wasn’t old enough to read. 
 
    “He came in a few minutes before the rebellion arrived. They weren’t looking for me, my mother had ensured that much, but still—I was there, and I was stuck. I sat in that house, in the study, for days. Apparently, it was the last place my mother thought to look for me.” 
 
    Niamh finished her story with a shrug that’d never rid the weight from her shoulders. Svir shuffled to the edge of her chair and patted Niamh’s shoulder with her good hand. Laughing, Niamh squeezed her hand and dug back into her lunch. 
 
    “Damn. You hear it the eighth time and it’s still sad as shit,” Tanen said.  
 
    “See, Svir? She’s no different than I am. We can’t sell her, like some common murderer. She isn’t the tyrant you feared she would be,” Niamh said. 
 
    “Goodness, it’s all a façade. Royalty have an endless collection of masks to wear, but do not feel too sorely about being deceived. Even Eos made the same mistake,” Svir said, dashing Castelle’s hopes. 
 
    “Eos?” Niamh and Tanen said in the same breath. 
 
    “Never mind,” Svir muttered. 
 
    “No, not never mind. If E’s involved, we’re gonna have to know about it,” Tanen said, edging their chair towards Castelle. 
 
    Castelle didn’t dare catch their eye.  
 
    Eos might save her yet, and this could be how. 
 
    “Oh—fine,” Svir said, slumping into her seat. “Eos appears to have been the individual responsible for the Princess’ first little stint of freedom. From the way they travelled together, I would wager they were akin to friends.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Cas is nice, man, and the whole cousin thing—I know you’ve got a sentimental side, somewhere, Svir. If Eos is involved, we definitely ain’t selling her. Right, Niamh?”  
 
    Placing a hand on Svir’s shoulder, Niamh leant across the table and whispered, “She already knows she isn’t, Tanen. You know how it takes her a while to admit these things out loud.”  
 
    The pounding of Castelle’s heart nearly deafened her to what was being said. She couldn’t get her hopes up, couldn’t, couldn’t. 
 
    “Did you read the letter from your fathers, Princess?” Svir asked loudly, changing the topic. 
 
    Still stuck on Niamh’s story, on the hiding, the waiting, the crouching, thighs aching, feet numb, the faint hope offered out to her, Castelle took long seconds to parse what Svir had said. She stared at her until the letter in her pocket began to burn.  
 
    “No,” Castelle said, shoulders square. 
 
    “Why ever not? I thought that’d be the first thing you did.” 
 
    “Because if I read it, I might believe it,” Castelle muttered. 
 
    “Really? You can see the world for what it is, for what it has become. There is no lie convincing enough to change the reality around you,” she said.  
 
    “You’d think,” Castelle sighed. “Yet I was with them for fourteen years. Do you have any idea how much effort they put into creating this fantasy for me, where Fenroe was ever-suffering, where every citizen was praying for the day I returned, and the archipelago but a ruin? Honestly, it would be so much easier to believe it all. To be back there, safe in the temple.” 
 
    “Ah-ha,” Svir said, pointing her fork at Niamh. “See? I am only selling her. It is merely a business transaction. I did not spend over a decade brainwashing her, did I? I’m practically a hero, when you think about it.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should become a priest. You’re beyond selfless,” Niamh said. “And we aren’t selling her. Especially not with Eos involved. She’s my friend as well, Svir.” 
 
    Svir leant back in her seat, eyes closed, and did her utmost not to rub at her wounded shoulder. Niamh and Tanen settled into their own thoughts, as though it were any other day, and Castelle was any other guest. 
 
    Castelle traced the letter through her pocket. 
 
    If she read it around other people, she might not hear her fathers’ words echo through her head. She could read whole sections aloud, that others might ridicule them, stopping her from being dragged under. 
 
    She’d come so far in so few months, had done more in the days since meeting Eos than in the fourteen years before that. The world hadn’t changed around her, but her place within it had changed. She still didn’t have the answers to all the uncomfortable questions about her family, but she had accepted enough for the letter not to be the end of her. 
 
    She’d come so far, but Eos had been with her. Now only strangers surrounded her, and she couldn’t tell whether selling her or not selling her was the joke.  
 
    It was no good. 
 
    Not without Eos there. 
 
    “Svir,” Castelle said. “You promised to tell me what you meant about Eos.” 
 
    “What about E?” Tanen asked, ears perking up. 
 
    Svir stared at Castelle for a solid five seconds and said, “Oh. That. Are you certain you want to know, sweetheart? You’ve had a lot of shocks to your system, of late. This one you could probably do without, especially with your macabre past.” 
 
    “I want to know,” Castelle said. 
 
    Tanen’s eyes darted between the pair of them. 
 
    “I never should’ve said anything. For that, I’m sorry,” Svir said, waving her off. “Let’s drop it, shall we? We’ve had nothing but grim topic after grim topic, this morning. The conversation is worse than the pain in my shoulder.” 
 
    Whatever it was couldn’t shock her more than anything else she’d learnt, those past few months. Not if it was about Eos. She knew so little about her that nothing could change her estimation of her, nothing could sway her feelings one way or another. She knew so little about Eos, yet— 
 
    She had to know. She had to. 
 
    “You said I wouldn’t be the only royal she’d killed. What did you mean by that? Beyond the obvious taunting.” 
 
    “I really rather wouldn’t talk about it,” Svir sighed. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Tanen said, catching on. “You mean how E killed King Mykos?”  
 
    The room didn’t fall quiet. All sound in the house continued ringing through the chambers, floorboards creaking, doors slamming. Svir buried her face in her hands and sighed. 
 
    Niamh didn’t bat an eye. 
 
    Tanen slouched in their chair, waiting for the next question. 
 
    It wasn’t a revelation. Not to any of them. The only shock in it was that Castelle didn’t already know. 
 
    “Eos killed—she what?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Yeah!” Tanen said, sitting up straight. “That’s, like, the whole thing she’s famous for. Why else would she be exiled from Nor?”  
 
    Castelle couldn’t whisper a word. For all the time they’d spent together, Eos’ thick accent filling the air between them, she’d never thought to ask why she wasn’t in Nor. She knew it was her home, but that’s all she knew. 
 
    It’d all been about her. She was the Princess from the forest, she was the one who’d been kidnapped, whose world had been turned on its foundations. She was the one with the bear trap wedged into her flesh, the one with the broken leg, the one running, running, being hunted fourteen years too late. 
 
    It was all about her. She’d never asked. 
 
    Hadn’t thought to. 
 
    Eos was there to make some great change. Eos was there to get her where she needed to be. Eos wasn’t there simply because she had to be, because she’d been exiled from a nation ten times the size of Fenroe. 
 
    “You mean, Eos—?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Indeed she did, sweetheart,” Svir said. “She is a hero to many, in Nor. They thought the war could never be won, not the way they wanted it to, but eight years ago, she slaughtered the tyrant who’d had the Norians under his thumb and the Yricians under his boot. After that, it was, what? Two, three years before peace finally covered the land. Mykos’ heirs weren’t worth their weight in salt.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, she straight up slaughtered him,” Tanen agreed. “You’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do.” 
 
    “Quite so. Desperate times, desperate measures, and whatever other clichés we can think of between us,” Svir said.  
 
    A thundering knock at the front door derailed Svir’s next thought, and she stood with a frown, making her way out of the room. 
 
    “Do you want me to get it, dear?” Niamh asked. 
 
    “No, no,” Svir said. “The good doctors promised to get me something better for the pain. I don’t want to wait for a second longer than I have to.” 
 
    She rolled her good shoulder as she left. Anyone else would’ve been curled up in bed, sobbing into a pillow, but Svir only huffed and sighed as she headed for the front door. 
 
    Tanen was still talking, mostly with their hands. Castelle didn’t hear a word of it. 
 
    King Mykos wasn’t a Greyser in name, but their blood had mixed, over a century ago. They were family, no matter how distant. They were family, and Eos had slaughtered him without hesitation.  
 
    Had it been without hesitation? Had it been quick? Had Eos cut his throat, driven a blade into his heart, and been done with it? Had it been a brutal means to an end, or had she enjoyed it? Had she stood over Mykos and pushed a sword into his arms, his legs, watching as his eyes rolled back and blood drowned the screams in his mouth? Had she cut off his head herself? Had she placed it upon a pike, had she paraded it through the streets? Had she felt any remorse, any guilt? Had she been proud of herself? Was it worth it, all worth it, to be banished from her homeland in exchange for bloodshed? 
 
    The letter. The letter was in Castelle’s pocket. She needed to read it, needed to be away from there, from them, from everyone who knew. 
 
    The back legs of her chair scraped as she rushed to her feet. 
 
    “Eos!” Svir said loudly from the entrance hall. “Gods, woman. We were just talking about you.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Castelle made it to the doorway in time to see Eos grab Svir by her collar and charge across the length of the entrance hall in search of a wall to throw her against. Eos’ hair had come loose, dirt covered her face, and Svir’s poison dart was the last good night’s sleep she’d got. 
 
    “Hak!” Svir said, followed by a string of Y’vish Eos could barely keep up with. “—the sling, the sling! Don’t you see the sling, Eos?” 
 
    Eos tightened her fists in Svir’s collar and slammed her against the wall again. 
 
    “I found you,” Eos breathed. 
 
    “Oh, well done,” Svir said, shoving Eos with her good arm. “You found me at my house, which you have visited hundreds of time. Bravo, sweetheart.” 
 
    Eos sneered, not letting go. 
 
    Eos had killed King Mykos. She’d taken a blade to a royal throat and she hadn’t spent a moment regretting it. She’d washed the blood from her hands and sailed away to Fenroe, accepting her punishment. It’d been worth it. She’d killed the King, killed a distant relative. 
 
    Castelle didn’t recoil at the sight of her. 
 
    Eos hadn’t changed. Eos was Eos, and the truth of her hadn’t been realigned when Castelle learnt something history had already set into stone.   
 
    Brackish glowed at Eos’ hip. Fear didn’t rise in Castelle, only the soft realisation that Eos was her way out, and she’d never once held that over her head. 
 
    “Where is she?” Eos asked, voice quiet and hard. 
 
    Svir tilted her head to the side with a sneer. 
 
    Eos’ grasp loosened as she looked Castelle’s way. Castelle placed a hand on the doorframe and didn’t forget how to speak, how to call for help, but knew she didn’t need to. Her lips parted, but she said nothing as Eos let go of Svir’s collar, pushed her against the wall, and crossed the hall. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said. 
 
    “I—” Eos started, only to be interrupted by a soft meow. 
 
    Rhy gathered all his courage to scuttle out between Castelle’s feet. Eos knelt down, held out her hands, and the cat hurried into them. 
 
    Picking him up, Eos said, “Hello, Rhyolite. Have you been behaving?” 
 
    The cat trilled, rubbing the top of his head against Eos’ jawline. 
 
    The tension between Svir and Eos fizzled out. Pushing herself off the wall, Svir approached the pair of them, and Tanen finally pulled theirself away from their lunch. 
 
    “Hey, E,” they said, slinging an arm around Eos’ shoulders and ducking down to kiss her cheek. “You know your boy Rhy’s been good as gold. Me, though, gods, I ain’t never keeping out of trouble.” 
 
    They pointed between theirself, Svir, and Castelle. Eos frowned, but didn’t push them away. 
 
    “Tanen,” Svir said, without any real bite behind it. “Take Castelle back to her room.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Eos said. “Let her leave.” 
 
    “Don’t do this to me, guys,” Tanen said, hopping back and holding their hands up. “I love you both so much. Don’t make me choose between you.” 
 
    Castelle couldn’t take her eyes off Eos. She stood amongst the turmoil, cat in one hand, unfazed by Svir standing behind her. There was so much of the world Castelle didn’t understand, but this was chief among them; now that Eos knew she was safe, Castelle had never seen her so calm. 
 
    Eos had always frozen at her touch, yet she’d let Tanen wrap an around her and kiss her face. She’d relaxed into it. 
 
    “Many thanks for the sympathy and careful-handling, by the way. I took an arrow to my shoulder, but never mind that,” Svir said, walking between Eos and Tanen. “Come. I suppose it’s come down to this, hasn’t it? We’d better talk.” 
 
    Svir headed for a living room, curtly asked its current inhabitants to find somewhere else to laze around, and Tanen followed her in. Not wanting to be left out of anything that revolved solely around her, Castelle hurried after them. 
 
    She didn’t get far. 
 
    Eos grabbed her hand, stopping her. 
 
    “You are safe?” Eos asked. “You are not hurt?” 
 
    Castelle faltered. She had more questions than ever for Eos, but none rose to the surface. 
 
    All she could do was squeeze Eos’ hand and head into the living room. 
 
    Svir had taken an armchair and Tanen was on the floor, arms folded across a low coffee table. Castelle sat on one side of the sofa opposite them and Eos sat at the other, Rhyolite kneading her lap as he got comfortable. 
 
    “Are you really not going to say anything about this?” Svir asked, pointing to her shoulder. “I’m hurt, Eos. Physically and emotionally. I’ve known you your entire life, and yet there isn’t a single word of concern.” 
 
    “You are fine,” Eos said. “Also, you used a tranquiliser on me and left me in the dirt. I am not particularly sympathetic, right now. 
 
    Tanen turned to Svir, mouthing something along the lines of what the fuck is wrong with you? Svir shrugged and settled into the chair, clicking her tongue every time she tried to use her injured arm. 
 
    “I see we’re at something of an impasse. You abducted the Princess and wish to take her to—Yarrin, wasn’t it? For a heart-warming family reunion and whatnot,” Svir said. “And I abducted the Princess, fair-and-square, for financial gain. Not quite as sappy, but certainly far more practical. 
 
    “Had I not been shot in the shoulder, I would’ve concluded business and we wouldn’t have this problem. Instead, I was forced to return home, prize in tow, and here you are. Did I ever mention what a terrible inconvenience being shot in the shoulder is? Have you ever been shot in the shoulder, Eos?” 
 
    “No. I can still use both of my hands,” Eos warned.  
 
    Svir rolled her eyes. 
 
    Tanen, chin rested on the backs of their arms, looked to Castelle for a reaction. The way Svir spoke of her had turned her tongue to ash. She was a commodity, something to be traded back and forth; whosoever had stolen her held all rights to her. 
 
    She knitted her fingers together. At the other end of the sofa, Rhyolite was fast asleep in Eos’ lap. 
 
    “I think I see the problem here,” Svir said. 
 
    “I think we all see the problem here,” Tanen said. 
 
    Eos waited for Svir’s explanation. 
 
    “You’re upset. I stole Tanen from you, and you resent that,” Svir said. “And now I’ve taken the latest stray from your collection.”  
 
    “You didn’t steal Tanen from me. I am glad they’re here. You keep them sober,” Eos said. 
 
    “Eighteen months,” Tanen added, punching the air. 
 
    “I am surprised. I thought you better than this, Svir,” Eos continued. “You have always made your way as a thief, but the people you have hunted have always been genuine criminals. They have always stood trial. When you came to Llyne in your search, I thought you motivated by some morals. That this was personal to you, that you thought there was justice in it, no matter how wrongly. But it is all about money.” 
 
    “First of all, I resent the suggestion I have morals,” Svir said, listing the points on her fingers. “Secondly, it’s absolutely about money. Have you seen this house? Do you know how many people I have to provide for? I have a score of people living here at any one time, I have my wife, your cat, your Tanen. Thirdly, I thought you would understand this better than anyone. Exchanging one life to provide for many others. That’s your whole thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Eos gripped the arm of her seat. 
 
    “It isn’t the same,” was all she said. 
 
    Svir’s eyes flashed, something brilliant and cruel burning behind them, and Castelle found her voice again. 
 
    “It’s beyond unsettling to be spoken of as though I’m not here. Or worse still, as though I matter so little that anything can be said in front of me. You and Eos clearly have a history. I don’t think it’s wrong to call you friends. Surely there’s some sort of agreement you can come to, Svir,” Castelle said. 
 
    Svir nodded and said, “You’re right. I owe Eos a lot. How about this: if Eos leaves quietly, and/or stays out of my way, I won’t have Tanen kill her where she’s sitting?”  
 
    “Yeah, uh, boss? I ain’t doing that,” Tanen said. 
 
    “Svir. Listen to me,” Eos said. “When you came to Fenroe, you did not know more than a dozen words of the language, yet you joined the rebellion. You knew which side to fight on, and you risked yourself for people who weren’t your own. For people who scorned Yricians. You may be a thief, you may have killed, but I never thought you the sort to wilfully involve yourself in human trafficking.” 
 
    Groaning, Svir said, “It sounds so dirty when you put it like that. But what else am I to do? I did this for you, Eos. You do realise that, don’t you? The Princess of Fenroe, the last Greyser heir, set to throw the archipelago back into disarray—and there you were, travelling with her. Gods, woman. I thought her one and the same as all the other Greysers, as those who called themselves our rulers. I believed she must have tricked you, must have been an actor of frightful standing, but then— 
 
    “Oh, then I met her, and knew I couldn’t go through with it. And if word of this leaves the room, I shall not be kind to any of you. I have a reputation, Eos. I cannot let her go on a whim, and I really do have a household to run. I have no intention of selling Castelle, for she does seem to be a sweet girl. I was hoping that if I stuck to my plan, I would stumble on a better one. I can’t just give her to you. I didn’t get shot in the shoulder for nothing, Eos.” 
 
    “Anyone else get the feeling Svir might’ve been shot in the shoulder?” Tanen muttered. 
 
    Eos pressed her lips together. Rhyolite stirred in her lap and she rubbed the back of his neck, deep in thought. She wouldn’t have barged into Svir’s house without a plan.  
 
    Only Eos could act, could get her out of this. Castelle hadn’t even picked up that teapot and smashed the window. She hadn’t tried. When it came down to it, she’d helped Svir up and carried her into the city, choosing to step into her house. She’d made that decision. She could’ve left her on her doorstep, if all she wanted was the truth, but she didn’t know what to do without someone pushing and pulling her. 
 
