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My name is Alexia.

From the moment we were born, my brother and I have shared a bond. People say twins can read each other’s thoughts—Alexius and I go beyond that. We’re like one soul split in two.

Others see two young people who happen to look alike—though Alexius is taller, broader, and my hair is a little longer. They see a man and a woman. An archer and a fletcher.

But inside, we’re different. Our father used to say Alexius was like the sea: lively, unpredictable. I was the forest lake: still, reflective. Those temperaments set us on separate paths. Now, at twenty, our lives couldn’t be more different. And yet I still feel our bond.

It’s what saved his life that night.

I don’t know what woke me. I hadn’t really been asleep—just dozing. Most people in Lubrina no longer knew deep sleep. Not with the war creeping into our streets.

I didn’t open my eyes. I just listened. The silence was so complete, I could hear my own heartbeat. No wind, no cicadas. As if the entire city were holding its breath.

Something’s wrong.

The thought came out of nowhere and left a sick weight in my gut. I opened my eyes.

The room was washed in blue moonlight drifting in through the open window, carrying the scent of olive blossoms. I turned. Fabius lay beside me, his brow furrowed, lips moving in some troubled dream. Likely about his brother. Even after Cirino had come home, Fabius still woke from nightmares where his brother was captured, sold into slavery. Some nights I’d find him standing by the window, staring down at the harbor as if still waiting.

I rolled onto my back and told myself to go back to sleep. But the ceiling offered no comfort. My thoughts swirled.

The raids had grown more frequent. Every family had felt their sting. Watchtowers dotted the coast now, guards patrolled the outskirts—but still, the Mazurans kept finding their way in. And it wasn’t just here in Lubrina. Alexius said Emperor Keronos had launched attacks across all of Rigan. Gone were the days of warriors feared across the continent. What use were the best fighters when the enemy struck in the dead of night—against civilians, not soldiers?

Everyone knew what Keronos was doing: wearing us down. And the real question was—how long could we hold out?

A noise outside cut through my thoughts.

I sat up and craned my neck. Just the olive tree, its silver leaves shifting. A breeze? Or something else?

I slipped from the bed without a sound, feet landing on cold stone. Reaching under the frame, I found my bow and drew an arrow from the quiver. I crept to the window, strung the bow, and peeked out.

Nothing. The garden was still. The street empty. All the houses dark.

I exhaled and eased the bowstring.

Probably nothing. So why won’t this feeling go away?

I turned to return to bed—then caught a flicker of movement.

I snapped my head around. Nothing again. But I was sure I’d seen a figure vanish into the shadows by the neighbor’s house.

“Alexia?”

Fabius had propped himself on one elbow, rubbing his eyes.

“I thought I heard something,” I said.

He looked toward the window, listening.

“Probably the bats. They wake me sometimes when they land on the roof. Come back.”

He reached out. I let him pull me down beside him. He kissed my neck, but the usual shiver never came.

“What is it?” he asked, sensing the tension.

“I don’t know. I just… woke up feeling like something was wrong. And it won’t let go.”

He leaned against me and sighed. “How long are we supposed to live like this?”

I didn’t answer.

“Do you think the gods have left us?”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not? For generations they watched over us. We started to believe we were untouchable. But now, when we need them most—nothing.”

“The king will fight back,” I said, unsure if I was trying to convince him or myself. “I heard two women talking at the washhouse yesterday—one of them saw a sign from the gods.”

Fabius studied me. “A bloodrose?”

“She didn’t say. But—”

“It has to be a bloodrose. That’s the only true sign the war will turn.”

I fell silent, staring at the bow in my lap. He was right. And none had bloomed this year. Not a single bud, even though the plants were everywhere.

Maybe the gods really had abandoned us.

And then the horns sounded.

They tore through the night—long, low wails that always reminded me of giants weeping. Dread flooded me. We knew that sound far too well.

“Not again,” Fabius whispered.

We both leapt to our feet. I heard heavy boots outside, weapons clinking. Two men in blue tunics sprinted past with torches. Shouting erupted. A woman screamed.

And then it hit me.

A flash of certainty so sharp I froze mid-step.

Fabius was already at the door. “Alexia? Come on!”

He waved urgently, but I couldn’t move. The feeling drowned out everything—even the horns.

He’s in danger.

Fabius ran back and grabbed my hand, but I resisted.

“Alexius,” I said.

The name shattered the trance. I could move. I could think. I locked eyes with Fabius.

“Alexius is in danger. I have to help him.”

“What? How could you possibly—” He broke off. “Your brother will be fine. We need to get to the cellar. Now.”

But I pulled away, dropped to my knees, and grabbed my quiver. I threw it over my shoulder and headed for the window.

Fabius blocked my path. “Alexia, listen. You can’t go out there—it’s madness! They’re already inside the city.”

He was right. But I knew what I felt. I hadn’t sensed my brother this strongly since the day our father died.

“I know this city better than they do. They won’t see me.”

Cirino called from the front room. Fabius looked from me to the door, torn.

“Get the others to the cellar,” I said, brushing his lips with mine. He must’ve seen there was no stopping me, because he didn’t try again as I slipped past him and jumped out the window.

The instant my feet hit the grass, I smelled smoke and ash. Somewhere nearby, a thatched roof was on fire. Three Mazurans dragged a mare from a stable. She reared and screamed, and they cut her down in the middle of the street.

Until the raids began, I’d never seen war with my own eyes. The old poems spoke of honor—warriors meeting in the sunlit fields under banners and gleaming armor. Not this. Not sneaking through darkness to burn homes, butcher animals, and rape women.

Hatred surged in my chest. I raised my bow. But I forced the feeling down and thought of my brother. I lowered the bow again.

I ducked around to the back of the house and hid behind the rain barrel as Mazuran horsemen galloped past, shouting in High Speech and loosing arrows at random.

I crept through gardens and alleys, staying low, keeping to the shadows. It was easier to move unseen than I’d feared. The chaos helped—people fleeing, buildings burning. The invaders were too busy destroying to notice everyone.

Now and then I glimpsed Rigan soldiers fighting back. But they were outnumbered, and the Mazurans were fierce. I heard some of them laughing.

The market square was deserted. Hard to believe it was the same place you had to elbow through during the day. Now it was as empty as a desert.

A chariot came thundering across the cobblestones.

I froze, caught in the open. They’d see me for sure. Then I spotted the well—just a few steps away.

I leapt over the stone rim, grabbed the rope, and slid down into the dark.

Above me, the sky was full of stars—so bright they looked unreal. Hooves and wheels roared overhead like thunder. I thought my ears would burst.

And then I saw the rose.

It grew from a crack in the wall, its petals like black silk rimmed in red—as if dipped in blood.

“A sign from the gods,” I whispered, not realizing I’d spoken aloud. But my voice was lost in the noise as the chariot rumbled past.

I reached out and touched the stem to make sure it was real. For a moment, I forgot the Mazurans. Forgot the attack. Forgot Alexius.

The gods hadn’t forgotten us. This was their promise. The war would turn.

Lightness filled me, pushing the fear aside. Climbing from the well was easy.

I ran to the street where Alexius lived. He rented a room in a big house with a courtyard, owned by an elderly couple.

I burst onto the grounds—and froze.

Under the chestnut tree, face down in the gravel, lay a body. Not Alexius. Thank the gods. The tunic was blue. Two arrows jutted from his back.

Just then, two Mazurans stepped out from the main house.

There was no time to hide. I grabbed an arrow and drew the bowstring. They came down the steps, unaware of me.

“He didn’t go down without a fight,” one said. I understood just enough Mazuran to catch the meaning.

“Never underestimate a Rigan,” said the other. “That’s what the general always says. Tyros learned the hard way.” He nodded at the dead Mazuran on the ground—then spotted me.

I held the arrow aimed squarely at them. They froze. One threw an arm across the other’s chest to stop him.

For a moment, we all just stared at each other across the courtyard. They had swords, but I had the advantage. I was a good shot. But I’d never aimed at a person before. I prayed they couldn’t see my arms shaking.

“What in all the gods’ names—?” one muttered, narrowing his eyes. “You again? How did you—?”

“Leave!” I barked in Rigan.

“It’s a woman,” the other said, clearly relieved.

The first burst into laughter and shoved his companion. “I thought for a second he’d come back from the Mountain.”

Their fear hadn’t been about the bow. That much was obvious now. Their tunics were soaked in blood. Dread pooled in my gut.

“Leave or I shoot!” I said.

“Sorry, sweetheart, we don’t speak Rigan,” one said in a sickly sweet tone, taking a step forward. “And if you were going to shoot, you’d have done it by now.”

I stepped back.

He came closer, drew his sword—and tossed it in the gravel. “See? We don’t want to fight a girl. Be a shame to mess up such a pretty face. Put the bow down.”

I didn’t know why I was still hesitating. His words were empty. He just wanted to get close enough to grab me. If I gave them the chance, they’d rape me right here in the dust.

“You ever seen the lands south of the sea?” he crooned. “Warm, beautiful … a fine home for a girl like you. I could make you very rich, if you came with me.”

It was the thought of Alexius that finally gave me the courage.

I tightened the string, closed one eye, and said in Mazuran: Exis ó moris. Leave or die.

He stopped. His eyes dropped to the arrow aimed at his throat. If I had to shoot, I would. He saw that. His smirk vanished.

He spat at my feet. “Filthy Rigan whore.”

He picked up his sword and they turned away toward the street. I kept the arrow on them until they were gone.

Then I bolted up the steps and into the house.

“Alexius?” My voice echoed through the empty hall.

A shattered jar lay across the marble floor. A servant slumped against the wall, a gaping wound in his neck. Blood pooled around him.

If Alexius had been shooting, he would’ve gone up.

I took the stairs three at a time, ran down the corridor, and stopped cold at the third door.

He lay on his back, half-sprawled across the bed. His bow and a bloodied knife lay on the floor. In his left hand, he still clutched a makeshift bandage. His right arm was gone.

His eyes were half-open, dazed, and a wet rasp came from his throat as if he were trying to speak.

I froze. Blood was everywhere—his tunic, the sheets, the wall. A dark pool spread across the floor.

The bowstring. Move.

I grabbed the bow and cut the string loose. Then I knelt beside him.

“Alexius? Can you hear me?”

No reply—but something flickered in his eyes. Recognition.

“Don’t pass out. I don’t know if I can carry you. We need to get you out, find a doctor. Do you understand?”

A weak nod, maybe. He was deathly pale. He’d lost far too much blood.

I gently lifted his arm. He gasped. I wrapped the string around the stump three times and pulled tight.

He screamed—hoarse and broken—but his eyes snapped into focus. The bleeding slowed.

“Can you walk?” I tore a strip from the sheet and bound the wound.

He murmured something I didn’t catch.

“I’m getting you up now. Try to stay on your feet.”

With effort, I hauled him upright. His legs buckled like clay, but he clung to consciousness.

“Alexia...” His voice had more strength now.

“If I die...” He wet his lips. “...love you.”

Tears sprang to my eyes. “You’re not dying. Come on.”

We stumbled toward the hall. In the doorway stood an old woman in her nightdress. How long she’d been there, I didn’t know. She began to babble.

“The horns, I heard the horns—they came into the yard, the door was locked, but they b-broke it down, and the horns kept blowing, he tried to stop them, he fired arrows, Alexius shot one of them, killed him, but they broke in, they had knives and swords and—”

She was hysterical.

“Can you get a doctor?” I cut her off. “A doctor!”

But she went on raving.

I dragged my brother into the corridor. His breath was coming fast and shallow. His arm across my shoulders was getting heavier.

“Alexius? Stay awake. Just listen to my voice.”

His legs gave out.

If I hadn’t caught him, he would’ve cracked his skull on the stone. Instead, he crumpled at the top of the stairs.

I shouted his name, slapped his cheek. No response. I bent to lift him—

“Leave him!”

Two men rushed up the stairs. One was heavyset, dressed in nightclothes—the landlord. The other, tall and thin, carried a satchel and dropped to his knees beside Alexius.

“This is Ikar, our animal doctor,” the landlord said, holding his head. “I—I ran for help as soon as they … by the gods, how could they do this?”

The vet peeled back the tourniquet, already unpacking tools.

“I’m afraid it may be too late,” he said quietly. “But I’ll try.” To the landlord: “Get a bowl of clean water.”

I backed away until I hit the wall, then slid to the floor. And wept.
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At night, for the first time in forever, I dreamed.

The dream took me back to an early spring morning, when I was just nine summers old.

The morning our father died.

***

The sun has barely risen, but it already shines warm on my neck, raising dust beneath my sandals. I use the weeding hook to pry up a thistle and drop it into the basket on my back. It’s nearly full—I’ll have to empty it soon. But I want to finish this row.

A bead of sweat rolls down my nose. I straighten and stretch my back. The willow shoots tower above me. I could get lost out here, if I didn’t know the rows by heart. Father’s fields are always the first to bloom, and his willow is known as the strongest in all of Lubrina.

I pluck a fresh shoot and rub it between my fingers, savoring the soft texture. I take a sip from the waterskin around my neck.

A flicker of movement in the corner of my eye.

“Hiyaa!”

A figure leaps at me. I jump aside just in time as my brother barrels past, tumbling through the dirt and snapping a few shoots.

He sits up, dazed, then grins. “You dodged me! You’re getting better!”

I plant my hands on my hips. “I told you I’m not playing your stupid games. Why do you always sneak up on me like that?”

“It’s not a game,” he says, rising. Dirt clings to his arms and legs—he doesn’t bother brushing it off. “It’s important to stay alert. You need to react fast when someone attacks. One day, you’ll thank me.”

“You just like teasing me.” I shake my head. “And what do you think Father’s going to say about the two shoots you snapped?”

Alexius eyes the broken branches. “They weren’t strong anyway.” He picks one up. “A weak shoot breaks under pressure. It snaps because it tries to carry too much weight. But a strong one bends—and springs back again.”

I frown. “You’re making that up.”

“It’s true. Mother told me.”

I know he’d never lie about her. I see the memory pass over his face, softening his expression, making him look away.

“Do you ever wonder if she can see us from the Mountain of Death?” he asks.

I shrug. “If she can … I hope she’s proud.”

He misses her deeply. I miss her too—but not in the same way. Even now, though I don’t fully understand it, I sense her death has done something to Alexius. Changed him.

“Mother said I’d be Lubrina’s greatest archer,” he says, running his fingers along the broken shoot. “One day, one of these will become my weapon. I’ll make it myself. No help from Father.”

Alexius already practices every night. He shoots targets with Father’s bows in the field by the hills. The thought worries me. His need to make her proud will carry him to the battlefield one day. But what does he know about war? We’re just a family of willow farmers.

I open my mouth to tell him so—but I never get the chance.

We hear running footsteps.

We turn and see Father bursting out from between the rows. His hair is damp with sweat, his eyes wild when he sees us.

“Thank the gods,” he says, grabbing our shoulders—first mine, then Alexius’s. He scans us quickly, checking we’re unharmed.

“What’s wrong, Father?” Alexius asks.

“You haven’t run into it?”

“Run into what?”

Father doesn’t answer. He straightens suddenly, looking around. Sweat drips from his pale beard. The way he sniffs the air reminds me of an animal sensing danger. Then he ducks again and whispers, “Listen carefully, both of you. We need to get out of the fields—now. There’s a saber tiger loose.”

It sounds so strange I don’t understand at first.

“A saber tiger?” Alexius repeats. “But they don’t live—”

“It’s not wild,” Father cuts in, lifting the basket from my back as he speaks. “It escaped its owner. Remember that rich Baraker we saw in the marketplace? The one who—” He shakes his head. “No time. Follow me. Hold hands.”

It’s redundant—Alexius and I already clasp hands and run after him through the willows.

I remember the beast Father’s talking about. The wealthy man had arrived with his ship all the way from Barakia. It was the first time I saw one of the dark-skinned men from the east. But what captivated me most was the cage pulled behind the wagon. The tiger had been hidden in shadow—I barely glimpsed it before the procession vanished into the crowd—but I remember its thick tail dangling between the bars. I asked Father why the Baraker had brought a tiger. He shrugged. Maybe to sell. Maybe just to show off his wealth.

I can’t believe it’s gotten loose. I know saber tigers are very smart. Grandmother once told me they think the way humans do.

We crash into Father’s back as he stops at the edge of the field. I look past him toward the dirt road.

Something is wrong. It’s empty in both directions. Silent. No wagons. No people.

Then we hear shouting. A man is running toward us with a spear—but he’s no warrior. I recognize him.

“Jarius!” Father shouts.

The neighbor skids to a stop, looking around.

To us, Father says, “Stay here. I’ll be back.” He glances around once more, then runs to meet the man.

“Alexia, look,” whispers my brother.

“Quiet,” I say, trying to catch what the men are saying.

Father shakes his head. Jarius points toward the town. I’m so focused on their conversation that I don’t realize Alexius has let go of my hand. Startled, I look around and whisper his name—but get no reply.

Then I see what Alexius saw.

A large pawprint in the dusty soil. With claws. No—not one. Several. They vanish into the rows.

The tiger passed right here.

Terror surges through me like boiling oil, making my legs buckle and dark spots dance before my eyes. I can’t think. It’s like staring into the face of death itself.

And then I understand: it’s not my own fear I’m feeling.

I try to call for Father, but my voice is a croak—like in a nightmare, when you try to scream but nothing comes out.

Without thinking, I turn from the men and follow the tracks.

I spot my brother among the willows. He’s standing still, arms limp at his sides.

“Alexius!” I shout, grabbing his shoulder. “Come on, we have to go! What are you doing? Alexius?”

I smell the acrid stench and see the puddle at his feet. He’s wet himself. His eyes stare straight through me. I turn and follow his gaze—

And then I see it.

Orange fur blazing in a sea of green. The lithe body weaving silently between the branches. I can’t stop the sound that escapes me.

The tiger hears. It freezes. Looks straight at us.

Alexius starts murmuring. I reach to grab him, to run, to scream for Father—

But I do none of those things.

The tiger holds us with its gaze as it creeps forward. Its green eyes gleam with a terrible intelligence. It knows we’re frozen. It knows we can’t run.

It stops just a few steps away.

It’s much larger than I imagined. I have to tilt my head to meet its eyes. I can smell its fur.

I don’t understand why it hasn’t pounced. We’re helpless. Two children, alone, trembling with fear. We must be the easiest prey it’s ever seen. Maybe it’s savoring our terror.

Alexius sinks to his knees—not by choice. His legs have given out. He bows his head, eyes to the ground. Now I can hear his voice. He’s praying.

The tiger takes a step closer.

Now it will kill my brother. Then it will kill me.

The realization passes through my mind calmly. Almost peacefully. I’m so scared that fear has no hold on me anymore. Maybe that’s why I can suddenly move.

I reach out and grab Alexius under the arm. I pull hard, awkwardly lifting him to his feet. He wobbles, tries to stand, manages somehow.

A deep growl vibrates from the tiger’s throat. It hesitates. Its nose twitches, teeth bared. When I meet its gaze again, I know: It has forgotten my brother. It sees me. Only me.

I don’t dare look away.

The tiger opens its jaws and lets out a hiss that burns my ears. Alexius flinches at the sound. I feel its breath on my face.

Then the tiger perks its ears. Listening. I hear nothing—but it does. It lowers its head, takes a step back, growls again, scanning the field.

“Alexius! Alexia!” Father’s voice, behind us. “Back away slowly. Don’t turn your back on it.”

We start to back up. The tiger watches us, growling low, uncertain.

“Keep going,” says Father. “Ten steps more.”

Then the tiger locks eyes with me again. I see it make its decision.

Me. I’m the one who dies.

It leaps.

A strong hand slams into my back, throwing me flat.

Sunlight vanishes as Father launches himself over me. I look up through a cloud of dust. He’s standing between me and the beast, spear raised. Blood streaks the golden fur—he’s hit it.

The tiger backs off, furious.

“Net!” Father yells. “Now, Jarius! Now!”

Jarius bursts from the willows. Two other men rush in from the other side—one with a pitchfork, the other with a crossbow. He fires. The bolt slams into the tiger’s hind leg. It roars in pain.

Jarius tries to throw the net—but it snags on the willows. The tiger spins and sinks its teeth deep into his arm.

Jarius screams.

The other men hesitate.

Father throws his spear. It strikes the tiger’s back. It lets go of Jarius, who collapses, clutching his bleeding arm.

The beast turns to Father. The spear juts from its spine like a second tail. Father has no weapon left. He retreats. Despite the dust in my eyes, I see everything.

The tiger pounces.

Father throws up his arms and goes down beneath it. He fights back—kicking, punching, grabbing for its deadly teeth. The tiger is berserk. It roars, claws, snaps.

The other men attack from behind. They stab, they strike—but the beast ignores them. It wants Father. He dodges the massive jaws again and again.

It lasts forever.

Or maybe just a heartbeat.

Finally, the tiger collapses on top of him with a final, rasping snarl.

Alexius and I rush forward and help drag the body off him. Father is covered in blood. For a moment, I think most of it belongs to the tiger.

But then I hear the men’s voices. Something’s wrong.

They’ve found the wound. A deep gash in his thigh. The tiger’s claws tore it open. Blood pours from it. One of the men rips off his tunic and presses it to the wound. The other runs for help.

Alexius and I kneel beside Father.

He looks up at us and smiles faintly. “My children,” he says, raising his arms.

We lean into him.

“There’s nothing to fear now,” he whispers. “You saw it. With your own eyes. Nothing can harm you—so long as you stand together. Remember that.”

We both start crying. I can tell he wants to say more, but his voice is too weak. The last thing I hear him whisper is our mother’s name. He stares up into the blue sky, as if he sees her.

And then, no more words.

Father’s eyes are closed.

Alexius and I look at each other, our eyes full of tears. And for a moment, I don’t see my brother—I see a blurred reflection of myself.

Two halves of the same coin.
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The room slowly warmed with morning sunlight as Alexius slept in the bed. I sat beside him, stroking his hair. The arm wrapped in fresh bandages rested on his stomach.

Twice during the night, he had spoken in his sleep. At one point he moaned from the pain, but he never truly woke. Only after a doctor gave him opium did he finally fall into a quiet sleep.

My eyes were dry. My stomach was empty. I was exhausted—but sleep no longer came. It was a miracle I’d slept at all.

A soft knock, and the door creaked open. Fabius stepped in with a cautious smile. “How is he?”

“The same.”

“I brought fresh water.” He set the cup beside the old one. “Has he had anything to drink?”

“Just a few sips.”

Sweat clung to my brother’s brow, and I could feel the heat through his hair.

Fabius shifted awkwardly. He didn’t know what to do with himself. Normally, I would’ve taken his hand and drawn him close. But this morning, it wasn’t Fabius who needed me most.

“I saw the rose,” I heard myself say.

“The rose?” Fabius frowned. “What rose?”

“The bloodrose. It bloomed.”

I kept my eyes on Alexius’s face, but I felt Fabius’s gaze lock onto me.

“Where?” he whispered.

“In the well. At the square.”

“Are you sure?”

I nodded.

“Alexia, that means we must … I have to—”

“Go,” I said gently.

He hesitated, then hurried out of the room.

The door had barely shut behind him when Alexius sighed—a deep, reluctant sound, like his body resisted waking. As if it already knew what pain lay ahead and wanted only to stay asleep. He blinked, then opened his eyes, scanning the ceiling, the wall, the window.

“You’re in your room,” I said to help him.

He turned his head, looked at me. “Alexia? What are you doing here?” His voice was dry and ragged. And before I could answer, he said, “I had a terrible dream. I dreamt I lost my hand.”

A lump formed in my throat. He saw my face and knew. With effort, he lifted his head and looked down. At the sight of the stump, he sank back onto the pillow. “It wasn’t a dream.”

“You’ll be all right, Alexius,” I said, moving to sit on the bed.

“I’ll never shoot a bow again.”

“Yes, you will. Just … not the same way.”

He didn’t answer. He closed his eyes. I took his left hand—it was cold.

“Are you in pain? Do you want more poppy wine?”

Still no reply. He had already slipped back into sleep.

This time it wasn’t peaceful. He talked almost constantly. He dreamed of Mother. He cried more than once. Now and then, he lifted the bandaged arm into the air, held it there briefly, then let it fall back onto his chest—still asleep. As if trying to move a hand that was no longer there.

I made sure he drank a little water during his lightest sleep. I dozed at times myself, but left the room only to use the toilet. Fabius brought me food, which I picked at.

I knew I should let Alexius rest on his own. He’d recover—he just needed time to regain his strength and his courage. I should have gone home, been with Fabius and the others, helped clean up after the attack.

But I couldn’t leave him.

***

That evening, I woke to birdsong.

My neck ached as I straightened in the chair and rubbed my eyes. I’d slept longer this time, and it took a moment to regain focus.

The bed beside me was empty.

I stood, puzzled. Then I saw the figure out on the balcony.

Alexius stood shirtless, leaning against the railing. For a second I thought he was sleepwalking—until I heard him sniffle.

I walked over and stood beside him. “How are you feeling?”

He didn’t answer. He looked pale and thin. Dusk had settled; the sky was deep violet. In the chestnut tree, a honey-cuckoo sang the sun away.

“What do you think Mother would say, if she saw me now?” he asked, his voice raw.

“She’d be happy you’re alive.”

“Happy?” he repeated, holding out the bandaged arm. “How could she be happy about a cripple?”

“Don’t call yourself that.”

“Why not? It’s what I am.”

I saw him trembling.

“Come back inside. You’re not strong enough to be standing.”

He stepped farther out when I reached for him. I hesitated. He leaned his hip against the rail and stared into the air.

“What can I become now?” he murmured. “There’s no greatness left in my future—only pity and shame. I might as well …”

He trailed off, eyes dropping to the courtyard below.

I followed his gaze. It was a long fall. The marble steps looked very hard.

“Alexius …”

He clenched his jaw and gripped the stump. “It hurts. Gods, it hurts so much. And it’s only getting worse. What if it never stops?”

“It will stop,” I said. “Please …”

I stepped forward, but he leaned out farther. I froze. He looked at me—and for a moment, despite the pale cheeks, I saw the glint in his eyes that had always come when he teased me as children.

But this wasn’t teasing. Not even close.

“Don’t be foolish,” I said. “Think of what Mother said about the willow shoot. If you try to carry more than you can bear, you’ll snap under the weight. But if you bend, you can rise again.”

“I’m sorry, Alexia,” he said, shaking his head. His voice was hollow now. “I don’t think I can live like this.”

Sudden anger flared in me. “You’re a coward. You know that?”

He looked at me—but he didn’t reply.

“The Mazurans took your hand, and yes, it’s terrible. Unforgivable. But if you give up now, you take away my brother. Isn’t that worse?”

His lips tightened. “I didn’t ask for this choice.”

“But it’s yours now,” I said, folding my arms and stepping back. “If you really mean what you say, I can’t stop you. But if you change your mind, I’ll help you back to bed.”

For a long moment, all was quiet. The honey-cuckoo had gone silent. The breeze played in the branches.