    Brackish was dull at Eos’ side. It wasn’t her spirit pushing the thoughts through Castelle’s head, the bile into her throat. She hadn’t tried! She’d gone where she was told to and she’d curled up in the first bed she’d seen. 
 
    What would she have done, had she got out of the window? Where would she have gone? She had no money, nothing but the clothes on her back, and they’d been bought by Eos. She’d never had to navigate the world on her own. She’d spent her life in carriages, surrounded by soldiers, on horseback, following carefully constructed paths. She’d never wandered anywhere of her own accord, had never followed a map. 
 
    No wonder her chest had tightened when she’d seen Eos. No wonder she was so willing to let go of so much of her bloody past. 
 
    She couldn’t go anywhere without her. She’d never get to Layla, without Eos’ help. 
 
    That’s all it was. 
 
    That’s all it was. 
 
     “Here,” Eos said, reaching into her shirt. 
 
    “If that’s a knife, that’s incredibly dirty,” Svir said. 
 
    Eos had no hidden blade.  
 
    What she retrieved shone in the sunlight speared through the window. 
 
    A white-gold chain hung from Eos’ hand, and a diamond surrounded by two-dozen emeralds twisted at the bottom of it. Svir snatched it from Eos before she understood what it was. 
 
    Castelle pressed a hand to her chest. Eos mouthed the word sorry to her. 
 
    “Gods, woman. You’ve really been holding out on me, haven’t you?” Svir asked, snapping her fingers.  
 
    Tanen hit their knee on the coffee table in their hurry to get up, understanding the gesture well enough to run from the room, slam several cabinet drawers, and return with a loupe to inspect the jewels. 
 
    Eos had taken more than Brackish from the temple. That’s what she’d said. So much of what her fathers had collected were trinkets from the surrounding settlements, taken under the guise of gifts freely given in honour of the Princess’ birthday, or to commemorate the day she arrived on Laister. 
 
    They’d brought things with them from Torshval, the rings on their fingers, the chains around their necks, but this was different. This wasn’t theirs. 
 
    It had belonged to Ava Greyser, commissioned to celebrate her coronation. Her entire outfit had been designed around the piece, and a dozen portraits by a dozen painters hung in the castle, all of them centring on the necklace. 
 
    But as it so often was with Greysers, Ava Greyser had lived a long, healthy life, and she’d been adorned with hundreds of pieces of jewellery, each more extravagant than the last. In contrast, the necklace Eos handed Svir held little more than sentimental value. 
 
    Castelle’s mother had given it to her on her tenth birthday, after showing her each and every painting dedicated to it. Castelle wore it every day. Marigold poked fun at her, saying it would lose what made it special if she wore it to every piano lesson and informal family dinner, but Castelle didn’t care. 
 
    Her family’s history was in that diamond. She grasped it tightly whenever tensions ran high in the castle, whenever she couldn’t sleep. Her father always chuckled, saying she had no real idea what it was worth. 
 
    She’d been wearing it the day of the massacre. She’d fled the castle in it, and as the fires burnt around her and people called for noble blood, she’d learnt it was worth nothing at all. It hadn’t protected her, hadn’t shielded her. It was nothing but empty stones, another weight around her neck. 
 
    “I’ll tell you something for nothing,” Svir said, still inspecting the diamond. “I’ll get more for this than any Greyser heir. Are you sure you don’t want to sell it, Eos? You could buy yourself an island and live with your cat and a hundred sheep.” 
 
    “What would I do with a hundred sheep?” Eos said. “I assume you’d be willing to trade it.” 
 
    “For the Princess? Most certainly. I might even throw Tanen into the bargain. Some things are worth taking an arrow for. So? Do we have a deal?”  
 
    “That is not up to me. It is not my choice,” Eos said, tilting her head towards Castelle. 
 
    It wasn’t a choice. What good would letting Eos keep a stolen necklace do, only for Castelle to be taken by Svir? It wasn’t Eos’ necklace, wasn’t hers to give away, and she never should’ve given Castelle any part in the bargain. 
 
    It was Castelle’s necklace. Ava Greyser’s necklace. They’d looked so alike, her mother had always said. So much of her family’s heritage had been razed, so many heirlooms taken as trophies after the slaughter; that necklace may as well have been the last of the Greyser bloodline, cast in emeralds and gold. 
 
    Castelle’s hands curled into fists, and light so faint, so brief, no one else in the room noticed ran along Brackish’s blade. 
 
    The necklace wasn’t the last of their trinkets, their decorations. 
 
    The necklace was hers, but Castelle hadn’t worn it in well over a decade. 
 
    It had been locked away, placed in some box or drawer, no good to anyone, hoarding what it was worth. The gold it’d bring would keep Svir’s household running for years. Decades, if she was smart with her money. That’s all her family had ever done: store away their wealth, refusing to help the masses, all so they could have something shiny, something no one else had. 
 
    It was her necklace. It was her choice to make, no one else’s. 
 
    Clouds of anger cleared. They’d only formed to mask the utter relief guilt compelled her to hide. 
 
    “Take it. It’s yours. Do whatever you please with it,” Castelle said. 
 
    Svir placed the necklace in her shirt pocket and said, “I was going to, but thank you so much for the belated permission.” 
 
    Svir left the room in an excited flurry, after three failed attempts to pull herself from her chair. Tanen trailed after her. They gave Eos a mock salute and a look that said she’d better not go far; they weren’t done with her. 
 
    The tension dissolved into a silence that wouldn’t be banished as easily. Castelle stared at her hands. A dart to the back of her neck, days on the road, wrists bound, an arrow to a shoulder, a man murdered, the certainty the rest of her dwindling life was going to be spent passed from one person to another with no say in where she went and what she did, and it was all over. 
 
    All it’d taken was a tiny trinket, small enough to fit in a shirt pocket. 
 
    Rhyolite purred as Eos stroked him, and Castelle felt eyes on her as she traced the lines of her palms. 
 
    Days spent wishing Eos was there, certain she’d rescue her, that she’d understand, and she didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know how to breathe in a way that wasn’t intrusive. 
 
    “You had that on you all this time?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “I did,” Eos said. 
 
    “Well, that—that worked out for the best, didn’t it? Look at that. I was worth less than some metal and shiny stones,” Castelle said, gaze moving from her palms to the window. 
 
    “I understand that it might feel like a betrayal, but when I took it, I did not know you. There was nothing to betray. I had intended to give it back to you, but did not know how to start that conversation.” 
 
    “I’d say that was an adequate way to return it,” Castelle said, forcing herself to look at Eos. “You came for me, didn’t you? Gods know where I’d be without you, and I don’t mean in terms of this situation alone. I should be saying thank you. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m sorry, Eos.” 
 
    “Do not apologise. It has been a difficult time for you,” Eos said. 
 
    “And for you,” Castelle said, mouth quirking into a smile as she gestured at Eos. 
 
    Eos furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Here. You’re covered in dirt,” Castelle said. She reached over to point out the worst of it, but froze. She could not make the same strides with her body that her mind had, in their time apart. Eos didn’t miss her hesitance. She took Castelle’s wrist, stopping her from pulling back. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “I was unconscious in the dirt for the better part of twelve hours. I did not have time to make myself presentable, I am afraid. I rushed straight here,” Eos said, letting go of Castelle’s wrist. 
 
    “How did you know Svir would be here?” Castelle asked, hand dropping to stroke Rhyolite between his ears. 
 
    “I didn’t. But I knew Niamh and Tanen would be here, and that they would point me in the right direction.” 
 
    Castelle swivelled on the sofa, head rested against its padded back. 
 
    “I can’t make heads nor tails of it. Reed is convinced Svir wants to kill you, but you’re friends with her wife. Tanen is friends with both of you, Svir claims to have known you for decades, to respect you, but she still knocked you out with a dart and kidnapped me,” Castelle said, piecing it together as she spoke. “And you come here, sit down, and resolve matters by talking. You have Svir admit that she realised she couldn’t sell me within ten minutes of meeting me! Not to mention the fact that your cat lives here.” 
 
    “Svir would not really kill me. Probably,” Eos said. “Most likely. Not unless the situation was truly dire. We left Reed’s in such a hurry because my concern was for you. Svir has no attachments to you, and when she sets her mind to something, it most often transpires.” 
 
    “Unless she gets shot in the shoulder,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Did that happen? She did not say anything about it.” 
 
    Castelle’s chest hurt before she started laughing. Eos pulled Rhyolite into her arms as Castelle cleared her throat and regained herself. 
 
    “They are all my friends, in one way or another. I knew Svir, growing up around the mountains. I met Reed through her, when I came to Fenroe. I met Tanen in Torshval, working the sort of jobs I would never take. We travelled together, for some years, but they need routine, stability. They would often relapse, on the road. Svir agreed to give them somewhere to live, to watch over them. I am grateful to her for that.” 
 
    How strange it was to hear Eos speak of herself. I did this, I did that. Years condensed into short sentences, complex relationships laid out as a series of facts. Castelle didn’t begrudge it. For the first time, she realised Eos was trying. 
 
    This was more than she gave others. 
 
    “So, we’re free now? Is that it? We can leave the house and no one will charge after us?”  
 
    “I expect so. That necklace may well be the fortune Svir has always searched for. But if you would not mind, I would like to stay for the night. To bathe, at the very least.” 
 
    Eos got to her feet, cat scooped in one arm, and Castelle said nothing. She could only look up at her, doing her utmost to see her in a new light, after everything Svir and Tanen had told her about Eos’ past. 
 
    Questions should’ve poured from her. Why had Eos done it? Had she really had no other choice? What options had she exhausted? What had pushed her into that position, what had happened in her life that led to the murder of a monarch? What did exile mean to her? Did she resent the ground she stood upon, or was it a relief to have left the warzone her home had become? 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Eos asked, kneeling in front of Castelle when she only stared. “You weren’t hurt, were you?” 
 
    Rhyolite tumbled out of Eos’ arms and into Castelle’s lap, still purring softly. Castelle placed her hands upon him, faint rumbles bringing her back to herself. 
 
    “The man on horseback caught up with Svir and me. Don’t worry. Svir handled that problem, after he shot her. He was sent by my fathers. He was sent to take me back to Laister. He had a letter on him. A letter from my fathers. I have it right here, but I…” 
 
    Eos’ eyes narrowed in a way talk of abduction and danger alone could never be responsible for. The thought of being dragged back to Laister made Castelle’s heart beat faster than a bear trap ever had. 
 
    “I can’t bring myself to read it. I’m scared I’ll believe whatever my fathers have written,” Castelle murmured. “But if you were here with me, I…” 
 
    Eos returned to her feet, nodding. 
 
    “I understand,” she said. “I will be here. Whenever you are ready, we will read the letter together.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    The house became a different place with her freedom bargained for. 
 
    The corridors were wider, the windows let in more light, and there was no end to the open doors greeting her. Eos headed through the dining room on her way to clean up, having no need to ask for directions, and placed a hand on the back of Niamh’s chair, stopping to talk to her. Niamh was all smiles. She patted Eos’ hand, telling her she must spend the night, at the very least. 
 
    How bizarre it was. Castelle had spent so long considering herself the Queen of Fenroe, and when she’d left the temple, not only was she unrecognised and unremembered, but she didn’t have a friend in the world, either. Yet there was Eos, a Yrician with an accent she had no obligation to work around and scars deep enough to tell their own story; everywhere she went, she found friends. 
 
    People kissed her, embraced her. People welcomed her into their homes, even when they were on the fence about killing her. 
 
    Not knowing where else to go, Castelle sat with Niamh in the dining room. Niamh had retired to one of the armchairs, busy going over the household accounts and expenses. Svir’s job ended at bringing the gold home, and Niamh wasn’t fazed by long numbers and quick equations. 
 
    “I’m glad Svir finally had her change of heart,” Niamh said. “I thought she’d buckle hours before she did, for what it’s worth. Honestly, I don’t know what gets into her head, sometimes. Between her thing with Eos and this latest stunt, I had no idea what to make of it. But this is a lovely necklace, Castelle. It’ll look after everyone here for a long time to come.” 
 
    Castelle glanced at the page Niamh was working on and gleaned absolutely nothing from it. 
 
    “I’m glad. It wasn’t doing me any good, locked in a box. If I’m to be honest, I forgot I had it,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Such is always the way. Most of this house was gutted, when what happened happened, but I kept hold of a few pieces of jewellery and several rare books. My mother did the same. Selling it off piece-by-piece saw us through the better part of a decade.” 
 
    “Where is your mother now?” Castelle asked. 
 
    She couldn’t rule her out of living in the house. Every time Castelle looked up, a new face poked into the room, wanting to see the last Greyser heir. 
 
    “Dead,” Niamh said, tapping her pen against the page. 
 
    “Oh. I’m so sorry, Niamh.” 
 
    “Don’t be. She was a cruel woman. My father was the one who’d softened to the resistance’s ideas, in all honesty. My mother sold him out that she might survive, and spent her remaining years clinging to the last shreds of nobility she had left. She screamed at servants over nothing and never liked Svir, for reasons I’ll leave up to you to decipher.” 
 
    Niamh scribbled something across the page, surprisingly pleased with the results. Castelle watched her work in silence, wishing her relationship with her own mother was equally as uncomplicated. Castelle’s mother had been awful, and she’d died as a direct result. It wasn’t right to miss her, wasn’t fair to all those who’d suffered under her rule that she still longed to have her by her side, whenever the world grew dark and lashed out against her. 
 
    Castelle sunk into her chair, content to say nothing else. Niamh worked with a singular focus and Castelle traced the shape of the letter through her pocket. 
 
    In another world, one where the rebellion had failed or never had cause to get off its feet, she could’ve been sitting next to Niamh, just like she was now. It’d be in some courtyard, in one of the castle’s dozen parlours or music rooms, in a library or at an impromptu feast. Niamh would be a Countess, or in line to inherit the title. 
 
    Niamh was Castelle’s age. In this world, she’d taken a wife for herself. Maybe Castelle’s parents would’ve pushed them towards one another, would’ve dropped heavy-handed hints every time they spoke of her, and— 
 
    Gods. What a terrible world that would be. Pushing two people together because it was convenient, because Niamh’s blood was deemed worthy enough of mixing with a Greyser’s. 
 
    Niamh was happier than any noble Castelle had ever met. Niamh had chosen a wife for herself, and the two of them were utterly bizarre together, unfathomable to Castelle, but so was the rest of the world. 
 
    It was a better world, now. It had to be. Castelle had to make a better effort to understand it all. 
 
    “How do you know all these people?” Castelle asked, after the fifth woman poked her head into the room and flashed a sheepish grin. “There are all sorts here, from what I can tell.” 
 
    “Svir is just as bad as Eos, when it comes to picking up strays. It’s in their blood to care for the less fortunate, I think. Plenty of them were homeless, or trapped in abusive situations of various sorts. Others were just down on their luck, looking for a change of scenery, old sex-worker friends of Svir’s, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Your wife is an interesting woman,” Castelle said. 
 
    Laughing, Niamh said, “Isn’t she just?” 
 
    Eos wasted little time cleaning up. Castelle expected her to fall asleep the moment she was alone, but she wasn’t left not knowing what to do or say long into the day. 
 
    Eos returned within half an hour, dark hair turned black by the water, scars more prominent than ever. She’d changed into clothes that belonged to Tanen. The sleeves were far too long, the trousers covered her feet, and the excess material hung loosely around her. She had a towel draped over one shoulder, a cat circling her feet, and absolutely no dirt on her face. 
 
    “Thank you for waiting,” Eos said. 
 
    It was awkward, said for the sake of speaking. Weeks ago, she wouldn’t have said a word. She would’ve nodded at the doorway, expected Castelle to follow her, and that would’ve been all. 
 
    “It’s fine. Niamh and I were catching up. Did you know her father used to be a Count?” 
 
    “Svir tells anyone who will listen,” Eos said, gesturing to a free study. 
 
    There were more books piled on the floor than there were on shelves, creased with well-loved use. There were blankets on the floor, forts made between stacks of books and windowsills, held down by hefty paperweights. It was the sort of place almost never empty, open to all who wished to use it. It wasn’t sealed off, unknowable to all but one person whose leather-bound books were all for show. 
 
    Rhyolite dove into one of the blanket-forts. Eos closed the door behind her and took a seat at a cluttered desk. 
 
    Castelle considered her options. Follow Rhyolite beneath the blankets and forget every island dotted across the archipelago, or sit next to Eos and take in the words she’d never forget. 
 
    Crouching down and patting Rhyolite’s back, Castelle pulled out the chair next to Eos. 
 
    Better to never forget what she’d read than spend forever wondering what it’d said. 
 
    Castelle held the letter between her hands, still folded. Placing it on the table shouldn’t have been harder than snapping off the end of an arrow embedded in the shoulder of the woman who’d abducted her, but her hands wouldn’t move. 
 
    “Here,” Eos said, taking the letter from Castelle’s stone hands. 
 
    She unfolded it, placed it on the table, and put paperweights on each corner. She didn’t read a single word. It wasn’t hers to take in, not before Castelle did. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Castelle said, uncertain why she was laughing. “It’s just a letter, isn’t it? I know what it’s going to be made of. Lies, lies, nothing but lies. What do they think they can even say to me, at this point?” 
 
    “It is fine. Take your time.” 
 
    Castelle clasped her hands together under the table, knee bouncing as she forced herself to focus on the words. 
 
      
 
    Castelle, it read. 
 
      
 
    If you’re reading this, it means you’ve survived. You have proven time and time again that you’re a survivor, and always have been. It is in your blood to thrive, so long as your Kingdom needs you. If you are reading this, your father and I cannot express how proud we are of you. 
 
    We love you more than words can say. We have sent our most loyal soldiers to retrieve you. Fight against it though we may, we always knew this day would come; we always knew someone would filter through the forest and tear down our defences. We consider ourselves privileged to have protected you without fail for fourteen years. 
 
    This never should’ve happened to you, Castelle, but such is the burden of the Queen of Fenroe. Your enemies are numerous, and at times, it may feel as though they outnumber your allies. 
 
    Never believe it is so. Laister needs you. The Kingdom needs you, Castelle. Come home to us. Do whatever it takes. Come home. You have already taken the first steps to restoring your Kingdom. Come home, and we will light the way for you. 
 
    With love and sorrow, 
 
      
 
    Your fathers. 
 
      
 
    Castelle read the letter two, three times. She pushed the paperweights aside, turned the letter over, took a deep breath, and read it again. 
 
    The words didn’t change. 
 
    “That’s—that’s it?” Castelle asked. “That’s it?”  
 
    “It would appear so,” Eos said. 
 
    “That’s it?” Castelle repeated. There was the laughter again, hoarse in her throat. “That’s it? I’ve been out of that forest for more than three months, have travelled from Laister to Llyne to Fél, through Wayston and Vertias, and now I am back in Caelfal, I—I have seen Fenroe for what it has become. I’ve seen how the people thrive, how the world has changed without the monarchy, and that— 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    Eos took the letter and carefully folded it back up. 
 
    “Gods! Gods, they didn’t explain themselves. There wasn’t a single lie in there, was there? They didn’t even attempt to make me think the world beyond Laister was an illusion, that I was wrong about what I saw with my own two eyes. What is it? What do they think of me? That I will see without seeing? That I won’t understand? 
 
    “That I don’t know how the people despise my family, despise me? That I don’t know how they celebrated my siblings’ deaths, that they wouldn’t hesitate to put my head on a pike, to sate a fourteen-year itch? Do they think I believe Fenroe still needs Queen, that it wants a Queen? Do they think I do not realise how the people hate me, hate what I stand for? 
 
    “I have seen it all, Eos. I have seen it all. I know that I am not needed, not wanted. All I have worked for, all I have survived for, it is as nothing, worth nothing, I am worth nothing, everything has changed and I have not, I am nothing, Eos, I am stagnant, I am—” 
 
    The laughter was still there, ringing between words, but her eyes were glassy with tears. The world blurred. The letter was finally out of sight. 
 
    “I am useless,” Castelle murmured. “I am useless, and they know it. They know they are all I have, and—” 
 
    “Please,” Eos said, interrupting her. 
 
    Castelle had no concept of the thudding in her head blossoming from fists hitting the table, until Eos took hold of her wrists. 
 
    “They don’t love me. They don’t love me,” Castelle said, struggling to break free of Eos’ grasp. “They never have, they never have! Gods. They never loved me. Tell me they never loved me.” 
 
    Eos set her jaw, hands still tight around Castelle’s wrists. 
 
    “They believe what they had done to you over so many years overrides reality,” Eos said, after a long moment. “But you are stronger than that, Castelle. You have taken the truth to your core. That is not nothing.” 
 
    Castelle’s jaw trembled. She swallowed the lump in her throat, tears rolling down her face. 
 
    “What am I going to do?” she asked in a whisper. “I was supposed to be Queen, Eos. I was supposed to be Queen. I was supposed to save all of Fenroe. I spent every day studying, poring over maps, conjuring plans and weighing them against the potential consequences, and, and… I was going to save Fenroe, but it doesn’t need to be saved, does it? It doesn’t need me. 
 
    “I wanted them to lie. I wanted to believe it, Eos. I wanted to go back to the forest, to live a life where I meant something, and—gods. I was supposed to be Queen. I never wanted it. It was never made for me. But I didn’t resign myself to it. I opened myself to it, because Marigold, she was supposed to be Queen. She was meant to take the throne, to rule over the archipelago. 
 
    “I was supposed to be her little sister, there to support her. A shoulder for her to cry on, because the Queen certainly couldn’t do that in front of her advisors, in front of the nobles and politicians. Every day I told myself I was doing it for her. That I was going to become a Queen Marigold was proud of, that I’d muster all the resolve she had, and… and…”  
 
    Eos had let go of her wrists. The rest of Castelle’s words were lost to sobs. She buried her face in her arms, flat across the table. 
 
    It was all for nothing! It was all for nothing! Her life had been one lie atop another, and those who’d lied to her didn’t even have the decency to keep up the charade! What did she have now? Not her crown, not her throne, not even the promise of wrongs to right! There was nothing, nothing! She was no good to anyone! What could she do in this new, bright world? She couldn’t cook, couldn’t sew, couldn’t fight, couldn’t sail, couldn’t work, didn’t know any of the songs they’d sing in taverns, any of the plays they’d put on in theatres. 
 
    The temple was gone, her fathers along with it. The spirits had risen and condemned it back to ruin. She had nothing, nothing. 
 
    Nothing but Eos’ hand on her shoulder, gently urging her to sit up. 
 
    She met Castelle’s gaze, not once considering turning away, and held out a handkerchief. 
 
    Castelle wiped her tears and blew her nose loudly. 
 
    “You are not nothing,” Eos said. 
 
    “I was there for fourteen years, Eos. Fourteen years. That’s so much of my life, gone. I haven’t—I never got the chance to be who I was supposed to,” Castelle said. “It was all a waste. I’ve lost it all. All of it.” 
 
    “Yes, but you are only twenty-eight. There are countless years ahead of you.” 
 
    “But so much of it is already lost. So much of me has been altered,” Castelle said. “I believed it, Eos. I believed it all.” 
 
    Eos dragged her chair closer, knees almost touching Castelle’s. 
 
    “Yet it has only taken you months for you to unlearn much of it. You always challenged me, but you have given yourself over to the truth. None of this has been easy for you. After you learnt what you did of your family, you did not lose yourself to denial. You did not let what you felt erase all the hurt they’d caused others. You did not let your grief blind you to the reality of it. 
 
    “You did not believe lies over the truth. You did not choose one path over another. You were only ever presented with one world, and you had no reason to think it false.” 
 
    Castelle blinked heavily. The tears were still coming, slow but steady. 
 
    Eos was right. She was the first person to breathe the truth to her. Castelle hadn’t known of it for decades, hadn’t pushed it to the back of her mind because it was easier for her. She hadn’t made herself deaf to the voices of those in need to live out a comfortable life. 
 
    She’d been a child. She’d believed the only thing the adults in her life told her, consistent and unchallenged. 
 
    She’d been a child. She’d been a child! They’d planned every step of this, they’d used her, and she’d been a child!  
 
    “You hated me, when we first met,” Castelle said, biting the inside of her cheek. “Didn’t you?”  
 
    Eos sat straighter. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, holding nothing back. There were never lies with her. “I hated the Princess of Fenroe. I hated the last of the Greysers. I hated any connection to the monarchy. I was wrong for that. I hated an idea, a concept, an assumption. It never occurred to me that you were a person. That you had truly been kept prisoner, all those years.” 
 
    “And now?”  
 
    “Now I know you are not nothing. You are not useless. You do not need to think of this as the end of anything. You are free now. It may take you years to believe it, but you are free. You can begin to move on from this, no matter how slowly.” 
 
    Castelle nodded not because she believed it, but because she wanted to. 
 
    “What do I do, Eos? What do I do now?” 
 
    Eos drew Brackish from her hip and placed the sword on the table. Blue light ran the length of the blade, burning along the edge of the letter. 
 
    Castelle let her hands hover over the sword, never touching it. Eos didn’t stop her, didn’t grab her wrists. Castelle could let herself close, for a moment. She could open herself to Brackish without the spirit surging through her. 
 
    She’d never felt more like herself than she did with her chest rising and falling, tears all cried out. 
 
    She’d never been more uncomfortable in her skin. 
 
    “We came for a reason. You are the only one who can help Brackish. The only one who can give her what she needs,” Eos said. 
 
    “We,” Castelle corrected, mouth slanting at the corner. “You’re the only one who can wield her.” 
 
    Eos nodded, fingers wrapping around the hilt of the sword. 
 
    Light gathered around Eos’ hand. She was comfortable with the weapon, and the weapon was comfortable with her. She’d fought her way out of situations direr than Castelle’s and would see this through. She’d get Brackish what she needed, she’d get Castelle to Yarrin, to her cousin, and then— 
 
    And then what? Eos was nomadic at heart, and she had people scattered across the archipelago. She had no reason to stay, once Castelle was with Layla.  
 
    “Eos,” Castelle asked, eyes fixed on the fingers holding the sword. “Have you ever killed anyone?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eos said. There were no lies there. She wasn’t capable of it. Her truths were hidden, and only empty silences took their place. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Castelle shook her head. She couldn’t begin to wade through what had happened in Nor, couldn’t find the right way to ask the questions she might not want the answers to. 
 
    There’d be no lies when the time came, and that was the terrifying part. It would freeze Castelle to her core, leaving her with no chance of disregarding anything Eos said. 
 
    “I simply—” Castelle paused, teeth grinding together. She couldn’t lie, either. “I wanted to know. That’s all.” 
 
    “I went to war. I was a soldier for a long, long time. I did not have a choice in it, but that does not change what I have done.” 
 
    Castelle held Eos’ gaze. In her mind, she saw herself take hold of Eos’ face, fingers fanned across her jaw, thumbs pressed to all her scars. Eos tilted her head to the side, waiting for Castelle to say something more, but no words came. 
 
    “Brackish wishes to be taken into the city. I am uncertain whether the exact location is still within Torshval as we know it, or if the city limits have changed. Our job is to ferry her there. I doubt we will have to do much, beyond be a vessel for her closure.” 
 
    What if Brackish wanted to be taken to the castle? Torshval had grown like a living thing over the years, had struggled to find its shape, but the castle had always been at the heart of it. The castle had always stood upon the same spot, dark volcanic rock making it a formidable thing. If she had to go back there, if she had to go back there, if she had to go back, she, the castle, it would, after everything, she— 
 
    “Castelle?” Eos said. 
 
    “Sorry,” Castelle said, shaking the stained floors and empty eyes from her head. “Sorry. We need to take Brackish somewhere. It’s the least I can do for her. When do you want to leave?” 
 
    She spoke the words clearly and confidently, as though her legs had not turned to wood and sunk into the grain of the chair she was bound to. 
 
    “We do not need to leave now. You should take a moment to rest. Would you like me to give you time alone?” 
 
    “That might be a good idea,” Castelle said. 
 
    Retrieving Brackish, Eos stepped around the table and said, “Would you rather I stayed?” 
 
    “That might be an even better idea.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Castelle’s eyes, as though her head didn’t already ache enough. 
 
    Eos sat down where she stood, close to one of the blanket forts, and idly stroked Rhyolite as he slept. She focused on nothing in particular, and neither avoided looking at Castelle nor stared intently at her, demanding something. 
 
    Time was nothing, in that room. Brackish didn’t hiss inside her head, demanding that she move, that she run, sprint, sword in her grasp, bare feet pounding the pavement. Eos didn’t clear her throat, eyes ever glancing towards the door. 
 
    No one knocked, no one intruded upon them. The hurt in Castelle’s heart softened, challenged by the headache pressing behind her eyes, reaching into her teeth. She didn’t want the truth, didn’t want the lies to clear away, didn’t want her purpose to be presented to her. 
 
    All she wanted was a glass of water and a handful of pills. 
 
    “Eos?” Castelle asked, after the quiet between them had worn away most of the day’s rough edges. “Would you do me a favour?” 
 
    Eos nodded and pushed herself to her feet, pretending she hadn’t already done enough for Castelle. 
 
    “I don’t want to look at this. I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to ever read it again,” Castelle said, pushing the letter across the table. 
 
    Without a word, Eos picked it up. It weighed nothing, in her hands. It was paper and ink, its message written in a language Eos had never understood. It was easily torn into pieces, fragments too small to hold a single word. 
 
    It was nothing, nothing. It was gone, scattered across the floor. 
 
    Eos dusted the last pieces from her hands and Rhyolite darted over, batting the shreds of paper. 
 
    “There. Do you need anything else?” Eos asked. 
 
    “No,” Castelle said, getting to her feet. “That’s all, Eos. That’s all.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Castelle spent the rest of the day in the kitchens, playing cards with Tanen as they cleaned a stack of pots, pans, plates, and cutlery in no real hurry. They explained it was something they liked to do for everyone, something to keep their hands busy, but even beneficial behaviours grew boring, after a while. 
 
    They taught Castelle two games she’d never heard of and didn’t ask a single question about what’d happened in the study, or why her eyes had been so red, her face so blotchy. The overwhelming normalcy of sitting somewhere cool and quiet, when Tanen wasn’t knocking pots against each other, was what she needed. 
 
    She didn’t need to think about her fathers, about spirits, about the branching Greyser family tree and all the hurt it had caused. She needed to sit with a deck of cards and an oversized bowl of stew and believe that this was her final stop, this was her life now. 
 
    A handful of other women who lived in the house popped down to get a look at her, under the guise of making themselves a snack. A few joined them for a game of cards, but nobody asked Castelle if she was really Castelle Greyser. 
 
    Stranger things had happened in that house. 
 
    “How did you meet Eos?” Castelle asked, once they’d exhausted most of their games and were dropping cards on the table without paying them any real heed. “You’re an unusual pair.” 
 
    “Gods, it was forever ago. Five, six years, maybe? I’d run into her a bunch of times. We kinda worked in the same circles, picking up odd jobs no one else wanted to do. A lot of it was, like, go to Lor and pick this up, take these letters to Llyne, blah, blah. Some of it was sketchy, though. Eos never really touched that stuff, but I needed money to support my, uh, bad habits, soooooo.” Tanen shrugged, leaning back in their seat. “There was this guy who hadn’t seen his kid in forever. A real sob story. 
 
    “It was like My husband is being a dick and won’t let me see my kid, I’ve never done anything wrong in my life, I don’t get it. Whatever. I didn’t read it too closely. So, I’m pretty pumped up, thinking hell yeah, this is something I can do. I’ll break into the husband’s house, take the kid while they’re sleeping, and set up a nice little reunion.” 
 
    Castelle raised her brow, but Tanen waved their hands before she could say anything. 
 
    “Don’t go judging me yet, okay? The job paid well, I was in a bad place, but Eos fucking—Eos fucking grabbed me by the back of my shirt and said no. I was like, man, what the hell? And she was like no. That’s all she kept saying. No. No, you ain’t doing that, Tanen. It’s like she’d decided that deep down, I knew better than that. 
 
    “I mean, she was right. It was a shitty job to take. The guy who’d hired me was all—” Tanen pressed a finger to the side of their nose and sniffed a few times, short and sharp. “Like that. Fuck knows what he would’ve done, once he got the kid. The husband was keeping his son safe, yeah? 
 
    “Anyway, I’m a bit out of my head myself, so I’m super pissed. I mean, I need the money, and Eos is just standing there, telling me no? What the fuck. So, I ask her what the hell I’m supposed to do, and she just says, come with me. We’ll find something else to do. 
 
    “Reckon I was so caught off-guard by her saying no to me that I thought, fuck it. Alright. Let’s try this out for a while. Turns out she’s only like, my favourite person on the planet.” 
 
    Castelle smiled over the cards they’d both forgotten. How rare it was to find a certain sort of softness hidden beneath Eos’ silence, in the distance she kept between herself and others. 
 
    “What does that mean? The man was all like that?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Castelle tapped the side of her nose. 
 
    Bursting into laughter, Tanen said, “Seriously? That’s the international sign for coke, Cas.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Drugs, Cas,” Tanen said, laughing still. “It’s a very bad drug, girl.” 
 
    Bristling, Castelle folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Learning about drugs wasn’t the top priority for a reclusive Princess, living out in the forest.” 
 
    “Damn,” Tanen said, leaning over the table to pat the side of her arm. “I’ve got so much to teach you. Eos is gonna hate it.” 
 
    Eos spent most of the day sleeping. The footsteps in the corridor never belonged to her, no matter how many times Castelle looked over her shoulder. Come night time, Castelle was shown to a small chamber with a narrow bed and no bars on the window. She fell into a deep, dreamless slumber, nightmares torn to shreds along with the letter. 
 
    In the morning, she found a breakfast tray outside her door and a neatly folded pile of clothing. There was a note from Niamh rested on it, For the journey, and Castelle relished the opportunity to eat and bathe and take her time stepping into new clothes.  
 
    They weren’t terribly different from those Eos had brought her. A little better quality, if anything, but the design was more or less the same. Not having seen the tides of fashion turn over the last fourteen years made everything new look roughly identical.  
 
    Castelle left her chamber with a heavy heart. If the first few months of her journey were anything to go by, she wouldn’t see another bed for a long, long time. 
 
    Eos was waiting in the entrance hall, arms folded across her chest. Brackish hung at her hip, ready to sing, and Eos’ bags had been stocked generously with supplies. Svir stood close by, one eye on Eos. Every time Eos took a step away from her, Svir shuffled closer, until Eos was forced to close her eyes to escape her. 
 
    “Why is it that every time I stand next to you, I become momentarily convinced that my shoulder could feel so, so much better?” Svir asked. 
 
    “It is the sword. She’s trying to get on your good side,” Eos said, eyes still closed. 
 
    “If she turns my bad side to my good side, so be it. Do you have any idea how intolerable incessant pain is?” 
 
    “None at all.” 
 
    Castelle stepped into the entrance hall, interrupting them. Brackish lost interest in Svir and the wound she could close to get through to her. 
 
    “Where are the unlikely duo off to, then?” Svir asked. 
 
    Castelle and Eos hadn’t discussed it. They hadn’t need to. They’d headed towards Torshval for a reason, and that hadn’t changed, despite the tangents they’d been thrown into. 
 
    Eos tapped Brackish’s hilt. 
 
    “Ah. Spirit business, is it? You do not change, Eos. I think I’ll keep out of it. But do come back, if you ever need a place to stay. Rhyolite and Tanen will miss you endlessly and obnoxiously.” 
 
    Eos held out her hand.  
 
    Svir pulled her close and pressed their foreheads together. Castelle didn’t understand the words that passed between them, but her throat tightened to hear Svir speak so tenderly. Eos closed her eyes, whispering softly, and cupped Svir’s face as she kissed her forehead. 
 
    “And you,” Svir said, turning to Castelle. “What can I say? It was a pleasure kidnapping you, and I thank you deeply for your generous gift. I’ll have you know that I would not have done what I did, had I known who you were, beyond your name. I truly did believe I was doing this all for Eos.” 
 
    “Is that an apology?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Goodness, no. It is the mere fact of things, sweetheart.” 
 