My brother looked down at the courtyard again. I heard him breathing. His left hand gripped the railing. His body shook.

Then he broke. He collapsed, sobbing. I ran to him. His skin was icy in my arms as I helped him back inside.

“I could use … something to drink,” he sniffled, sinking onto the bed.

I handed him the cup. He took a few sips of the wine, rich with the scent of scorched poppy seeds. We sat side by side—his arms wrapped around himself, my arm draped across his back.

Something stirred in my mind. I leaned forward and pulled the broken bow from under the bed.

“No, Alexia,” he said, tearing up again. “Take it away …”

“You need to hold it,” I said firmly. “Take it in your hand.”

He shook his head. “It’s broken. Like me.”

“If I hadn’t snapped the string, you’d be dead. It saved your life.”

After a pause, he reached out and took the shattered bow. At first he held it gently. Then his grip tightened around the wood. The bark creaked beneath his fingers, just like it always had before a shot.

“There’s something I’ve been waiting to tell you,” I said. “Something wonderful.”

I told him how I had found the rose in the well.

Alexius stared at me for a long time without speaking. Then he inhaled deeply. “I want to sleep now.”

I helped him lie down and tucked the blanket around him. As he closed his eyes, I whispered, “Don’t lose hope, Alexius. The gods are still watching over us.”

I don’t know if he heard. He fell asleep almost instantly. I set the bow against the bed where he would see it if he woke during the night.

Just as I stood up, I heard hooves in the courtyard.

From the balcony, I watched a rider dismount. He had a white beard, and the red stripes on his fine toga marked him as a royal envoy.

Puzzled, I went out to the hallway and down the stairs. I found the man in the front hall.

“Good evening,” he said with a small bow. “I am Focaso, trusted messenger of King Liberius. I was told I’d find Alexius Tucca here?”

“He’s upstairs,” I said.

As he moved to pass, I stepped into his path. “He’s sleeping. I’m his sister, Alexia. What is this about?”

“I’m not authorized to speak to anyone but Alexius himself. It’s urgent I see him now.”

“You can’t. He was wounded in the attack yesterday and—”

“Wounded?” Focaso’s white brows knit together. “Seriously?”

“He’ll recover. But right now, he needs rest. If it’s that important, let me pass along the message.”

He seemed to consider it. Then he pulled out an envelope sealed with the royal emblem. Alexius’s name was written on it.

“I was instructed: no one but Archer Tucca may read this. I can’t stay and wait. If I entrust this to you, understand—breaking a royal seal is punishable by death.”

I nodded.

He studied me a moment longer, as if waiting for me to change my mind. Then he handed me the letter, bowed again, and left the house.

I heard the hooves fade into the quiet evening.

Back upstairs, I took the envelope onto the balcony and opened it.

The letter was short.

Alexius Tucca,

As one of the most skilled archers in the King’s Army, you are hereby honored with selection for a special assignment in service of Rigan.

Further details will be provided at a meeting on the 30th of Septima, at sundown, at Kastrum Regis. This is confidential and intended for you alone.

Rigan thanks you.

King Marcus Liberius

The letter had been penned by a scribe, but the signature was the king’s own.

I read it twice without truly understanding it; I hadn’t slept in almost two days.

I hid the envelope in my tunic, lay down on the blanket beside Alexius—and fell asleep the moment I closed my eyes.
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Over the next few days, Alexius began to eat again. The fever eased slightly, and he no longer complained so much about the pain. It wasn’t just his appetite that returned; his despair gave way to a fragile hope.

I kept waiting for the right moment to show him the letter, but it never came. Word of the bloodrose had spread, and when Fabius stopped by, he told me the well in the square had been sealed off. Nearly everyone in town—and many from the surrounding villages—had come to see the gods’ sign with their own eyes.

One day, as I helped Alexius down to the bathhouse, we could hear the voices of the crowd filling the square. Some were singing, some praying, others weeping with joy.

Alexius looked in that direction. “Listen to them. Because of you, people have hope again.”

“They’re thanking the gods, not me,” I muttered. “Watch the step.”

We left the sunlight and entered the bathhouse’s damp, shadowy interior.

“But it was you who saw the rose first,” he insisted. “The gods don’t show their signs to just anyone.”

I helped him sit on the edge of the tub and began undressing him.

“Aren’t you even happy?” he said, smiling. It was the first time I’d seen him in good spirits since the injury. “Aren’t you proud or excited? The bloodrose means the gods are finally with us. Rigan’s fortunes have turned, and soon the war will too.”

He was right. I should have felt joy, relief, the same hope as everyone else. Instead, I felt a growing unease. It was clear now there was a connection between the sign from the gods and the letter addressed to my brother. It couldn’t be coincidence that I saw the rose less than a day before a royal messenger arrived.

Alexius eased himself into the bath while I tended him, the injured arm resting on the tub’s edge. I cleaned the wound gently and applied a fresh layer of aloe to help it heal. As I scrubbed his back with a cloth, he said, “When are you going to tell me what’s eating at you?”

I thought about deflecting—but I knew the time had come. I took out the envelope with his name on it and handed it to him.

He looked at me, puzzled.

“I got it the day after the attack,” I said quietly. “You were still asleep.”

He took it, hesitating, and used his lips to pull out the letter. Silence fell as he read. At last, he lowered the paper.

“The meeting is tomorrow. Why didn’t you show me this sooner?”

“Because I was afraid you’d go.”

“Of course I’ll go. I don’t have a choice. It’s a summons from the king, Alexia.”

“But the castle’s in Doma. It’s a full day’s journey, and you’re not strong enough to ride that far.”

“I can make it to Doma,” he said distantly, as if speaking more to himself than to me. “The bloodrose, the gods’ sign, and now … this special assignment … the gods must have shown the king a way to defeat the Mazurans…”

I could see the pieces falling into place for him—just as they had for me. “Alexius, listen. Why go to this meeting when you’re not even able to—”

“Not able to what? Fulfill the mission the king has for me? You don’t even know what it is.”

“The letter says you’ve been chosen as an archer. You can’t hold a bow.”

“But I will again. You said that yourself.”

“The bloodrose isn’t only a sign of hope,” I burst out. “It also foretells sacrifice and blood and death—you know that as well as I do. Can’t you see it, Alexius? An archer with only one hand? If you accept the king’s task, it’ll kill you!” I took his good hand. “Please, Alexius. Refuse the summons. The king doesn’t know you’ve lost your hand—just tell him, and he’ll release you. I’m sure of it.”

Alexius leapt from the tub with startling speed, grabbed a towel, and wrapped it around his waist.

“A few days ago, you told me not to give up,” he snapped. “You told me to keep fighting, not to lose hope. But now you want me to quit before I even know what’s expected of me?”

I looked at him—and knew he wouldn’t change his mind. Everything I’d feared was coming to pass.

Alexius was right. The gods didn’t show their signs to just anyone. They had chosen me—because I was the one meant to make the sacrifice: My brother’s life.

I was close to tears. I made one last attempt. “Then let me go to the meeting. As your proxy. I can find out what it’s about—”

“Haven’t you read the letter? The king expects me not to speak of the meeting to anyone. You already know. If you show up instead of me, they’ll arrest you.”

“Alexius—”

“No,” he said, pointing at me. “This is what I’ve trained for my entire life. The gods have chosen me, and the king needs my help. I’m going—no matter what.”

“Alexius, you’re bleeding.”

He looked down and saw the red seeping through his bandage.

“The stitches must’ve torn. I’ll send for the doctor. Sit down before you get dizzy.”

He sank onto the edge of the tub, suddenly weak again. I hurried toward the door.

“Alexia.”

I turned.

His wet curls clung to his forehead, but his eyes shone in a way I’d rarely seen. “I have to go. I know it’s dangerous, but … maybe I’ll have time to train again. As long as there’s even a chance, I have to try.”

We stared at each other through the steam, and in that moment, I hated him. I hated the gods too. They had already taken both my parents and now demanded what little I had left.

My brother. My blood. My other half.

What I said was: “Then let me travel with you to Doma.”

And Alexius nodded.


5


Dusk had fallen by the time I made my way home.

Most of the damage had been repaired, and the city looked much as it always had—except something had changed. The streets were still nearly empty, and the usual hush hung in the air. It’s hard to explain exactly what was different, but you could feel it, as if something had lifted. Some of the fear was gone.

But my mood hadn’t improved. I was anxious about telling Fabius I had to leave.

He was sitting on the steps, tearing a blade of grass into pieces as if he’d been waiting for me. The sound of my footsteps made him look up and smile.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t come until morning.” When I didn’t smile back, he asked, “How’s Alexius?”

“He’s in pain, but he’ll be all right. The doctor came by today and redid two of the stitches. He said it’s healing well, and as long as the fever doesn’t return, there’s no cause for concern.”

“Good,” Fabius nodded. “That’s good. Is he in better spirits now? Wait—let’s go inside. The others are eating. You must be hungry.”

“I can’t come in, Fabius.”

He had already turned to open the door, but now he stopped and looked back at me. “Are you going back to Alexius? I thought you came to—”

“I came to tell you I have to leave. Alexius and I are going to Doma.”

Fabius blinked. “Now? Tonight?”

“We’re leaving at midnight.”

“Why?”

“Alexius has a task in Doma. I’m going with him to make sure he has a safe journey.”

Fabius threw out his arms. “Alexius isn’t strong enough for such a trip. What kind of task is worth risking his health for?”

“That … I can’t tell you, Fabius.”

A crease formed in his brow. “If something’s wrong—if your brother’s in danger …”

“He’s not.”

“Then I’ll come with you. It’s safer with three of us.”

“Fabius, you can’t—”

“With everything going on, I’m not letting you travel alone.”

He was determined, but I caught his arm before he could head into the house. I looked him in the eyes and shook my head.

“I know it’s a lot to ask, but you have to trust me.”

He pulled free. “You’re the one who doesn’t trust me. I haven’t seen you in four days because your brother needed you. I understood that. But now you’re leaving for the capital, and you can’t even tell me why.”

I sighed and turned away. Part of me wanted to tell Fabius everything—how the gods had chosen me and Alexius, about the king’s letter, all of it. I knew he would keep it secret. I would stake my life on that. But telling him would only make it harder to convince him not to worry. I chose to stay silent. I told myself it was to protect him.

“This is about the rose, isn’t it?” he said. “What is it you think you’ll accomplish in Doma? Win the war? You and Alexius?”

“It’s not a dangerous journey,” I said, dodging the question. “There’s nothing to be afraid of—”

“Nothing to be afraid of?” He pointed toward the door and lowered his voice. “Alexia, I waited five years for Cirino. Do you have any idea what you’re asking of me? I barely have my brother back, and now you want to leave?”

“It’s not the same, Fabius—”

“It is the same to me!” He shouted so loudly I stepped back. “You’re the one who saw the bloodrose! Maybe your blood is the price for turning the war. Have you thought of that?” His lips trembled, and he pressed them together. “They say Doma’s been hit even harder. The attacks have been worse. What am I supposed to do if you don’t come back?”

I hesitated. I hadn’t even considered the idea that I might be in danger. Alexius was the warrior, the one the king had chosen. I was just going along for the journey.

I spread my arms. “Fabius, I don’t want us to part like this. But I don’t know what else to say.”

“You’ve already said everything.”

I had no reply.

Fabius nodded. His eyes were hard now. “I’ve always feared this day would come. That you’d choose your brother over me. Maybe I should do the same.”

With that, he turned his back on me and stepped inside. Light and the smell of food spilled out for an instant.

Then the door closed, and I was alone in the dark.
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The moon hung yellow and round in the sky, like the gleaming eye of a lizard, staring down at us as we rode through the city.

I couldn’t stop thinking about my conversation with Fabius. It stuck to me like a fog. I hated myself for how it had ended. I clung to the hope that I’d explain everything once we returned. I could make it right again and show Fabius that I truly loved him.

We left Lubrina heading north, following a dirt road that passed close to the place where we’d grown up with our father. The neighbor, Jarius, had inherited our father’s land, and now it was his sons who grew the willow. Around us, the grapevines stood in long rows, the blue clusters gleaming with moisture.

Alexius’s injured arm was freshly bandaged and rested in a sling around his neck. His left hand held the reins, which made him sit slightly crooked in the saddle. I could see how much effort it took.

“We need to stop for a moment,” he said, slowing his horse and veering west, toward the boundary between two fields.

“Why?”

He swung his leg over with care and dropped to the ground. He moved from plant to plant, feeling them gently. “I need a new bow.”

“Alexius, this isn’t our willow anymore.”

“Jarius won’t miss one branch,” he said simply, and when he found the right one, he knelt, pulled out a knife, gripped the stem between his teeth, and cut it just above the ground.

“You could’ve bought a willow branch in town,” I said, exasperated. “Plenty of people grow the same variety Father did. They’re just as strong.”

“A willow branch is only as strong as the soil it grows in. Father always said that. People thought his willow was special because of his experience. But really, he just had the best earth.”

I gave him a skeptical look. I knew better than to take everything he said at face value. He might have grown older, but he was still my brother. “Why not just restring the old bow? You could’ve put on a new string.”

“No,” he said, sliding the branch under his saddle. “Bow and string belong together, like brother and sister. You can’t just replace one.” He used the stirrup to hoist himself, struggling, back into the saddle. “Horses run best at night. We can push them until sunrise. With luck, we’ll reach Doma by midday. That gives us time to rest and eat before we’re due at the palace.”

So we picked up the pace. The horses worked hard beneath us. Though the northern nights are cool, sweat soon beaded on my skin. The fields gave way to wild meadows, and the road turned to a narrow path.

Doma isn’t a coastal city like Lubrina. It lies inland. The trade road between the two is busy most of the day with merchants and freight wagons.

Alexius and I had chosen the riders’ path—half a day faster, but only suited to those traveling light and without stops. It runs dangerously close to the forests, where the large monitor lizards dwell.

From a distance, the woods looked peaceful when they emerged from the dark. But soon the trunks loomed up on both sides, forming a narrow valley where the air grew colder and the moonlight thinner.

The only sounds were the rhythmic thuds of the horses’ hooves and the wind rushing past our ears. We rode through swarms of gnats and had to shield our faces to keep the tiny insects out of our eyes.

A shrill cry suddenly shattered the silence, and our horses stopped short. They tossed their heads and neighed nervously.

“What was that?” I asked. “It sounded like an animal screaming.”

My brother didn’t answer. I realized he was slumped forward. I leapt from my horse and barely caught him as he collapsed sideways. He stirred as I slapped his cheeks.

“What are you doing?” he grumbled, batting my hand away.

“You fainted.”

“No, just got a little tired.” He was already trying to stand, but his legs buckled, and I had to steady him.

“You’re completely drained. Let me see the bandage—are you bleeding?”

There was no blood.

“I just need some water,” he muttered, taking my waterskin and drinking greedily. His face and brow were deathly pale in the darkness, and his sweat smelled sour. But the water seemed to revive him. “Let’s keep going,” he said.

I helped him back onto the horse, and just as I turned to mount my own, I saw something move among the trees. Two yellow eyes stared out from the shadows. Then another pair. And another. I realized the entire treeline was full of them. They were advancing—slowly, swaying.

Panic seized me. “Alexius!”

But he had seen them too. “Hurry,” he whispered.

I threw myself into the saddle just as the creatures stepped out of the trees, their scaly backs catching the moonlight. Monitors. I’d seen them before, but never this many—and never this large. Their thin, pink tongues flickered between wide jaws. A single bite from a monitor’s venomous mouth, and not even the best doctors could save you.

The ones at the front were now close enough that their yellow eyes locked onto our horses’ legs. They picked up speed, waddling fast through the grass.

“Go!” Alexius shouted. “Hiyaa!”

We dug in our heels, and the horses thundered down the path.

I looked back over my shoulder and saw those yellow eyes still watching us—until the forest swallowed them once more.
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After we’d left the forests behind, my heartbeat slowly returned to its normal rhythm.

In the east, the sky was beginning to lighten, as if the embers of a great bonfire were smoldering just below the horizon, ready to burst into flames.

“There’s still half a day’s ride to Doma,” Alexius said, pulling his horse to a stop. “Let’s rest and get some sleep.”

“How’s the arm?”

“Fine.”

But the way he clutched the bandage tightly to his chest told me otherwise. There were dark shadows beneath his eyes, and he struggled to dismount. His whole body looked ready to collapse. But his eyes were still sharp.

He lifted his tunic, revealing his thigh. A thin cord was wrapped around his leg, and he began to unwind it.

“Is that … a bowstring?” I asked, surprised.

“Real silk, stretched just right, exactly as Father taught me. I had it spun just before we left.”

“You’re planning to make a bow right now?”

“I can’t show up at the king’s meeting without the weapon that got me invited.” He pulled the willow branch from his saddle.

I tied my hair back. “It’s too cold for sleep. I’ll start gathering wood for a fire.”

“You do that,” my brother said, already absorbed in his work.

I climbed a bit up the hill and found a few dead bushes. After some tugging, I pulled them loose and dragged them down to Alexius, who had settled in the grass. He had unrolled a piece of leather, and on it lay a row of tools I recognized from Father’s workshop. He took off one sandal and looped the silk cord around his big toe.

“Will you show me how it’s done?” I asked—though I wasn’t sure why. I’d never found bow-making as fascinating as Alexius did. But suddenly I wanted to learn the craft.

He looked at me in surprise, then nodded. “Start the fire first. We’ll need the light to see.”

The dry branches caught quickly.

“Look here,” Alexius said when I sat beside him. “Silk has to stay warm from the moment it’s spun until it’s strung on the bow. That’s crucial for keeping it strong but flexible. That’s why I wrapped it around my leg. Other bowmakers let their strings sit in the sun until they need them, but Father always said the sun dries them out. Silk isn’t commonly used—most prefer leather, hemp, or horse gut—because silk has a reputation for weakness. But that’s nonsense. Now, we’re making a three-strand string. That means braiding three cords. The rhythm is: over, under, through. Like this.”

Alexius gripped two of the silk threads between his teeth, anchoring them from his toe, while guiding the third with his hand. Now and then he rotated the cords. His fingers worked quickly and precisely.

“Can I try?” I asked.

Alexius looked at me a moment, then handed over the threads. I started slowly but soon found the rhythm.

“The string should be braided by the person who’ll use the bow,” Alexius said with a shrug. “Father’s teachings came from old traditions. He’d worked with bows for so many years, he couldn’t tell truth from superstition anymore.”

“I think it makes perfect sense. Maybe only the owner’s fingers can set the right tension—the tension that matches the person.”

I felt Alexius watching me before he nodded. We sat in silence for a while. The horses had lain down in the grass nearby, the fire crackled gently, and the sky grew brighter. When the three cords had been braided into a strong string, Alexius took up the branch.

“The best bowmakers in the world will tell you that the finest bows are made from young yew wood. Some spend months shaving, soaking, bending—using clamps and water to force the wood into shape. No one takes a willow branch seriously as bow wood, because it bends as it pleases. But that’s the strength. A bow shouldn’t be a tool like a rake or hammer. It should be a living thing. Once, Father left a bow out in the rain. When he found it the next day, it was sprouting buds. Isn’t that incredible?”

My brother’s eyes shone in the dawn light, and I smiled.

“You don’t strip the bark, bend it, or work it,” he went on. “You let it be. Hand me the knife, and I’ll show you how to carve the notch for the string. The trick is to cut with the grain, not against it—like this …”

He cut the notch, turned the branch, handed me the knife, and let me carve the groove at the other end. Then he strung the bow and trimmed off the excess.

He stood and studied it. “A bow made from willow doesn’t shoot as hard as the Mazuran cedar bows, for example. But it’s not about power or speed. It’s about hitting the target. If you hit the mark, the arrow will do its job.”

He held the weapon to his chest, but couldn’t draw the string back. I got to my feet, stood close beside him, took the string with two fingers, and pulled it back to his cheek. The silk felt strong and supple.

Alexius squinted down the line. “It’s good,” he said. “Not the best I’ve made, but good. It’ll serve me well.”

“Shouldn’t we test it?”

“Not yet,” he said, beginning to pack away the tools. “Superstition or not, a bow shouldn’t be used until the day after it’s made.”

I felt a pang of disappointment. Lying there in the grass, the bow didn’t even look like a weapon—it looked as though it belonged here, in nature. I suddenly felt a strange urge to pick it up and snatch one of the arrows from Alexius’s quiver.

My brother let out a long yawn. “Shall we sleep a little before we ride the last stretch?”

I tore my eyes from the bow and nodded. “Yes, let’s sleep.”
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Alexius was already awake when I opened my eyes. He sat eating a piece of bread, staring into the embers of the fire. The bow sat across his chest.

“So, you’re awake,” he said without looking at me. “I was just about to wake you.”

“I’m starving,” I groaned, feeling the empty pit in my stomach.

The sun was up, and the meadow was green and full of life. He tore the bread in half, and we shared it.

“I had a dream,” Alexius said. “I dreamed we were going to fire the bow’s first arrow. I drew it back—but then the bow came alive. It could speak, and move. It told me something I didn’t understand, and then it jumped into your hands. It only wanted to be fired by you. I had to just stand there and watch.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing.

“It’s probably because of this,” he said, lifting his wounded arm. “I have to find a way to hold the string again. I have to—”

“First, the wound has to heal,” I said gently.

We ate the rest in silence.

“Do you think there was another attack last night?” I asked after a while.

Alexius shrugged and chewed.

“I still don’t understand why the Emperor doesn’t just march on Doma and overthrow the king,” I said. “If he wants to take us, what’s he waiting for? We’re on our knees—we’ve never been weaker. He has far too many men for us to win a final war.”

“Keronos doesn’t just want to take us,” Alexius said. “He wants surrender. The king must officially yield the throne and hand over his army. Every Rigan must bow in the dust. That’s how the Emperor has done it to every land south of the sea. By breaking their will to fight, he’s ensured that none will turn against him once they’re part of his empire. He’s worn down his enemies one by one, and Rigan is the last nation left that can stand in his way. If we fall, the rest of the North will crumble quickly. Even the Barakian lands won’t be able to resist, once the Emperor can strike them from both north and south. Do you understand, Alexia? We are the only ones standing between Keronos and his dream of ruling the entire world.”

I swallowed a piece of bread that suddenly felt dry in my throat. “Do you think the king has a strategy to strike back at the Mazurans?” I asked. “Do you think that’s what the blood rose foretells?”

My brother didn’t answer. It was as if his thoughts had drifted far away.

“Alexius?”

He looked up. “Hmm?”

“What are you thinking about?”

“Have you heard of the girl called Gergina?”

“No. Who’s that?”

“She was a special little girl. One of the older archers in the army told me the story once.”

“Tell me,” I said, hugging my knees.

“Six generations ago, a terrible drought struck the northern lands. People in the cities were dying of thirst, and the crops withered in the fields. They tried desperately to save the harvest; they built massive water wagons, but the lizards could barely pull them. They dug canals, but the dry soil swallowed the water. No one knew what to do. The drought lasted six years. Thousands died. The prophets began predicting Rigan’s end. People cursed the harvest goddess, said she no longer heard their prayers.

But in the little town of Gergina far to the east, a small girl appeared. According to the story, an old maize farmer found her one blistering hot day as he walked across his scorched fields. She was sitting by a dried-up creek, playing with small stones, stacking them one on top of the other. She spoke Riganese but didn’t know her name. The farmer took her in and named her after the town.

Gergina turned out to be an unusual child. She didn’t play with dolls or games. All she cared about were the little stones, which she carried everywhere in a small leather pouch. But the strangest thing of all: the farmer never once saw her take a single sip of water. And she never complained of thirst.”

“Like the harvest goddess,” I murmured.

Alexius nodded and went on. “One evening, the farmer packed up his things. He had nothing left, and he and Gergina had to leave. They were heading to Doma, where people gathered around the deep wells—there was still water there. By the fourth night, their donkey died of thirst. The farmer had to leave everything behind in the wilderness. They pressed on, the girl and the farmer, but he no longer believed they’d reach Doma. Still, he put on a brave face, so Gergina wouldn’t be afraid.

One evening, just after sunset, the farmer woke up. It was time for another night of walking. Maybe the last. They were almost out of water. He called to the girl, who was sitting by a dried-up thistle, playing with her stones.

‘We have to go, Gergina,’ he said. ‘It’s time to keep moving.’

‘Not yet,’ the girl replied.

‘The sun is down. We need to walk while it’s cool.’

‘Water first,’ she said, without turning around.

‘Are you thirsty?’ The farmer was surprised.

She took the water pouch when he handed it to her, but she didn’t lift it to her lips. Instead, she poured the water over the stones.

The farmer cried out and snatched the pouch from her hands. ‘What are you doing, child?’ he cried. ‘We need every drop, and you’re spilling it on the ground!’

‘It works,’ the girl said simply.

Only then did the farmer look at what she’d built with the stones. They were stacked into small pillars, and between the pillars ran a narrow channel, sloped just enough to carry the water. The water she’d poured at one end trickled all the way to the other, where it dripped onto the dry soil.

‘What is this you’ve built?’ the farmer asked.

‘I call it an aqueduct,’ the girl said. ‘It will save Rigan.’

The old man was filled with hope and urgency. Suddenly, he understood what she meant. ‘Come, Gergina,’ he said. ‘We must go to Doma. We must show the king what you’ve made.’

‘My name isn’t Gergina,’ the girl said, rising to her feet.

‘Then what is it?’ asked the farmer.

But the girl only looked at him—and he understood. Her name was Messina. She was the harvest goddess.”

Alexius paused, and I felt goosebumps in the warm morning air.

“The farmer and the girl reached Doma a few days later and showed the king her invention. The very next morning, construction began. Within a few months, aqueducts stretched from the mountain lakes to the city, bringing water to every quarter and watering the thirsty fields. The harvest was saved, and the people could breathe again. The drought lasted a few more years, but now they could survive it.”

Alexius smiled as he spoke, but now his expression turned serious again.

“But the girl was never celebrated. Just a few days after the building began, they found her in bed—she had slipped away in her sleep. Some said it was sickness, but no one knew for sure. The story began to spread, and the myth took hold.

Because the harvest goddess had let the harvest fail and neglected her duties for so many years, the other gods cast her out of the heavens. As punishment, she was born on earth as a mortal. But the gods couldn’t make her fully human: they couldn’t give her thirst. When she saw the suffering her failure had caused, she had to make it right. Only when the gods saw the aqueducts rising across Rigan, and the harvest being saved, could Messina be allowed to die—and return to the heavens as a goddess.”

Alexius fell silent and looked down at the patterns he had drawn in the dirt with his finger—arches, like those of an aqueduct.

“Do you think it could happen again?” I asked. “Do you think the gods might send one of their own to earth in human form?”

“I think it already has.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“There are rumors in the king’s army. About a very special warrior. I haven’t really thought much of it before now … but when I think of the story of the girl, it suddenly makes sense.”

“What makes this warrior special?”

Alexius met my eyes. “The rumor says he doesn’t feel fear.”

“Like the god of war,” I whispered.