    Sighing, Castelle said, “Sorry about your shoulder.” 
 
    “Oh, think nothing of it. It’s all in the past,” Svir said, waving her off.  
 
    Svir left without another word, content in the knowledge that the house would be taken care of for years to come. Castelle hovered on the spot, expecting the others to see them off, but Eos picked up her bags and held the door open for Castelle. 
 
    “Don’t you want to say goodbye to Tanen? To Rhyolite?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “I have,” Eos said. “They are used to my comings and goings, by now.” 
 
    Eos headed down the path and didn’t look back. 
 
    In the light of day, Castelle saw Torshval for what it had become. The city had merged the old with the new: the shape of it had remained and the streets ran in their destined directions, but the sprawling estates and manor houses had been demolished. In their place stood dozens of homes hundreds could make use of. There were new storefronts wherever Castelle looked, open spaces where people sat on benches, coats pulled tight around them as autumn turned bitter. 
 
    They walked for a mile through a familiar city that rang hollow. The city hadn’t been rebuilt as a symbol of starting over, ushering in a new age. So much of it had been lost to the fires, so much of it had been ash. 
 
    Castelle tilted her head back. Two people almost walked straight into her. She couldn’t imagine flames engulfing the houses around her, couldn’t make herself see smoke rising in the distance. Torshval had moved past all that’d happened to it.  
 
    The children running through the streets had been born into a world without strife manufactured by a bloated monarchy. There were children who were thirteen, fourteen, the age she’d been when she’d held her breath so the rebels wouldn’t find her, who only knew of what’d happened as a series of stories. 
 
    There was relief in that. There was peace. 
 
    Torshval wasn’t the smouldering ruin it’d been in her dreams, those last fourteen years. 
 
    It’d become something else, something stronger, despite its past. It had taken the people years to rebuild, parts of the city were still under construction, but the monumental task ahead hadn’t stopped them taking those first tentative steps through the rubble. 
 
    The castle was upon them before Castelle knew it. There was no avoiding it. 
 
    The flags had been taken down, the fences removed, and the open land around it was all but gone. Buildings took their place, whole neighbourhoods replacing the meticulously-tended lawns Castelle had ran in circles around with her siblings. 
 
    “It is the seat of the government, now, but it serves as a temple well enough, too,” Eos explained. 
 
    “Really? There’s no separation there?” 
 
    The part of her mind she was desperate not to listen to said it was all wrong, it was all doomed to failure. How could a nation run itself if it was concerned with bowing and simpering to the gods? 
 
    “The idea is that if a government cannot help the individual when they need it, then it has no right to guide the masses,” Eos said. “A woman who is down on her luck has to be as important as the economy of Yarrin, or the trade routes between here and Amaros.” 
 
    “That… makes sense,” Castelle said, and almost didn’t hate saying it. 
 
    Hundreds filled the square before the castle. So many walked past it every day, on their way to work, on their way to market or to visit friends or family, and they never dwelt on what had once lurked within. They never spared a thought of the symbol of power it had stood as for centuries, or all that had unfolded within it. It was incredible to think that most people did not spend each hour of the day lingering on what had happened to the Greysers and everyone they held close. 
 
    It was a part of history, still sore but far from festering, there to keep them on the right path. 
 
    A memorial had been erected in front of the castle. A polished piece of marble stood fifteen feet high, catching what little sunlight there was to be found. Flowers were scattered across the stepped platform it stood upon, some bright, others withered. 
 
    Castelle stopped to read the words carved into the stone, set in gold. 
 
      
 
    In Memory Of Those Who Gave Their Lives In The Great Uprising  
 
    1303—1309 
 
    They Rest Now With The Gods, Taken By The Embracer Too Soon, 
 
    Lest We All Be Crushed By Tyranny 
 
      
 
    “Six years,” Castelle murmured. “To me, it lasted a day. It all ended as quickly as it began.” 
 
    Eos bowed her head and said, “It did not end there, in the same way it did not begin in 1303 and end in 1309. Those are clearest ways we can record what happened.” 
 
    The books she’d read in Reed’s cottage couldn’t encompass all that had unfolded. They couldn’t reach back to the first ripples of discontent or find a single law the Greysers passed that made the people decided that it was enough; they’d finally gone too far. It had started decades ago, centuries back. It had worn the people down bit by bit, but for so long, they hadn’t known what they could do. They hadn’t known how to fight back, for the Greysers had all the gold, all the resources, all the unquestioned power. 
 
    It wasn’t until 1303 that the people finally realised there were more of them than there were royals and nobles. 
 
    Castelle turned from the memorial with as much respect as she could hold in her chest. Fourteen years on and there were still flowers on the steps. How long would people keep laying them? Had Castelle been in the city, had she never escaped Torshval, some part of her would’ve been there every day, knelt beneath the colossal monument that was too small to begin listing a fraction of those lost to the whims of her mother’s rule. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s not keep Brackish waiting any longer,” Castelle said. 
 
    Eos fell into step next to her, and the pair walked without following one another. Brackish knew where she was, no matter how Torshval had changed, and she knew where she needed to be. The certainty ran through Castelle without controlling her. There was a gentle pull far from them, emanating from the other side of the city. 
 
    Something called to Brackish as it had on Fél, drawing her towards the coast and the spirits that lingered along it. 
 
    “Do you think this will be it?” Castelle asked as the streets grew quieter, the buildings further apart. “Do you think Brackish will find what she’s looking for here?”  
 
    “I cannot say. But you saw her on Fél. She could not remember herself, could not pull her own face from her memory. Ava Greyser was there, clear as any living person, but Brackish was a mess of shadows and light. I believe all she wants is to remember who she was. What her name was,” Eos said. 
 
    “History has certainly done a good job of erasing her. How is it that you see the spirits, Eos? I had to touch one to make sense of the blue lights, yet you don’t have to do a thing. They never draw close to you, either. Why is that?” 
 
    Eos walked a little faster, shoulders squared. There was an answer, deep down, even if Eos tried to forget it as Brackish had forgotten her true name. 
 
    “I do not know,” Eos said. 
 
    Nothing in her tone changed, but her fingers curled towards her palms. 
 
    “You’ve never lied to me before, Eos. Please don’t start now,” Castelle said, catching up with her. 
 
    “It is not a lie,” Eos said, hands as fists, now. “It is—I cannot—” 
 
    “You don’t want to talk about it?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Eos stopped in the middle of the street, eyes on the road ahead, then on Castelle. Something in her threatened to tremble but would never break, would never free itself in front of others. 
 
    “I cannot. It is not that I don’t wish to, but—I have been close to the spirits more times than I can count.” 
 
    Castelle touched Eos’ shoulder, gentle but far from tentative. She knew what she was doing, understood the path her fingers would take. Without rushing, she pressed her palm to the side of Eos’ neck, thumb on her jawline, fingers pressed to Eos’ deepest scar, running alongside her eye. 
 
    Eos didn’t flinch. 
 
    She stood as a statue, gaze fixed over Castelle’s shoulder. 
 
    “What happened to you, Eos?”  
 
    “These are not my only scars,” Eos said, fingers wrapping around Castelle’s wrist. 
 
    They didn’t run as deep as King Mykos’. They hadn’t been enough to sever Eos from this world, for once and for all. The words rattled around Castelle’s head, accusations turning to questions she had no right to ask, and died on her lips. 
 
    Eos guided Castelle’s hand from her face. Castelle splayed her hand across Eos’ stomach, fingertips digging into her side.  
 
    Eos held her gaze all the while, silently daring her to ask more, to push her. There were things she couldn’t speak of, things Castelle could not bear to hear, and they both knew it. Something had shifted between them, something that was not enough, something that was too much. 
 
    Castelle conjured the scar beneath her hand, beneath the fabric of Eos’ shirt, and prayed it was worse in her mind than it was on flesh. For all death had stalked her throughout her life, Castelle had no scars to show of it. The bear trap threatened her leg, not her life. She could walk through a crowd without having no choice but to show the world all she’d been through. 
 
    “I do not speak of these things because I do not wish to,” Eos said quietly, releasing Castelle’s hand. “I hear the way you speak of your past, the things you share, and I wish…”  
 
    Eos paused. Her eyes flickered away for a brief second and Castelle dropped her hand. 
 
    “I wish my thoughts did not stop dead. That they did not spend every waking moment surging through my head, only to fall silent as soon as I have the opportunity to speak them,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle smiled in soft understanding and took Eos’ hand, hoping it wasn’t too much. She chastised herself as she let Eos’ words wash over her. She’d spent so much of their time together thinking her dull, head empty, personality void, all because she’d never been given a chance to voice her every thought. 
 
    Castelle had been taught nothing mattered so much as her words. As Queen, they would be more powerful than anything she ever did. They would send ripples across the archipelago that would become waves, once she took her rightful place upon Torshval’s throne. 
 
    But not everyone’s voices had been elevated so. There was so much to Eos, so much more than anyone could understand from a glance, from the silence that poured from her like blood from a wound that had never quite closed. 
 
    “You don’t have to say these things for my benefit, Eos. You don’t have to share what you can’t, what hurts to speak of, but if you ever want to, I’ll be here. I’ll listen,” Castelle assured her, squeezing her hand. 
 
    How powerful Eos’ voice would be, once she finally found it. It would drown out every thought that’d ever rattled around Castelle’s head. 
 
    Eos’ answer was nothing but a curt nod. 
 
    She freed her hand from Castelle’s, straightened her shirt, and said, “Brackish is beyond restless. We aren’t far, now.” 
 
    There was no sting in it. Castelle didn’t pull her hand back, embarrassed she’d ever reached for Eos. 
 
    She saw quiet gratitude, a relief she didn’t know she’d needed, turn to hope in Eos’ eyes. She’d speak of these things, one day. It might not be soon, but she’d talk of the spirits that revealed themselves to her, the scars on her face and hidden beneath her clothing, and all that’d happened in Nor. 
 
    Castelle followed close behind. There was more to Eos, to this silent, contemplative woman, than she’d ever fathomed. Whatever had happened between her and the King was inconsequential. Castelle couldn’t begin to understand what had unfolded between them, or what had led Eos to that point. 
 
    Her curiosity dissolved. Eos’ past wasn’t hers to intrude upon, but her present was right there, open for Castelle to see, if only she took the time to look. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six  
 
      
 
    It was the shortest leg of their journey thus far. After months crossing land and sea, never knowing if rest would reach them before a swarm of bounty hunters did, moving from the centre of a city to its ancient outskirts was absurd. 
 
    They hadn’t travelled far enough to deserve resolution or progress. Castelle’s leg didn’t ache enough to bring anyone closure. 
 
    Clearing the old city had been a passion-project of Castelle’s mother, a hobby of little consequence. So much had been knocked down, filled in, and built-over, but there were parts, sunken into the ground, the spirits would not release. 
 
    Over the decades Queen Marcella’s rule span, the Queen had sacrificed dozens of lives in the name of having more land to build upon. 
 
    The old city was surrounded by warning signs, with a low fence set around the perimeter. It was a sore on the landscape, but only because the living made it so. Beyond the fence Eos helped Castelle climb over, the dilapidated ruins entwined with the earth. Moss grew upon stone, and ivy tangled around fallen columns and solitary walls. Between the solemn structures, the grass grew high, wildflowers blooming, even now. 
 
    So much of the archipelago was grey, green, and brown, repeating itself over and over, but the ancient city held the lost colours: yellows and reds, flowers smaller than the tip of Castelle’s finger, surrounded by bluebells that blossomed nowhere else on Fenroe. 
 
    The spirits had loved their city, once upon a time. Whatever hurt they’d endured was enough to bind them to the earth, but not enough to erase all the joy that had filled their worlds. 
 
    Brackish shone in Eos’ hand, bringing new life to the flowers. 
 
    “Is this the right place?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Whispering was the respectful thing to do. 
 
    “Brackish seems to think so,” Eos said, voice just as low. “She says she was here a long time ago, when Torshval was still Torshval, yet nothing like the city behind us.” 
 
    “Ava Greyser kept the name, when the capital was founded,” Castelle said. For all she’d learnt of the city’s origins, she’d never once wandered the half-mile it took to reach the place it’d all started. “The original Torshval wasn’t much of a city. Two, maybe three thousand people lived here. Back then, Yarrin was considered the heart of Fenroe.” 
 
    Brackish flashed brightly. Eos patted the flat of the blade.  
 
    “There’s so much more than I imagined. My mother spoke of the old city as though there were a few crumbled buildings, foundations you could trace in the dirt, but people still live here, don’t they?” Castelle said, climbing atop a jagged wall to get a better look.   
 
    “In a sense,” Eos agreed. 
 
    There was more to it than any story could’ve prepared her for. Her mother had spoken of the ancient Torshval as something that’d fallen thousands of years ago, rather than a city built over throughout the last few centuries. 
 
    The damage was down to something other than time. The old city hadn’t been abandoned in favour of something better. Craters lined the remaining walls, terrible chunks missing from the corners of forgotten buildings, and the ground itself had cracked. 
 
    It was impossible to say whether it was the result of Queen Marcella’s campaign to clear the land or something much older. 
 
    For a time, Brackish was the only light that glowed. It wasn’t until they neared the centre of the ruins that other spirits let themselves be known. Blue light ran across the ruins like shapeless snakes, filling the cracks in the ground, wrapping around columns and swaying in the empty streets. 
 
    Brackish’s thoughts didn’t fill Castelle’s head. She hadn’t stolen fear and pain from Castelle and sent her charging through the spirits’ land. With every step Castelle took, the pounding of her boots reverberated through the spirits. They were beings without form, yet Castelle knew when they’d turned towards her, when what had once been eyes fixed on her. 
 
    She moved closer to Eos, stopping short of grabbing the back of her shirt. 
 
    It was only there, stood behind her, that Castelle realised the spirits weren’t ignoring Eos. They didn’t see through her; she wasn’t nothing to them. Eos didn’t see the spirits as nothing but blue light. To her, their old shapes lingered, memories sewn to the earth by anger and hurt. 
 
    She saw them, and they saw her. 
 
    They looked upon her as one of their own. 
 
    To them, she was little more than blue light. 
 
    Castelle placed her hand between Eos’ shoulder blades. 
 
    “It’s alright. They won’t harm you. We’re here, now,” Eos said. 
 
    There was nothing distinct about that part of the city. There were the ruins, there was the untimely destruction, and there were the spirits; there wasn’t much of a clearing to speak of. 
 
    Eos held out Brackish. Her light grew dim and settled. Eos knelt amongst the bluebells and pushed the sword into the ground. 
 
    She stepped back, standing at Castelle’s side as it began. 
 
    It was Fél all over again. The spirits understood what was being asked of them and not a single one hesitated to help. Blue light spread across the old city, gathering in the centre, a swirl of bright shadows. 
 
    There were more than two people, this time. It wasn’t just Brackish and Ava. Dozens of human-shaped spirits walked the streets, passing the two central figures without eavesdropping. 
 
    Eos’ eyes darted between the lights, seeing people, not spirits. Hands curled into fists, Castelle held her breath and waited for a spirit to pass. It was contact with the dead that’d cleared her eyes, last time. Reaching out, she brushed her fingers against the arm of a faded memory. 
 
    The city grew around her. The architecture was not strange, was not primitive and foreign. Torshval had been built in its image; it had not replaced the scattered structures the Fenronians called home, before Ava Greyser came to the archipelago. The sky was clear, the air warm. Castelle’s cloak was misplaced. She squinted, contending with sunlight hundreds of years old. 
 
    It was gone in a flash. She’d seen next to nothing of the people who walked the streets, of Ava and Brackish at the centre. 
 
    She reached for another spirit, but Eos caught her from the corner of her eye. 
 
    “They are still spirits,” Eos whispered, knocking Castelle’s hand away. “They could still take you over.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to understand what’s happened?” Castelle asked, having missed long seconds of it. 
 
    “Here,” Eos said, taking Castelle’s hand in her own. 
 
    Castelle stared at their joined hands. Beneath them, the ground changed. Roads spread out, and wildflowers had yet to bloom. 
 
    It makes perfect sense, came Ava’s voice. Yarrin is a wonderful island, but Caelfal is the true capital. Once trade routes are established between here and Nor, none will doubt that. 
 
    Ava was as her paintings portrayed her: long red hair falling down her back, pulled into a braid, green eyes flashing as she spoke. 
 
    There was something truer in seeing her formed by a mismatch of spirits and Brackish’s faded memory than there was in seeing her in the flesh. This was not Ava presenting herself to the world, but Ava being presented as she had secured herself in Brackish’s mind. So often, how someone was remembered was more important than how they truly were. 
 
    Every other person that walked the streets, attending to business concluded hundreds of years ago, had a face. They were not the shapes of the spirits that lingered in the old city, merely recreations of what Brackish’ mind had clung to, but they were real. One hurried down the road Castelle stood upon and clipped her shoulder. 
 
    Castelle took a step back, pressing her hand to the point of contact. 
 
    We didn’t come here to make decisions of the sort, Brackish said. She was the only one without a face, without form. She was not made of shadow, nor light or darkness. Castelle saw clearly, this time. There was an absence where she ought to have stood. How can you speak of alliances with Nor on behalf of these people? Do you not remember what we escaped? 
 
    Yes! Ava declared. I remember it each time I try to sleep and can’t. You know of the nightmares that plague me. But we are free of that, now. Trade can only help both nations. If we can convince Nor to open its borders, perhaps minds and hearts will open, too. 
 
    Ava held out her arms, imploring Brackish to listen. Eos pulled Castelle to the side. The memory of two children ran down the road, too caught up in their game to dodge obstacles. 
 
    We have no authority! We came to Fenroe to live freely, not to impose our ideas on others, Brackish argued. 
 
    We aren’t imposing anything on anyone, Ava said, stepping closer to Brackish. This land is a mess. The islanders have divided themselves in a way the sea never could. Think of all we could do to help these people! How the nation could grow! We need not erase anything, only build on what already stands. The city would keep the name Torshval. We would not do anything that wasn’t in the people’s benefit. Please. Think about it, won’t you? 
 
    Ava placed her hands on Brackish’s shoulders. The void flinched, sending a harrowing cry through the old city. For a second, everything jolted forward hundreds of years, and only ruins stood. 
 
    The memory returned, but the faces of those moving through the city had changed. 
 
    No. No, I didn’t come all this way to recreate Nor, Brackish said. I brought my people here, you included, in search of a better life. A quiet life, where we do not live in unending fear. The population may be small, trade may not flourish, but Fenroe knows peace. There is enough to feed everyone. Corruption cannot spread if we do not chain the islands together under one unified rule. 
 
    Ava gripped Brackish’s shoulders tighter. She opened her mouth, speaking Brackish’s true name, but no sound followed. The emptiness after a lightning strike filled the air. Their surroundings flashed between the past and the present, muddling themselves as the ground cracked beneath Ava and Brackish’s feet, wildflowers growing around their legs. 
 
    Eos squeezed Castelle’s hand. The past poured into the present. 
 
    Think about it! Ava implored. I know you, and I know you don’t have a selfish heart. You didn’t come all this way to live an easy life while there are those you could help all around you. 
 
    Brackish turned her back to Ava. Ava reached out, hand between Brackish’s shoulder blades. The memory faltered. Her hand slipped right through. 
 
    My word is final. We must remember what we escaped from, lest we recreate it, Brackish said. 
 
    And you say you don’t want to rule! Ava scoffed. But your word is law on these foreign shores, is it? 
 
    Brackish froze. The memory stretched to its limits, but she couldn’t leave the moment. The past trickled in, hundreds of years compressed into a handful of stone-shattering seconds. The buildings of Brackish’s past split down the centre, crumbling at the command of fire and cannonballs, and Brackish and Ava stood frozen in the centre, lost to it. 
 
    Dust filled the air. Eos tugged Castelle out of the road, pressing against a building that was quickly becoming a ruin. Castelle gripped Eos’ arm, nails digging in, eyes wide. It was a memory. Nothing more than that. A glimpse of the past playing out like a dream let loose into the waking world. 
 
    Yet she couldn’t raise her voice over the crumbling buildings. She couldn’t ask what was happening, couldn’t move. Not with dust surrounding them and shards of stone falling. Eos moved her hands to Castelle’s shoulders, not letting her run. 
 
    Standing their ground was the best chance they had. Stone rained around them and Eos pulled her close as part of a roof crashed by their feet. 
 
    The earth trembled, and it was over. 
 
    Castelle didn’t dare move. Eos didn’t let go of her. 
 
    Eventually, she remembered to breathe. Her eyes darted around, and though dust filled the air, the ruins were as they’d been before they’d disturbed them. 
 
    “What was that?” Castelle asked. “Gods! We could’ve been crushed. What—how? I thought we were seeing memories, not stepping into the literal past.” 
 
    She’d held the hand of the spirits in Fél. She’d felt Ava’s hand warm on her skin, and people had brushed against her as they’d passed in the street. The sky had changed. Sunlight washed warm across her, though winter was creeping close. The ground had shaken as the buildings crumbled. 
 
    Eos stepped back, wincing. 
 
    “It may not be real, but it is,” she said. 
 
    One of the rocks had grazed her face, leaving more bruise than blood behind. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Castelle asked. “Here, let me… oh, I’m not used to this. I’m the one with a track record of getting hurt. What do you need?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Eos said. 
 
    “Are you certain? It looks sore,” Castelle pressed. 
 
    “It is,” Eos agreed. “But I was hit by a loose rock, not a boulder. I will be fine.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Castelle said. 
 
    Eos pulled Brackish from the clearing, closed her eyes, taking in all the sword had to say. 
 
    “She isn’t particularly clear. The memory brought back more than she can contend with. She doesn’t know where to start,” Eos said. 
 
    “Well,” Castelle said, daring to sit on a chunk of wall she was convinced she’d seen tumble across the city. “She could start by explaining what any of it means. I was taught that Ava Greyser led the exodus to Fenroe, that the plan was hers, and that those who came along were loyal followers. Yet she was asking Brackish for permission.” 
 
    Eos sheathed Brackish, arms folded over her chest. 
 
    “You were rarely taught the truth,” Eos pointed out. 
 
    Frowning, Castelle said, “Indeed. If Brackish was the leader, the one who broke free of Nor, then my previous prediction will pan out. Betrayal, of the highest order. It seems to be the root of every problem I encounter.” 
 
    Eos kicked at the loose stones around her feet. The wildflowers had surged back, wrapping around her legs and reaching her knees. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t keep her eyes off the scuff on Eos’ cheek. It was more irritating than fatal, but looked utterly misplaced, amongst her scars. So much had already been carved from Eos. Castelle hadn’t considered some new wound could litter her face. 
 
    Past pain did nothing to protect her from what was to come. 
 
    “What now? I doubt this is the end of Brackish’s journey. There’s no closure here. Just confusion. Where does she want to go next?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Eos fingers pressed to the sword’s hilt. 
 
    She raised her brow. 
 
    “Yarrin.” 
 
    “Yarrin?” 
 
    Surely there were memories tucked away on the smaller islands, hidden on Torrine or Aldam or Lor. The whole archipelago was haunted. There’d be spirits to re-enact what’d happened between Brackish and Ava, so long ago. Only small settlements covered those distant islands. There were no imposing cities, nothing like the heart of Yarrin, where temples stretched towards the sky and Castelle couldn’t do a thing to avoid her cousin. 
 
    “Yarrin,” Eos repeated. “If we head north, we can sail directly to the island.” 
 
    Wonderful. That was what they needed. A clear-cut path to Yarrin with no stops along the way, no obstacles to slow their approach. The spirits around them turned to flashes of dread in the corner of Castelle’s vision, and she dug her elbows into her knees, telling herself not to be ridiculous. 
 
    This was what she’d wanted. What she’d dreamt of for so long. 
 
    “What is it?” Eos asked. 
 
    Weeks ago, Eos would’ve headed off without a word. 
 
    “Nothing,” Castelle said. “Nothing. It’s fine.” 
 
    Forcing herself to her feet, Castelle traced the path they’d taken through the ruins. 
 
    Eos caught up with her, keeping the spirits at bay. 
 
    “It is not nothing. Do you not wish to go to Yarrin? Do you not wish to see Layla?”  
 
    Castelle bit the inside of her cheek, forcing herself to keep moving.  
 
    “I want to see Layla. I want to see her so much that I keep telling myself it isn’t true. She isn’t alive, waiting for me. I can’t let my hopes rise like that, Eos. What am I going to say to her? It’s been so very long, and she will have changed in ways I cannot imagine. She will have done so much for the people of Yarrin, and she’ll have fought for her freedom. All the while, I have been in the temple, stagnating, clinging to the lies I was raised on.” 
 
    “Layla is a good woman,” Eos said. “She would never judge anyone cruelly, least of all her cousin. She understands what you have been through.” 
 
    “How could she not judge me? Up until a few months ago, I was determined to become Queen, to exert my rule over the archipelago,” Castelle said, walking faster, hoisting herself over the low fence. “I would’ve sooner believed every person in Fenroe was suffering without me than consider life might be better for them, now.” 
 
    “Layla has had years to change, to challenge what she was taught,” Eos said, hopping the fence and landing next to Castelle. “You have had mere months, yet you have bridged a wider gulf.” 
 
    Castelle stopped in her tracks, staring at Eos. Between them, a faded sign read WARNING – extermination under progress, by order of HRH Queen Marcella. 
 
    “But look at me, Eos. I haven’t changed. I—I look exactly like Ava Greyser. I thought my mother was doing her utmost to flatter me, but—but it’s the truth. I’m still—I’m still me, Eos. Despite everything I have learnt, I’m still me.” 
 
    Eos tilted her head to the side, dark eyes softening. 
 
    “You do not need to change. You do not need to become someone different,” Eos said. “You are who you’ve always been. You have finally been given the opportunity to be true to yourself.” 
 
    Castelle’s hands were shaking. Had they stopped, since she’d been taken from the temple? She swallowed the lump in her throat, but she couldn’t speak. She was prepared for scathing remarks that rattled around her head, but she hadn’t braced herself for kindness. 
 
    “But I—I am a Greyser,” she whispered. “Everything they have done, my mother, Queen Ava, all the rulers between them, it is instilled in my blood, and—” 
 
    “You were a child,” Eos reminded her. “You share their blood, not their spirits. You are not responsible for their actions.” 
 
    “But I am the last Greyser. All of this falls upon my shoulders, all they have done. I have to make myself responsible for it, Eos. How else am I to serve my punishment for all that happened? I cannot fix things. The people have done that for themselves, but still, I owe them something, and—” 
 
    Eos lifted both hands. Castelle’s chest rose in relief at the permission to silence herself. 
 
    “You were imprisoned in a temple for more than a decade. If you wish to endure a punishment, you have already done so,” Eos said. “But you do not deserve to suffer for this. Your blood does not have to condemn you.” 
 
    Castelle covered her face with her hands, desperate not to sob. 
 
    “I want to see Layla. I do, I do. I want to see her, Eos. She’s all I have left,” she said, breath staggered. “She’s my family. She’s all I have left, and—she loves me. She still loves me, doesn’t she? She wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to have me rescued, otherwise. Gods. She loves me. Not—not them. She’s my family. She’s all I have left, Eos.” 
 
    “She is. She does,” Eos agreed. “She has spent years putting this into action.” 
 
    Castelle screwed her eyes shut, tears finally escaping. 
 
    “I never got to say goodbye to anyone. To my parents, my siblings, anyone, and I thought—I thought it was the same with Layla. I thought she was just gone,” Castelle said, breath coming easily again. “But she’s alive. She’s alive! I can’t believe I’m not on Yarrin already.” 
 
    Castelle dropped her hands in time to see Eos climbing over the fence, back into the spirits’ territory. Too exhausted to call out, let alone follow her, Castelle stood where she was, hands shoved into her pockets to stop them trembling. 
 
    Eos returned short minutes later, hands full of bluebells that never should’ve bloomed at that time of year. Without a word of explanation, she nodded towards the Torshval that had yet to fall. Castelle trailed behind her, head full of flashes of Layla’s face. It must’ve changed so much, over the last eight years. 
 
    Castelle flinched as the streets grew busy, crowds forming in any open space they could squeeze into. Not a single person sparked with the spirits’ light. The sky was dull, clouds heavy with the promise of rain, but the cracks were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    There was more to the people around her than mere memories, fragmented and scattered across the archipelago. Castelle wanted to grab them all by the shoulders, wanted to ask their names, prematurely emblazing their memory inside her skull. 
 
    They weren’t her people anymore, but that didn’t mean her chest wouldn’t ache to embrace the scope of their lives, all the hurt behind them and the hope ahead. 
 
    Eos led her straight to the castle. She stood in front of the memorial, flowers in hand, and began dividing them into small clusters. 
 
    “Eos?” Castelle asked, fingers grabbing the inside of her pockets. 
 
    “Memorialising your parents would be a slight to all those who died, who suffered under their rule,” Eos said, handing the flowers to Castelle. “But your siblings were children.” 
 
    Tears threatened to rise again, but Castelle took the flowers with steady hands. 
 
    They’d never had graves. If they were thrown upon a pyre, part practicality, part celebration, their ashes would’ve been lost to the wind, everywhere and nowhere. There’d never been anywhere for Castelle to visit, and her memories always led her to the blood on the floor. 
 
    But here was something. Here was a place they could rest, if only in her heart. 
 
    Castelle knelt on the lower step, flowers in her arms. 
 
    Eos had worked them into six strands. 
 
    Marigold, Marcella, Tobias, and Edward. Marigold’s children, too. 
 
    All of them together, laid out in the shadow of the castle they’d been raised in. Laid out before the home they’d loved. To them, the Great Uprising had been but a single dark day in history. 
 
    It may not be right, in the face of all the hurt her family had caused, but her siblings had been safe, until that day in the dining room. They’d been happy, they’d been loved, and they’d never wanted for anything. 
 
    Castelle placed the flowers together, mouthing the words on the memorial. 
 
    They Now Rest With The Gods 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The rain fell in cascades across Caelfal. 
 
    The travellers they passed told them to be careful. If it kept up, the seas would rise and swallow the land. There were a hundred or two stories about islands drowning throughout periods of misfortune, and tales that warned against too much prosperity; if they weren’t careful, the sunken island of Kos would rise from the sea, its population nothing but vengeful spirits. 
 
    Castelle knew no amount of rain could ever be too much. Not for Fenroe. The earth would drink it down, and in the months to come, spring would arrive, lush and green, fields and forests wanting for nothing. 
 
    News had spread across the archipelago, on the lips of those it concerned. The man all were certain would retrieve the Princess was dead, body pulled apart by bears. The spike of fear gave Castelle and Eos the freedom to move without looking over their shoulders every few seconds. The rains thundered upon them, and Castelle convinced herself the worst was behind them. 
 
    Brackish was silent. Castelle hadn’t shared a thought with the sword since the past had unfurled. Brackish whispered nothing to Eos. She either couldn’t or wouldn’t discuss what she’d seen, what the rekindled memories meant to her. 
 
    “How is your leg?” Eos asked, as she did every few hours. 
 
    “Better every day. Worse by evening, though,” Castelle said. 
 
    “You have put a lot of strain on it, after all that happened. If you need to stop, tell me. We will find another cart, sooner or later.” 
 
    The rains had cleared most of the roads for them. They’d found a few merchants braving the weather and paid their way between the towns and villages lining the island, but they’d had no luck, that morning. 
 
    Caelfal was wider than Castelle believed possible. Torshval had been so great, so vast, it ought to have taken up the entirety of the island. After an hour on the road, Castelle could no longer see it on the horizon. 
 
    There were swathes of forest and open plains larger than the city. So much of Caelfal was untouched, and deserved to stay that way. 
 
    “When we were younger, Layla and I once spent an entire summer in the castle grounds. We refused to come in, and had a tent bigger than most houses set up for us,” Castelle said, huffing as the hillside rose. “It’s strange. Layla and Marigold were born in the same year, but I was the one Layla was always closest to. I suppose it’s because Marigold was tied up in royal business from the moment she could speak. Either way, when I was very young, I had trouble differentiating between my siblings and my cousin. 
 
    “My mother said I’d start crying, whenever Layla had to return to her chambers on the other side of the castle. Well, never mind that. The point is, Layla and I spent the entire summer outside, making something wild of the castle grounds. We ignored the guards and the gates, the tall fence running the perimeter. We climbed trees, leapt over rocks, fell in the lake more than once—that sort of thing. It seems absurd to think of it, now. 
 
    “I used to be in such good physical condition, Eos. And now look at me! I have a stitch, breathing is suddenly the only thing I can focus on, and I’m fairly certain I’ve turned red.” 
 
    The bags hanging from Eos’ back didn’t do a single thing to slow her down. 
 
    “You spent twelve years sitting in a temple. You have come a long way since then,” Eos said. 
 
    “Imagine if I hadn’t broken my leg. What’s your secret, then? How long until I’m as nonplussed as you are by this all?” 
 
    “I am Yrician. I am used to moving around.” 
 
    “Yes. And once we reach Layla’s temple, I’m sure you’ll go back to moving around, won’t you?” Castelle said, not giving Eos time to answer. “What is it? Some sort of compulsion?” 
 
    Eos stopped a few feet ahead, letting Castelle catch up. The moment she was by her side, Eos set off, thinking nothing of the mud caked to her boots. 
 
    “I would not call it a compulsion. I would not ascribe anything negative to it. I have remained settled, for stretches of time. I have lived in houses and not wandered further than neighbouring villages,” Eos said. “But living like this is how I am most comfortable. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “Even in the rain?” 
 
    “Even in the rain.” 
 
    Castelle adjusted her hood and carried on uphill. The rain was far more tolerable with short hair, but Eos had no problems with her hood down, rain rushing across her face, sticking to her forehead, her neck. 
 
    The merciful ground flattened out, leaving only thick mud to contend with. 
 
    “Is that why you and Reed aren’t together?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Eos furrowed her brow, hoping she’d misheard the question. 
 
    “Because of your nomadic nature, that is,” Castelle said, wishing she hadn’t said anything. “Not that I’m suggesting it’s your fault. Simply that you weren’t compatible in certain ways. After all, Reed seems happy where she is, doing what she does. It’s important for a village to have their doctor, and—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    “It is fine,” Eos said, if only to stop her talking. “That is not why. Reed was never troubled by my comings and goings. She knew I would always return.” 
 
    There was a but at the end of the sentence, unvoiced and heavy. Castelle nodded, pretending it was all perfectly clear, and kept walking. 
 
    “Not that I’m one to speak. What do I know of the sort? I lived in a temple until the age of twenty-eight, cut off from the outside world.” 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Relationships, I mean. I can’t exactly spark a conversation about your relationship with Reed when I have no idea what I’m actually talking about. When it comes to, well, experience, that is to say, I…” 
 
    Oversharing to take the focus off Eos worked too well. Eos stared at Castelle as they walked, brow raised, and Castelle prayed for another bear trap to change the subject. 
 
    “Really? Never?”  
 
    “When would I have had the opportunity?” Castelle asked. “Not many eligible women wandered through the forest for me to happen upon, and my fathers were intent on finding me a partner for practical reasons. Continuing the bloodline and whatnot. It was always in my best interest to quash their ideas.” 
 
    The corner of Eos’ mouth curled into a smile. 
 
    “And yet you saw fit to interrogate me about my relationships?” 
 
    “Oh, hush,” Castelle said, shoving Eos’ shoulder. “I am perfectly qualified to ask questions. I’ve seen many examples of happy couples, you realise. Being a lone lesbian out in the woods has not blinded me entirely. Believe it or not, my parents actually adored one another, and my fathers at least pretended to care for one another around me. Plus, the servants always brought plenty of gossip. 
 
    “Besides, I am not entirely clueless. That is to say, there were maids, and I—” 
 
    Castelle bit the inside of her mouth, walking ahead as though Brackish coursed through her veins. 
 
    “Rhea?” Eos asked, never having any trouble catching up. 
 