My brother nodded and let his fingers slide along the string of his new bow. “I think the time has come. I think the gods have sent us a miracle.”
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Doma was larger than I remembered—though of course, I hadn’t been here since I was a little girl.

The streets teemed with people going about their daily tasks. I noticed the signs of destruction, too: a scorched roof, broken arrows in the gutter, splashes of blood on a house wall.

“This is Gallows Bridge,” Alexius said suddenly.

I’d been too busy looking around to notice the massive bridge in front of us. It stood on granite pillars slick with algae and was tall enough for small boats to pass beneath it on the river that split Doma in two.

“They hang the worst criminals here,” Alexius explained. “Traitors, murderers, that sort. That’s how it got its name. They’re left to hang until what’s left of them falls into the water.”

A chill crept down my spine at the sight of the many rope ends dangling from the stonework, swaying gently in the breeze. Thankfully, all the nooses were empty—at the moment.

On the far side of the bridge lay the newer, wealthier part of the city. The houses grew larger, the gardens more lush, and wall murals, fountains, and statues adorned the streets. Soon, we saw the castle towers rising above the rooftops.

In front of the royal palace lay a park, the grass trimmed to ankle height, rows of fig trees lining the space. Gardeners moved about with rakes and hoes along a broad paved avenue leading to the castle.

“Should we wait until evening to go up?” I asked.

“I’d like to announce my arrival,” Alexius said.

We rode down the wide avenue. The grand white building drew closer, towering over the treetops. The country’s best architects must have spent years designing every window and spire. Most of the walls were built from speckled gray granite, but the towers were clad in pale marble. A tall iron gate stood open, leading into the courtyard where people bustled in and out.

I followed Alexius as he rode toward a hitching rail where the horses could stand in the shade and drink from a trough. We tied them up, and just then Alexius stopped a stocky man hurrying past.

“Excuse me,” he said, bowing politely, keeping his wounded arm behind his back. “My name is Alexius Tucca. I’m an archer in the King’s army, and I’ve been summoned.”

“Summoned to what?”

“The King requested my presence.”

“Afraid I don’t know anything about that.” The man started to move on.

“The King asked for me personally,” Alexius said.

“I’m sorry,” the man replied with a sour smile, “but I really don’t have time to—”

He fell silent when he saw the envelope bearing the royal seal. He muttered something and hurried off.

A few moments later, an older gentleman in fine clothing appeared. “Alexius Tucca?”

“That’s me.” Alexius offered his hand, still hiding the other.

The man shook it. “Welcome. I’m Kalmatis, and I’ve been sent by King Liberius to greet you and show you to a place where you may rest. You’ve come all the way from Lubrina? You must be exhausted. Follow me.” He gave Alexius a polite smile, but his gaze wavered when he noticed I was following too. “I’m sorry, but I was under the impression you were arriving alone. The King was quite clear—”

“This is my sister, Alexia. She’s only here to carry my belongings.”

The man seemed to consider this for a moment, then nodded and continued. I glanced sideways at Alexius and gave him a sharp look, mouthing, ‘carry your belongings?’ He just winked at me.

The servant led us through several halls of the palace, until we reached a quieter part of the building. I heard birdsong as we entered a long colonnade, open on one side and overlooking a magnificent garden filled with flowering trees.

Kalmatis stopped in front of a door. “The room was prepared for one, but I’ll see to it that bedding is brought in and a basin set up for your sister.” He didn’t so much as glance at me, but bowed to Alexius and disappeared down the corridor.

The room held two sleeping places and a small window looking out over several wings of the palace. I sat down on the bed and immediately felt the weight of my exhaustion from the journey. Alexius, on the other hand, didn’t seem tired. On the contrary, he paced the room.

“Aren’t you going to rest?” I asked, pulling off my sandals. The marble floor was blessedly cool against my bare feet.

“I can’t sleep right now,” he said. “You go ahead—I’ll take the other bed when he returns with the linens.”

I lay down and closed my eyes. For a moment, I listened to the restless sound of Alexius pacing—and then I drifted off.
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Darkness woke me.

I sat up before I was fully awake and looked around the room. The sun had set. On the other bed lay Alexius, one hand behind his neck, the wounded arm resting on his stomach. He was staring at the ceiling.

“Haven’t you slept at all?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.

“A little,” he replied.

“I slept like a stone,” I yawned, stretching. “Has anyone come to speak with you?”

“Kalmatis stopped by. He told me the meeting will be held in the King’s Third Hall.”

I nodded, though I had no idea where that was.

“The sun’s gone down,” Alexius said, glancing at the window. “I have to go.” He rose to his feet.

“Alexius, wait.”

He turned, and I saw that he had washed and changed. His skin was clean, his hair combed back. Instead of the old tunic, he now wore a fine peplos.

“You look … you look good,” I said.

He smiled. “It’s my first time meeting the king.”

I was about to say something more when a knock came at the door. Kalmatis peeked in. “Archer Tucca. It’s time.”

“I’m coming,” Alexius said.

Kalmatis nodded but made no move to leave the room without my brother.

Alexius glanced at me and smiled.

I was suddenly overwhelmed by the urge to cry. The feeling hit so hard I had to press my lips together. My brother was about to fulfill the promise he’d made to our late mother, and nothing in this world mattered more to him. But what made me want to cry was the sudden realization of why he had chosen that particular peplos. The cloth draped diagonally from one shoulder, leaving only one arm visible. No one would think twice about Alexius hiding his right arm.

He could see that I was moved, though he probably took it for pride, because he said, “Thanks for everything, Alexia.”

“Good luck,” I said.

Then he turned and walked off with Kalmatis. The servant closed the door behind them, and I was alone.

Now it was my turn to pace restlessly. I tried to sit still, but it was no use. My thoughts circled the meeting. What was it about? Who else was present?

Something caught my eye, and I looked up. A light had appeared in a window across the way. A figure passed by—Kalmatis. He was followed by my brother. More windows lit up. It was a large hall—must be where the meeting was being held. My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my throat.

I could go over there. The thought made me shake my head. No—they’ll catch me. The punishment is death. Maybe not just for me, but for Alexius too, if they find out he knew I read the letter.

I spotted a climbing vine growing up the wall beneath the lit windows. Between the buildings lay a garden.

If I can get down there, I can climb up to the window unseen.

I bit my lip, hesitating, trying to calm my thoughts. It was madness even to consider. But the rose—wasn’t it the gods’ will that I act? Hadn’t they shown me the path?

I made up my mind.

I pulled on my sandals, left the room, checked the hallway in both directions—no one. On quiet feet, I circled the building and found the garden entrance. It was dreadfully dark, but I followed the paths to the wall with the vine.

I looked up, saw the light from the window, and listened. Faint voices from the hall. I tightened my ponytail, gripped the stems, pulled hard to test the plant’s strength, and began climbing.

The lit windows were on the second floor. It was tough going; I had to use both arms and legs. I was more than halfway up when the edge of my tunic caught on a thorn. It tore a hole just above my knee. I looked closer at the leaves and recognized their triangular shape.

Poisonous sleepthorn! Oh no. How could I have missed that?

I glanced down. Doubt and fear gripped me. This was more dangerous than I’d realized—one tiny sting, and I’d fall. But I was so close to the window, I could hear what the people inside were saying. I listened.

“For far too long they’ve crossed our borders, attacked us, mocked us,” a voice said. “Far too long we’ve watched the Emperor’s empire grow vast and mighty …”

I climbed the last stretch carefully and reached the window. The hall was lit by oil lamps. On the far wall hung a massive tapestry bearing a map of the Sapphire Sea region. Around a long table, with wine glasses and a platter of fresh fruit, sat a gathering of men. Alexius was among them—as was Focaso, the messenger who’d delivered the letter. King Liberius stood at the end of the table, hands clasped behind his back, speaking. He was young for a king; even so, he radiated authority and commanded respect.

“We cannot hope to defeat Mazura in open battle,” he said. “For every one of our warriors, they have a thousand. No matter how bravely we fight, we’ll only fight our way to ruin.” The king bowed his head. Then he suddenly slammed his fist on the table and shouted, “Even if we must die for it—we will shake Mazura to its very core!”

His words echoed through the chamber and only slowly faded. He stood leaning over the table, gazing at the others, who murmured and exchanged fired-up glances.

“On the sixteenth of Oktoba, we will change the course of history,” the king continued, now in a low voice. “The five of you will be remembered as the ones who made it possible. That evening, the sea off Kazana will lie calm and golden under the setting sun. Fishermen and travelers will return from the day’s work. And just as the sun touches the water, hundreds of warships will appear on the horizon. Rigan’s red banners will snap from the masts, and with them they’ll carry …”

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and turned my head. A guard was passing by the garden entrance. He glanced in among the trees and stopped. I froze. He must have seen me—he entered the garden. I huddled close to the wall.

The guard stopped not far from where I was. He looked up. I was frozen with fear and didn’t dare move. But then I realized he wasn’t looking at me at all. I followed his gaze. Hanging from the roofline above the hall were clusters of leathery cocoons.

Bats.

The guard muttered something to himself and left the garden again.

I breathed out and glanced at the sleeping creatures before looking back inside. Now a new figure stood at the king’s side. His tunic had a hood that hid the upper part of his face.

“This is the warrior you’ve all heard about,” said Liberius, turning toward the stranger. “Show us your face—and give us your name.”

The man threw back his hood. The eyes, gray as stone, made my stomach twist, and I could sense the others felt it too, because absolute silence fell over the hall. He was striking in a harsh, angular way—more weapon than man.

“My name is Xenon,” he said, “son of no one.”

“The Warrior Without Fear …” It was one of the men at the table who spoke. “We’ve fought side by side before.”

King Liberius walked over and placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Xenon has served in my army for four months. Every battle he’s taken part in, we’ve won. The gods have finally heard our prayers, my friends. They’ve let Neron fall—and rise again as a man. Xenon will be the warrior who ends the war by killing Emperor Keronos.”

I stared at the man beside the king. He seemed ordinary at first—but moved with a quiet, coiled intensity that unsettled me.

“Mazura’s ports are far too well guarded for you to travel by sea,” the king continued, turning to the map. “The Emperor will never believe we’d dare to cross the mountains to the west. That’s your best chance.” His gaze swept over the group. “Now you know the task—and you’ve met Xenon. You must leave at dawn. If any of you do not wish to take part, speak now.”

The room was deathly quiet. The men exchanged glances. My brother sat slightly sideways in his chair, so only his good arm rested on the table. Even from up here, I could see the light in his eyes.

In my mind I screamed at my brother to stand up and tell the king he couldn’t go—that he’d lost a hand and was still too weak for even a single night on horseback. That it would take months before he could properly hold a bow again. That this mission would mean certain death for him.

But my brother just sat there, lips pressed together, his whole posture filled with pride. I wanted to cry out, and I’m not sure I could’ve held it back—if I hadn’t met Xenon’s eyes right then.

The instant our eyes locked, every muscle in my body tensed. And in that same moment, the branch I was standing on snapped. I fell, a surge of panic in my gut, grabbed for anything, caught hold of another branch, and stopped my fall. A miracle I didn’t rip myself open. But I had startled the bats, and soon the air was full of wings.

“Guards!” the king roared from inside the hall.

I scrambled down, jumped the last bit, and ran for the exit. The guard who had patrolled the garden entrance ran to the gate and disappeared into the hall. I darted into a corridor and rounded a corner just as more guards came running.

I hurried back to the room and shut the door. For a long time, I stood there, breathless, listening for the guards, waiting for them to come take me. Footsteps echoed somewhere. Someone shouted an order. But they never came.

I sat on the bed, let down my hair, and kicked off my sandals. I was starting to believe I’d gotten away with it. The guards hadn’t seen me, after all.

But Xenon had.

I could still feel his eyes, boring into mine—as if in a single moment, he’d read my thoughts and understood exactly who I was.
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The door opened.

To my surprise, it wasn’t the guards—it was my brother.

“How did it go?” I asked at once.

“Fine,” he said, kneeling by his bag and rummaging through it.

That answer caught me off guard. I’d expected him to say something about the war god, the mission—or at least the way the meeting had ended, guards summoned because of the noise outside the hall. But he said nothing.

“What’s the task, then?” I tried.

“I can’t talk about it.”

“We don’t usually keep secrets from each other.”

“I don’t have time.” He stuffed something inside his peplos, grabbed his bow, and walked toward the door.

“Alexius! Where are you going?”

“To practice. There’s a range on the other side of the palace.”

“How are you going to shoot?”

He stopped, looking impatient. Then he pulled out the object. “I had this made last night while you slept. A tailor stitched it to my measurements.”

It looked like a leather sheath with drawstrings. Alexius slipped it over the stump of his arm and cinched it tight. At the tip was a small polished hook.

“With this, I can grip the string again,” he explained. “It’ll take practice, but I’ll be as good as I was.”

“Alexius,” I said, stepping closer. “You’re not ready. The wound hasn’t healed. You’re still in pain.”

“I’m ready. The pain will pass.”

“Maybe one day you’ll be as skilled as before—but this contraption …” I touched the sheathed arm. “It’ll never be your hand. You need to see that.”

He yanked his arm away. “As long as it lets me complete the mission.”

“Alexius, listen to yourself.”

But he turned his back and left the room.

“You can’t go to Kazana like this!” I shouted after him. “You’ll be killed!”

He came back. Closed the door. His stare hit like a hammer. “How do you know I’m going to Kazana?”

I took a breath. “I listened.”

His expression turned stricken. “You what? Do you have any idea what you’ve risked? If they find out—”

“This isn’t about me,” I snapped. “You’re a fool if you go. Anyone can see you’re not strong enough.”

He stepped in close, eyes blazing. “I’m no fool. I’ve lost a hand—not my mind.”

“Then use it! If the king knew the truth, he’d never send you. Maybe I should go to him myself and—”

Alexius grabbed my chin. Hard. His eyes blazed with fury. “If you tell anyone, I’ll never forgive you. Never. Do you hear me?”

He stormed out and slammed the door.

I stood there, stunned. My chin ached, but the real pain ran deeper. I collapsed onto the bed, overwhelmed with a sense of helplessness. My brother had always stood by me—through hunger, through Father’s death. But now, when I needed him most, I couldn’t reach him. And he was about to get himself killed.

I got up and left the room.

I wandered the palace corridors without aim, then stepped outside into the gardens, where the cicadas sang. I looked up through the leaves at the stars.

What should I do, Father?

I wished he were here to talk to Alexius. He would have listened. But Father was gone. I cried quietly in the dark.

Eventually I made my way back through the palace and stopped at the stables in the courtyard. Should I just go home? This was a world of men and warriors. I was a bowyer’s daughter. What could I possibly do? Was I selfish, clinging to my brother when greater things were at stake? This was about Rigan’s future, after all.

Perhaps it had been the gods’ will to bring me here—but my part was done. All that remained was to leave.

I reached the gate, lost and heartsick. I couldn’t bear the thought that I’d seen my brother for the last time. I sniffled as I passed the guards, and they watched me go. Inside, on my way back to the room, something caught my eye. A glint. I stopped.

A gold coin lay in the windowsill, gleaming in the starlight. I checked both directions, then picked it up. I’d never seen a coin like this. It looked valuable. On one side was stamped a saber tiger, mid-leap.

I gazed out over the sleeping city. Had someone stood here, like I did now, pondering some impossible decision?

“Two sides of the same coin.”

I heard my father’s voice as I turned the coin in my fingers, flipping it from one side to the other.

And slowly, I realized—I still had a choice. I took a deep breath, tossed the coin into the air, and caught it. I placed it back on the sill but didn’t lift my hand.

I already knew which side was up. I knew my answer.

Suddenly, everything was clear. What the gods wanted from me.

I lifted my hand.

The starlight caught the tiger’s leap—and for a moment, it almost looked alive.
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The archery range lay beyond the western wing of the palace.

A long, bare stretch of earth lit by tall torches. At the far end stood a broad wooden wall, riddled with hundreds of tiny holes from arrows. Scattered across the field were scarecrows dressed like soldiers.

Alexius stood at the firing line, a quiver of arrows slung over his back. He fumbled with one, trying to nock it to the string. I stopped and watched. He raised the bow—but the arrow slipped and fell to the ground. He cursed.

It hurt to see him like this. I’d never witness Alexius in battle, but I had watched him train countless times. He was an incredible archer. Always kept four arrows in his draw hand—one between each finger—so he could fire four times before most had drawn their second. He could shoot from horseback, in a sprint, even mid-leap. He could loose two arrows at once and hit two different targets.

And now—he couldn’t even nock the string.

“Let me,” I said, stepping closer.

He turned sharply.

I picked up the arrow. “Draw the bow.”

He obeyed, using the metal hook to pull the string. I guided the arrow between his fingers, slipping the split end over the string, then stepped back.

Alexius aimed. A moment passed. He twisted his arm, released—and the arrow hissed off target, burying itself in the dirt short of the mark.

“Damn it,” he muttered.

I handed him another. This time, he overshot.

“Again.”

The next grazed a scarecrow’s shoulder—though not the one he’d aimed for. The fourth arrow flew clear off the range.

He threw down the bow and stamped on it. The motion made him stumble, and I caught him. He was shaking, breathing hard, clutching the stump of his arm. He unstrapped the leather cap and flung it aside. A few drops of blood had seeped through the bandage.

“It’s like I’ve never held a bow in my life,” he said bitterly. “I can’t feel the string. I have no sense of the arrow.”

“You’ll learn again.”

He sighed, then glanced at the satchel in my hand. “You’re leaving?”

I swallowed and nodded. “There’s nothing left for me to do here.”

“Alexia …”

I dropped the satchel and picked up his bow. “Teach me.”

He looked confused. “What?”

“Teach me to shoot.”

“You already know how. We’ve trained together plenty of times.”

“Not what Father taught you.”

He hesitated.

“Maybe it’ll help you remember,” I said, coaxing him. “Is this how I hold it?” I raised the bow to chest height, extended my arm, and drew the silk string with two fingers.

He came behind me and stood close.

“You’re holding it right, but it’s just a tool to you,” he said. “Use your whole hand. All five fingers. Let the bottom rest against your thigh, and bring the string to your cheek.”

I did as he said. The bow settled into my grip, even under tension. I felt the silk brush my cheek, the bark under my fingers.

“Feel that?” he asked. “You and the bow have to become one.”

“I feel it,” I whispered. “Now what?”

“It’s not about how you hold it, or how you draw, or when you release. You know all that. It’s how you think. You have to treat the bow as a friend. Don’t release until you feel it’s ready. Respect it, and it will reward you.”

I listened. Focused on the bow. And suddenly, it felt alive in my hands. I heard its voice. I let go.

The arrow tore through the air and struck the scarecrow in the throat. I gasped and looked at Alexius. A smile broke across my face—I couldn’t help it.

He nodded. “Try again.”

I nocked a second arrow, aimed, and fired. This time, it sailed several feet over the target.

“What?” I said. “I aimed exactly the same.”

“You forgot to listen,” Alexius said. “A bow made of willow never shoots the same way twice. Many bowyers think that’s a flaw—but the flaw is in the archer. That’s the secret Father taught me.”

I drew a third arrow, waited for the bow to speak, and released. It struck just below the first shot, right under the scarecrow’s chin.

“Each time you do it, the voice comes faster. Eventually, you won’t even think.”

I lowered the bow and turned to him. “Please don’t go, Alexius.”

He looked down. “I’m sorry I grabbed you. I didn’t mean to.”

“I shouldn’t have said what I did.”

“I can’t turn my back on this. The task is greater than I ever imagined. I finally have the chance to become what Mother wanted me to be.”

“Mother is dead, Alexius. And this mission will kill you too.”

He didn’t answer.

I looked into his eyes—and I saw I’d been right. Nothing could persuade him. Not begging, not threats, not chains.

“Archer Tucca!”

We turned at the voice. Alexius quickly hid his wounded arm in his peplos.

Kalmatis came running, waving. “Archer Tucca! Finally, I’ve found you. The king demands your presence at once.”

We exchanged a glance. I saw fear in Alexius’s eyes.

“What is it, Kalmatis?”

“I don’t know exactly. But the king said you must depart immediately. The others are already waiting at the gate. Come, Archer Tucca, it’s urgent!”

Alexius hesitated. “Go on ahead, Kalmatis. I’ll be there shortly.”

“The king cannot wait—”

“Give me a moment to say goodbye to my sister!”

Kalmatis stepped back, nodded. “Very well. I’ll let him know you’re coming.” He turned and ran.

Alexius knelt and looked around. “Where is it? Where’d it go?”

“Here,” I said.

He turned in surprise. I held out the leather cap.

“Thank you, Alexia. Your trust means everything to me.”

“Just go,” I said, avoiding his gaze. “The king’s waiting.”

He pulled the leather cap over his stump. Then winced. “Ow. Something stung me.” He pulled the cap off. A broken twig was stuck through the bandage, its thorns biting into the skin. He tugged it free and held it up. He frown “Is this sleepthorn? How did—” His eyes rolled skyward. His knees buckled.

I caught him as he collapsed, eased him onto his back. Brushed his hair aside. Kissed him quickly.

“Forgive me,” I whispered.

Then I began pulling off his peplos.

***

The king and the others were waiting in a circle by the outer gate. Five horses stood tethered behind them.

I ran up. The king was the first to spot me.

“At last, Tucca! What kept you?”

“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” I mumbled, lowering my voice while pretending to clear my throat. “I was at the range.”

I kept my head bowed, the helmet pulled low. The courtyard was dim.

“Now that we’re assembled, I’ll tell you why you must leave at once.” King Liberius pulled a strip of cloth from his pocket—fabric from my tunic. “This was found on the thornbush outside the third-floor wall. That noise we heard—wasn’t just bats. Someone’s been listening.”

Silence. The men exchanged glances. I felt Xenon’s eyes on me and lowered my head further.

“There’s a spy in the palace,” one of them said.

Another took the cloth, sniffed it. “This came from a woman’s garment.”

My insides turned to stone. I knew it wouldn’t be long before they found Alexius—naked on the archery field, cloaked in my tunic. Next to him, the shorn tips of my hair.

“I’ll order a search,” the king said. “If there’s a spy in my palace, they’ll be found before dawn. But that means time is against you. Ride now—and take the gods’ blessing with you.”
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Ikept watching the others out of the corner of my eye, making sure to turn my face away or lower my head whenever one of them looked in my direction. Fortunately, none of them seemed suspicious.

Sea mist lay over the water as we crossed the Gallows Bridge. We left the city heading west, and I realized we were making for the coast. The landscape turned to marshland, and down by the water, spiderwebs glinted between the reeds. We followed the strait until dawn drew near.

“Let’s rest,” said the thin man—the others called him ‘General’—as he reined in his horse. “I suggest we travel by night and sleep during the day.”

No one objected. We made camp in the shelter of a slope, and as we gathered around the small flames, I had my first chance to study my fellow travelers.

Besides Xenon and the general, there was a young man with large brown eyes, scanning the surroundings with quiet intensity. I hadn’t learned his name—he was only ever called the boy. He wore neither armor nor weapons, and I couldn’t imagine what he was doing on a mission like this.

The last man in the group was around the age my father would have been. Broad-shouldered and fair-bearded, he was the one who’d sniffed the cloth torn from my tunic. He had a large mole on his temple, shaped like a crescent moon.

“I didn’t think you’d accept the mission, Marcellus,” the general said suddenly.

The bearded man looked up from where he sat stirring the fire with a stick. “Why do you say that?”

“I saw the doubt on your face. It’s still there.”

Marcellus stared into the flames. “I was thinking about my daughter back home. If I don’t return, she’ll be left on her own.”

“You should have stayed with your daughter,” the general said sharply. “Let someone else take your place. We can’t afford homesickness.”

“I feel no doubt and no homesickness,” the other man replied. “I’m devoted to this mission with all my heart. But I love my daughter, and I intend to send her a letter as soon as we reach a town.”

The general shook his head at once. “Far too risky. A messenger dove can be shot down. If the letter falls into the wrong hands …”

“I don’t intend to mention Xenon or the mission,” Marcellus said. “I just want my daughter to know I might not come home.”

“Marcellus,” said the general, meeting his gaze. “You’re the king’s most experienced scout. More than anyone, you should know sending that letter would be madness.”

Marcellus opened his mouth to reply, but then simply lowered his head and said nothing more.

The general sighed heavily. “This is what I mean by homesickness. We can’t let it cloud our judgment.” He looked at the boy. “What about you, boy? You probably have a mother back home who loves you. Or you?” He pointed at me. “I saw your sister at the palace. You must miss her.”

Thankfully, he didn’t wait for answers.

“If you hope to see your loved ones again,” he went on, “you’d be wise to think only of the task.”

With that, he rose from the fire to find his blanket and lie down.

“Don’t you have anyone waiting for you?”

I realized I’d spoken. It had only been a whisper, but the general heard it.

He turned and looked at me across the flames. “Everyone has someone waiting, archer. Good soldiers learn to shut them out.”

***

I didn’t sleep much during the day. Rest came in broken fragments, riddled with dreams where someone was calling my name. I tried to answer, but my throat felt full of sand.

In the dream, Alexius stood before me. He held his bow in one hand—and in the other, which was still intact, a torch.

“You betrayed me,” he said. “You took my place. You stole my fate.”

“I saved your life,” I answered, reaching for him. But though we stood face to face, I couldn’t touch him. “You have to understand, Alexius. You have to understand why I did it.”

“I do,” he said—and to my surprise, he smiled and held the torch out to me. I took it, puzzled, and stared into the flame dancing calmly before my eyes. Something stirred deep inside me.

“What are you trying to show me, Alexius?” I asked.

But when I looked at him again, it wasn’t my brother—it was Fabius. His eyes were filled with sorrow.

“You chose the fire over me,” he said. “Just like I feared.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “No, I don’t want it.”

I turned and hurled the torch away. I watched it fly through the air, like a flaming arrow, before vanishing from sight. And when I turned back, I was alone. Both Alexius and Fabius had left me.

***

I jolted upright. It was broad daylight. The others were still resting around the remains of the fire. My first, dazed thought was: It’s too late. I accepted the torch.

Then I realized with horror that my helmet had fallen off. I glanced around and spotted it in the grass a few steps away. I scrambled to snatch it and pull it back over my head. I glanced around, but the others were still asleep.

I knew I wouldn’t get any more rest, so I got up and walked a short distance from the camp. I found a mound where I could practice with my bow. As I loosed arrows one after another, my thoughts drifted back home to Lubrina.

What was Fabius doing right now? What would he feel when he realized I wasn’t coming back? The thought ached in my chest. I fired faster and faster. Barely thought about aiming—and still hit the mark. Fabius’ voice echoed in my mind:

“I’ve always feared this day would come. That you’d choose your brother over me.”

I’d looked into his eyes and known the pain I was about to cause. Just like I had with Alexius. And now he, too, spoke from memory:

“Your trust means everything to me, Alexia.”

I had betrayed the two people I loved most. Would they ever forgive me—if I even got to see them again?

I loosened arrows like I never had before. I drew, aimed, released. The string sang and snapped—sang and snapped—like a living thing breathing with me.

My fingers reached for another arrow—but found nothing. The quiver was empty.

Just then I sensed someone behind me. I turned—and found myself face to face with Xenon. My heart stopped.

He had looked me in the eye once before, if only briefly. Would he recognize me now?

For a long moment we just stared. His gray eyes tried to pierce through mine, and I felt powerless to stop them. I was certain he saw through me—guessed my secret.

“Gather your arrows,” he said at last. “It’s time to move on.”

With that, he turned and walked back toward camp.

Slowly, my heart began to beat again.
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Where the strait met the sea lay the small harbor town of Myr.

“Will we reach a ship before sunrise?” the general asked as we halted on a ridge overlooking the town and the water.

“We’d be wise to split up,” said the scout. “Five travelers will draw attention. One or two, no one will think twice. Across the water lies the town of Askatia. On its western outskirts is an old gravel pit. There’s a well there, used by the slaves before the pit was abandoned. No one will be around at this hour. It’s a good place to regroup and refill our water.”

The general pointed. “Xenon, you go alone. Archer, you take the interpreter. Marcellus and I will travel together. Anyone who doesn’t make it before sunrise will be left behind.”

The young man whose name I still didn’t know cleared his throat. “Is it wise to send Xenon alone?”

The general looked at him, surprised. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

The boy’s lips trembled slightly. “Something could happen along the way … he might need help.”

The general snorted. “Hear that? Our young interpreter thinks the Fearless Warrior can’t handle a simple crossing on his own.”

Xenon scanned the town below, as if he hadn’t heard any of it.

“I just meant someone might spot him,” the young man said. “Our job is to get him to Kazana without being noticed. What will the king say if there’s trouble before we even leave Rigan?”

The general’s glare could have scorched earth.

“The boy’s right,” said Marcellus. “Better if I go with Xenon. You can ride alone, Furius.”

“It’s General Furius,” the wiry man snapped.

“I’ll go alone,” said Xenon. He hadn’t raised his voice, but the tone left no room for argument.

“It’s settled,” the general declared. “Let’s move before we waste any more time.”

***

The interpreter and I rode side by side in silence. Now that we were just the two of us, I had to be even more careful not to let him get a close look at my face. I kept a bit of distance.

Myr’s streets were empty, except for seagulls that had drifted in from the sea to fight over scraps in the gutters. At the harbor, we found a bit of life: early fishermen preparing their nets, and a small vessel being loaded with sacks that smelled of fresh bread. Two boys ran back and forth across the gangplank while a burly man in an apron argued with what had to be the ship’s owner.

“I’m telling you, Halif, this is your last chance. If I hear from my customers that my bread’s wet again, you and I are finished.”

“How many times do I have to apologize?” the other man groaned. “I told the boys the hold leaks a bit near the stern, but do they listen? You know what lads are like at that age—no sense of—”

“I don’t care about your excuses,” the baker snapped. “I can’t sell wet bread. Just make sure it gets there dry.”

The interpreter glanced at me. “Shall we try them?”

I gave a brief nod but said nothing, letting him know the task was his. He hesitated, waiting for the right moment to cut in.

The men sensed his stare and turned. “What do you want?” the skipper barked.

“Excuse me,” he said, hopping off his horse. “We’re headed to Buskon, and we—”

“We’re fully loaded,” the skipper cut in.

“We don’t mind staying on deck. It’s urgent we leave.”

“Try one of the fishermen,” the baker said, waving him off. “They’ve got more space.”

“I can see you’re nearly ready to depart, and we’re in a hurry,” the interpreter pressed. The skipper was about to respond when he added, “We can pay, of course.”

The skipper chewed his cheek. “Seventeen tinkers each, and it’s a deal.”

“Seventeen?” the interpreter protested. “It’s a short trip, and we don’t—”

“If you and your buddy want to be in Buskon before sunrise, that’s the price. Why are two lads like you traveling at this hour, anyway? Running from something?”

The interpreter looked at me for help. Just then, one of the boys stumbled off the gangplank and dropped the sack he was carrying.

The baker flinched. “Hey, boy! What are you doing? You can’t toss my bread around like that!”

The boy hurried to sling the sack back over his shoulder and rushed onto the ship.

“All right—thirty-four tinkers,” the interpreter said. “But the horses come with us.”

“Deal,” said the skipper, reaching out a hand.

“Absolutely not!” the baker burst out, stepping between them. He glared from us to the skipper. “You’ve lost your mind, Halif. My bread is not traveling with animals. Those beasts are crawling with fleas and who knows what else, and the smell alone—”

“They’ll stay on deck,” the skipper insisted, now clearly on our side with money in sight. “I’ll make sure they go nowhere near your bread.”

The baker crossed his arms. “Your word doesn’t count for much, Halif. It’s my reputation on the line.”

“If anything happens to your bread, next trip’s free,” the skipper promised, patting the baker’s shoulder.

The baker clearly hated the arrangement, but he said nothing more.

“That was the last sack, sir,” said one of the boys as both came panting and sweaty off the gangplank.

“Let’s go,” said the skipper. As I moved to lead the horse aboard, he caught my arm and gave me a greedy grin. “Money first, young man.”
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The king’s horses had clearly sailed before. They stood calmly tethered to the mast as we left the harbor.

The interpreter settled by the bow. I sat a little farther away, back against the railing, knees pulled up under my chin. I kept my helmet on, hoping he wouldn’t take notice.

The water was black, lapping softly against the hull. Myr’s lights had vanished behind us, and Buskon had yet to appear on the western horizon.

“Have you ever been outside Rigan?” he asked, breaking the silence.

I looked up briefly and shook my head.

He gazed out over the water. “I’ve seen most of the world. I used to interpret for a sailor.”

I said nothing, hoping he’d leave it there. But the silence between us started to feel unnatural, like something we ought to fill.

“How long have you served in the king’s army?” he asked. When I didn’t answer, he glanced at me again. “You were a lot more talkative at the council. Is something wrong?”

I shifted. “Just tired.”

“Your voice sounds different.”

I cleared my throat and muttered something about the cold sea air.

He nodded but didn’t seem convinced. There was something suspicious in his eyes, though he masked it by turning back to the sea. “At the council, you said your name was Alexius Tucca, son of Desdo,” he said. “What’s mine?”

I stared at his back. My heart picked up. He knew. Slowly, I reached for an arrow, not taking my eyes off him.

He was still pretending to watch the sea, but I noticed his hand sliding beneath his tunic.

I jumped to my feet and drew my bow, just as he spun and pulled a knife.

At the sight of the arrow aimed at his chest, the steely look on his face vanished. He suddenly looked like a frightened boy. “Wait … I was only—”

“I don’t want to hurt you,” I said. “Drop the knife and I’ll ease the bow.”

He hesitated. My heart pounded. I braced for him to attack—but instead he crouched and placed the knife on the deck.

“Who are you?” he whispered.

I lowered the bow and exhaled. “My name is Alexia.”

“You’re the archer’s sister,” he said. “I saw you at the palace. Why are you pretending to be him?”

I glanced toward the helm. The skipper didn’t seem to have noticed. “My brother lost his hand not long ago,” I said, removing the helmet. “He hasn’t learned to use the bow again yet, and going on this mission would’ve been certain death.”

His brow furrowed deeper. “How do you even know about the mission …?” He trailed off, then pointed. “You were eavesdropping during the council. It was your tunic the guards found a scrap of.”

“I couldn’t go to the king, and my brother wouldn’t listen. So I took his place.”

He studied me. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? You could be a spy for Keronos, planning to kill Xenon.”

“If I wanted Xenon dead, I could’ve shot him in the back the moment I got close.” I slid the arrow back into my quiver.

He was silent for a while.

“Even if you fight for Rigan,” he said eventually, shaking his head, “deceiving the king like this—it’s high treason. You’ll be executed when it comes out.”

“Maybe,” I said, sitting down again. “But my brother’s life has been spared.” I looked up and met his gaze. “Will you tell the others?”

He shrugged. “It won’t matter. They’ll find out soon enough, and once they do … the general will be furious—he might kill you.”

“I can defend myself,” I said, though a chill settled in my chest. I honestly hadn’t considered the possibility that the others might see me as a traitor.

We sat for a while without speaking. I noticed a necklace he’d pulled from under his tunic—a simple cord with a piece of carved wood. He ran his fingers over the grooves as he stared thoughtfully at the deck.

When he caught me watching, he tucked it away. Then, as if to shift my thoughts, he asked, “Do you think we actually have a chance? That we’ll make it to Kazana?”

“I suppose. Don’t you?”

He shrugged. “It’d be foolish to join a mission I didn’t believe in.”

“What exactly is the mission? I know we’re escorting Xenon to the emperor’s palace, and the army will meet us there. But how is Xenon supposed to kill Keronos?”

“The king didn’t say. I’m guessing Xenon has a plan of his own.”

I bit my lip. “Do you really think he’s the War God?”

“I don’t know what to believe. But I trust the king—and the soldiers who know Xenon.” His eyes drifted. “They say the War God is the perfect warrior. Because he feels no fear, he never tires, never backs down.”

We sat in silence for a long time, letting our thoughts drift. The sky had started to brighten in the east.

Suddenly the interpreter sat up. “Is that land?”

I spotted faint lights in the darkness. “I think so. We’d better get ready.”

When I turned, he was already heading to the horses.

“By the way—what’s your name?” I asked.

“Pico Ambrosius,” he said. “Son of Paco.”

“How many languages do you speak, Pico?”

He gave me a quick smile. “All of them.”
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The gravel pit was enormous, its edges rose before us in the fading dusk.

“We’d better go around,” Pico said. “We risk getting lost down there.”

As we rode along the rim, I pictured men toiling under the scorching sun. I could almost smell the sweat and lizards, hear the scrape of shovels, the creak of cart wheels, and the crack of whips on slaves’ backs.

On the far side, I spotted two figures. The general and the scout had tethered their horses and were standing by the well. Not far from them lay an overturned cart, half-buried in drifting sand.

“We were beginning to think you wouldn’t make it before sunrise,” Marcellus said as he saw us.

“Where’s Xenon?” Pico asked.

“He hasn’t arrived yet,” said the general. He turned the crank, raising a rope, and a wooden bucket appeared. “This well isn’t as abandoned as we thought. That rope should’ve rotted through by now, and the bucket as well. Someone’s replaced them.”

Marcellus pointed. “Tracks. Fresh ones. At least six people have used the well recently.”

“Drink and fill your flasks,” the general ordered. “We can’t stay here. If Xenon doesn’t show up by sunrise, we’ll have to move on without him.”

“Is it wise to leave him?” Pico asked.

“He’ll catch up,” the general said. “Too dangerous for all of us to stay.”

Pico glanced at me but said nothing.

As the sun neared the horizon, the men began saddling up. I stayed by my horse. I looked back toward the gravel pit—still no sign of Xenon.

The general spotted me. “Move it, archer. We ride now.”

That’s when we all heard the sound. It came from the cart.

The general and scout exchanged sharp looks and dismounted swiftly, drawing their swords in silence. The general gave a signal, and they split to circle the cart from either side.

“Come out!” the general barked. “Show yourself!”

No answer.

When the general stepped around to the far side, his expression changed. He lowered his sword, stepped forward, and reached into the cart. A scream rang out as he dragged out a child.

At first I couldn’t tell if it was a boy or girl. The clothes were filthy and torn, the hair long and matted. The child whimpered and struggled against the general’s grip.

“I told you it was risky to stay here,” the general growled, hauling the child over to us. “This little spy heard every word we said.”

“What do we do with him?” Marcellus asked, rubbing the temple where the mole was.

“We can’t let him run into town,” the general said. “One word to the wrong person and the mission’s compromised.”

I stared at him in disbelief. He couldn’t mean to kill the child?

Pico stepped forward. “Wait, General. Let me speak to him first.”

The general scowled. “Then speak.”

Pico knelt before the boy, who was still trying to pull free. “Do you understand me? Do you know what we’re saying?”

The boy glanced at him briefly but didn’t reply.

“He doesn’t speak Rigan,” Pico said. “He can’t repeat anything—he has no idea what we said.”

“He can say he saw a group of Rigan men outside Askatia at dawn,” the general snapped. “That’s more than enough to raise alarm.”

Pico tried again, “Versta tu?”

The boy looked up, stopped struggling.

“Vim taka tu?”

“Besta,” the boy growled through yellow teeth. “Mysa besta o parr.”

Pico frowned and asked more questions. The boy answered.

“What’s he saying?” the general demanded.

“He’s hard to understand,” Pico said. “Sounds like he’s lived out here his whole life. No home, no family, I think. When I ask about the town, he gets upset—seems afraid of it.”

The general’s eyes grew cold. “A homeless bastard. No one will miss him.” He yanked the boy’s head back and drew his knife.

“No!” I shouted and lunged forward.

The cry made the general hesitate. I grabbed his arm, and in that moment, the boy wriggled free. He bolted toward the gravel pit and disappeared down into it before any of us could stop him.

Marcellus was at the edge in four long strides. He looked down, then turned back and shook his head. “Too late. He’s gone.”

I barely had time to react before the general, still gripping my tunic, turned on me with a snarl. “You miserable coward. Do you realize—” He stopped, staring at me in astonishment. He looked me up and down, then reached up and yanked off my helmet. “A woman!” he gasped.

“What?” Marcellus cried. “By the gods—how?”

“Listen to me,” I began. “I didn’t mean—”

“She’s the sister,” the general cut in, his eyes narrowing. “I saw her arrive with the archer.”

I raised my hands. “I took my brother’s place to protect him. I serve Rigan just like you, and I—”

“You’re a spy,” the general said, deadly calm.

I caught a glimpse of the knife, and panic surged. I tore back, nearly free, but he grabbed my hair and yanked me backward. I screamed.

“Marcellus!” he barked. The scout grabbed my arms and held me in place.

“I’m not lying!” I cried. “I’m not a traitor!”

But the general’s eyes were like spearpoints, devoid of mercy. He pressed the blade to my neck, and I screamed as I felt cold steel split my skin.

“Wait!” Pico shouted, jumping in from the side to grab the general’s wrist and pull the knife away. “She deserves to speak her case.”

“What case?” the general snarled. “She betrayed the king and Rigan—the punishment is death. The king’s probably already hanged her brother.”

I tried to speak, but all that came was a rasp. I felt the blood running down my collarbone.

“She only wanted to save her brother,” Pico said. Both the general and Marcellus eyed him closely. “He lost his hand in battle—he couldn’t use the bow. She told me everything on the ship. I believe her—she has no reason to lie.”

The general hesitated.

“I noticed the archer kept one arm hidden,” Marcellus said. “I thought it was weird.” He looked at me. “But why didn’t you just tell the king your brother couldn’t go?”

“My brother … wouldn’t listen,” I croaked. “He … he was determined to serve, even if it killed him. I had no other choice.”

Marcullas huffed, then looked at the general. “I don’t think she was trying to ruin the mission. If so, it’s the most clumsy attempt at sabotage I’ve ever seen. There’s no reason to kill her.”

“She broke the king’s trust and endangered the mission,” the general snapped. “You think the king will let that slide?”

“Maybe not. But it’s the king’s decision what her punishment should be.”

Furius and Marcellus locked eyes for a moment. Then the general shoved his knife back into his belt with a snort. When they released me, I sank to my knees and clutched my neck. My fingers came away bloody, but the cut was shallower than I feared. A nail deeper and I’d be dead.

Pico knelt beside me, tore a piece from his sleeve, and pressed it to the wound. “Here, hold this to stop the bleeding,” he whispered.

“Take her bow and supplies,” the general ordered. “We’ll keep her horse as a spare.”

I looked up at them. “Let me come. I can still help. I’m a skilled archer—my brother taught me.”

The general snorted. “The king chose five men for this mission. You’re not one of them.”

“I’ll do anything to complete this task. I betrayed my brother, I risked my life—isn’t that proof enough?”

No one answered.

“Marcellus,” I tried, grabbing his arm as he took my bow and quiver. “Let me come. Let me take his place.”

He looked down at me, brow furrowed—then pulled away.

A horse snorted. Up from the gravel pit rode Xenon, the boy slung over his saddle, struggling.

“I spotted him,” he said. “Why was he running?”

“He saw us. And he heard us talking,” the general said. “We have to kill him.”

Xenon shoved the boy off the horse. He hit the ground hard. For a moment, I thought Xenon would let him go. But before he could get up, Xenon raised his spear and drove it into the back of the boy’s neck. He crumpled without a sound.

I gasped. The world narrowed to a tunnel. I could see only the boy’s lifeless body. Just moments ago, he’d been alive. Now he lay still, face in the sand. Dead.

“Why are you only arriving now?” the general asked somewhere far away. “Did something happen?”

I didn’t hear Xenon’s answer—if he gave one. I only saw him dismount and drink from the bucket.

“Scout, interpreter—mount up!” the general barked, then turned to me. “If it were up to me, you’d be lying dead beside that brat. If you truly serve Rigan, if you have even a shred of honor, go back and confess to the king.”

I turned and looked up just as the sun broke over the horizon, blinding me with its first sharp rays. Against the bright sky, I saw Xenon in the saddle again, looking down at me. His face betrayed nothing.

“Don’t leave me behind,” I heard myself say.

Xenon turned his horse. The group left me at the edge of the pit.

I remained in the sand beneath the silent morning sky, red as the blood that had spread into a small pool around the boy. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t look away.
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Deep in an alley where the last rays of sun couldn’t reach, I curled up like a wretched beggar.

The water in my helmet was stale and lukewarm, but I drank it in greedy gulps. I’d walked back to Askatia beneath the burning sun, and the water came from the well in the city square.

Once my thirst was gone, I felt slightly better. But it didn’t last. The hopelessness returned, heavier than before. I was alone in a foreign land. The others had taken my bow, my water, my coin. I had no food, unless I could scavenge scraps before the rats or gulls got to them. And I’d be sleeping in the open.

All day, the boy haunted my thoughts. Over and over, I saw it—how he rose halfway before the spear struck, how he collapsed again, soundless, lifeless, unmoving. Only now, as night drew near, were the images beginning to fade. My head felt hollow and far too heavy.

I glimpsed my reflection in the remaining water. The eyes staring back were dull and defeated. I ran my fingers through my matted bangs. I’d thought cutting my hair was a sacrifice. I hadn’t known the meaning of the word. I touched the bandage on my neck. The bleeding had stopped.

I could never return to Rigan. Only death awaited me there. I was an outlaw, beyond forgiveness. Even if Alexius forgave me, it wouldn’t matter. I hadn’t just betrayed him—I’d betrayed the king.

I saw myself dragged in chains to the Gallows Bridge. Saw the thick rope around my neck, the final shove. Would I kick and writhe? Would there be pain, or would death come swiftly, like it had for the boy?

Maybe Alexius was already dead too.

Would the king believe him? That he hadn’t known about the deception? How could he prove it, when he’d brought me to the palace and hidden his missing hand? I hadn’t even considered that my plan could put him in danger. I’d done it to protect him. I never—

A man passed by with a slave and a cart full of cloth. I shrank deeper into the shadows.

And suddenly, the truth settled over me. The mission was lost. I had to accept a life on the run—far from Fabius, from Alexius, from the city I’d grown up in.

Now the tears came. I didn’t try to hold them back. I cried until I had nothing left.

From where I sat, I could just see the tower in the square. Its bells began to toll, echoing through the city as they rang down the sun.

My eyelids grew heavy. I hadn’t slept in over a day, and now that the tears had stopped, exhaustion outweighed fear and hunger. I tucked my hands into my sleeves and wrapped my arms around myself.

I’m sorry, Alexius, I thought. I failed you.

I fell asleep to the sound of the bells.
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Avoice I know calls my name.

I open my eyes and realize I’ve been sleeping with my back against a cold stone wall. The alley is lit by the blue shimmer of starlight, and I’m shivering. The person kneeling beside me is the one who called out. Even in the dark, I recognize him.

“Father,” I whisper.

His smile warms me. “Come, Alexia. It’s time we had a talk.”

He reaches out a hand to help me up, but I throw my arms around his neck, clutching him tightly, recognizing his scent. “Oh, Father, I miss you so much.”

He says nothing, just holds me close. Then he stands, lifting me with him. He strokes my hair and looks me over. “You’ve grown. Almost taller than your old man.”

And as he says it, I realize he doesn’t look any older. Not a strand of gray in his beard. No new wrinkles. As if he hasn’t aged a day since I last saw him—the day he …

I gasp. “Am I dead? Did I go to the Mountain while I was sleeping?”

Father glances around. “I don’t see a mountain—do you?”

I shake my head, hesitant. “But you’re dead,” I whisper. “This isn’t real.” I reach out and run my fingers through his beard. It feels just as I remember—rough, but soft underneath.

“For a little while, it is,” Father says, taking my hand. “Come now, Alexia. I have a place where we can talk.”

He walks to a door and opens it. To my surprise, soft light spills out. We step from the street into his old workshop. Coals smolder in the hearth, shadows fall just as I remember them, across the tools and the bench. I can even smell the bundles of dried willow rods hanging from the ceiling, waiting to be woven.

Father sits at the bench, and I take my place beside him, just as I did when he taught me the craft. For a moment, I simply sit there, soaking in the warmth, while he begins to weave. I don’t dare take my eyes off him—I’m afraid he might disappear.

“This is quite the task you’ve taken on,” he says without looking up. His large hands move easily, confidently. “I always knew you and your brother would do something great, but I didn’t expect this.”

“It was Alexius’ task,” I say quietly. “I stole it from him.”

Father just nods. I want him to tell me if I did right or wrong. But he says nothing, just keeps weaving.

At last, I blurt it out: “I stole his fate. Alexius will hate me forever.”

Father shrugs. “You took his place, for better or worse. Now you have to live with that choice. The only unforgivable thing would be to give up.”

“But I can’t carry out the task anymore. They won’t let me.”

He glances at me. “No one’s been able to stop you so far.”

I stare ahead, thinking. “They left me behind because they don’t trust me.”

Suddenly, I hear someone sniffling. I turn—and jolt.

The boy sits by the hearth, head bowed, shoulders shaking.

“The boy from the gravel pit,” I whisper.

At the sound of my voice, he turns slightly and pauses, then resumes his soft sobbing. My chest tightens.

“Xenon killed him.”

My voice is barely audible, but the boy’s crying grows louder, more guttural, as if he understands.

“Why is he here?” I whisper in Father’s ear.

“Let him be. He needs the warmth. What do you see, Alexia?”

I notice that Father is no longer weaving—he’s letting a coin dance over his fingers, just as he used to. It’s the royal coin with the saber tiger.

“I see the coin,” I say.

“Everyone thought you and Alexius were identical when you were little. Like two sides of the same coin. But the truth is, no coin has two identical sides. You and your brother were always different. He played with his friends—you liked being alone. He used his body—you used your mind. He was brave, but you … you’re the braver of the two.”

I stare at him, puzzled, but he just keeps his eyes on the coin.

“You’re wrong. Alexius is the warrior. He’s not afraid to risk his life for Rigan.”

“If he doesn’t feel fear, he doesn’t need courage.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You were the one who stared down the tiger when your brother froze. You saved both of you that day. And you can do it again.” The coin spins, vanishes, reappears. “What do you see, Alexia?”

“The coin,” I say again.

Father shakes his head. “What do you see, Alexia?”

“I … I don’t know. Tell me what I’m supposed to see!”

His fingers move faster now, the coin spinning so quickly it seems to move by itself in the flickering lamplight. Then I notice something wrong.

“Your hand,” I murmur.

He lets the coin drop and opens his palm.

I cover my mouth. “What happened, Father? You have six fingers.”

He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Not anymore. There were six. Now there’s one less.” He opens and closes the hand—and now it has only five fingers.

At that moment, I realize the boy’s sounds have changed. Higher now. And hitching. Not crying—but—

Dread creeps up from my feet when I understand: he’s laughing.

Not a child’s innocent giggle, but something hoarse and twisted. A raven’s croak, heralding doom.

I turn slowly. The boy has risen. As he steps toward the table, his face emerges from the shadows—and I want to scream, but I can’t.

His lips are cracked. His skin is corpse-pale. His eyes, bloodshot. And when he grins again, his mouth is full of blood.

I grab Father’s arm, clinging to it.

“There’s nothing to fear, Alexia,” he says gently. “The dead can’t hurt you.”

Then he picks up the coin and passes it across the table. The boy snatches it and walks back to the hearth.

“What does it mean, Father?”

He takes a deep breath. “The mission is in danger.”

“In danger? How?”

“You’ll understand when you wake. You’ll see what the others have missed.”

With that, he rises. “Time’s up. We have to go.”

“Back to the alley?” I ask, startled.

Father smiles. “You’re not going anywhere, my girl. Stay here. Warm yourself a little longer.”

I glance from him to the boy, now standing beside him, waiting. “Are you … going back to the Mountain?”

Father nods, and the boy smiles.

I leap up and throw my arms around him. “No, Father.” I hold on with everything I have.

But when I open my eyes, my arms are empty.

Father stands in the doorway, the boy’s hand in his. He opens the door to the dark, cold street of Askatia and looks back. “Every action has consequences,” he says. “No one understands that better than you, Alexia.”
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Iwas jolted awake and stared around the alley in confusion.

Groggily, I got to my feet. The warmth of the dream was gone, and the cold had sunk its claws deep into my bones. The sun had just risen, and people were already filling the streets.

Fragments of the strange dream still flickered through my mind. I could still smell Father’s workshop, still hear the crackle of the fire. The words he’d spoken echoed inside me. He’d been trying to tell me something. No—I had been trying to tell myself something. Something I already knew, but hadn’t yet understood.

But what?

Father’s voice: “The mission is in danger.”

Why? In danger of what?

I limped out into the street. Instinctively, I looked west—toward the gravel pit. Against the dark blue sky above the rooftops, a thin column of white smoke was rising.

A fire.

Who would light a fire out there now? There were no houses by the pit. But Marcellus had said that at least six people had visited the well.

Six?

Something clicked into place. Six fingers. Not anymore. One was gone.

Xenon had killed one of them—the boy.

Every action has consequences.

Suddenly, I understood. I knew what the fire meant. I knew what the others had missed.

I took off running through Askatia, ignoring the stares from passersby. I reached the gravel pit before the sun had climbed more than a few fingers into the sky.

A faint wisp of smoke still hung in the air, and I followed it to the far side of the pit. As I neared the well, I saw the boy was gone. Only dark stains remained in the sand where he’d lain. The smoke came from behind the ridges. I jumped off the horse and crept forward.

A woman’s voice broke the silence—raspy, speaking what had to be Buskotic.

I climbed the ridge, and the sight stopped my heart.

The camp lay in a small hollow, hidden from view by the surrounding mounds.

And it was far worse than I’d feared. There weren’t just six of them. I counted at least ten huts, made from timber, mud, and stretched hides. Goats and horses were tied up nearby, and all the inhabitants were gathered around the remains of a dying fire.