    “Oh. No, no. No, that’s not—not that she isn’t terribly pretty, I’ll admit. I was younger. Much younger. Nineteen, twenty. I soon learnt that the maids got in rather more trouble than I did and put an end to it. For a few years after that, I suspect my fathers made sure to only hire straight maids.” 
 
    Eos hadn’t stopped smiling. The building embarrassment of every word was worth it. 
 
    Shaking her head, Eos took the lead, shoulders rising as she went. 
 
    “Are you laughing at me? Gods, Eos. Have some respect. This is all part of my tragic past, you realise,” Castelle called at her back. 
 
    Turning on the spot, Eos gave a low bow and waited for Castelle. 
 
    Castelle had never seen such amusement cross Eos’ face. It made her deaf to the rain, untouched by the damp fabric clinging to her damp skin. 
 
    She couldn’t stop now. 
 
    “Do your mothers live here? On one of the islands?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “No,” Eos said, after a pause. 
 
    “Oh? Are they still in Nor?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her smile was gone, now. 
 
    “Do you ever visit them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not? Do you not get along with them?” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    To say nothing of regicide and exile. 
 
    “Do you miss them?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why are you asking?” 
 
    Batting rain from the tip of her nose, Castelle said, “Because you know absolutely everything about my life and my family, and I could count the things I know about you on one hand.” 
 
    “That isn’t true,” Eos said. 
 
    “Let’s see,” Castelle said, making a list of her fingers. “Your name is Eos. You come from Nor. You have two mothers. You don’t eat animals. You dated Reed for several years. Oh, I apologise. There are six things. You have a cat named Rhyolite.” 
 
    “I do not see why you’d need to know anything else,” Eos said in that flat way of hers. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t tell whether she was serious. She settled for glaring at her. 
 
    “You’re enjoying this. Why?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? As I said, you know the entirety of my history. You know how I have spent my life. Our adventure together didn’t get off to the best start, what with the kidnapping and the bear traps, but I’m finally in a place where I can enjoy things,” Castelle said. Months ago, she never would’ve dared to say so much in one impromptu burst. “I’m starting to understand how I might have a real place in the world, and I’m no longer completely terrified of reuniting with Layla. 
 
    “I have a chance to be myself, Eos. To find out who that is. So, yes. I’m enjoying myself, for once.” 
 
    “Even in the rain?” Eos asked. 
 
    “Even in the rain,” Castelle agreed, grinning. 
 
    Around midday, they stopped at a stone shelter of a restaurant, built for travellers who didn’t want to commit to veering off the path and searching through nearby settlements. There was little on offer, but the woman braving the cold and rain promised them it would be the best soup and freshest bread they’d had on Caelfal. 
 
    Castelle had no complaints. She sat on the low, narrow bench running the length of the restaurant, teeth chattering as she warmed her hands on the bowl. The rising scent brought her back to her senses. 
 
    Eos tore apart the bread, wasting no time as she unrolled a map across the tabletop. 
 
    Castelle stared at the archipelago upside down, tracing the path they’d taken with her eyes. All the way across Laister, bridges burnt behind them. Halfway across Llyne, before the bear trap caught her, and across the rest of the island, months later. Up to Fél, over to Wayston, through Vertias, and onto Caelfal. 
 
    Eos saw Castelle looking and used the end of her spoon to trace the next leg of their journey. The four smaller islands of Vertias, Wayston, Fél, and Aria rose between Caelfal and Yarrin, but the northernmost port allowed ships to circumvent them all. 
 
    There weren’t going to be any more stops between them and Yarrin, no more islands for them to explore. 
 
    Eos stared at the map for a few more minutes, before rolling it back up. Castelle had never given her enough credit. She’d planned the journey down to every individual, branching path they took, avoiding mercenaries and would-be assassins along the way. 
 
    There was a whole world of danger Castelle was blind to, purely because Eos assured the way ahead was safe. 
 
    “The ships to Yarrin are regular enough,” Eos said, dropping the map into her bag. “If we are quick, we can reach the docks before sunset.” 
 
    Castelle had a few spoonfuls of soup left, but rose from her seat. As welcome as sitting was, it did nothing to dry her clothes, and discomfort was best assuaged by movement. 
 
    Eos carried their bowls and plates to the counter, thanked the woman for the meal, and pulled her hood up. 
 
    “Shall I take a bag?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “No,” Eos said, as she always did. “Your leg is still injured. Focus on that.” 
 
    “If you insist,” Castelle said, ducking beneath her hood as they returned to the road. 
 
    Half a mile in, a stranger’s voice rose over the rain, offering them a lift in their carriage. The driver had taken a family friend from the northern port to Torshval as a favour for their sister, but hadn’t had the time to waste in finding a fare for their journey back. Eos slipped some of their fast-depleting gold into the person’s hand and Castelle did her utmost not to dive into the carriage. 
 
    The space was cramped, but not uncomfortable. Eos sat straight, hands folded together in front of her, and Castelle sunk into a corner, eyes closed as the ground rocked beneath them. The rain struck the roof and windows like a thousand tiny pebbles, unrelenting and rhythmic, convincing her it was impossible she’d ever braved it. 
 
    They’d definitely make it to the port in time to catch a ship to Yarrin, now. Layla’s temple was largest on the island, twelve miles from the coast. Eos had pointed to it on a map for her. There wasn’t a reason in the world to delay the inevitable, to find a place for the night and wait for morning light to open the path to them. 
 
    Castelle wished she could’ve overcome the dull pain that flared in her leg and charge through the city, into the temple, but needed Eos to nudge her along. Still, she brimmed with nervous energy, leg rocking as the carriage rolled towards the port. 
 
    “I do,” Eos said, out of nowhere. 
 
    “You do?” Castelle asked, focusing on her, not Layla, dozens of miles away. 
 
    “I do miss my mothers. But I have not seen them for a very, very long time. Things happened. Because of my doing, because of the war. I… I do not know how I would face them, so I do not. It is complicated. War complicates things, complicates people. Sometimes…”  
 
    Eos’ words trailed off and her fingers dug into her knees. 
 
    “It’s alright. Thank you for sharing that with me, Eos. I know it can’t be easy, but I am genuinely glad to get to know more about you.” 
 
    “I am thirty-six. If you wanted another fact.” 
 
    “That’s eight, now,” Castelle said, holding up her fingers. 
 
    The port looked like the last five-hundred Castelle and Eos had visited. Taverns and inns lined the docks, a dozen merchants braved the rain at their open stalls, and crowds gathered to squint at schedules and buy tickets on passenger ships. 
 
    Eos left Castelle with the bags at her feet and handled the business of tickets. Castelle feared nothing in particular from those gathered along the docks, and passed the time reading the names of the larger merchant vessels unloading their cargo in crates and barrels. 
 
    The ship was ready to board almost immediately. Castelle shouldn’t have been ready to leave, deep down, shouldn’t have been ready to tear herself from Torshval and all her family had left behind, but she stepped onto the boat without looking back. 
 
    Brackish’s eagerness had seeped into her bones, and it wasn’t unwelcome. Whatever the sword needed to see, needed to remember and let go of, was on Yarrin. Castelle’s thoughts wouldn’t shift far from it, until she could piece together what’d happened in the old city. 
 
    Her family’s foundations were a lie. Ava Greyser hadn’t escaped Nor and brought those loyal to her with her. She’d been but a face in the crowd. Brackish hadn’t been an ancient, angry spirit; only a woman who’d been wronged. Ava had done nothing to earn her crown. The crown never should’ve existed to begin with.  
 
    Castelle needed to know more. 
 
    She needed to know that something, one single, solitary thing, rang true. 
 
    Ava Greyser really did have red hair. She could cling to that, should the worst happen. 
 
    The voyage to Yarrin was three times as long as any Castelle had ever taken. The ship arced around the north of the archipelago, far from the rocks littering the coast, heading for Yarrin’s northernmost point. 
 
    “How long does it take to reach Nor?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Three days, in good weather. Providing you leave from Caelfal,” Eos said. 
 
    Three days was nothing. They’d walked across half of Caelfal in that time and only seen a dozen settlements along the way. Three days was nothing; Nor wasn’t a world away, wasn’t the unknowable, unreachable land her fathers had made it out to be. 
 
    “Am I still to head there? After I’ve reunited with Layla, is that still the plan? To deliver Brackish to foreign shores, letting go of any pretence of a reign for once and for all?” 
 
    Eos sat with her eyes on the grey waves and didn’t turn at Castelle’s question. 
 
    “That is what Layla and I always intended, yes.” 
 
    With all they’d been through, bear traps, assassins, rekindled memories metamorphosing into the real world at the beckoning of lost spirits, Castelle had let herself forget there was to be an end to this. They were not wandering indefinitely, free to follow their whims and their spirit-sword. 
 
    Eos would deliver Castelle to Layla, and her role would be done. Castelle couldn’t bring herself to ask Eos if she was coming to Nor, even to see how she would react. Eos was exiled from Nor. Eos had no intention of returning, not even to visit her mothers. 
 
    Layla’s temple was where Eos’ path ended. Castelle slumped in her seat, cloak pulled tight around herself. 
 
    She couldn’t mention it now. Couldn’t tell Eos that she’d known for days. She’d kept it to herself for too long. If she mentioned it now, she’d be weaponising it. She’d be using it to catch Eos out, to demand something of her. 
 
    Instead, Castelle said, “You’ve known Layla for a while, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. Your cousin is a very private person, when it comes to her past. She does not speak of it, does not use her old family name. She does what she must to keep herself safe. Few know of her relationship to you. Svir, who she counts amongst her friends, does not even know, and Svir knows most things,” Eos said. “I have spent time in her temple. I have worked for her, in the past.” 
 
    “Oh? What sort of errands does she send you on, short of kidnapping Princesses?” 
 
    Castelle forced herself to smile. 
 
    “There are plenty in need who cannot reach the temples, for a variety of reasons. Layla often has me offer them safe passage across the archipelago. You aren’t the first person I’ve rescued.” 
 
    “This is a rescue mission now, is it?” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    Castelle laughed, but couldn’t commit to it. 
 
    “No one is suggesting you stay in Nor forever. You could consider it a simple delivery. Take Brackish to Nor, abdicate beyond a shadow of a doubt, and return to Fenroe. If that is what you wish.” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple. We’ll need contacts. Officials in Nor to oversee the proceedings, whatever those are. And then there’s Brackish herself. Who’s to say if she even wants to go all the way across the ocean!” 
 
    “Brackish is from Nor. There is every chance she will want to return home,” Eos said. “And do not worry about the details. Layla has been working on this for years. She will have every step planned out for you.”  
 
    A few days to get to Nor. A few weeks to smooth matters over. A few days to get back to Fenroe.  
 
    It might not even take a month. Everything her journey had been leading up to would take less than a month, and where would that leave her? Back on Fenroe without a clue how the world worked, finally free of her royal blood, but not her nightmares. 
 
    “What happens when I come back? What do I do then?” Castelle murmured. 
 
    “What do you wish to do?” Eos asked. 
 
    “That’s the thing, Eos. I don’t have the first idea what I’ll do when I’m finally standing still. I don’t know what I want, what I enjoy. Oh, I enjoyed much of my childhood, that is certainly true, but it is so distant and was taken from me so abruptly that I am no longer that person. Perhaps I never was. I can’t find the answers,” Castelle said. Everything that’d lurked in the back of her mind rushed to her lips. “And, as you may be aware, I’ve spent the last fourteen years doing much of nothing. Being fed lies, reading books without a jot of reality in them, waiting, waiting. 
 
    “Do you want to know the truth? The most fun I’ve had lately has been these past few days. With you, out in the rain. Following the path Brackish has set out for us, even with memories literally crumbling around us. I even enjoyed my brief time with Svir, Tanen, and Niamh, once Svir was safe and no longer intent on selling me. 
 
    “It felt like having friends for the first time in an age. It isn’t just the thought of seeing Layla that scares me, Eos. It’s the thought of standing still again. I spent so very long doing nothing that the prospect of not having some distant destination to head for puts me on edge. 
 
    “I could stay with Layla. I could repay my debt to Fenroe and help those truly in need. I wouldn’t hate it. I expect it would be something different every day. Yet I’d be going from one temple to another. I don’t want to be imprisoned by four walls again, Eos. Even if I could leave them. Something in it feels wrong. Something makes me want to scream, and I… 
 
    “I suppose I’m being selfish, aren’t I? Looking for an adventure beyond the work of the priests.”  
 
    Eos finally grew tired of watching the waves. 
 
    “You do not need to make any decisions yet. You may feel differently, come tomorrow. You may feel differently, once you are at the temple. Once you are reunited with Layla, something within you may finally settle,” Eos said. “It is natural to feel restless. Do not blame yourself for not knowing what to do with your life, now that you have it to yourself.” 
 
    Castelle ran her fingers through her short hair. Eos may have always been reserved with her words, but of late, they were always good ones. Always worth waiting for. 
 
    “And what about you? Will you be here, when I return to Nor?” 
 
    “I live in Fenroe,” Eos said, shifting in her seat. “Where else would I be?” 
 
    Castelle turned her gaze to the grey waves that’d fascinated Eos. It would be so easy to say nothing else, to let things drop, but Yarrin was on the horizon and the darkening sky could do nothing to hide it, to stop it drawing close. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Castelle murmured. 
 
    Eos leant forward, chin rested on her knuckles. She wasn’t all empty thought and blank stares. Something churned behind her eyes as she considered telling Castelle why she couldn’t return to Nor, and all that conversation would lead to. 
 
    “I will be here,” Eos said, as Yarrin’s port came into view. “Of course I will.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight  
 
      
 
    Eos stumbled onto land. The fear of Castelle’s heart never letting her take a step onto Yarrin was soon forgotten. She jumped off the boat, grabbing Eos’ elbow. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Eos said, passing an accusing glare at her feet. “Fine.” 
 
    Eos wasn’t the sort of person who stumbled, who tripped her way off boats. She hoisted her bags further up her back and hurried down the pier, away from the eyes fixed on her. 
 
    Castelle didn’t have to struggle to catch up. Eos faltered along the docks, hands wrapped tightly around the bag straps, eyes fixed on the ground. 
 
    “What is it, Eos? You don’t look well,” Castelle said. 
 
    “It’s nothing. Nothing, I—I am tired. That’s all,” Eos said, face wan, fingers trembling. 
 
    “We’ll find somewhere for the night. It’s already late,” Castelle said. “Give me one of those bags.” 
 
    Eos’ protest never got off the ground. Castelle tugged one of the bags and Eos’ shoulders fell. There was no argument from her. Castelle slung the bag over her shoulder with a world of confidence and stumbled backwards. 
 
    “Gods. How do you do it?” she muttered. 
 
    “Practise,” Eos said, taking slow steps along the docks. 
 
    Another island, another port. The taverns were starting to steal names from one another. A dozen inns crowded along the seafront, and in the centre, a temple rose, unassuming and indistinguishable from the other buildings, save for the lack of signage. Laister Temple may well have been the last on the archipelago that retained the historical shape of a temple. The rest of Fenroe was covered with repurposed buildings, giving those in need a little more anonymity. 
 
    “It would be nice if Layla worked there,” Castelle said. 
 
    Eos exhaled heavily. 
 
    “I know, I know. That’d be far too easy.” 
 
    Castelle pulled Eos into the first inn bragging about vacancies. Eos leant against the lobby wall, eyes half-closed. The man behind the counter stared at them, waiting, and Castelle did the same. 
 
    Eos wordlessly passed Castelle a handful of money. It was her turn to take care of things. Castelle offered the man a belated smile and said um a lot. After using far too many words to explain their need for two rooms for the night, Castelle handed over the gold and blinked at her empty hand. 
 
    What a strange process. 
 
    The man handed over two keys with numbers painted on them. Castelle congratulated herself on being convincingly normal. There was an unexpected rush in it. The man behind the counter had no idea who she was, what her name meant, or that she was new to this world. 
 
    She took the bulk of the bags from Eos and led her down the corridor, to their corresponding rooms. 
 
    “Are you certain you’re going to be alright? Do you need anything?” Castelle asked, handing Eos her key. 
 
    “I will be fine,” Eos said, dragging a hand down her clammy face. “I need to sleep. That is all.” 
 
    At her hip, Brackish was silent and dull. 
 
    “Let me know if you do need anything. Anything at all. I’ll be right next door.” 
 
    “I will be fine. You need to sleep, as well. We will head for Avren, tomorrow.” 
 
    Eos fumbled with her key. The door swung shut behind her, and after a few seconds spent holding her breath, Castelle heard something that sounded suspiciously like a body falling onto a bed. 
 
    Castelle headed for her own room. There was no comfort in being there for Eos, because Eos wouldn’t come to her for help. All Castelle could do was sleep early, wake before dawn, and check on Eos under the pretence of wanting to head out the moment the sun was up. 
 
    Easier said than done. The small, clean room’s only window opened onto the fields of Yarrin and the paths that led to Avren and Layla’s temple. Castelle had run her fingers across countless maps, tracing the name of the town, wondering how it might fit into the reclamation of her Kingdom, never once imagining her cousin was there. 
 
    Never once daring to believe she might be alive. 
 
    Most people would’ve questioned a body without a head. Most people would’ve been brave enough to have hope, despite what they’d seen and what they’d been told. 
 
    After everything Castelle had seen, hope hadn’t become pointless, hadn’t grown foolish. It simply wasn’t there. 
 
    It wasn’t anywhere. 
 
    Rain continued to pelt the windows, but the inn was warm. Castelle took off her clothes, leaving them to dry. Niamh had sent her off with a few spare outfits carefully rolled up in Eos’ bag. Castelle laid one out across the floor. 
 
    She’d been saving it for tomorrow, for Avren. She wanted to look halfway decent for Layla. The outfit might be the only distraction the two of them could bask in. Do you remember Count Lorcan? she could say. His daughter gave me these clothes, after her wife kidnapped me. 
 
    Castelle smiled, falling on the bed. It was the sort of story Layla would love to hear. 
 
    Enough had happened on her journey to fill days of awkward silences. 
 