They were silent, dressed in ragged clothes, their hair matted. Bones and lizard skulls had been mounted on poles.

The woman speaking paced back and forth, her face streaked with tears. Her voice was shrill and rising. I saw no trace of the boy—but that didn’t surprise me. I knew they had burned him.

With a cry, she collapsed to her knees before the fire. She raised her hands to the sky and recited a trembling chant, which the others repeated in a low, rhythmic murmur. They tilted their heads back, eyes fixed on the sky.

A chill prickled my scalp. This wasn’t just a burial. It was a ritual.

Then the woman did something that made me recoil.

She plunged her hands into the ashes and smeared them over her face and throat.

When she rose and turned toward me, I nearly gasped. Her sunken face was now gray with ash, her pale eyes glowing with hatred.

The others followed suit, rubbing the boy’s ashes into their skin.

Then, in silence, they began saddling their animals. I saw crude weapons strapped to their horses, and I had no doubt what they intended.

The woman pointed west and let out a sharp cry. They rode off through the ridge, leaving the camp behind.

I ran back to the well.

They meant to follow the group’s trail—to catch them. I had to warn them. But how? I couldn’t send a pigeon, and they had over a day’s head start.

If I wanted to catch them, I would have to ride night and day.

I knew the group would be following the coastline west. If I rode west straightaway, I could cut ahead of the gravel-pit people—and with luck—reach the group before they did.


20


On the outskirts of Askatia lay a small farm.

An old man was feeding geese, and he didn’t notice me as I crept along the stable and slipped inside. The air stank sharply of horse manure, but all the stalls were empty. I walked to the far end, where a gate opened onto a small paddock. Three mares grazed peacefully.

A snort made me turn my head. A large young stallion stood tethered near a rail. On a stool beside him sat a blonde-haired girl, trimming his hooves. She was no older than six summers. She wiped her nose on her sleeve, lifted her head, and gaped when she saw me.

I tried to smile.

She dropped the hoof pick and stood. “Alsa baku?” she asked.

I said nothing—she couldn’t hear my accent. Instead, I stepped closer.

She watched me warily as I untied the stallion. And when I led the horse toward the gate, she understood what I meant to do. She ran in front of me and shook her head. “Equ mis pala,” she said firmly, pointing at the horse. “Pala!”

I waved her aside, but again she shook her head. Then she drew breath to shout. I raised a finger to my lips, and she closed her mouth again. Hesitated.

“Cas bala mis tinqu?” she asked, palm outstretched—she wanted payment.

I fumbled through my pockets, though I knew they were empty. To my surprise, I found a coin. The gold flashed in the sunlight, and the girl gasped at the sight of the tiger. She snatched it from my hand and examined it wide-eyed. She barely noticed as I led the stallion from the paddock, leapt onto his back, and rode southwest.

I don’t know how much a royal gold coin was worth, but I’m fairly certain the old farmer and his stable girl could buy a new stallion with it.

***

The horse was young and wild, and steering him wasn’t any easier without saddle or bridle. But he was strong and eager, and we made good time. The plain stretched in every direction, and I passed almost no settlements. I rode all day without rest, food, or water, and by evening, the thirst was unbearable.

Just before sunset, I reached a wide river that wound its way through the landscape. I leapt off the horse, dropped to my knees, and drank greedily from the cold water.

To my surprise, I spotted a bridge not far off and made my way to it. It was a narrow, old stone bridge, no longer in use. In the grass on the far side were remnants of a stone fence.

That’s when I saw the eggs. They lay in a large nest on the riverbank, half under the bridge. There were three of them, each the size of a melon.

My heart quickened, and I scanned the area instinctively. No sign of lizards—neither on the plain nor in the sky.

I knew lizard eggs could be eaten raw—they were a delicacy in the southern lands. I’d never tasted them, but I hadn’t eaten in a long time, and my stomach screamed for food.

The stallion stomped nervously, as if he sensed danger near the eggs. But I checked the area again and confirmed we were alone. Then I jumped down to the riverbank.

I picked up one of the eggs—surprisingly heavy and hard as stone, with its contents sloshing inside. As I looked for something to crack it against, the horse suddenly neighed loudly.

I turned to see him backing away, tossing his head. I followed his gaze—and felt my stomach drop.What I had taken for pieces of old stonework suddenly came to life, and the largest lizards I had ever seen rose and stretched their necks. I just stood there, egg in hand. They were herbivores, but of the large, two-legged kind, and when they stood at full height, they were taller than two houses stacked. I felt the ground tremble beneath their heavy feet as they approached.

Finally, I snapped out of my trance, laid the egg back in the nest, scrambled up the bank, and ran.

When I glanced back, the lizard pair was simply staring after me. I let out a shaky breath.

Soon after, I spotted the horse—he’d fled to a safe distance.

***

I rode on through the night, under a rising crescent moon.

The gnawing hunger was overtaken by a worse feeling: a creeping dread that clung to me across the dim nighttime landscape, making me feel like I wasn’t alone. The wind played with my hair and tried to trick me into hearing voices.

Ridiculous, I told myself—never in my life had I been farther from other people than I was now, out here in the middle of … of what, exactly? I couldn’t even tell if I was still in Buskon or had crossed into Ubrania. I used the stars to hold my course southwest, but still hadn’t seen any sign that I was following the group’s trail—maybe I was heading even deeper into the wilderness, where I’d lose my way and starve before I could turn back …

I shook my head to stop the thoughts. Forced myself not to glance sideways. There was nothing out there in the dark. Nothing. Only the dark. And the moonlight casting its blurry shadows.

By a lake, I saw a large patch of berry bushes. I half-jumped, half-fell off the horse, stumbled to my feet, and began yanking berries from the branches. I shoved them into my mouth with both hands, barely chewing, wiping the juice from my chin. I couldn’t make camp for the night, but I spared a short rest to eat.

I’d nearly filled my pockets when I noticed that many of the branches had already been stripped—most of the berries were already gone. I figured birds had eaten them—until, in the moonlight, I spotted sandal prints on a bare patch of dirt by the lakeshore. There was more than one set. And horse tracks.

Had the group passed through here? Or the people from the gravel pit?

If it was the group, I was on the right path. If it was the pursuers, it meant I hadn’t passed them after all, as I’d hoped—and I likely wouldn’t catch up in time.

My stomach still felt empty, but I had no more time to lose, so I ran to the stallion and climbed back on.

***

Near dawn, I passed the remnants of a campfire, its embers still warm. And not long after, I spotted shapes in the twilight.

It was the people from the gravel pit. The pursuers. They must have ridden almost without stopping, like me. Even though I hadn’t overtaken them, there was still time—they hadn’t reached the group yet.

But the group couldn’t be far. The question was how to slip past the gravel folk unnoticed. My horse was so exhausted he could barely run. If I waited too long, I wouldn’t be able to stop an ambush. But I had no weapons, no way to defend myself.

I kept my distance. It was dusk, and a white mist had settled over the grass, making it hard to see far.

Suddenly, I lost sight of them in the thick fog. They couldn’t have sped up—I came over a rise just then, and the plain opened up ahead. I could see tracks in the dew-wet grass. They led in different directions. The gravel folk had split up.

When I lifted my gaze, I understood. Not far ahead, somewhere in the haze, I saw the faint glow of a fire. It was the group. They’d made camp for the day and would soon lie down to sleep. And right now, the pursuers were likely in the process of surrounding them.

I spurred the stallion forward, using his last strength to head for the firelight.

“A rider!” Marcellus cried.

The men around the fire leapt to their feet and grabbed their weapons.

“Identify yourself!” the general shouted.

“It’s me!”

Xenon had raised his spear but lowered it when he recognized my voice.

Pico stared at me in disbelief. “Alexia? What are you doing here?”

“By all the gods,” the general growled. “Did you not understand—”

“They could strike at any moment!” I cut in. “We have to leave. Now!”

“Who’s attacking?” the general asked. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

“They followed you,” I said, jumping off the horse. I looked around at the men. “There’s no time. They’re coming from both sides. I saw them!”

Marcellus frowned deeply. “Who are you talking about?”

“The people from the gravel pit. The boy’s family.”

The men exchanged glances.

Just then, a high-pitched whistle pierced the air nearby. We all fell silent. It was hard to see anything in the fog. The men drew their weapons, and the scout tossed me his bow and quiver.

The clear whistle rang out again.

“That’s not a bird,” Marcellus whispered. “At least not one I know. It must be a trick.”

The general clenched his jaw so hard the muscles in his cheek twitched. “We’ll have better odds on foot. The mist makes it easy to get separated—stay close. Pico, douse the fire!”

The boy grabbed a water skin.

“No, wait!” I cried, and he paused.

The general turned to me. “They can see the fire. It tells them where we are.”

“They already know where we are,” I corrected him. “If we put out the fire, they’ll know we know.”

He seemed to consider this. Then nodded. “Let it burn. Leave the horses and supplies. Maybe we can fool them into thinking we’re asleep. Follow me.”

Furius moved away from the light, and we followed him into the dark. We stayed close together, scanning all directions, listening to the silence.

“What’s he doing?” Pico whispered suddenly. He pointed at Xenon, who was moving away from the group.

“Xenon!” the general hissed. “Come back!”

But the warrior kept going, and we had no choice but to follow. We climbed a slope and reached a flat stretch surrounded by rocks. Xenon stopped by a spear planted in the ground.

“It must be them,” I whispered.

A horse snorted. I spun around and saw a woman step out from behind a nearby rock. The way she emerged made her seem almost otherworldly. The mist curled like snakes around her body, blurring the features of her ash-smeared face so that only her eyes were visible. And the blade of the sword she held.

A sound from the opposite side. A man stepped forward with a club. Moisture dripped from his brow, drawing streaks through the ash on his cheeks, making it look like he’d been crying. But the corners of his mouth were curled in a snarling grin.

Another figure stepped out of the fog. A boy with a sling.

And another. Gray faces. Eyes full of hate. Blades glinting with beads of dew. We were surrounded.

“Damn it,” the general spat. “We have no choice but to fight.”

In my chest, my heart turned to stone. My whole body trembled with exhaustion, but now fear took over and gave me new strength. We closed ranks in the middle of the clearing, shoulder to shoulder. I heard Pico breathing fast beside me. And as the first rays of sunlight broke over the horizon, casting red light over the misty landscape, the woman with the sword stepped closer.
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“Don’t come any closer!”

Neither the general’s shout nor his raised sword made the woman hesitate. She began circling us slowly, studying us one by one. Her weapon hung at her side as if she’d forgotten it.

“Get ready,” Furius hissed.

With trembling fingers, I found an arrow. In my mind, I recalled what Alexius had taught me, and I waited for the bow to speak.

“Talk to her, interpreter,” said Marcellus, drawing his sword. “Tell her we don’t want a fight.”

Pico’s voice wavered. “Unska frat, nit kriga.”

The woman stopped. She raised her arm and pointed a thin finger at us. “Nami sonna toter,” she said, her hoarse voice quivering with fury.

“What did she say?” the general asked.

“She … she says we killed her child.”

“Tell her—” Furius began, but then the woman raised her sword to the sky and screamed.

Spit flew from her mouth, and her face contorted so savagely she looked more beast than human. “Stik nira oyna!” she screeched. “Knaus nira krania!”

And the gravel folk roared and screamed as they charged.

The last clear thing I heard was the general yelling for us to stay close. Then everything turned to chaos.

The man with the club came at me. I realized I had the bow drawn and released the arrow. It would have hit him square in the chest if he hadn’t twisted at the last second. For a moment I just stared, shocked I had missed. In an even shorter moment, it hit me that I’d never shot at a living target before. The man had looked into my eyes and read my aim.

I jumped back as he swung the club at my head—so close I felt the wind of it. His swing threw him off balance, and before he could recover, I raised the bow and struck him across the neck and shoulders. But a bow makes a poor club, and the man got to his feet with little effort.

I backed up to gain shooting distance, fumbled for another arrow—but a hard shove in the back sent me to the ground. My quiver flew forward, and arrows scattered into the heather. I grabbed one in desperation, but at that moment the woman loomed above me, sword raised.

I scrambled away just in time, and the tip drove deep into the soft ground. She hissed and yanked at the blade to free it. I could have thrown myself at her then, but I had lost both my bow and my grip on myself.

I crawled in blind panic. Stones hissed over my head, metal clanged on metal, breath and screams tore through the air. A boot crushed my hand, a man stumbled over my legs.

Suddenly, the man with the club straddled me again. I looked up and saw he’d taken a terrible blow to one side of his face. He swung the club, and I barely managed to shield myself with my arms. The impact was so brutal I was sure both arms were broken.

When I looked up again, the man was lifting the club for another blow—but this time, Xenon barreled into him, driving a sword into his gut. The club fell between my legs. I stared at it, then at Xenon, who didn’t even glance at me—he was already swinging his blade at the next attacker, swift and deadly as a scorpion.

The old man lay dying at my feet. Blood pumped from the deep stab wound, his twisted hands opened and closed as if they didn’t yet realize they were no longer holding the club.

I got to my feet, soaked in mud, and realized I was screaming—but the sound was lost in all the others. I stumbled and stared around, searching for a way out, cradling my injured arms, feeling like a sleepwalker—everything suddenly unreal, the cold air thick with blood and rage.

Then Marcellus crashed to the ground in front of me with a roar, his legs tangled in a bolas, and two young men pulled him down. He barely kept them off with wild swings of his sword, but I saw him take several knife wounds. He roared for Xenon.

Someone grabbed my arm and I tore away in panic—until I saw it was Pico. His eyes were wide with fear, mud and blood smeared across his neck. He said something, but I didn’t catch it. Instead, I saw the woman.

I shoved Pico hard in the chest, just half a breath before the knife whistled through the air. The blade must have grazed my arm, because I’d later find a long gash, but in the moment I felt no pain. I only saw her stab again, nearly striking my chest—but missed as I slipped and fell. In her eagerness to reach me, she tripped over my legs.

A sharp pain hit my side, and for a horrible instant I thought the knife had gone in—but it was only her elbow. She didn’t weigh much, but she knocked the air out of me. Before I could react, she planted a hand over my face. Between her muddy fingers I saw the knife rise for the killing blow.

I clawed with both hands, tried to scratch her face, but caught only air.

Then the hand and the weight vanished.

At first I didn’t understand what had saved me—but then I saw Pico’s arms locked around her throat. She hissed and writhed, trying to break free.

“Help me, Alexia,” he gasped.

The woman stabbed wildly, plunging the blade deep into Pico’s thigh. He let out a scream. His grip loosened, and she managed to twist free. She turned toward him—but I fell to my knees and grabbed her thin arm before she could strike again. I twisted with all my strength, wrenching it into an unnatural angle. She screamed and dropped the knife. Pico had recovered enough to grab her by the throat again.

“Kill her,” Pico begged, as she started struggling once more. “Use the knife, Alexia!”

Just then, Xenon came into view.

“Help him!” I cried, reaching for him.

The warrior’s blood-spattered face turned briefly to me, then to Pico—then he turned away, already searching for his next target.

I screamed after him in despair—but was cut off by Pico’s howl of pain as the woman sank her teeth into his arm. I raised the knife, heard my own breath suddenly roaring in my ears.

Strike, I told myself. Strike. Now!

I couldn’t.

Just as the woman broke free and turned her claws on Pico, a tall figure stepped over her. I looked up—it was the general.

He grabbed her arm, pulled her up, and drove his dagger deep into her armpit. Her mouth opened wide, but she was dead before the scream escaped. He let her drop limply into the mud.

He bent over Pico, examined him briefly, then cast me a furious look.

And then—it was over.

Silence fell over the battlefield.

I rose unsteadily and looked around. It felt like the fight had lasted all morning, but in truth, it was over in moments, and the mist still hung around us. The heather was trampled and red, the corpses strewn at our feet. I could smell their blood and sweat.

Marcellus, Xenon, the general, Pico, and I—we were the only ones still breathing. None of us seemed seriously wounded, except Marcellus, who was bleeding from several cuts.

I looked down at my injured arm, dripping blood. It still throbbed from the club strike, but nothing seemed broken. I spotted my fallen arrows. My mind was blank as I knelt to gather them. The bow, thankfully, was unharmed.

“Why didn’t you cover us?”

The shout made me look up.

Marcellus was stomping across the field toward Xenon. “I almost died because of you! You’re a fine god, abandoning your own! You hear me?”

Xenon turned to face him.

The scout shoved him hard. “This is all your fault to begin with! If you’d done your duty and kept Rigan safe, we’d never be here!”

“Marcellus!” the general barked.

“Do you know how many thousands of Rigans have died because you failed us?” Marcellus raged. “How many families shattered, how many children left fatherless? Do you ever think about that?”

Xenon shook his head. “It’s not my job to guard your back, scout. I have one task: to end the war.”

Marcellus spat at his feet. “Then you’ve learned nothing.”

Xenon stared at him a moment longer, then turned his back and went on searching the bodies for valuables.

“We need to clean your wounds, Marcellus,” said the general. “I have vinegar and cloth. Let’s head back.”

And so we did. I walked in the rear. That’s why I was the only one who saw the man emerge from the rocks and run barefoot toward Xenon with a spear.

I didn’t even think. I raised the bow, snatched an arrow, drew the string, and fired—all in a single swift movement.

The arrow struck his side. He fell with a scream.

Xenon spun around.

I stared at the man. He writhed in the mud, trying to pull the arrow free. His breath came in ragged gasps; he coughed, and blood spilled from his lips. The arrow had pierced one of his lungs. He looked up at me. As he drowned in his own blood, I saw the life fade from his eyes. It didn’t happen suddenly or dramatically—it simply slipped away. Like the flame of an oil lamp burning out.

“Gods forgive me,” I whispered. My knees gave way, and I stumbled.

The general caught me by the arm. He said nothing—but as he helped me forward, the hardness in his eyes was gone.
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Never had I felt such deep exhaustion—and never had sleep felt farther away.

I was afraid to close my eyes. Afraid of what my dreams might bring.

At last I understood what I had inherited when I took my brother’s place. I thought I’d come to know death when I saw the boy fall to Xenon’s spear, but that had only been a fleeting encounter. Now that I’d stared into the eyes of a man who died by my hand, I truly understood. And I felt no heroism. No pride. Only a crushing sickness.

“How did your brother lose his hand?”

I looked up and let my gaze pass over the faces gathered around the fire. They were all looking at me, and I wasn’t sure who had spoken.

“It happened during a raid,” I muttered. “Three Mazuran soldiers did it. I found him just in time—they’d left him to bleed out.”

“Foul cowards,” said Marcellus, shaking his head. “Have they no honor?”

“Mazurans don’t fight for honor,” the general said. “They fight to break our spirit.”

The men fell into a discussion about Mazuran strategy, but I wasn’t listening. The mention of my brother had stirred a question.

Had Alexius ever killed a man? I knew he had seen battle, but only small skirmishes. Maybe he’d never had to take a life. He’d never said a word to me about it.

If he had killed … how did he live with it? What did he tell himself? That it was his duty? That he was protecting Rigan?

Suddenly I wasn’t so sure I knew him at all.

“Greatness cannot be built on the blood of the innocent,” I heard Marcellus say, pulling me back.

The general shrugged. “If the future belongs to the Mazurans, no one will care how they won.”

The scout pointed at him across the flames. “You’re wrong, General. The gods won’t let the emperor continue. That’s why they sent Xenon.”

I glanced at Xenon, lying apart from the fire. I couldn’t tell if he was sleeping or listening.

General Furius bit the inside of his cheek. Then he leaned forward and spoke in a low voice: “That scolding you gave him after the battle—do you really believe he’s the god of war?”

“Of course,” Marcellus said. “He was found in the northern cliffs, alone and naked, without name or memory. He’s never trained, yet he’s a natural-born fighter. What else could he be, if not sent by the gods?”

“I’ve heard the story of how he was found,” the general began. “But even so, I just can’t believe—”

He didn’t finish, because Pico said, “It’s throbbing.” The interpreter had loosened the bandage and was inspecting the wound. “Is it supposed to throb like that?”

“It’s not unusual,” said the general.

“But the cut on my leg hurts, and it doesn’t throb like this. It’s also really red.”

Marcellus scooted closer and took Pico’s arm, studying the small puncture wounds from the woman’s teeth. “It doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“I knew a sailor once who died from a rat bite. It was hiding in the cargo. Bit him on the ankle, and the skin turned red like this, and he got a fever. In the end, he—”

“You weren’t bitten by a rat,” Marcellus cut in. “I’ll clean it again, and it’ll be better tomorrow.”

Pico calmed down a bit and let Marcellus clean the wounds.

Afterward, silence settled around the fire. I stared into the flames, drifting once more into grim thoughts. I didn’t realize the others had stood up until the general put a hand on my shoulder.

“We’re bedding down.”

I nodded and got to my feet.

Furius took my arm. He leaned in so close I felt his breath on my face. “If you’re going to stay on this journey, you need to toughen up. You’ll see battle again. You’ll have to kill again. Everyone’s shaken after their first fight, but next time, you can’t go into a trance like this afterward. Do you understand?”

A surge of fury flared in me. I yanked my arm free. “I’ve proven myself.”

“As long as you’re ready to prove it again. Because when I look at you, I’m not so sure.”

“I’ll do what I must. But I’m not like you. Human life still means something to me.”

To my surprise, he smiled. “Of course it does. With each time, it means less. Eventually, you’ll realize the only life that truly matters …”—he poked me in the chest—“is your own.”

Before I could respond, he turned and walked off to his bedroll.

***

We slept through the rest of the day and into the night. We were all marked by the fight and badly needed the rest.

I woke from a restless sleep under a black, star-filled sky. I felt weak and dazed, and when I sat up, my arms ached terribly. In the fire’s dying glow, I checked the bandage where the woman had cut me.

Then I realized someone was whispering.

At first I’d mistaken it for the wind, but there was no wind. I looked around the camp. The men lay sleeping peacefully under their blankets.

The voice came again, a little louder. I turned and peered into the dark.

Xenon had bedded down a bit away from the rest of us. I could just make out his figure beyond the firelight’s reach. He was moving in his sleep.

Frowning, I got up and crept closer.

“No,” he whispered. “Don’t touch me …”

I froze, holding my breath.

He’s having a nightmare, I thought, surprised.

“No, I said!” Xenon suddenly cried out, bolting upright. “Stay away!”

The shock made me stumble and fall. He had his back to me, so he didn’t see as I hurried back to the fire. When I was under the blanket again, I saw him lie down once more.

He’d never truly woken. The others still slept.

My weary mind tried to make sense of it. But there was only one explanation, as far as I could see:

If Xenon had nightmares, then he felt fear. And if he felt fear—he wasn’t the god of war.
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From then on, we slept at night and traveled by day.

The stallion I had stolen from the farm outside Askatia died the following night. His gait was labored, and it was clear he was in pain. I’d noticed it already the day before, and I had let him carry nothing but my pack; I rode the horse the king had given me. But eventually the young stallion limped so badly he struggled to keep up.

I knew what it meant, but I hoped against hope. Only when the general stopped his horse and looked back did I realize the time had come. Shortly after, we made camp and lit a fire.

“He’s foundered in both front legs,” Furius said after examining the stallion. “His journey ends here.”

Marcellus looked up from changing his own bandages. “I’m surprised he’s been able to walk this long.”

The stallion had laid down in the grass, grateful for the chance to rest his legs. I knew I’d pushed him too hard, riding all day and night. I had saved the group from an ambush—but I had sacrificed the horse’s life. His coloring reminded me of Haltan, Fabius’ horse. The memory stung.

“Can’t we just … let him be?” I asked, stroking the stallion’s forelock. “Maybe he’ll recover if he gets some rest.”

“He can barely stand,” said Marcellus. “If we leave him, he’ll die of thirst. That’s if the scavenger lizards don’t find him first.”

“Besides, he’ll feed us for the next three days,” said the general, drawing his sword. I was about to turn away when he held out the hilt to me. “He’s your horse. Give him a final honor.”

“You don’t think I’ll do it,” I said.

He looked at the sword, then back at me. “You’ve already killed a man. A horse is nothing in comparison.”

I clenched my teeth and took the sword. With firm steps, I walked to the fallen horse, stood over him with my legs apart, raised the sword in both hands, held my breath …

And then the fear hit me. It made me tremble, blurred my vision. I pressed my lips tightly together. Told myself this was the merciful thing, that otherwise he would suffer more. That he wouldn’t feel it. But I suddenly saw the girl from the stable in my mind, sitting on her stool in the sunlight, working on his hooves.

I exhaled with a shudder and lowered the sword. My eyes filled with tears, but I blinked them away. I walked to the general and held the sword out to him.

He didn’t take it.

“Do it,” I muttered. “Kill him. I can’t. Do you hear me?”

He yanked the sword from my hand. “At least we can eat the horse,” he growled. “What use are you?”

I stared out into the dark night as the general walked past me to the stallion.

He died without a sound.

***

We hadn’t ridden far when Marcellus suddenly pulled the reins and said, “We should find shelter. There’s a storm coming.”

I looked up at the sky in surprise. The night was cool and the sky was clear, not a breeze stirred. But Marcellus had already turned his horse and was riding toward the trees we’d been following for some time.

“The storm’s coming from the sea,” he called over his shoulder. “Move!”

We followed him into the old cedar trees.

“We need to build a fire immediately. And tie the horses. They’ll spook.”

We did as he said, and soon the flames were crackling. We tied up the horses, shared our rations, and began eating. Marcellus added more wood to the fire.

“Are you sure a storm’s coming?” I asked.

He gave me a look. Then he fished a glowing stick from the fire and handed it to me. “Look at the smoke,” he said.

I saw that the smoke from the stick rose in little spirals.

And just then came the first rumble of thunder through the trees. Lightning flickered to the south. The horses threw their heads and snorted. Gusts of wind scattered embers from the fire and shook the treetops.

Then the rain came. It was as if the sky emptied giant jugs over us. The cedars did their best to keep us dry, but the water still seeped through the branches and made the fire sputter.

In a flash, night turned to day as lightning split the sky, and I saw the pale faces of the others. Then the light vanished, and the thunder that followed made the ground tremble. The flames shrank, and the warmth vanished from the grove. The horses pulled at their ties.

In the faint light, I noticed something strange. Xenon was sitting with his hands on his knees—and the right one was shaking. At first I thought it was an illusion from the flickering fire, but soon I realized it was real. And Xenon didn’t seem aware of it; he just stared into the flames.

The storm stopped as abruptly as it had begun.

***

When we came out into the marshland again, it struck me that I could smell the sea. I rode up beside Marcellus and asked, “Are we close to the coast?”

“We’ve followed the coast for the past two days. The sea is just beyond the horizon.”

I looked, but I couldn’t see far in the dark. “How do you know where we are? My brother taught me to navigate by the stars, but what do you do when it’s cloudy?”

“There are plenty of signs. You just have to learn to read them. Scents, plants, shadows. After a while, you don’t even think about it.”

“Like with the storm? What told you it was coming?”

“The terns. Only the strongest storms drive them inland. Animals are often wiser than we are.”

My thoughts drifted, and I sensed the scout glancing at me.

“Thinking of your brother?”

“I try not to.”

“It was brave of you to take his place. I think you did the right thing.”

His words took me by surprise.

Marcellus went on, “I’d do anything for my daughter. Even if it meant certain death.”

I dared to ask, “How do you stop yourself from thinking about your daughter?”

“I don’t. And why should I? Without her in my thoughts, I’m not sure I could go on.”

I cast a glance over my shoulder.

As if Marcellus had read my thoughts, he said, “I don’t think the general understands the obligation you feel toward family. He has to make himself hard. But I believe our courage comes from protecting the ones we love.”

With a few words, Marcellus had turned my outlook upside down—and to my surprise, I felt a little better.

“You can’t get rid of the fear,” he went on. “And that’s a good thing. Only the gods can deal life and death without being marked by it. Fear is their gift to mankind; it reminds us of what’s right and wrong.”

I glanced instinctively at Xenon. He rode a little ahead of the rest of us. I recalled how he’d spoken in his sleep.

As if sensing my gaze, he glanced back over his shoulder, and I quickly looked away.
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Dawn revealed the gray tips of the mountains on the horizon.

“The mountains are home to saber tigers,” the scout said. “They mostly hunt after dark. As long as the sun is up, we can feel reasonably safe—but stay alert.”

We continued south, but as sunset approached, the mountains were still nothing more than a gray wall in the distance, and we made camp by a small stream.

“Archer,” Marcellus said. “Come with me. Bring your bow.”

Puzzled, I followed him along the stream. He stopped at an old plum tree that leaned out over the water, its dark fruit fallen to the ground. He inspected the tree’s bark.

“See these marks? They’re from a stag’s antlers. They stay nearby and will likely come to drink before nightfall. If you wait here by the tree, the wind will hide your scent. They’re fast, so you’ll only get one shot.”

“So you want me to …” I trailed off.

He caught my gaze. “Remember what we talked about. Think of your loved ones.”

I nodded and took a few deep breaths.

The scout bent down and found two plums that were still edible. He offered me one, but I shook my head, so he took a bite himself.

“There’s something I want to tell you,” I said, my throat dry.

He watched me, waiting.

“It’s Xenon. I don’t think he’s the god of war.”

Marcellus stopped chewing. “Why would you say that?”

I told him briefly about Xenon’s nightmare. “There was fear in his voice, Marcellus. I’m certain of it.”

The scout lifted his bearded chin slightly. “He was born in a human body. That means he’s also subject to human emotions. A nightmare means nothing.”

“But, Marcellus—”

He grabbed my wrist. “Don’t think like that. If you lose faith in Xenon, you lose faith in the mission.”

I shook my head, speechless.

“I don’t question how the gods carry out their will,” he went on, letting go of me. “Neither should you.” With that, he turned his back on me. Over his shoulder he said, “Call out if you get a stag.”

***

I slung the bow over my chest and climbed into the tree. Found a spot with a clear view of the stream and settled in to wait.

I brooded as darkness fell. Had it been a mistake to confide in Marcellus? After his rage at Xenon, I had been sure he’d take me seriously. It hadn’t occurred to me that he’d dismiss it so easily.

A snort snapped me out of my thoughts. Four deer emerged from the meadow. One of them was a buck with an impressive rack of antlers. They stepped right beneath the tree, and the buck began scraping the trunk while the does drank.

I raised the bow, took aim, and was just about to loose the arrow when I realized my whole body was shaking.

I eased the string back and closed my eyes. I listened to the wind.

The tension left me, my heart slowed. When I was completely calm, I nocked the arrow again and waited for the bow to speak. It did so at once.

I released the string, and the arrow hissed. The largest of the does gave a grunt and collapsed on the spot. The other three fled in long bounds and vanished into the dark. I leapt down from the tree, another arrow already ready—but it wasn’t needed. The deer was dead. I knelt at her side and offered a prayer of thanks to the huntress goddess.

As I rose, a thought struck me: what if Marcellus was right? Who truly understood the gods’ will? It was my doubt that had led me to this place to begin with. If I’d trusted the gods, I would never have deceived my brother.

Maybe I should follow Marcellus’ example and set my doubt aside.

***

Later we lay wrapped in blankets around the fire. In the flickering light I could see the deer hanging head-down from the tree. The creaking of the rope in the breeze kept me awake. And from Pico’s breathing, I could tell he wasn’t asleep either.

I turned toward him. He lay on his back, staring up at the sky.

I whispered, “What are you thinking about?”

“My grandfather. He’s dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m sick,” Pico said calmly. “I can feel it.”

I sat up on one elbow and reached an arm over. His forehead was warm. “You’ve got a slight fever, that’s all.”

“That’s how it started for the sailor. The one who got bitten by the rat. Three days later, he was dead.”

We lay in silence. Pico’s fear and resignation made me uneasy, but I didn’t know what to say to comfort him. Then I remembered the necklace.

“The piece of wood you wear around your neck,” I said. “What is it?”

It took him a moment to answer. “It’s a piece of my grandfather’s ship. It capsized in a storm, and he drowned. I was lucky to survive.”

“You were on board?”

Pico nodded. “My grandfather was a sailor. I never knew my parents. He was my only family, and he took me with him on his journeys. Everything disappeared when the ship sank. The whole crew, everything we owned.” He pressed his lips together. “Maybe it’d be for the best if I died. I miss him terribly. I dreamed about him last night. He said when I die, we’ll sail the sea again together.” Then he turned his head and looked at me, and I saw his eyes were shining. “Do you think we’ll see them again, when we go to the Mountain? The ones we loved. Do you think they’ll be waiting for us?”

“Pico, you’re not going to—”

“Do you think they’ll be waiting for us?”

I took a deep breath and thought of the dream about my father and the boy. “I think they’re all waiting for us. Not just the ones we loved, but everyone we’ve ever met in life.”

A smile passed over his face. “Would that be so bad?”

I spoke slowly as I said, “There are things we still need to do in this world first. We have a great task ahead of us, Pico.”

I doubt he heard. He only mumbled, “What if I meet her?”

“Who?”

He closed his eyes and said no more. I listened to his breathing deepen. I wasn’t sure if he was talking in his sleep when he suddenly whispered, “I’ll tell her I’m not angry. That I forgive her.”

I knew who he meant—and I began to tremble beneath the blanket.
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Pico collapsed the next morning.

He’d woken up at the same time as the rest of us, and during the meal he’d sat with the blanket around his shoulders, picking at the meat.

Afterwards, we saddled the horses, and I didn’t notice he was missing until the general asked, “Where’s the interpreter?”

I remembered seeing him walk off behind the trees—probably to relieve himself—but it had been a while. I jumped down and headed that way.

“Pico?”

No answer, but I could see a bit of his tunic sticking out from behind a tree trunk.

“Pico? Are you unwell?”

He was slumped against the tree with his tunic pulled up around his waist, eyes closed. I stepped closer and was about to kneel when a rancid, acidic stench hit me and forced me back. I covered my mouth and looked at the unconscious boy. It was grotesque, revolting—and deeply pitiful—to see him like that: pale and slick with fever sweat, passed out in his own sick mess.

I considered calling the others, but instead I crouched, hooked my arms under his, and hauled him up as best I could, fumbling to pull down his tunic. Then I dragged him back toward the camp.

The general cursed the moment he saw us.

Marcellus came to help. Together we carried Pico down to the stream, bathed him, and tried to cool his burning skin. He mumbled, but didn’t wake.

“What do we do with him?” Marcellus groaned, looking up at the general, who stood with his hands on his hips.

“Tie him to the saddle.”

“I mean the wound.” The scout lifted the bad arm. The skin was swollen and had turned an ugly dark color. Veins bulged like thick branches. “The opium and honey haven’t helped. There are herbs in the mountains that might purify the blood.”

Furius spat into the grass. “It’s too late to purify his blood.”

I glanced up at Xenon, who sat restlessly on his horse, showing no interest in Pico’s fate.

“I know what you’re thinking, General,” said Marcellus. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“If we cut it off just above the elbow, he can still ride.”

Marcellus shook his head. “Even if he survives, he’ll be dangerously weak.”

“We don’t need him in battle. He just needs to translate.”

“We can’t manage that kind of amputation.”

“Of course we can. I’ve fought beside brave men who lost both legs and survived. We’re only talking about part of an arm.”

“But we don’t have surgeons or supplies like they do in the field tents. We don’t even have clean water, Furius. I’m telling you—if we cut off his arm, we won’t be able to close the wound properly, and his chances will be even worse.”

“If we don’t cut it off,” the general said, now clearly irritated, “he’ll be dead by sundown tomorrow. With an amputation, he at least has a chance.”

The scout exhaled sharply through his nose. He looked at Pico, then back at the general. Finally, he shook his head and said, “I’ll hold him. You cut. But heat the blade in the flames first.”

Furius drew his sword and walked without hesitation to the fire, where he knelt.

I stared at Marcellus. He gave me a quick look and muttered, “Find the last bandages in my pack, Alexia. And the opium flask.”

For a moment, I couldn’t move. I just stared at Pico’s flushed face swaying as Marcellus carried him to the grass. I pictured the blood-soaked room where I’d found Alexius.

“Won’t he … feel terrible pain?” I whispered.

“The pain will be far worse if you don’t fetch the opium.”

I rushed to the pack. As I rummaged through it, I could feel Xenon’s gaze on me. I didn’t meet it. I jogged back to where Marcellus had laid Pico on his back, his head in his lap, the infected arm stretched out. I bit the cork from the little flask—the wine had a sweet, almost syrupy scent.

“Two mouthfuls,” said the general behind me, making me nearly drop the bottle. He was holding the sword blade, now smoking from the heat. “He won’t feel a thing, and he’ll sleep through the next day.”

I looked at Marcellus. He nodded. I knelt and brought the flask to Pico’s dry lips. Just as I was about to pour, I hesitated.

“What are you waiting for?” barked the general. “Let’s get this over with.”

“I don’t think …” I mumbled, pulling down Pico’s collar. His shoulder was sun-browned, but just beneath, a web of dark veins spread under the skin. “I don’t think this is good.”

Marcellus stared. “Curse it. It’s already too late.”

The general groaned and waved the sword before slowly sliding it back into the scabbard. “Then all we can do is hope we come across your miracle herbs, scout. Let’s move. We’ve wasted enough time.”

***

“It was good you spotted the veins,” Marcellus said as we rode side by side. “If we’d amputated and the poison was already in his system, he wouldn’t have made it.”

The scout had tied his horse to Pico’s. The boy lay facedown, strapped to the saddle so he wouldn’t slip off.

“Can the herbs still help him?” I asked quietly. “Now that the poison’s spread through his whole body?”

“It’s hard to say. I’ve seen bad poisonings vanish overnight, but … Pico’s fate is in the gods’ hands now.” He said the last part slowly.

“I didn’t mean to question what you believe,” I said, looking down.

“That’s what a young mind does,” he said with a smile. But it faded quickly. “The thought that the gods might not be on our side … that frightens me more than anything.”

“I feel the same way,” I said quietly.

“It made me think,” he went on after a while. “What if Xenon is who we make him? Maybe it all depends on our faith. You know?”

“I’m not sure I followed.”

Marcellus rubbed the crescent-shaped mole on his temple. “The girl—Gergina. What if no one had believed in her? What if the people had dismissed her idea and never built the aqueducts?” He looked at me. “They would have missed their chance. They would have lost the gods’ favor because they didn’t believe. She would’ve remained a nameless girl and died with the rest.”

I realized what he was saying. “So if we believe Xenon is who we hope he is …”

“Then he is who we hope he is,” Marcellus finished. He shrugged. “Maybe it’s naïve. Maybe it’s blind faith. But blind faith is still better than hopelessness, don’t you think?”

***

The sun rose along with Pico’s fever.

He began muttering softly in his sleep, and I think the sound got on all our nerves. The day dragged on as we neared the mountains.

Marcellus stopped by a rock wall and ran his fingers across it. Then he looked up. “Just as I feared. No moss. I don’t think we’ll find springs on this side of the mountains.”

“My pouch is empty,” said the general. “How far until we find water?”

“Hard to say,” Marcellus replied. “Watch for insect swarms or circling birds. They tend to stay near lakes and puddles. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

My throat tightened. I felt parched. I’d given Pico the last of my water long ago.

“Palgapo,” Pico suddenly muttered. “Alti hais.” His eyes were open, but he wasn’t really awake. “Grandfather, help me. I’m so hot.”

“Is he delirious?” asked the general.

“Pico?” I leaned over toward him. “Can you hear me?”

His eyes were unfocused, and he didn’t respond—just kept talking in various languages.

“He’s burning up,” I said, brushing his sweaty hair. “He needs water.”

Suddenly Pico let out a dry cough. He gasped, as if he couldn’t breathe properly, his chest heaving.

“What’s happening to him?” I cried. “I think he’s choking!”

Marcellus reached over, placed a hand on Pico’s forehead, and gently tilted his head back to open the airways. Pico inhaled deeply, wheezing—and gradually, his breathing calmed.

“It’s progressing faster than I feared,” muttered the scout. “If we don’t find something to help him soon, he’ll never see the sunrise tomorrow.”
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Daylight was beginning to fade, and we’d made it a good way up the mountain when the hut came into view.

It stood on a flat slab of rock, its wood old and weather-beaten. It looked like a stiff gust of wind could knock it over—and the wind certainly tried, howling through the valley.

Next to the closed door hung a small cage, inside which sat a dove. Along the side of the house was a large tarp made from stitched-together animal hides. It had been fastened to the house and the rock wall, forming a wide funnel beneath which a row of jars stood.

“It’s a rain collector,” Marcellus said. “They must have water.”

“I don’t like it,” the general said. “We have no idea who lives here.”

But our water skins were empty and our mouths dry—we no longer had a choice. So we approached the hut cautiously.

Scattered around the homestead were tools, tufts of wool, and a pile of freshly cut branches. By the wall stood an old handcart, and two sheep were tethered to it. They looked at us with mild unease.

I noticed the poles set into the rock crevices all around the hut, spaced only a few strides apart. There were at least a dozen, and as we got closer, I saw they were large, unlit torches.

We dismounted, and the general stepped forward. “Hello?” he called out in surprisingly good Mazuran. “Is anyone here?”

No answer from the house. No sign of life. The wind tugged at my hair.

The general tried again. Still no response. He glanced back at us. “Maybe they saw us coming and fled. Or maybe they’re too scared to come out.” He raised his voice: “We only want water. We’ll drink and fill our skins. Then we’ll be on our way.”

Furius walked over to the rain collector. The hut’s windows were covered with shutters, but the boards were warped, leaving gaps between them, and I sensed movement inside.

“There’s someone in there,” I said.

And just then, a voice shouted from within the hut: “Prohi! Qua val ginsa? Arrago!” The voice was hoarse and shrill—a man’s.

“We come in peace,” the general replied, holding out both palms. “We only want water.”

“Ni grata! Arrago! Arrago!” The man kept shouting, clearly agitated. In one of the gaps, I spotted an eye staring out at us.

“Now we need an interpreter,” the general said, turning. “Can he be woken?”

I went over to Pico’s horse and patted his cheek. “Pico? Can you hear me?”

His eyelids fluttered a few times.

“Pico, we need your help. You have to speak Jarasian.”

He mumbled something unintelligible and slipped back into his stupor. I could almost see on his face how relieved he was to drift off again, to vanish into a place where the fever and pain couldn’t reach him.

“Pico!” I shook him. “You have to wake up!”

The boy grimaced and began to whimper. He cracked his eyes open.

“Jarasian, Pico,” I said quickly. “We come in peace. We want water. We have money.”

Pico squinted and groaned.

“Did you hear me, Pico?” I nearly shouted. “Peace. Water. Money. How do you say it in Jarasian? Peace. Water. Money.”

Pico moistened his cracked lips and groaned, as if it took immense effort to retrieve the words. “Paxi … lakva … gyll.”

I repeated the words to myself. Then I stepped closer to the hut. The man inside was still shouting and banging on the wall, his wild eye fixed on me.

“Paxi!” I shouted, spreading my arms. “Paxi!”

The man stopped yelling, though he still muttered under his breath. I stepped up beside the general and could hear his rapid breathing behind the wall. “Porasa maqi? Porasa maqi?”

“Lakva,” I said, pointing to my lips and throat. “Lakva.”

A moment of silence, broken only by the howling wind. Then the man suddenly burst into wild cries again.

“Xenon!” It was Marcellus shouting.

I turned and saw the warrior had drawn his sword and stepped forward.

“Put it away,” said the general. “I think he’s alone, but we don’t know if he’s armed.”

The warrior glared at the hut but obeyed. Inside, the man fell silent again. The eye watched us warily.

I looked at the general. “Give me a coin.”

He reached inside his tunic, pulled out a small pouch, and handed me a coin. I took a few steps forward, knelt, and placed the coin on the ground in front of the hut. Then I stood and backed away.

“Lakva, gyll,” I said.

This time, the silence lasted longer. Then, the eye vanished, and both the general and I stepped back. There was rustling behind the door—and then it opened.

The man’s hair hung in long, white tangles, and his skin was as cracked as dry earth. The eye that had watched us was his only one. His gaze flicked from us to the coin on the ground. A sling dangled from his hand.

“Gyll?” he asked, pointing at me. “Raqa gyll? Por lakva?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding eagerly. “We’ll give you money… gyll… for water… lakva.”

The man gave us one last glance, then stepped out of the hut. His limbs were thin, his back hunched, but he moved with surprising agility as he bent and picked up the coin between two long fingernails. He came up to me, studied me closely, and asked, “Tu qisam qua?”

I shrugged and shook my head to show I didn’t understand. He snorted, irritated. Then he studied Xenon for a long moment. He paused at Pico and asked with interest, “Malas?” he said. “Hi malas?”

When none of us answered, he placed a dirty hand on Pico’s sweaty cheek. He clicked his tongue and shook his head. He caught sight of the boy’s arm and grabbed his wrist to examine the wounds.

Pico gasped awake, and the man jumped back in alarm.

“Makiko?” he asked, looking around. “Makiko sima?” None of us could answer, so he asked again, pointing at Pico’s arm. “Makiko?”

“Sin, makiko,” the reply came from Pico. His eyes were half open.

“An?” asked the man.

“Halmali,” Pico said with effort.

Their conversation continued a little while. Pico fought through the pain, and his voice was weak. I feared he’d slip back into the fever at any moment. Then the man did something that surprised me—he stepped right up to Pico and used his sleeve to wipe the sweat from the boy’s face.

“What did he say?” asked the general.

“We can spend the night here,” Pico whispered, gritting his teeth as a tremor passed through him. “For twenty tinkers. He has water and food. He’ll gather herbs that can help me; he knows where to find them.”

Something like a smile crossed Pico’s face before his gaze grew distant, his eyes rolled back, and the stupor took him again.

“Lakva,” the man said and headed for the rain collector. He turned and waved us over impatiently. “Lakva!”


27


The stench in the hut was awful, and insects crawled everywhere, but it was a relief to be sheltered from the cold wind—and to finally get something to drink. I washed Pico’s face, arms, and legs, and we laid him on the sleeping platform.

The man lit a small fire and began cooking soup in a pot. Soon the hut was filled with a pleasant aroma. While the soup boiled, he left and returned shortly with a bundle of various plants.

Marcellus got up, but the man waved him off with an irritable grunt. He sorted the herbs, ground them in a mortar, and dissolved them in a cup of soup, which he handed to me with a gesture that meant I was to give it to Pico. I got him to drink most of it. Meanwhile, the man crushed some garlic flowers between his fingers and rubbed the liquid directly onto Pico’s arm, making the boy twitch in his sleep.

Once the treatment was done, the man nodded in satisfaction and crawled back to the fire. He found a block of wood and a small curved knife and started carving. As if he were alone, he began mumbling to himself.

“He’s not without skill,” Marcellus murmured.

I followed his gaze to the little wooden figures. They hung from strings along the ceiling—hundreds of them. Birds, goats, lizards, people, tigers.

“There’s something wrong with them,” I whispered. “Can you see it?”

Each figure had some small flaw. The lizard’s mouth was unnaturally wide. The goat had five legs. The human’s head was turned the wrong way.

Marcellus nodded, and I could tell I wasn’t the only one getting chills.

***

We waited and rested in the hut as darkness fell over the mountains and the wind howled outside. The soup was warm and soothing, though it had a sour aftertaste. As dusk settled, the man went out to light the many torches surrounding the hut. Their flickering glow crept inward, strangely calming and ominous at once.

After the meal, Xenon left the hut.

Suddenly, Pico began mumbling. I was sitting at his side, dabbing water on his face, when I saw that his eyes were open.

“How do you feel?”

“Better,” he said, sounding surprised himself. He sat up and asked for water. After draining the cup, he already looked improved.

“That brew knocked the fever down,” Marcellus observed. “Let me see the arm.”

Pico showed him the wounds. They were still ugly but not as inflamed. It couldn’t be my imagination—Marcellus looked just as surprised by the visible improvement.

“Whatever that stuff is, it’s working,” I smiled. “You’re going to be okay, Pico.”

The man noticed that Pico had sat up and called out, “Tan gasa?”

“Mira val gasa,” Pico replied.

The man nodded in approval. “Nil hamas Jarasii. Wana huban? Riganii?”

The last word sounded like the name of our homeland, and I guessed he was asking where we came from. The general noticed too—he looked up sharply.

“Pico,” he said under his breath. “Don’t—”

“I’m not telling him anything he hasn’t already guessed,” Pico replied, then said to the man, “Sin, Riganii.”

The man looked around at us and clicked his tongue. Then he asked another question, and Pico answered. They exchanged words for a while. Suddenly, the man burst out laughing, showing his worn teeth.

“What’s so funny?” Furius asked. “What did you tell him?”

“I said it was a woman who bit me,” Pico muttered.

The man began jabbering again, pointing to his missing eye. “Hana salano mas tegan!” He looked around at us with a wicked grin. “Huh? Huh?”

“Has?” Pico asked, reluctantly.

“Nil femin!” the man cried, slapping his knee. He shook his head and lowered his voice. “Nil femin, na, na.” He licked his cracked lips and whispered, “Zan Tiga.”

I guessed the meaning from the sound of the words, and I saw Marcellus lean forward.

“Is he saying …?” the scout began.

“Saber tigers,” said Pico.

The hut went silent.

“He’s lying,” the general said. “Ask him how he survived.”

“As survas?”

The man broke into another smile. He launched into a story, gesturing with his hands. His voice rose and fell between whisper and screech, making me flinch. The tale went on and on. Suddenly he reached into the fire, grabbed a burning stick, and waved it wildly, scattering sparks. He held it over his head, then mimed striking himself on the back. Then, as if the performance were finished, he tossed the stick back into the fire and stood still before us.

We all stared at Pico, who stared at the man. Our strange host turned his back, fumbled with crooked fingers, and pulled his tunic over his shoulders. The skin that came into view was horrifying. Four long, parallel scars ran down each side of his spine, as if enormous claws had raked down his back. The rest of his skin was covered in fire-scarred tissue.

“What’s he saying?” Marcellus asked. “Pico?”

The translator swallowed. “He said … it happened shortly after he built the hut. He knew the tigers didn’t usually come to this side of the mountains—there’s no water here, so no prey. But one night, he woke to the sheep screaming. He grabbed a torch and ran outside, but it was too late. The animals were either dead from fear or ripped to shreds. The tigers were gone. He found it odd they hadn’t taken their kill—he feared they’d return. As he turned to run back to the hut …”

Pico paused and glanced at the man, who was nodding with encouragement.

“They came without a sound. The first one struck out and took his eye with a single swipe. He tried to crawl toward the hut, but the tiger dug its claws into his back and dragged him across the rocks. At the last moment, he saw the torch still burning on the ground and grabbed it. He had no choice but to set his tunic on fire to make the tiger let go. He ran inside, slammed the door, and tore off the burning clothes. But his back was already—well, you can see. And he lost all his hair.” Pico glanced at the fire. “Blind in one eye, in terrible pain, he sat by the fire the rest of the night, gripping a torch in each hand. He heard the tigers growling and saw their green eyes peering through the cracks in the walls. But they didn’t come in. They knew he had fire. Just before dawn, they gave up and left. That day, he planted the torch poles. Since then, he’s lit them every night. He hasn’t seen the tigers since.”

This silence was even heavier than the last.

My thoughts went back to the day Alexius and I faced the tiger in the arrow fields. I remembered the green eyes. The idea that these cunning predators hunted at night made my hands clammy.

The man said something else.

“He doesn’t know why we’re crossing the mountains,” Pico said, “but he doesn’t think it’s worth dying for.”

The general clenched his jaw. “We have weapons. We can defend ourselves.”

Marcellus cleared his throat. “Ask him how we avoid being found by the tigers.”

Pico asked, then translated: “We can’t. The mountains are vast, but the tigers know every movement here. They likely already know we’re here. They’re waiting for us.”

“Nonsense,” the general snapped. “He’s an old fool, scared out of his wits. What he says is more fable than fact. Tigers are clever hunters, yes, but they’re not intelligent like us.”

“There’s a reason no one crosses these mountains,” Pico went on. “When they find us, our only defense will be the one thing they fear: fire.”

“Then we each carry a torch, and we keep the fire going through the night,” the general said. “We sleep in shifts and keep our weapons close. Surely, they’ll prefer to hunt lone deer over a group of armed humans.”

“I’m not so sure,” Pico whispered, “There’s one more thing to the story. When he came out the next morning, the sheep were still there. The tigers weren’t hunting prey. They came to kill him—the human.”

“Because they knew he was a threat,” the general snapped. “They’re afraid of humans—and with good reason.” He stood up. “I’ve heard enough ghost stories.”

The man shouted something as the general moved to the door.

“Don’t go beyond the torches,” Pico began, but Furius ignored him and slammed the door behind him.

Marcellus stood up. “I’ll keep him company.”

Left alone with the man, Pico, Xenon, and I watched as our host lost interest in us and returned to carving his figures.

“I’m very tired, Alexia,” Pico murmured. “I’d like to sleep.”

I helped him lie down. He’d spent what little strength he had telling the man’s story, but a night’s rest would do him good. I stayed by his side, waiting for him to drift off.

Listening to the man’s knife on wood.

Thinking about the tigers.

***

The wind woke me. I sat up, my back sore from the hard floor. The wind howled through the planks, and the flames crackled quietly in the hearth.

I reached up to Pico and felt for his neck. It was slick with sweat and hot as fire. The fever had returned. His heart was racing, and his breath came in quick, shallow bursts.

I couldn’t tell how far off sunrise was, but in the dark I saw Marcellus asleep. The space beside him was empty. So the general had taken first watch. I gasped when I saw Xenon’s eyes in the dark. He was sitting against the wall, watching me.

“He was rambling earlier,” he said.

“The fever’s back.” I rose to my knees, wrung a cloth in the water basin, and laid it on Pico’s forehead.