    Castelle tossed and turned for a few hours, listening out for Eos. No sounds drifted through the walls. When she slept, she dreamt of dinner with her fathers, where no admonishments were laid across the table, and there were no reprimands for stepping into the real world. Castelle awoke feeling as bad as Eos had looked yesterday evening, sick to her stomach at the relief her unconscious counterpart had felt. 
 
    Castelle pulled on her new clothes and packed her nearly-dry ones. Mornings were a strange experience when she didn’t have to dedicate so much of them to brushing her hair through. 
 
    Eos was standing outside her door when she went to wake her. The colour had returned to her face, and the softened shadows beneath her eyes said she’d fallen straight into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
    “You look better,” Castelle said. “I’m so glad. Are you feeling well again?” 
 
    “I am fine. I was fine,” Eos insisted. “It was Brackish.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “She is restless. Stressed. Somewhere between the two. Being back on Yarrin is not easy for her. Whatever happened here has not left her, even if she does not remember it.” 
 
    Brackish was still. Her thoughts didn’t bleed into the air, pressing against Castelle. It’d all been directed at Eos, towards the only one the sword thought could understand her, for whatever that was worth. 
 
    “Where does she want to head? Should we go there before Avren?” 
 
    Castelle tried not to sound too eager. She’d put her best clothes on for a reason. She didn’t want to traipse through the mud or have buildings that no longer existed come crumbling down on top of her. Not really. 
 
    “It is in that direction. It is fine,” Eos said. It was starting to lose meaning. “I will take you to Layla, then handle Brackish.” 
 
    “What? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m coming with you, Eos. We’ve come this far together, and if you hadn’t noticed, this explicitly involves my family. I want to understand what this means.” 
 
    “It is not safe,” Eos said, fit to carry all their bags again. “After what happened in Torshval, it does not seem wise to involve anyone else.” 
 
    “Stop pretending you’re concerned about me.” 
 
    “Stop doing your utmost to postpone seeing your cousin,” Eos said, leaving her key on the counter. “And I am not pretending.” 
 
    Outside, the rain had finally relented. The sky was clear for the first time in weeks, and Castelle spared a moment to reacquaint herself with the colour blue. Everywhere they went, people painted it as the last nice day they’d have, until spring returned. Winter was set to be colder and darker than any before. 
 
    It was Castelle’s first year beyond the temple’s grasp, yet she could tell people said the same thing year in, year out. 
 
    Along the edge of the port, Eos faltered again. She placed a hand on Brackish’s hilt and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Eos?”  
 
    “The sword is heavier than usual,” Eos said, fighting off the urge to claim it was fine. 
 
    “Heavier than usual?” Castelle asked, hand on Eos’ shoulder. “How?” 
 
    “I can’t explain it. It does not make sense, I know. But it is like carrying rocks.” 
 
    “Put the bags down. We’ll take a carriage to Avren. There’s no need to struggle.” 
 
    Emboldened by her success at securing two rooms in the inn, Castelle marched across the street without waiting for Eos to acquiesce. She caught the eye of a handsome woman brushing one of her horses’ manes and made a concise, compelling case for her custom to be accepted. 
 
    She hurried back to Eos with a sheepish grin and collected the money she was holding out. 
 
    Eos got into the carriage without a word of argument. The woman strapped their bags to the roof. As they set off, Castelle stuck her head out the window and called, “Excuse me. How long will it take to reach Avren?” 
 
    “It’s a beautiful day,” the driver called back. “If it takes any longer than three hours you’re getting your money back.” 
 
    Grinning, Castelle got comfortable in her seat, keeping the windows and blinds open. Sunlight poured in, and the crisp air stopped short of sending a chill through her bones. 
 
    Eos sat opposite, travelling backwards. Her eyes weren’t heavy, sweat didn’t roll from her forehead. For a time, Eos looked like herself, lost in thoughts she’d never give a voice. A handful of miles in saw her shuffling in her seat, shoulders rolling, fingers fanning out and curling into fists. 
 
    “This is ridiculous. I thought the spirits couldn’t influence you. Couldn’t take hold of you. Is this safe? Has Brackish finally worn you down?” Castelle said. 
 
    “That isn’t it,” Eos said, through grit teeth. “This is not easy for Brackish. She is not doing any of this intentionally, I… I am too aware of what she is feeling. Of what she has felt. I cannot settle because she cannot settle. It is fine, it—” 
 
    “It isn’t fine! You’re in no fit state to get me to Layla, like this. What if one of my fathers’ lackeys pulls the carriage over and decides to drag me back to Laister? Every muscle in your body is pulled taut. You can’t protect me like this.” 
 
    “Then what am I supposed to do?” Eos grunted. 
 
    “We must be wherever Brackish needs to go. We’ll stop there before Avren. We’ll still be with Layla by evening. If we could delay things for months with Reed then we can certainly take a few hours out of the day to help put whatever this is to rest.” 
 
    Castelle had always been told she’d have to learn to speak with authority in her voice, that she’d have to know what was best for whole legions of people, but that wasn’t what this was. Her words left no room for objection, but it was kindness that welded them together. She didn’t know what Brackish needed, what was best for Eos, but she knew it wasn’t this. 
 
    “Fine,” was all Eos said. 
 
    Sticking her head out the window, Castelle said, “I’m terribly sorry, but would you mind dropping us off here? We’d like to walk the rest of the way, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    The request wasn’t out of the ordinary. The woman stopped the horses to a stop and climbed on top of the carriage, unstrapping their bags. She passed them down to Castelle while Eos leant against a tree, fingers wrapped tightly around Brackish. 
 
    “Everything’s okay, isn’t it?” the woman whispered to Castelle. “Your friend, she…” 
 
    “She gets motion sickness. The boat here was bad enough, and this is setting it off again,” Castelle said. “Thank you so much for your assistance, though. We’ll be fine from here. The fresh air will be good for her.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” the woman said, winking at her. 
 
    She returned to her carriage and continued towards Avren to pick up her next assortment of passengers. 
 
    Sparse oak trees lined the road between the port and Avren, and for miles, the land was flat and open, given over to agriculture. Most of Fenroe’s crops were harvested from Yarrin and its fertile land, a world away from the rocks that lined the other islands. 
 
    Much of the harvest had been completed for the year, and many of the fields laid barren, recovering until spring demanded they be tilled again. Castelle squinted. No warning signs littered the landscape, and the only blue light came from Brackish. 
 
    Lightning ran along the sword, crackling at the tip, breaking free of its restraints. 
 
    “We’re close, aren’t we? Which way do we need to go?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “This way. Towards the coast,” Eos said, pushing herself off the tree. 
 
    Brackish trembled with the light that poured from her. Eos took wide strides through the empty fields, each step heavy enough to leave deep footprints in the dirt. 
 
    Castelle wanted to reach out, wanted to take on the burden of Brackish. And it was her own thought, not something born of the spirit. Brackish had lost her connection to Castelle’s mind, to the pathways she took to intersperse Castelle’s thoughts with her own. 
 
    She couldn’t influence Castelle because she didn’t want anything. She wasn’t demanding anything. It was all empty howling. The spirit-sword couldn’t focus on anything but what laid ahead, what had been and what no longer was. 
 
    Spirits didn’t surround them, but Brackish was forcing the memories back into herself. She was replaying them without hearing a whisper of the past, without seeing what once was. 
 
    Castelle offered Eos her arm. Eos nodded shallowly, and together, they made for the coast. 
 
    The fields ended abruptly. The neat lines scored into the earth were replaced with clusters of crumbling dirt, falling sharply onto the rocky beach below. Stone mixed with sand and the tide crept close.  
 
    It wasn’t right. It wasn’t where they needed to be. 
 
    Eos pressed the heel of her palm to her forehead. Brackish burnt so brightly Castelle believed she’d caused the skies to clear. 
 
    “A little further,” Castelle said, eyes darting around for the first sign of other spirits. “This way. Look.” 
 
    Brackish managed something close to clarity. Castelle had to keep moving along the coast, to the estuary formed by the river that kept Yarrin’s crops irrigated, giving itself over and returning to the sea. She didn’t question the thought. There was nothing scathing in it, nothing intrusive.  
 
    Brackish was reaching out for help. 
 
    This was what it had all been about. 
 
    The estuary was shallow enough to wade through, freshwater mixing with the salt of the sea. Brackish’s light faded when they reached the water’s edge. 
 
    No signs lined the estuary. No warnings were whispered by the wind. The earth and water belonged to itself. Not a single spirit spread its light over the land, lost but unable to leave. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” Eos murmured. “This is where Brackish wishes to be, but—but there are no spirits here. They cannot gather, cannot show us what she needs to see, they…” 
 
    Eos fell to her knees, pulled down by the weight of the sword. 
 
    “What happened here? How do we help you, Brackish? What do you need?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “There were spirits here. They haunted this land, but they have found rest. They are at peace, they have returned to the gods, and—” 
 
    Eos pressed her hands to the ground, fingers sinking into the wet earth. 
 
    Castelle knelt in front of Eos, hands on her shoulders. She froze. It wasn’t Eos’ face that had turned white, but her eyes. The darkness had clouded over, changing everything Castelle had come to recognise, everything she’d learnt to read in her expression. 
 
    Eos wasn’t as immune to the spirits’ reach as she’d let herself believe. 
 
    “Unsheathe the sword,” Castelle said, gripping her shoulders. “You need to be away from Brackish.” 
 
    “No, no,” Eos murmured, shaking her head, closing her white eyes. “I need to help her. I need to help her, she—” 
 
    “There aren’t any spirits here, Eos! Brackish can’t show us anything, and she’s panicking because of it. You only need to let go for a moment. Let her work this out of her system. Please.” 
 
    “I can’t. I can’t. I mustn’t let go, or… or…” 
 
    “Let go of Brackish or I’ll do it for you.” 
 
    Eos’ eyes snapped open, dark as coals. 
 
    Gripping Castelle’s arm, Eos took hold of Brackish’s hilt and sneered. It wasn’t her. Wasn’t her. This was Brackish, doing all she could to make herself flesh. Eos forced the spirit back and pulled the sword with all her might. Breaking rock apart with her bare hands, for all the good it did. 
 
    Grunting, Eos unbuckled her belt and tossed the whole thing away. Brackish flew from her sheath, away from the shallow water’s edge. 
 
    Eos took a deep breath, eyes flashing with gratitude. Her gaze darted around, taking in their surroundings in their clarity for the first time. 
 
    Castelle got to her feet, pulling Eos up with her. 
 
    “I am sorry. I thought I was stronger than the spirit. I never believed she would get in my head to that extent,” Eos said. 
 
    Her breath came heavily, shoulders rising. With Eos free of Brackish’s grasp, the spirit’s influence crept towards Castelle. It was the pressure filling the air throughout the long, muddled hours before a storm, but the skies were clear. There were no clouds to burst, bringing the relief she needed. 
 
    Don’t listen. Don’t listen. It was easy to think, but there were never any words, when it came to Brackish. It was so much more than her whispering in her ear, commands clear and impossible not to bow to. 
 
    Castelle took Eos’ hand and held it tightly. 
 
    Brackish wasn’t cruel. Brackish wasn’t lashing out at them, wasn’t trying to hurt them. Brackish was terrified. Brackish was alone and had been for so long. She’d come here, certain the other spirits would help make sense of a past that had been stolen from her, but they’d all found eternal rest while her light stretched from the confines of a sword, empty and aching. 
 
    “What do we do?” Castelle whispered. 
 
    “Nothing,” Eos said, squeezing her hand. “There is nothing we can do. Brackish needs to work through this. She needs to realise there will be other ways to help her.” 
 
    But no other way would ever be good enough. It couldn’t come close to what had happened on this spot, so long ago. The spirits had abandoned her, but it was of no consequence. Brackish needed the truth that had spilt into the soil, so long ago. 
 
    Light tore itself from the blade. It filled the air, lightning drawing too close. Eos dragged Castelle back, ankle-deep in the estuary. 
 
    It was only shapeless light for mere moments. The blank space Brackish saw herself as was in front of them, darkness crackling with light, more solid than before. She’d become a shadow of herself, scraped off the ground. She’d become something she’d left behind, not a mere absence of all things. 
 
    Ava Greyser stomped back and forth along the estuary, hands in the air. 
 
    I don’t understand it! Ava said. I came here because I trusted you. We all did. We came here because we would follow you anywhere, even if that meant going deeper into Nor. You have always looked out for us, for all of us, and now—this? One of our own was killed by a Fenronian! We have the resources to deal with this. We have ways to ensure this never happens again. And yet you insist on doing nothing. 
 
    Ava was dressed differently than the last time Castelle had seen into Brackish’s memory. Her boots were tough, her cloak tight around her. Beneath it, Castelle saw the beginnings of leather armour and a sword at her side. 
 
    How much time had passed? A year? Half a decade? 
 
    I am not doing this. It is being dealt with by the Fenronians, Brackish said, infinitely calm in the face of Ava’s incessant stomping. They have the murderer in irons. From what I have been told, she will never see the light of day again. It was a cold-blooded murder, and the Fenronians will see she gets what she deserves. 
 
    Ava knitted her fingers in her long hair. Without dozens of other spirits united by Brackish’s memory, the scene had trouble sustaining itself. The images flashed and faded, sound rose and fell and screeched, but in moments of clarity, it was as real as it’d been, all those years ago. 
 
    Ava left footprints in the dirt. 
 
    What she deserves? She deserves to be made an example of. She deserves to be executed in front of her people, that they might truly understand the consequences of what has happened, Ava seethed. She flashed in and out of sight, in front of Brackish in one moment, yards from her the next. After all we have done for these islands! The Fenronians have never had so much food upon their plates, and this is how they reward us! How can you be so calm? Do you not care? 
 
    Brackish clasped her hands behind her back. For the briefest moment, there was a flash of something other than darkness. Brown skin showed through, calloused fingertips pressed together; gone in a heartbeat. 
 
    I care. I am heartbroken. They were my friend, too, Brackish said. But we have to live by the laws of the land. We cannot have one set of rules for us and another for the Fenronians. We are Fenronians now; they have accepted us upon their lands, they have welcomed us into their homes. 
 
    Ava scoffed, hands on Brackish’s shoulders. 
 
    We are not Fenronians and never will be. We know that. They know that, she sneered. If you do not take action, I will. 
 
    Sighing, Brackish turned to face the water. She was inches from Eos. Castelle clung to Eos’ hand, taking a step back. Eos didn’t move. She couldn’t take her eyes off where Brackish’s should be. 
 
    Had Brackish still belonged to the living, Eos would’ve felt her breath on her face. 
 
    You will do no such thing, Brackish said. You are hurt. I understand that. But we can only make suggestions to benefit the Fenronian people. We cannot impose our laws upon them. Especially not laws we conjure up after something has been done. 
 
    Then you will not act? Ava said, standing close behind her. 
 
    I already have, Brackish said. 
 
    Ava’s face warped; unknowable, unreadable, becoming the darkness that made up Brackish. Brackish hadn’t seen what had crossed her face, what changed behind her eyes.  
 
    She hadn’t been given a chance. 
 
    She’d trusted Ava. She’d kept her back to her. 
 
    The memory pulled thin. Ava was as close to Brackish as Brackish was to Eos, now. 
 
    Still, Ava’s face was a void. 
 
    I’m sorry, Ava said. The world flashed, past flickering. Ava clutched a sword like the one Brackish was trapped in tight in her fist. I’m so sorry, Ava. I’ve only ever tried to help you. 
 
    Something in Brackish’s face formed and flashed, eyes narrowing, fading. The woman with long red hair had spoken her name. The air didn’t howl, the sound hadn’t spliced through their heads. The woman with long red hair had called her Ava, and nothing about it rang untrue in Brackish’s heart. 
 
    She wasn’t given a chance to reply. 
 
    The woman who wasn’t Ava Greyser grabbed Brackish’s throat from behind. She held her in place as she pushed the sword through her back, between her ribs. 
 
    The light and dark of Brackish lurched. Blood oozed from the black, swirling in shadow, taking impossible paths around the emptiness a memory had made real. 
 
    It all happened so fast. 
 
    Castelle pulled Eos’ hand, but she wouldn’t move. Wouldn’t be torn from the spot. 
 
    Eos clung to Brackish’s shoulders, but she wasn’t supporting the spirit as Brackish collapsed, sword torn free. 
 
    She was the one desperately holding on, eyes wide. She didn’t need to look down to know what was true, what couldn’t be taken back. 
 
    The sword had passed clean through the memory of Brackish and into Eos’ chest. 
 
    The woman who wasn’t Ava Greyser pulled her sword back. The memory faded for good as Eos clutched at her chest, collapsing in the estuary, blood mixing with the brackish water. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    The water surged around Castelle’s knees. She was caught in a whirlpool, not a river-mouth. The spirit-sword sung words clearer than the unspooled memory, light reaching the sky behind them.  
 
    Eos was on her back, hands clutched to her chest. She hadn’t blinked, hadn’t dared to breathe. The blood rushing between her fingers didn’t slow. The blade hadn’t struck her heart. Eos wouldn’t have had the time to clasp her chest if it had, but the wound was close enough. 
 
    There was light in Eos’ eyes again. Not from Brackish, but from deep within her. There was light in her eyes and there was only one way this would end. 
 
    Brackish – Ava – had been dead when she’d hit the water, but Eos was spared the same fate. Knowing she wasn’t far behind, Castelle knelt over her, hands pressed to her chest, doing what she could to plug the wound. 
 
    With Castelle above her, tears streaming down her face, it was real. Eos gasped, blood on her teeth, hands clutching Castelle’s arms. 
 
    Blood and brackish water made her hands slick, but she clung to Castelle like she was the last anchor to this world. 
 
    “Castelle,” Eos said. “Castelle, Castelle, I—” 
 
    She couldn’t stop saying her name. It poured from her as the blood rushed from the open wound, heaving beneath Castelle’s hands. Castelle couldn’t find purchase, couldn’t keep her hold on Eos. Castelle was barely slowing the blood’s escape, but Eos couldn’t die, she couldn’t let her, even though she would, she would. 
 