Xenon studied him. “The herbs only bought him a little time. They couldn’t fight the poison.”

It was the most I’d ever heard him speak.

“He’ll recover,” I whispered firmly. “He just needs rest.” Xenon didn’t reply. I took a chance. “Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

“I’m not tired.”

The words slipped out before I could stop them: “I heard you the other night. I know you have nightmares.”

Xenon’s eyes bore into me.

Just then the door opened. The general stuck his head in. “Your watch, archer.”

I followed him out.

He led me to the edge of the torch circle and pointed to a rock where light flickered faintly. “You’ll have a clear view from up there, and it’s sheltered. It’s cold, but there’s a blanket you can use. If you see or hear anything—tigers or otherwise—raise the alarm immediately.” He turned to leave.

“General.”

He stopped and looked at me impatiently.

“I don’t believe Xenon is the war god. I think he’s just a man.”

Furius studied me in the torchlight. Then he said, “Of course he is. But he can still kill the emperor.”

“But the myth says—”

“If you take the myths literally, you’re no wiser than Marcellus, the fool. The gods can show us the path, but they won’t guide our hands.”

With that, he turned and walked back to the hut.

I climbed the rock to the ledge where he had kept watch. I wrapped myself tightly in the blanket and began my vigil.

The night crawled by, and the cold crept through the blanket. I warmed my hands by the torch, yawned, and blinked to keep my vision sharp.

When dawn finally came, I climbed down. My legs were stiff, and I stretched my back before entering the hut. The man was stoking the fire, and the others were packing.

Except Pico. He lay on his back, the blanket gone. His hands were folded on his chest, and he looked like he was in a deep, peaceful sleep.

I grabbed the blanket and pulled it over him. “Why did you take it off him?” I cried, touching his cheeks as I tucked it around him. “He’s freezing.”

“Alexia,” Marcellus said quietly. “Pico died just before dawn.”

***

The first rays of sunlight broke over the eastern horizon, marking the beginning of our seventh day of travel, as we lit Pico’s funeral pyre. While the flames still danced brightly, we moved on—leaving the hut as we had found it, high in the mountains, hidden from the world and long forgotten.

At the next ridge, I turned back. Seeing the hut at daybreak from up here made me think of a grain of barley stuck in a molar, left there for years until the man it belonged to had died and turned to bone. That was my last thought of the mountain hut.

But Pico—I will never forget. Sometimes I still wake from a nightmare where he calls for me in his fever, begging me to help. But in the dream, everything is black, and I never reach him before his voice fades away.
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The air grew thinner and colder the higher we climbed into the mountains.

We had left the horses with the old man as payment for food, water, and firewood, which we now carried on our backs. It became increasingly difficult for Marcellus to find passable trails. Now and then, he would climb up to get his bearings, and more than once he had to lead us on detours. Thick, rainless clouds hung above us, so low it felt like you could touch them if you stretched.

The mood in the group was heavy with the weight of Pico’s death. An unspoken fear hovered over all of us. We exchanged silent glances when loose stones rattled and made us spin around, weapons drawn. But we saw no sign of the tigers.

“Will you give me your word on something?” Marcellus asked unexpectedly during a short rest as we drank. He pulled out a small leather-bound book. “If something happens to me … will you make sure my daughter gets this?”

I was dumbfound. “I’m … not sure I’m the right person, Marcellus.”

“You’re the one I trust,” he said simply. “Give me your word, please.”

I had trouble meeting his gaze, but I nodded. “You have my word.”

“Thank you. Her name is Liviana. The city and the names of those she’s staying with are written in the book.”

“I’m sure you’ll give it to her yourself.”

He tucked the book away and shrugged. “You never know. Do you have anything you’d want me to pass on?”

The question caught me off guard. I looked down at myself and realized I had nothing of value. Before I could stop myself, I said, “Tell my brother and my boyfriend I’m sorry I failed them.” I met Marcellus’s eyes but had to look away when tears welled up.

“Whatever the outcome of this journey, Alexia,” he said gently, “you have nothing to be sorry for.”

***

A fog settled over the mountains, so thick the moisture ran from my hair and soaked through my clothes. Visibility dropped, and we walked slowly in single file, Marcellus in the lead.

Several times we had to squeeze through narrow ravines; other times, we faced steep inclines we couldn’t go around and had to climb.

When we reached a bowl-shaped hollow where a small puddle had collected at the bottom, we filled our water skins and decided to camp for the night.

Marcellus leapt onto a rocky outcrop and stared into the fog. “It’s hard to see far, but I can feel it—we’ll reach the summit tomorrow.”

Furius dropped his pack. “I can’t wait to put these damned mountains behind us.”

“Have you seen any sign of the tigers?” I asked.

The question was directed at Marcellus, but both the general and Xenon looked up.

“I’ve seen nothing,” the scout said. “But they say tigers leave no tracks to warn their prey.”

The general snorted. “Don’t you start too, Marcellus. It’s bad enough the woman got spooked by the hermit’s tales. Let’s get a fire going—tonight will be cold.”

***

We slept in pairs. The night passed without incident.

We reached the summit by midday the following day. The air was clear as glass, the wind sharp, and the rocks glittered with frost.

Marcellus stopped at a ledge, and I heard him gasp. When I joined him, I saw what had taken his breath away.

Before us lay a pass so vast the whole of Lubrina could have fit inside it. But the bottom was hidden beneath what appeared to be fog—only it wasn’t fog, it was clouds. Jagged peaks pierced the cloud cover, their tops dusted with snow that sparkled in the sun. The sky above us was so blue that even the Sapphire Sea couldn’t match it. It was the first time I’d ever seen snow, and I felt I could stand there for days, letting the view wash over me. But a nudge from the general got me moving.

The descent through the pass went faster than I’d expected, since we were now heading downhill. About halfway through, we came across a stream of meltwater where we refilled our skins and drank.

Even though the sun was shining, the air carried no warmth, and if I stood still for more than a moment, I began to freeze. Blowing snowflakes were carried by the wind, and though the cold was biting, I found the sensation of the flakes touching my skin oddly fascinating.

We exited the pass as daylight began to fade. On this side of the mountains, the wind was calmer, and the air quickly grew warmer.

“I can see the meadows,” Marcellus said as he returned from a lookout. “It’s still a day’s journey, but tomorrow we’ll leave the mountains.”

“That means just one more night up here,” the general noted. “And still no sign of a tiger. I guarantee we won’t—”

“Wait,” Marcellus cut in. We all turned to him, and he pointed. “We nearly walked right past it.”

It took me a moment to see what he meant. A series of steep steps had been carved into the rock face, continuing up to the top of the cliff.

“A staircase,” I said in amazement.

Marcellus examined the steps. “It hasn’t been used in years.”

“What does it lead to?” I asked. And before the men could protest, I was already scrambling up.

I reached a plateau jutting out from the mountainside. There was no way to climb any farther. The evening sky was clear, a sea of blue and orange. In front of me lay the last of the mountains, looking small compared to those we had already crossed, and beyond them stretched the open land. To my left, I could just make out the sea, dark green like olive oil.

The others joined me, and we stood in silence, admiring the view.

“This is a good place to camp,” said Marcellus. “We have the high ground, and nothing can sneak up on us.”

“What have we here?” The general had noticed something along the rock wall where a thick chain was fastened. He ran his hand across the stone, and I saw strange symbols carved into it. Weathered by time and wind, they were still faintly legible.

“If Pico were here, he might’ve been able to read it,” I murmured.

Furius picked up the chain. At the end was a rusted metal clasp. He examined it with a furrowed brow. “It looks like the kind of collar they put on slaves—only much sturdier.”

“Why is it up here?” I asked.

“My best guess is that it was some kind of trap,” Furius said. “But I don’t see what anyone would expect to catch this way.”

“It was a sacrificial site.”

We turned, surprised, toward Xenon. He stood with his back to us, gazing at the horizon.

“He’s right,” said Marcellus. “In the old days, when travelers crossed the mountains, they’d chain up a slave and leave him here. At night, the tigers would come and devour him. It was meant to ensure safe passage for the rest.”

The evening suddenly felt colder.

“Is it really a good idea to sleep here?” I asked, shivering. “Maybe the tigers still remember that they used to find food here.”

“The tigers from those days are long dead,” said the general. He glanced around and added, “Still, I don’t like the idea of staying up here. There’s no escape route.”

So we descended the stairs, continued down the mountainside, and made camp in a ravine with two exits, a place where nothing could catch us off guard. We prepared for the night.

But for some reason, I couldn’t shake the unease about sleeping. I didn’t know why. I assumed it was the sacrificial site that had rattled me, and I pushed the fear aside.

If only I had listened to my instincts.
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The night was silent as death and seeped into my sleep. It gave me the eerie sense of eyes watching me and shadows gliding across my face. I lay curled up in my blanket, shivering from the cold. I wasn’t really asleep—kept jerking awake, glancing around the ravine, checking that the fire still burned and my torch lay ready beside me. It felt like a night that would never end.

Eventually, I must have dozed off more deeply, because when I suddenly jolted upright, the fire was nearly out, and the tip of my nose was frozen. Xenon was on the other side of the fire, his back turned to me, so I couldn’t tell if he was asleep.

I immediately had the sense that something was wrong, though I couldn’t say what.

The first thing I remembered was a scream having woken me. Not a loud, piercing one, but a distant, half-choked cry from somewhere out in the night. It had lasted only a moment before being cut off. But maybe I’d only dreamt it.

The next thing I noticed was the fire. Why hadn’t more wood been added? Marcellus and the general had taken the first watch, and it was their duty to keep the flames alive. The two of them had stationed themselves at opposite ends of the ravine.

And then it hit me.

Dawn wasn’t far off. Marcellus and the general should’ve woken us long ago.

They’ve just fallen asleep, I told myself—but I didn’t really believe the general would make such a mistake. I rose on unsteady legs and looked around. The ravine bent in a way that blocked my view of the general’s end, though I could glimpse the light of his torch. In the other direction, I saw no light at all—only the dark figure of Marcellus sitting cross-legged. His face was pale, the mole on his temple visible in the darkness.

Silently, I crept toward him, heart hammering in my throat. I expected blood, lifeless eyes staring into the dark. I bit my lips together and braced myself not to scream.

But there was no blood. Marcellus was sitting upright—fast asleep. The torch he held in his folded arms had long since gone out.

“Marcellus,” I whispered, placing a hand on his shoulder.

He started awake and stared up at me. Realization dawned in his face. “By all the gods, I … I fell asleep. That’s never happened before.” He saw the torch and leapt to his feet. “The fire! We have to get it going again, quickly. Where’s your torch?”

“I forgot …”

“The general!” he gasped, gripping my shoulders. “Why hasn’t he woken me?” He didn’t wait for an answer but rushed to the fire and relit his torch.

I grabbed mine and lit it. Xenon awoke from the commotion and sat up. I followed Marcellus as he ran toward the general’s end of the ravine—and then I heard him cry out: “Oh no.”

Even though I already knew what we’d find, my stomach clenched.

The general’s torch lay discarded and burning on the rocky ground. There was no sign of him.

“Maybe he went to investigate something he heard,” I whispered, scanning the darkness. It was foolish, and I knew it.

Marcellus picked up the torch. “He’d never go anywhere without this.”

I sensed Xenon behind us. His face was grim, eyes combing the darkness beyond the ravine. “We need to leave. Now.”

“We can’t go on without the general,” I said.

“The general is dead. They’ll be back for the rest of us.”

“Xenon’s right,” Marcellus whispered. “There’s nothing we can do for Furius now. Grab the packs—but leave the fire.”

We packed quickly and left the ravine, heading south. Walking was hard in the dark, made worse by my shaking legs.

Suddenly, something caught the torchlight—a faint gleam on the rocks up ahead. A helmet.

“Look there,” I cried, stopping. “It’s the general’s.”

And then I heard the voice. A trembling moan, full of pain. A dragging sound came from the rocks. Something moved—an arm appeared.

I stared in horror at General Furius crawling toward us. His face was white and slick with sweat. Only his upper body was visible, and though I saw no blood or wounds, I sensed something was wrong with his legs. He looked at us and rasped, “Run. For the love of the gods.” The words clearly cost him great effort.

I stepped forward to help, but Xenon grabbed my arm—hard. In the next instant, I realized he had saved my life.

Out from behind the rock came a massive beast on silent paws. It stepped over the general without so much as a glance. Even half-lit by our torches, its green eyes glowed in the dark. Somewhere far off, I heard my own thoughts: It was lying in wait. Just like with the sheep. And I had nearly walked right into its claws.

The general’s voice snapped us out of it. “Don’t just stand there!” He started coughing, and blood stained his lips. “Run!”

But before we could move, Marcellus shouted, “There’s more! We’re surrounded.”

“Stay close,” said Xenon. “Back to back!”

We pressed together in a tight triangle, torches outstretched. I saw at least two other tigers watching us from the shadows, concealed among the rocks. The general had collapsed and lay still. The men shouted threats, but the tigers remained calm, waiting.

And then I realized: the tiger that killed my father had only been a half-grown cub. That’s why four farmers had managed to corner and kill it. These beasts weren’t nearly as well-fed—but they were much bigger, and used to hunting for their meals.

“They’re not attacking,” Xenon said. I could barely hear him over the pounding in my ears. “We can keep them back with fire.”

“What do we do when the torches go out?” Marcellus asked. “Alexia! Can you draw your bow? Can you hit them? Here—give me your torch!”

I handed it over reluctantly. With shaking hands, I pulled out my bow and nocked an arrow. The nearest tiger shifted slightly, ducked its head, and flicked its heavy tail. It understood I was preparing to strike.

“I think … I think they’ll attack if I … shoot.”

“They’ll attack if we do nothing,” Marcellus said. “It’s our only chance!”

“You saved both of you that day. And you can do it again.”

It was my father’s voice. It gave me back a sliver of courage.

I held the arrow to Marcellus’ torch until the tip caught fire. Then I placed it to the string and fired it over the head of the nearest tiger. The beast flinched and leapt aside before turning its gaze back on me.

I lit the next arrow. This time I aimed lower—the shaft zipped past the tiger’s legs. It bared enormous fangs in an angry snarl. The green eyes glared at me, full of hate, but it didn’t move closer. The others began to growl, pacing restlessly among the rocks. I lit another arrow and fired it at a second tiger.

“It’s working,” said Marcellus.

The fourth arrow accidentally grazed one of the tigers as it stepped onto a rocky ledge I hadn’t noticed. It had to duck to avoid the tip. In response, it lunged forward, flattened its ears, and let out a thunderous roar that sliced through my head and bounced between the rocks in a near-endless echo.

But still, they didn’t attack.

Instead, they began to retreat.

I saw a striped tail vanish behind a boulder—and suddenly, we were alone.

“Quick,” said Marcellus. “Before they change their minds.”

We ran in single file, risking life and limb. More than once we stumbled or slammed into rocks, but we didn’t slow down. And we didn’t stop looking over our shoulders until the first light of dawn began to show on the horizon.
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Ididn’t put out the torch, even as night turned to day; I was still clutching it when it had burned down to a stub and we left the mountains behind at midday.

At one point, I heard Marcellus mumble. He walked with his head bowed, dark shadows under his eyes. “Should never have fallen asleep,” I heard him say to himself. “If only I’d kept my watch …”

The land of Thianesus, which was no longer its own country but a province of the Grand Empire, was more densely populated than the wilderness north of the mountains. The soil was used for grapes and maize or cattle, and we passed several small villages and groups of slaves following large lizard carts, harvesting crops. We kept our distance, but no one seemed particularly interested in three random travelers.

By sunset, Xenon and I waited at the end of a gravel road while Marcellus visited a farm to buy supplies. I sat down by the roadside and took off my sandals. In the dying light, I watched Xenon set down his pack and stretch his back. I noticed that the hand resting on his hip was trembling.

“Is something wrong?”

He glanced sideways at me.

“Your hand,” I said. “It’s shaking.”

He turned away. “It’s nothing.”

Just then, Marcellus returned with a cloth bag in his arms. “This is enough food for a couple of days. They didn’t have any horses they were willing to sell. I told them I was heading to visit family in Ikamani. Fortunately, they spoke Salmeric, and I don’t think they caught my accent.”

He handed out bread and corn cobs.

“But the woman mentioned something that worries me,” Marcellus went on, frowning. “The ford at the base of the Balsam Bay is now under strict guard. You can’t cross without valid papers. The Emperor has grown more cautious—word of Xenon has spread.”

“Can we get the necessary documents?” I asked.

“It’ll be hard to find anyone willing to forge the imperial seal. Even with bribes, there’s likely a hefty reward for reporting anyone trying to buy access to imperial land.” Marcellus bit into the bread and chewed thoughtfully. “I feared this might happen. Our best option now is to sail to Mazura.”

“But the king said at the meeting that the ports are too heavily guarded,” I interjected. “Can’t we travel to Mazura by land?”

The scout shook his head. “We’ll never make it by the sixteenth of Octoba if we go all the way around the Purple Sea. But I know an old skipper who can help us across. He’s half Northman and secretly opposed to the Mazurans, so he won’t betray us. He owns a seamen’s tavern in a town just a day’s journey from here.”

A silence fell between us. I didn’t like the idea of taking the sea route to Mazura. I imagined us hidden in a cargo hold while Mazuran soldiers boarded and tore everything apart. But I trusted Marcellus and told myself he’d only suggest what was safest.

***

“Faran,” said Marcellus when we caught sight of the harbor town’s lights the following evening. “That’s the name of the town. It’s been years since I was last here. The entire region has been occupied by the Mazurans since then, so we can’t count on anything being as I remember. We’ll need to move carefully through the streets and make sure no armor or weapons are visible. If anyone takes notice of us, we must look like ordinary travelers.”

There were shutters over the windows and locks on the doors. The streets were empty, except for a dog nosing around. It glanced up when it saw us, then trotted on.

As we walked through the town, I got the sense that Faran was really two towns: the old Thianesian part, with poor fishermen and weathered houses, and the new, towering buildings where wealthy Mazurans had settled.

“A lot has changed,” Marcellus muttered. “The streets are cleaner, and I haven’t seen a single beggar. The Mazurans have started clearing out the homeless. They’re given a choice: slavery or the Emperor’s army.

In the town center, four soldiers in blue uniforms stood drinking something I guessed was posca—probably to keep warm—and chatting casually.

“Night watch,” Marcellus whispered as we hid behind a building corner. “If they spot us, we’ll be questioned, and we no longer have our interpreter. Come on.”

He led us down narrow alleys, and somewhere nearby I suddenly heard singing and laughter. Soon, I could smell wine and roasting meat. On the corner of a crossroads stood a tavern. Through the windows, we saw men drinking.

“This is where my contact stays.” Marcellus pulled out his purse. “Wait here while I speak to him. Keep your eyes open for soldiers—I’d bet they patrol the area.”

The scout disappeared inside. We waited in the evening chill. At one point, we had to duck into an alley when two armed soldiers passed by.

After a while, Marcellus returned. “Listen carefully,” he whispered. “I’ve secured a room for the night. You two go around the back, and I’ll let you in through the window. That way, the other guests won’t see you, and only the innkeeper will know I’m not alone. First thing tomorrow, he has a ship transporting goods to Kazana. We’ll disguise ourselves as dockworkers from the ship and go ashore with the other sailors to eat. From there, we slip away when no one’s paying attention.”

“What about the rest of the crew?” I asked. “If they get suspicious, they might turn us in.”

Marcellus shook his head. “The owner already smuggles illegal liquor that he sells to the Mazurans. None of the sailors want the ship searched—if it is, they lose their jobs, maybe worse. Besides, the Mazurans look the other way so they can keep getting their cheap booze.”

“Your contact’s a smuggler?” I asked, frowning. “How can we trust him?”

“Because I saved his life last time we met. Let’s get inside. Wait on the other side until I open the shutters.”

Xenon and I did as instructed, and a rope came down to us. I braced myself against the wall and climbed to the window, where Marcellus pulled me into the cramped attic room.

Once the three of us were lying on blankets in the dark, eating the food Marcellus had bought, I dared to ask, “How did you save the innkeeper’s life?”

It took a while before he answered. “A Mazuran soldier who’d lost a drinking game at the tavern and held a grudge found out the owner had northern blood and planned to report him for theft. I knew if the soldier reported him, the innkeeper would be executed. I’d also lose my cover here, and I was scheduled to sail to Mazura the next day.” The scout took a deep breath. “So I followed the soldier into the street. I grabbed him and pulled him into an alley down here.” At last, he met my eyes. “That was the first person I ever killed.”

The food suddenly felt dry in my mouth. “Is that all it takes? Just having northern blood? You can be executed for that?”

“So long as we keep our mouths shut, no one will guess where we’re from.”

I nodded, but I wasn’t reassured.

***

I woke to the sound of a door creaking.

I was instantly alert but didn’t move. In the dark, I took a moment to orient myself. I was in the attic of the inn. Xenon was asleep beside me, and Marcellus had been keeping watch at the window.

Had someone come in?

The door was behind me, so I couldn’t see it without turning my head. Instead, I looked toward the window—and saw that Marcellus was no longer there.

I sensed someone moving through the room and turned just as the scout quietly closed the door behind him and crept toward the window. When he noticed I was awake, he froze.

“Where were you?” I whispered.

“I had to relieve myself,” he said, but I noticed the slight pause. “Didn’t want to wake you.”

I sat up and saw him discreetly slip something into his pocket. I thought it was the little black book.

“Try to get some more sleep,” he said, settling in at the window. “It’s still a while till sunrise.”

“I’m rested,” I said. “Let me take the rest of the watch.”

He studied me for a moment. Then he yawned and nodded. We traded places, and it didn’t take long before he was snoring softly.

I sat staring out at the street, listening to the silence of the city, wondering if this was what Lubrina would become if we lost the war—uneasy nights, soldiers in the streets. Or would the emperor simply slaughter every Rigan?

I was lost in thought when I heard a metallic clink.

A mild breeze blew through the night, making it hard to tell what had caused the sound or where it had come from. But then I caught a glimpse of a shadow slipping around a corner.

I straightened and listened.

A voice whispered somewhere below me. I leaned out and nearly gasped. Four Mazuran soldiers crept through the alley. One of them said something I didn’t quite catch, but his gesture was unmistakable—he pointed directly at this building. Another soldier signaled toward the street. I craned my neck and spotted four more soldiers closing in. And beyond them, three more. I couldn’t see the far side of the building, but I guessed there were just as many there.

They were coming for us.

I turned and stared in horror at Marcellus. In three long strides, I was at his side with my knife pressed to his throat. He gasped and opened his eyes.

“You betrayed us,” I hissed, more furious than afraid. “You told them Xenon is here!”

“Alexia … what are you doing? I don’t understand …”

“How much did they pay you?” My hand trembled as I tightened my grip. “Answer me, you cursed traitor!”

Xenon woke and sat up. “What’s going on?”

Marcellus breathed quickly, staring at me. “What did you see?”

“I saw you leave the room in the dead of night, and now the Mazurans are here.”

The scout’s eyes widened. “No … no, it can’t be …”

Just then, a crash echoed from the floor below. Something had been knocked over. Heavy boots thundered through the building. Shouts followed.

“I didn’t mean to,” Marcellus said, shaking his head. “I just … I just wanted to send a letter to my daughter. The innkeeper promised to send the pigeon … I thought I could trust him … He must’ve sold us out … by the gods, what have I done?”

Xenon was already on his feet, sword drawn. He positioned himself in front of the door. “We have to fight. Get ready!”

“There are too many!” I shouted, yanking the knife from Marcellus’s throat. “Our only hope is to flee!”

The men exchanged a quick glance. Then Xenon grabbed the table and toppled it, barricading the door. Marcellus got to his feet, and I snatched up my bow and bag. The scout helped me through the window, and I dropped into the alley. The men followed right after. From inside the inn came screams and crashing sounds as soldiers tore through the rooms and harassed the guests.

We had barely made it into the street when I spotted two spear-bearing soldiers approaching from the other direction. We froze.

One of them looked straight at me. Then he opened his mouth and shouted in imperial tongue: “He’s out here! He’s out here!”

We spun around and bolted down the alley. We had only made it past one building when the alley ended in an open sewage channel, where foul, murky water flowed. A high wall blocked the far side. The only choice was to jump in and follow the current.

Marcellus jumped first and reached up to help me. Standing knee-deep in the filth, I looked back and saw Xenon hesitate. At that moment, we heard the guards approaching.

“Xenon!” Marcellus called out. “Come on! What are you waiting for?”

But Xenon drew his sword and stepped into the shadows.

A second later, the soldiers appeared. They spotted us and raised their spears. “Get out of there, in the name of the Emperor!”

I couldn’t move—just stared up at them. Marcellus was frozen too.

“Did you not hear me?” the other one shouted. “You’re all under arrest!” Then he noticed someone missing. “Where is he? Where’s—”

Xenon stepped forward.

The guards saw him at the same time. One took a step back and tried to raise his spear. The other never had the chance. Xenon’s sword flashed—and the guards fell. I stared at the dead men while Xenon wiped his blade and jumped down to join us.

We followed the sewer channel for several blocks toward the harbor before climbing out. As soon as we reached the main street, we could hear that the noise at the inn had woken the surrounding houses. Curious onlookers mingled with shouting soldiers running about.

“Soon every soldier in the city will be looking for us,” said Marcellus. “We can’t fight our way through. We have to sail now.”

We ran west through the city. Several times we had to duck into alleys and cellar entrances. When we reached the harbor, torches had been set up along the piers, where ships lay in rows. A few sailors had started loading, but none seemed ready to cast off before sunrise.

“There!” Marcellus cried, pointing.

I followed his finger and saw a ship being pushed off with poles by its crew.

We dashed out along the pier and reached the vessel. No one was immediately visible on this side of the deck. As we ran, I caught the name painted in black letters on the hull: Cibris Morgi.

Xenon jumped first. He flew through the air and grabbed the rail. I came right after, and he pulled me up. Once we were both on deck, I looked back and saw Marcellus had stopped. He leaned on his knees, panting.

“Jump, Marcellus!”

But he just shook his head. “I’ll lead them away. They mustn’t know you boarded a ship. If they think you’re still in town, you’ll have a chance to slip into Mazura unnoticed.”

“But they’ll … they’ll catch you!”

“This is my fault. But I swear I’ll make it right.” He pulled the book from his pocket and tossed it to me.

I caught it awkwardly.

He send me a significant look. “Rigan’s future rests in your hands now.”

That was the last thing I heard Marcellus say. I watched him run back down the pier. Soon he was gone among the buildings.

“Espekto!”

We spun around to find a short man with a crossbow. At first I thought he was a boy, but his face was older—he was a dwarf.

“Qida esa?” he barked, aiming the weapon at our faces. “Qida so agis?” It sounded like Salmeric—the southern language that had dominated before Mazuran spread—but I didn’t speak it, so I had no idea what he wanted.

“We have money,” I said. “We’ll pay for passage.”