    “Castelle,” Eos kept saying. Her voice was taut with shock, wide eyes pleading for Castelle to tell her she was wrong; the sword hadn’t really struck her. It wasn’t as bad as it looked. It was going to be alright, she was going to be alright, she was going to die, she was going to die! “Castelle, please. Castelle, I—Castelle. I have, I…” 
 
    “Shh, shh,” Castelle begged. “It’s okay, Eos. I’m here. I’m right here. You’re going to be okay. Just stay with me. Please, stay with me.” 
 
    The water was red around them. Blue light burnt from behind. Eos clung to Castelle’s arms with all the force of someone who knew it was no good, but could not let themselves give in. 
 
    “Castelle, I am sorry, it is—” 
 
    Blood filled her throat, drowning her words. Her eyes didn’t leave Castelle’s. Castelle had seen them before, had been here before. The blood was as warm as it’d been on her hands, all those years ago. That’s why they were ever shaking, desperate for the heat that expunged itself as the wounds left behind by blades emptied the body. 
 
    Eos was going to die. Eos was going to die. Eos was going to die, and her eyes would be forever open, forever fixed on her. The life was going to drain from her under Castelle’s palms, washed away by the river, lost to the sea. 
 
    Castelle rocked forward, forehead against Eos’. She wasn’t alone. She wasn’t alone. That’s all she could think, all her mind would scream. Eos wasn’t alone at the end. She had Castelle, though she could no longer speak her name, and Brackish’s light spread far, washing over them. 
 
    Eos wasn’t alone. She could see Castelle fighting for her, screaming and sobbing as she forced her hands against the wound, doing nothing to stop the blood flow but not giving up. Never giving up. 
 
    This couldn’t happen. Not again. The world was supposed to be different. Fenroe was supposed to be a stronger nation, a better place, where those in danger need only ask for help. It couldn’t happen again. The dining room floor, the shallow estuary waters. They were all the same, nothing had changed, no time had passed, not a moment, she had to hide, had to hide, otherwise they’d find her and, and— 
 
    There was no one but her and Brackish. Brackish who cried out as Castelle did. Eos would die, Eos would die, the realisation came from both of them; Eos’ hold had loosened on Castelle’s shoulder, her breath but a rasp, and she was going to die without Brackish’s help. 
 
    Brackish had lent Castelle her power, once before. The break in her leg had been as nothing, and she’d only clutched the spirit-sword in her hand. 
 
    Eos was going to die. 
 
    She didn’t have any other choice. 
 
    Let Brackish do with her as she pleased. Let Brackish manipulate her, let her take her over, if it would save Eos. 
 
    Eos’ heavy eyes flashed open as Castelle pulled her hand back. The blood in her mouth wouldn’t let her plead for Castelle to stay, to press close, even if she didn’t cover the wound that couldn’t be closed. Castelle reached behind her, searching out the spirit-sword. 
 
    Eos couldn’t reach her own chest. Her hands had fallen to her sides, immovable. Her body coursed with a final rattle. If this didn’t work, the last thing Eos would ever see would be Castelle knelt over her, Brackish clasped between her hands, blade set to fall. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Castelle whispered. “I’m so sorry, Eos. I can’t let you die, I can’t, I won’t, I—” 
 
    The sword rushed down. Castelle’s arms moved, but they didn’t. The hilt pressed to her bloodied palms and she watched the blade fall, but it wasn’t her. It wasn’t her. That’s what she had to tell herself, what she had to believe, to do as Brackish demanded of her. 
 
    Every inch of muscle and sinew rang through the blade and into Castelle’s bones as Brackish sliced through the wound her memory had dealt. Bile burnt the back of Castelle’s nose. The sword went through easily, blade dull but spirit bright, and Castelle put her weight on the hilt until she felt it push into the silt gathered beneath Eos. 
 
    Everything stopped. Everything fell silent. Brackish untangled herself from Castelle’s mind, leaving it in shreds. The screaming stopped. The wind dissipated, the tides held themselves in place, and birds forgot how to cry. 
 
    Eos’ eyes were wide, unseeing. Her chest was still, staggered breaths no longer wheezing from her, and the light of the blade faded. 
 
    Castelle crawled through the water, doubled-over at Eos’ side, and clasped her face. 
 
    “Eos. Eos, please. It was supposed to work. It was supposed to work, she said it would be okay, it, it was the only way, I,” Castelle murmured, pressing her face to Eos’, scooping the blood from her mouth. “You can’t die. You can’t. Not now, not now, I—” 
 
    The light in Eos’ eyes stopped Castelle’s heart for a beat, white-blue, gone as soon as it’d flared up. Castelle’s hands moved to Eos’ shoulders, fingers twisting in the bloodied fabric. She leant back enough to see Eos’ chest jolt with breath. 
 
    With a cry that broke her own heart in two, Castelle’s hands searched Eos’ throat for a pulse, palms still slick. She held her breath and there it was, shallow but steady. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Castelle sobbed, shoulders shaking. “Oh gods, oh gods, thank you, thank you, I…” 
 
    Eos was paler than the death she’d come too close to, but no more blood rushed from her. Castelle plastered her hands against her face as she stood, unable to match the pace her body demanded she breathe at. She looked upon Eos, unconscious in the shallow water, sword pressed clean through her chest. 
 
    The bones in Castelle’s legs forget they’d ever been there, much less that she’d broken them. She swayed on the spot, forcing herself to take deep, sharp breaths. There was a sword through Eos’ chest. There was a sword through Eos’ chest and she’d put it there. It was the only way, but she’d done it, she’d pushed a blade through skin and muscle, and, and— 
 
    Castelle fell to the ground, vomiting everything inside of her onto the estuary bank. 
 
    When there was nothing left to give, she choked and spluttered, spat into the grass, sobbing and wheezing and screaming, face streaming, nose blocked. Her fingers sunk into the soft earth. She looked down at herself, soaked in brackish water and drenched in Eos’ blood, and had the most ridiculous thought. 
 
    She’d put the outfit on for a reason, and now she’d ruined it. Layla was supposed to see her in these clothes, they’d been new and crisp, a distraction in and of themselves, and now they were soaked in blood. What a waste. What a waste! She should’ve kept yesterday’s damp clothes on. 
 
    Castelle fell forward, arms wrapped around her head, laying into the dirt. Layla. Layla. Layla wasn’t far. They’d been more than half the way to Avren when they’d stopped and it couldn’t be more than a few hours by foot. 
 
    Layla would know what to do. All Castelle had to do was get Eos there and everything would be okay. 
 
    Eos was alive. Eos was alive. 
 
    It was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    Eos wouldn’t have lost herself to fear and panic like this. Eos would’ve done what she had to. Pushing herself up and taking a deep breath, Castelle turned to the estuary, to Eos lying on her back, sword rising from her ribs, breath coming as steadily as ever. 
 
    The water had cleared, blood washed away. 
 
    Castelle cupped her hands in the water and threw it against her face, summoning sense back between her temples. 
 
    Never mind her bloodied clothing. Never mind that carrying bags had almost been too much for her. She’d get Eos out of the estuary. She’d carry her to Avren herself, if she had to. 
 
    Kneeling by Eos’ side, focusing only on what she had to do, Castelle brushed Eos hair back and ran cold water over her face. 
 
    “Eos,” she whispered. “Eos, I’m here. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Eos’ face twitched. 
 
    Castelle scooped more water, not so gentle, this time. 
 
    “Eos. Eos. Wake up. Please. I’m here.” 
 
    Eos’ eyes darted around beneath her eyelids. A confused groan left the back of her throat and Castelle gripped her shoulders, helping her sit up. 
 
    The sword cut through the silt, not budging a fraction of an inch. 
 
    Eos’ hands returned to Castelle’s shoulders. Much of the blood had been washed from them, though not all of it. 
 
    “Are you safe?” Eos asked, voice hoarse. 
 
    “Am I safe?” Castelle asked, tears rising again as she laughed. “Eos. You nearly died.” 
 
    “Yes,” Eos said, blinking far too much. “And then you… put a sword through me?” 
 
    “There was no other way. I don’t recommend looking down.” 
 
    Castelle’s hands found Eos’ face. Eos tried to hold her gaze but couldn’t. Her dark eyes dropped to the sword protruding from her chest. She tilted her head to the side, humming. 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Eos said, hands slipping from Castelle’s shoulder as she passed out again. 
 
    Castelle caught her in her arms. The hilt of the sword pressed to Castelle’s chest. The jolt was nothing. The sword didn’t move an inch, didn’t carve its way deeper into Eos. Castelle wrapped her arms around Eos and pulled her out of the water, past the spot the woman who wasn’t Ava Greyser had sunk her blade into Brackish. 
 
    Brackish’s hurt and anger had faded, replaced with quiet contemplation. There was no weight to the sword that metal couldn’t account for, though it took strength Castelle didn’t have to drag Eos out of the estuary. 
 
    Never mind her own exhaustion. The lingering fear and giddy, blood-splattered relief could be dealt with later. She couldn’t afford a single thought about herself. She had to focus on Eos, had to get her to Avren, to Layla. 
 
    Midday had passed. The roads would be at their busiest. Castelle could wave a cart down, say it was an emergency, have Eos lifted into the back and—and she’d have to explain why there was a sword through her chest.  
 
    No one in their right mind would travel with a spirit. 
 
    The road was out of the question. It’d draw more attention to them, would slow them down. 
 
    Castelle placed both hands on her head as she turned on the spot, searching for another way. This was Eos’ forte. Eos had the maps, Eos made the plans, and Eos knew the terrain. Eos had put them on the road for a reason, but Eos had been run through twice. 
 
    The river. The river! Avren was the biggest city on Yarrin, built along the river. The river would lead Castelle straight to the city, safe from the gazes of strangers too curious for their own good. 
 
    Castelle wrapped an arm around Eos, trying to lift her. Eos had taken Castelle into her arms when the bear trap sprung. She’d carried her across Llyne, breathless, whole body aching, but she’d done it. She’d helped her. She’d barely known her at the time, yet Castelle couldn’t even get Eos off the ground. 
 
    Useless. Useless! The river was no good if she couldn’t take a step along it. 
 
    She’d have to run to Avren and get help. She’d have to leave Eos behind. 
 
    Kneeling at Eos’ side, she pressed a hand to her cheek and said, “I’ll be back as soon as I can. I promise, Eos. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Eos’ fingers wrapped around her wrist. 
 
    “Don’t go,” she murmured. 
 
    “Oh, gods. You’re awake. You’re awake again,” Castelle said. “Can you get up? Can you stand? We need to get you help, Eos.” 
 
    Eos clung to Castelle’s arms, struggling to her feet as Castelle pulled, wrapping her arm around her once she was upright. 
 
    “Do you think you can walk? It doesn’t matter how slowly,” Castelle said. “We’re going to get you to Avren.” 
 
    Eos nodded. 
 
    It was all she could do. 
 
    Their steps were slow, one after the other, heavy with pauses. Castelle clung to Eos as Eos clung to her, head buried in her shoulder, eyes fluttering closed. 
 
    It took hours. Eos collapsed more than once, but Castelle pushed aside the screaming in her leg. By the time Avren was on the horizon, the autumn sun had set, turning the world dark blue. Castelle adjusted their cloaks around them, hiding the blood and the sword as best as she could, and strayed from the river, back to the path. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Castelle promised Eos, as she had so many times. 
 
    She couldn’t tell if her heart was pounding or if it’d stopped hours again. Blood could’ve ceased rushing through her veins, for all she knew. Her fingers were numb from clinging to Eos, her muscles knitted together down her back, and the only thing in the world that felt real was the pounding in the soles of her feet. 
 
    Avren was a city like all the others spread across Fenroe, or it was completely different. Castelle didn’t care. There were buildings. Roads. Lanterns lining the streets, people walking arm in arm. People stopping to stare at them. 
 
    Brackish might’ve been a short sword, but she was still a sword. She protruded awkwardly, even with the cloak wrapped around Eos. 
 
    “This was a lot easier with Svir,” Castelle muttered, pulling Eos away from the lantern light. “Where is Layla’s temple? Am I headed the right way?”  
 
    Eos shook her head against Castelle’s neck over and over, until she scraped together an answer. 
 
    “Northeast,” she murmured. “Caer District.” 
 
    “I’ve got you, Eos. Just a little longer. You’re not passing out in the middle of the city. Do you understand that?” 
 
    Eos mumbled something incoherent, but her legs kept moving. 
 
    Castelle cursed the good weather. Had they arrived on Yarrin a day earlier, sheets of rain would’ve kept people off the streets, would’ve masked the pair of them. 
 
    The signs were hard to make out on the purposely dark roads Castelle took, the city wide and twisting. It was nothing compared to Torshval, but in the dark, it could’ve stretched on forever. 
 
    The temple was in the oldest part of the city. Avren spread out from the tall, dark building, lanterns lighting up a dozen rooms scattered over four floors. The open area in front of the temple was dark, kept free of market stalls and crowds, and dim light illuminated the arched doors of the entrance. 
 
    Castelle set her eyes on the temple and didn’t take another step. Eos’ bones had been replaced by the steel Brackish was made from, and the bear trap tightened its grasp on Castelle’s leg. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Castell whispered, teeth grit. “Just a little further.” 
 
    Eos gripped Castelle’s shirt with both hands. Castelle struggled on. The fear of Eos fainting, of anything worse happening to her, was worse than the fear of whatever remnants of her past lingered in the temple. 
 
    Castelle shouldered the door open, falling into the temple with Eos tight in her grasp. The gods greeted them, growing from the floor. The Creator, The Preserver, and The Embracer reached towards the ceiling, each with a door behind them. 
 
    Nodding to the gods, Castelle dragged Eos between The Preserver and The Embracer, boots thudding on the stone floor. She pushed another door open, leading onto a small room with low benches and an assortment of leafy plants, jarring in its tranquillity.  
 
    A desk stood behind the door, and the young man stationed at it leapt to his feet as Castelle and Eos fell into the room. 
 
    “Layla,” Castelle blurted out. “Where’s Layla?” 
 
    “Gods!” the man exclaimed, eyes fixed on Eos. “You’ve—you’ve been stabbed! Don’t worry. I’ll get someone, there are doctors here, and—” 
 
    Castelle snatched the man’s wrist as he darted out from behind his desk. Eos used the last of her strength to stumble back onto a bench, cloak falling open, sword jutting out between her ribs. 
 
    “She’s fine,” Castelle said. “Where’s Layla?” 
 
    “I—I—what?” the man stuttered. 
 
    Blood wasn’t a surprising sight to a priest and near-fatal wounds were all part of the job, but the man couldn’t take his eyes off Brackish, rising from Eos’ chest. Now they’d reached the temple, Castelle was at risk of falling into the same trap as the man. 
 
    She reached for Eos’ shoulder, but the man sprang forward, batting her hands away. 
 
    “You’ll knock the blade!” he cried. “We need a doctor, don’t worry, I’ll—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Castelle stressed, snatching her hands back. 
 
    She wrapped her fingers around Brackish’s hilt and tugged the sword with all she had left. Castelle could’ve sooner torn Eos’ arm from her body. 
 
    “See? The wound is well and truly plugged. You need to calm down and find Layla for us,” Castelle said. 
 
    Her voice wasn’t her own. Her heart pounded, yet her words were clear and calm, her hands no longer shaking. She’d given over all the tears she could without fainting, and seeing panic and confusion spread across someone else’s face tricked Castelle into believing she had things under control. 
 
    “I—I,” the man said, palms pressed to his chest. “I’m not certain she’s working tonight.” 
 
    “I’m certain she’ll want to see me,” Castelle assured him. 
 
    “Really, I shouldn’t trouble her, and—” 
 
    “Are you going to faint?” 
 
    “I believe I might,” the man said, leaning against his desk. “I’ll—I’ll find Layla. This is a world beyond me.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Castelle said. “Tell her it’s her cousin.” 
 
    Her voice cracked on the last word. The man saw himself into the temple, eyes on Eos until the door closed. Castelle gripped her own arms. 
 
    Layla was in the temple. Layla was in the same building she was, and the time and distance that’d come between them didn’t mean a damn thing. Castelle was soaked in blood and saltwater, covered in grime, and Eos sat behind her with a spirit-sword pushed through her chest, breathing steadily. 
 
    Forget awkward reunions. Forget not knowing what to say. Layla was behind a door, through a corridor, in another room. Layla was there, Layla was there, and Eos would be safe, now that she’d got her to the temple. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t leave her, couldn’t run. She was made of the same stones as the statues of the gods, for all she could move. 
 
    She stared at the door the man had disappeared through, watching it for minutes that lasted longer than the twelve years she’d spent in the temple, waiting, waiting. 
 
    Footsteps filled the corridor. The door crashed open and still Castelle couldn’t move. 
 
    Eight years. Eight years without her, without anyone, and Layla had just burst into the room. 
 
      
 
    END OF PART I  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 NOTES 
 
    The Shattering of the Spirit-Sword Brackish (let’s just call it Brackish from now on) is far from over! I originally wrote the entire story in a bleary haze of six months as a single book, and my laptop started to get angry at the size of it. Publishing a 250,000+ word book in one chunk presented several problems, mostly involving the editing workload and the price/practicality of creating a paperback that big. 
 
      
 
    Splitting Brackish in two came fairly naturally: not only did I literally cleave the story in half at roughly the 50% mark, but thematically, we’ve reached the end of Castelle being pushed and pulled through her life and across the archipelago. She is no longer being led, no longer blindly following whatever terrible parental figure and/or non-assassin that comes her way. Part I ends on Castelle using her own two feet and dragging someone else along, and the reunion with Layla hopefully hits the note that Part II will build on. 
 
      
 
    Brackish was originally a very different story and has gone through a handful of iterations to make it what it is today. My wife (and the artist responsible for the incredible cover) listened to me read all incarnations of the story and has drawn the best ideas out of me. My family (dad, Marty, Ro) have all been wonderfully supportive in their eagerness to read early drafts and let me ramble about my ideas. All of my supporters on Patreon encouraged me to keep putting the work in. One of my cats stepped on the keyboard more than once to contribute her ideas. But she also slept by my side as I wrote, which was very soothing. 
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