Three other sailors appeared behind him from around the wheelhouse. All were armed. I glanced at Xenon. His hand rested on the hilt of his sword.

“Non habeo facendo aqi!” the dwarf shouted. “Nava nisi Cibris Morgi!”

I recognized the ship’s name. “Si, Cibris Morgi,” I tried, nodding.

The dwarf eyed me suspiciously, then said something over his shoulder, and the men laughed. It wasn’t friendly laughter.

“Habeo clinca, inpas?” he said, waving a small hand. “Da mia clinca!”

I pulled out my purse and stepped forward to give it to him. But he reacted strangely—stepping back as if afraid I might attack him. He barked something and gestured for me to drop the purse. I obeyed. After I stepped back, he picked it up, opened it, and checked the coins.

“Devona,” he said, waving us toward the cargo hatch he unlocked. “Devona, fa, fa,” he repeated impatiently, pointing.

We walked over and looked down. Rows of faces stared back up at us. We descended the steps into the hold. I noticed it was an unusual mix of people. Women, children, elderly—some in rags, some in fine togas. Apparently, we had boarded some kind of passenger ship. A stroke of luck—we might be able to blend in when we disembarked.

As soon as we were inside, the hatch slammed shut above us.

Xenon scrambled back up the steps and pressed against the hatch. It was locked. I could hear the sailors moving about on deck. The sail snapped taut, and the ship picked up speed.

Xenon gave up and came back down. I looked around in the dim light. Many eyes were fixed on us in the orange glow of an oil lamp. There was no luggage—only people. They sat in rows on low benches. Some whispered quietly, the rest were silent.

Something’s wrong.

It wasn’t a thought so much as a sensation, and it hit me like a wave.

“Who do you think they are?” I whispered, glancing around at the passengers. “Slaves?”

He shook his head. “They’re not chained.”

As the ship rocked, the oil lamp swayed from side to side, making the shadows shift. It made me dizzy, so I sat down on the nearest bench. Across from me sat a woman with a boy resting his head in her lap. He wasn’t asleep—he was watching me. I tried to smile at him. The woman was wrapped in a shawl that covered one side of her face. The visible eye stared at me warily, and I looked away.

Xenon sat on the steps and ran his hands through his short hair. “The damned fool,” I heard him mutter—and I knew he meant Marcellus. Marcellus, who was now fleeing through the streets of Faran. If the soldiers hadn’t already caught or killed him.

I tried to focus. Everything had happened so fast.

The waves slapped against the hull—we were well out from the harbor now. The hold reeked of salt, not just from the sea but also from the sweat of the other passengers. It was warm and stifling, and beads of sweat formed on my upper lip. There was another smell too—one I couldn’t immediately place, though it seemed familiar. Sweet and rancid at once. Like rotting fruit fallen from a tree.

No. Not quite that. It’s close, but something else. What is it?

Suddenly I was certain the smell meant something. It was ominous. Dangerous.

My thoughts drifted back to the summer I found the rabbits.
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The summer my uncle Taramo died was one of the hottest I’ve ever known. Alexius and I are four or five—just a pair of little sprouts, as Father used to call us. Our hair is red as fire embers, and our noses are covered in freckles.

Mother is still alive; the encounter with the tiger in the field is still years away, and the world still seems like a safe place, but my first meeting with death comes that summer.

My brother and I hear the news one morning. We’re playing with two other children from the neighboring farm when Father suddenly appears. He calls us over.

“Listen, children,” he says, kneeling. “Uncle Taramo has gone to the Mountain of Death. Do you know what that means?”

Alexius and I look at each other and shake our heads.

“It means he’s gone away forever. We won’t see him again until the day we go to the Mountain ourselves. Everyone must go there one day.”

“Where is the Mountain?” Alexius asks.

“Far, far away,” Father replies. “But it’s only the living part of Uncle Taramo that’s left us. His body is still here. So now we’ll say farewell to Uncle Taramo’s body. Do you understand?”

It all sounds strange to me, but I nod. All I really understand is that I won’t see Uncle Taramo again, and that makes me feel a little sad. Not because I liked him particularly—I didn’t. Uncle Taramo was a bit odd. But there’s something sad about never seeing someone again.

Uncle Taramo wasn’t cruel or angry. He was kind when we visited. But he lived alone on the edge of town, near the forest, and had done so all his life. Sometimes we’d go with Father to his place to collect rabbit pelts. Uncle Taramo raised rabbits, slaughtered them, and skinned them. He ate the meat, of course, but the skins he turned into rugs and fine garments, which he sold to wealthy townsfolk.

“I don’t think he eats anything but rabbit,” Father muttered once when we visited. “Morning, noon, and night. Gods know he’s a bit strange.”

Those words stuck with me. A bit strange.

I always liked the smell of Uncle Taramo’s workshop, the place where he skinned the rabbits, tanned the hides, and sewed them together. Rabbit fur smells earthy and comforting in a way that makes you feel safe. It’s a scent you want to bury yourself in. The workshop had other smells too—rabbit blood, Uncle Taramo’s sweat, and the sharp liquid he used for tanning.

“We’re going to Uncle Taramo’s house to see if there’s anything we can use,” Father tells us. “We’re his only family, so we inherit the house and all his things.”

We take the wagon out there. The house looks the same, and it feels strange to think that Uncle Taramo is no longer here—that he’ll never come back. The rooms are empty, but everything is still in its place, as if he still lives there.

“Alexius, can you climb up to the attic?” Father asks. “And Alexia, will you go out to the workshop? Look for coins, clothes, tools—anything we can use back home.”

I’m glad Father picked me to go to the workshop. I skip out of the house and hurry down the path. I’m excited to smell the rabbit pelts again. If I can reach one, I’ll rub it against my cheek.

But even before I open the door, I can tell something’s wrong. The workshop doesn’t smell the way it should. The scent is too sweet. And at the same time, it’s rancid. I push the door open, and the smell—no, the stench—comes pouring out toward me. It scratches at my nose, and I hold my breath.

Even though the smell is awful, I want to know what’s causing it. I’m four or five summers old, and I’m very curious.

Skins hang from strings in the ceiling, and I reach up and touch them. They’re as soft as I remember. But they’re not the source of the smell. There are dark stains on the workbench—blood—and some has dripped to the floor. But that’s not it either.

In the corner, I spot the barrel. A few flies buzz above it. I walk over, stand on tiptoe, and grab the rim with my little fingers so I can peek inside.

Taramo’s been dead for almost a month, Father told me. My uncle lived a lonely life, and it took a while before anyone found him. So the rabbits must’ve been in the barrel just as long.

They have no fur—Taramo had already skinned them—and they don’t have eyes either. In the holes where the eyes should be, little worms crawl. The rabbits still have their tiny white teeth, and it looks like they’re grinning up at me. Their skin is mostly gray, blotched in places with black patches.

I gasp and suck in the stench of rotting rabbits. One of the legs moves, and for a second I think the rabbits aren’t really dead. But then a huge black centipede slithers into view.

I start screaming, and I don’t stop until Father runs in and lifts me out of the workshop.
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Nothing in the hold could match the stench I had smelled from the rotting rabbits. But I had no doubt: what I was smelling now was flesh—decaying.

Maybe it came from one of the passengers’ pockets. But who would carry rotting meat? And didn’t they notice the smell?

“Why have they locked you in?” Alexius’s voice came to me suddenly in the dark. “And why do none of them have any luggage?”

I looked around at the other passengers. A few cast glances my way, but no one spoke or got up.

What’s wrong with them? Why are they all so silent?

I turned to the woman with the boy in her lap. Her shawl had slipped, just enough to reveal her other eye. To my shock, it was missing—replaced by a weeping sore.

And then the truth hit me. It struck like a blow to the face.

I stood, staggering, and whispered, breathless, “Oh gods, have mercy …”

I looked around at the people again, and now I saw the dark blotches on their cheeks … a hand missing a few fingers … bald patches where hair had fallen out.

“They’ve all got the fleshrot.”

Xenon heard me and looked up. His gray eyes flared in the dark. “Did you touch any of them?”

“I … I don’t know …” I stared at my hands, trying to remember whether I’d gotten close enough to one of them to catch the infection while stumbling toward the stairs.

“Don’t come any closer.”

I blinked dreamily at Xenon’s sword—its tip aimed at my throat.

“Think carefully,” he said, his voice like ice, repeating the question slowly: “Did you touch any of them?”

My mind went blank, and my vision pulsed with the rhythm of my heartbeat pounding in my temples. I forced myself to focus. “No,” I whispered, shaking my head. “No, I didn’t touch anyone.”

He watched me for a moment, doubtful. Then lowered the sword.

We sat together on the stairs, as far as possible from the infected.

“Cibris Morgi,” I said.

At the words, a faint whisper passed through the hold. The nearest passengers turned to look at me with hollow faces.

“The name of the ship,” Xenon said.

“No. I knew I’d heard those words before.” I swallowed hard. “Dying flesh.”

The hold fell silent.

“Where are they taking us?” I asked.

Xenon shook his head. “Wherever it is, it’s not Mazura.”

I looked at the woman with the boy. She rested against a beam, eyes half-lidded.

“Why don’t they fight?” I whispered—but the answer came to me as I spoke. “They’re leaving voluntarily. Before they can infect anyone else.”

I felt a deep sorrow for these people—each of them doomed. Maybe I was too. Maybe I was already infected, even if I hadn’t touched anyone. The stench of fleshrot filled the hold, thick as Nekrotia’s breath.

***

The sound of the waves changed. The ship slowed.

I sat up, realizing I’d drifted off. Xenon stood on the stairs, sword drawn. Above us, we could hear the crew moving around on deck, pulling in the sails. The ship gave a jolt as the anchor dropped.

The passengers stirred. Those who had slept began to move. I looked toward the hatch, but the noise came from elsewhere. Something slid open at the stern, and then a portion of the hull was hoisted up. Morning light streamed in, revealing a rocky beach—and beyond it, a looming mountain.

The passengers rose and slowly began filing toward the opening. Xenon and I stayed where we were, watching the sick wade into the water and walk, one by one, toward the island.

That’s when I understood—we were being left here too. The island wasn’t large enough to be inhabited. It had to be a place where people with fleshrot were brought to die.

“Avanse!” shouted the dwarf, and I saw him looking down at us through a small opening in the deck planks.

“Nil Cibris Morgi,” I said, shaking my head. I pointed to Xenon, then to myself. “Nil Cibris Morgi. Travas domo.”

It was broken high speech, but I hoped he understood. We’re not infected. Take us back.

The dwarf gave a short, barking laugh, then repeated his order. “Avanse!”

“Look,” I said. “We have teeth … denti … no dark marks on our fingers … nil marko … nil marko pila …”

The dwarf leveled the crossbow through the opening. “Eras! Avanse!”

“He’s heard it a thousand times,” Xenon said.

In despair, I moved. We stepped out into the opening. Cold water swirled around my legs. I looked back, but there was no rope ladder, and the sailors on deck were armed.

We had no choice. We began walking toward the shore.
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“Other ships must come by,” I said, as we sat on either side of the fire.

The sun shone down from a clear, blue sky. We’d found a spot where a small cluster of palms grew. Beneath the shade of their leaves, we’d settled in the sand.

We were on the opposite side of the island—at least as far as I could tell, this was the eastern coast. It hadn’t taken long to walk the shoreline. If not for the mountain, we could’ve seen clear across to the other end.

On the way here, we’d passed many of the sick. Some wandered aimlessly—those who could still walk—while others sat in small, silent groups. They gave us looks that said: Why are you walking? Where do you think you’re going? There is no escape. Sit and wait like the rest of us.

I quickly looked away as we passed them. I couldn’t bear their eyes. Clothing was scattered across the sand. Some of it looked fairly new, but most had clearly been lying there a long time, bleached and frayed by sun and wind.

“It could be weeks,” Xenon said. “And they’ll never let us board.”

“We have to try,” I said. “We have to get off this island.”

A voice asked, unexpectedly, “Why would you want to leave?”

We both leapt to our feet.

A thin man had crept up on us. His hair and beard were white. The skin not covered by his tunic was sun-darkened and wiry. His sandals and clothes were surprisingly clean and new, which didn’t match the rest of his appearance. He looked remarkably healthy as he spread his arms and smiled. “Whether you die here or back on the mainland—what’s the difference? Or do you have something you must do before your time runs out?”

“You speak Rigan,” I said, startled.

“So do you,” he replied immediately. “But does it matter which language we speak? Everyone here understands one another—because we all think the same thoughts.”

“We’re not infected.”

He beamed at me. “Of course you’re not. None of the poor souls who come here are infected. At least, not until their hair starts falling out in clumps.”

His cheerful tone gave me chills.

“Who are you?” I asked. “Are you sick?”

He pointed at me. “See, you ask two questions—but they’re really just one. Out here, names and places don’t matter. You’re either sick or you’re not. That’s all that counts.”

Xenon stepped forward. “Stop talking in riddles. Tell us—”

“What was your name,” I interrupted, pulling Xenon back, “before you came here?”

The man looked at me and grinned wide. His teeth were surprisingly white. “Ah, you understand already. Bravo! My name was Simeon. I lived in Kazana, though I was born and raised in Bashia. Small town in eastern Rigan—perhaps you’ve heard of it?”

I noticed the necklace he wore around his neck: a thin braided cord strung with dozens of tiny, polished seashells. It rattled faintly when he moved.

“Are you sick?” I asked.

“Of course not.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Days, weeks, months—who’s counting? Time doesn’t mean much out here. We only think about one thing: how long until we go to the Mountain.”

I exchanged a glance with Xenon. There was something strange about the man—especially the way he kept smiling. But I thought I understood how to speak to him.

“May I call you Simeon?” I asked. “I know names don’t matter, but it makes talking easier.”

He gave a slight bow. “Simeon Araman, son of Caraco.”

“My name was Alexia Tucca, daughter of Desdo. This man is Xenon, son of no one.”

“Well met, Alexia Tucca and Xenon. It’s always a pleasure to meet newcomers—though I mostly keep to myself. I hope you stay a little longer than so many others before you.”

I was about to ask if others had ever left the island, but I realized what he meant. “You must’ve seen many people die,” I said instead.

“Oh yes, far too many,” Simeon said, raising his brows. “So many that I long ago stopped counting. Sometimes I’m alone for ages. Other times, when a new ship arrives—like the one this morning—I have company for a while. Thankfully, the island’s undertakers are swift and diligent. They’ve got plenty to do, but they handle it well—no body lies long after its final breath. They make sure everyone is sent properly to the Mountain.”

“There are undertakers on this island?” I asked, surprised.

“Oh yes, quite a few. I’m sure you’ll meet them once another poor soul passes.” He looked at us curiously. “You never answered my first question, Alexia Tucca and Xenon. Why do you want to leave the island?”

Xenon gave me a look, but I said simply, “Because we don’t want to be infected.”

Simeon beamed, clearly delighted I was playing along. “Of course! You’re not sick. And so you want to go back before it’s too late. Just like all the others did. They weren’t sick either, even as they hid their fingernails and had death shining in their eyes. Have you ever seen the look in a person’s eyes when they know they’re going to die?”

I ignored the question. “You don’t belong here either, do you, Simeon? You’re not sick.”

He gave me a sly look. “I’m not like you, my friends. I’m not like anyone.”

“How so?”

“The gods have chosen me. They’ve made me immune.”

I was about to ask more when a heavy raindrop struck my shoulder. I looked up and saw thick clouds rolling in over the dawn sky. The drops quickly multiplied, drumming against the palm leaves above us.

“Ah, rain,” said Simeon, suddenly sounding as though we’d been talking about nothing but the weather. “Many will be glad for a little water. I must leave you now, my friends, but perhaps we’ll meet again. The island’s not that big, after all.”

“No, wait …” I began.

But Xenon grabbed my arm. “We need to collect water.”

I turned toward him for a moment—when I looked back, the lean, bearded man was gone. Only the footprints in the sand remained, proof that he’d really been there.

The rain came down in sheets. Xenon lifted me so I could rip fronds from the palm. We fashioned them into a funnel and held our water bags beneath it. They filled in no time. We drank greedily and refilled them again.

Then the rain stopped. The clouds moved on.
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“Do you really think he's immune?” I asked after we’d found food. It wasn’t much—mostly roots and thistle buds.

Xenon gave me a brief glance. “I think he’s lost his mind.”

I thought for a moment. “His beard and nails were long. And did you see the necklace? Must’ve taken him ages to collect that many shells.” I chewed the tough roots and thought it through. “How long can someone live with the fleshrot?”

Xenon didn’t answer.

I kept running my tongue along my teeth, tasting for blood. I checked my nails, tugged at them to make sure none were coming loose.

“I don’t think he’s infected,” I went on. “I was close to him, and I couldn’t smell it. Maybe he’s just been lucky. Maybe no one’s passed it to him yet.” I stopped chewing. “But if he doesn’t have fleshrot, it means he came here while he was still healthy. Maybe he survived a shipwreck.”

It didn’t quite sound right. I couldn’t say why, but something about Simeon’s story felt different. We didn’t see him again that day.

By midday, I understood what he meant when he spoke of the island’s undertakers. Large vultures began circling in the sky. They screamed hoarsely and cast hungry eyes down on us.

By the time evening came, I still hadn’t found any sign of the fleshrot.

We were both exhausted and tried to rest in shifts. From time to time, one of the infected wandered past. They seemed to move without purpose. Most passed our spot beneath the palms without even glancing at us.

The small meal hadn’t kept me full for long, and as the sun turned the sky red in the west, the hunger returned. I picked up my bow and brought my arrows down to the shore. I waded out into the waves, and at a cluster of knotted rocks rising above the surface, I stepped up and took position. The water was so clear I could see the bottom and everything moving across it. Tiny shrimp darted past, a sea urchin pushed itself along the seafloor, and then came a massive, fully grown Bloodcarp. It swam lazily, slowly approaching the rocks.

When it was just a few steps away, I took aim and fired. The fish thrashed briefly, then floated belly-up. A red cloud spread through the clear water.

“Try to shoot another,” Xenon said as I came up with the Bloodcarp.

“We can’t catch anything else here for a while,” I said. “The smell of blood draws predators, and the smaller fish scatter. My boyfriend’s a sapphire diver—he taught me …”

“Try anyway,” said Xenon, already gathering wood for a fire.

I took the bow and returned to the rocks. As expected, the water was empty. I turned to go back—just as I spotted something farther along the coast. Another rock protruded from the sea, taller, narrower, its spines reaching skyward. It almost looked like—

“Help me!” someone shouted in Mazuran from the beach.

I turned and saw a man had stopped at our fire. He wasn’t just passing through—he was moving toward Xenon, who backed up, sword drawn.

I plunged into the water and rushed to the shore.

“Stay back,” Xenon warned, pointing the sword at the man. He held the Bloodcarp under his other arm.

“Help me, I beg you,” the sick man pleaded in high speech. He wore fine clothes—he must’ve been wealthy. Now most of his right hand was gone, and his feet were blackened, missing most toes. A weeping sore stretched from his cheek to his ear. He held out his arms in supplication. A sapphire ring glinted on one of the remaining fingers. “Help me, won’t you? I couldn’t … I just couldn’t do it …”

He stumbled, pitched forward, and collapsed in the sand. I stared as he struggled to rise, nausea rising so fast I had to clamp my mouth shut.

“Watch out,” Xenon said. “He has a knife.”

I saw the blade in his hand. When he lifted the stump toward me with a pleading look, I noticed the cuts on the inside of his arm.

“I’m begging you … show mercy, help me …”

The sight of sand packed into the infected stump where his hand had been was too much. I turned away and vomited. My stomach kept convulsing, over and over.

“Help me!” the man sobbed. “I couldn’t do it myself!” The man had given up on rising and now lay crumpled in the sand, weeping and murmuring to himself.

“He’s not after the fish,” I muttered. “You have to help him.”

Xenon met my eyes. Then he handed me the fish. As he walked toward the man with his sword drawn, I turned away, clamped my hands over my ears, and squeezed my eyes shut. I breathed quickly through my nose.

I stayed like that until Xenon placed a hand on my shoulder and made me flinch. I could no longer hear the man crying.

“We can’t sleep down here tonight,” Xenon said. “We have to move higher, where they can’t surprise us.”

Suddenly, I broke down. I slapped a hand over my mouth to smother the sound, but the sobs came from deep in my chest. Xenon had to steady me so I wouldn’t collapse. He waited until it passed.

“I’m sorry,” I gasped. “I think it just hit me. All the terrible things we’ve had to do.”

“Don’t think about it. It won’t help.”

I looked at him, shocked. “How can you say that? Is that what you do? Pretend it never happened?”

Xenon let go of me and turned away.

“Is that how you live with yourself?” I shouted, startled by my own fury. “All the men you’ve killed—have you just forgotten them? So you don’t have to think about their grieving families?”

“People die,” he said over his shoulder.

“What about Pico?” I yelled. “If you’d helped us, maybe the woman wouldn’t have bitten him. And if you hadn’t killed her boy in the first place, she wouldn’t have come for revenge!”

He turned to me with a look that froze the blood in my veins. “What do you want me to say?”

“That you regret Pico’s death. That you’re willing to carry your share of the burden.”

He threw his arms out. “If I let myself regret every person I’ve seen die—or could’ve saved—I wouldn’t be able to keep going.”

“And that’s all that matters to you, isn’t it? Keep going. Complete the mission. You don’t care how many die along the way. You act like it doesn’t touch you. But I know you feel fear—just like everyone else!”

He turned his back to me.

I lunged after him, grabbed his shoulder, and screamed into his face, “Why won’t you admit you’re human?”

I was breathing hard, staring into those stone-gray eyes, tears pouring down my face. And I saw something I never expected. He shoved my hand away and walked to a rock, where he sat down.

“You don’t want to be human,” I whispered hoarsely.

He said nothing. Didn’t even look at me. We both noticed his hand had begun to tremble. He hid it by clenching it around his knee.

I shook my head. “You can’t keep going like this. You can’t shut it out forever. It’ll catch up to you, and when it does—”

“I don’t need forever,” he said. “Just until the mission is complete.”

I went to him and knelt. “You don’t have to die for this. You can—”

My words were cut off when he grabbed me by the neck and hissed, “Don’t you dare say that.” He let go and exhaled heavily. “I have no family. No past. I’m not a man, and I’m no god. The only salvation left to me is death. And if I don’t kill the emperor first, all of this will have been for nothing.”

I rubbed my neck and watched him for a long time. His hand trembled worse than before. Without thinking, I reached out and placed mine over his. He didn’t pull away. A moment later, his hand stopped shaking.

***

The mountain was taller than it had looked from below—and so steep we couldn’t always walk, but had to climb in places. The slope was overgrown with heather and vines, and the darkness didn’t make the climb easier.

Small animals or birds had left narrow tracks along the cliff ledges, and we followed them part of the way. We passed several large bird nests, and from one of them, a vulture took flight, heavy wings beating the air. The bald-headed creature screamed and circled overhead, eyeing the Bloodcarp tucked under Xenon’s arm.

We saw something strange on the way up. Strips of braided rope hung from ledges and bushes, flapping in the wind. Some of them ended in loops.

By noon we reached the summit. The rock was scorched black and uneven, and a fallen dead tree offered us shelter from the wind. We lit a fire using dead vines and the dry wood, cooked the fish, and ate.

From here, we could see most of the island. Waves crashed from every direction, their roar reaching us as a distant hiss.

“We’re not the first to come up here,” I said, picking up a sandal with a broken strap. “Why would someone climb all the way up here?”

Xenon didn’t answer. Instead, he said, “We’ve got enough water for tomorrow. When the hunger gets too bad, we’ll have to climb down and catch another fish.”

I was about to reply when I glanced down at the small stretch of beach we’d come from. A thin figure was walking there.

“Simeon,” I said. “He’s come back to look for us.”

I watched him until he disappeared beneath the palms. He didn’t reappear.

I realized I was no longer afraid of running out of food or water. I was certain now—Simeon had been on this island long enough to know how to survive.
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My sleep was deep and dreamless, and not even the vultures’ cries could wake me. I hadn’t slept a full night since we reached the mountains, and when Xenon shook me awake, the day was nearly gone.

“You slept the whole day,” he said. “I found something to eat.” With that, he lay down and went to sleep.

I sat up and stretched. I felt rested, though my muscles ached all over. First thing I did was check my nails and teeth. None of them were loose. I let out a sigh of relief. It had been more than two days since we sat in the ship’s hold, and I still showed no signs of the fleshrot. That had to mean neither I nor Xenon was infected.

At the sight of the heap of leaves and roots Xenon had gathered, my stomach tightened with hunger. I crawled over and started stuffing myself with both hands. The food tasted of dirt and crunched between my teeth, but it was gone in seconds.

As I sat there, on top of the small mountain island in the middle of the sea, bathed in sunset light, it suddenly struck me how terribly far I was from home. Xenon and I were closer to Mazura than ever before, but the task was far from complete. The hardest part still lay ahead.

I looked at the sleeping warrior and remembered what he’d said. That he had nothing to go home to. What did I have? Fabius, who hated me, and Alexius, who would never forgive me. The king, who might hang me for treason.

The bloodrose was the gods’ promise of help, but also a warning of sacrifice. I finally understood it wasn’t just Alexius who had given something up. I had lost everything.

A sound made me look up. Something rustled. It wasn’t just the wind; a pair of vines creaked, as if someone was pulling on them.

I stood and carefully stepped closer to the edge. A voice mumbled.

When I looked down, I saw Simeon a little way down the slope. He had a knife and was busy cutting vines—he must have been at it for a while, because a whole bundle of the long plants lay across his shoulder. He muttered to himself. I caught words about ropes and a ship.

“Simeon,” I called.

He flinched and almost dropped the knife. He looked up and spotted me. “Alexia, daughter of Desdo … I didn’t expect to see you up here.”

“From here, we can keep watch for ships.”

“Ah yes, you still think you’ll get away that way,” he said, smiling. “Can’t blame you. I tried the same thing at first. After the fourth ship passed, I gave up.” He shook his head, and the smile turned regretful. “They won’t take us. Not for money, not for threats, not for prayers. To them, we’re already dead.”

“Have you tried other ways off the island? Have you tried building a raft yourself?”

“You can’t get off with a simple raft. The currents around the island are too strong. They’ll smash you against the rocks.”

“Can’t you just …?”

“No!” Simeon snapped, shaking his head. “You’d need a proper boat. With sails and oars and railing. And we don’t have the time or materials to build something like that, do we?”

I pointed to the vines. “What are you using those for?”

“Vines make good rope. But only the ones that grow at this height are strong enough. The wind makes them tough.”

“What do you need rope for, Simeon?”

“There aren’t many things rope is good for on this island. In fact, I can think of only a couple. Didn’t you see all the ropes on the way up?”

“I did. But I didn’t understand what they—”

Simeon looped a vine once around his neck. “Presto!” His smile gave me a sick feeling. “A lot have taken the quick way out. Can’t blame them, can you? Better than waiting for your body to rot.”

My mouth went dry.

“I know you’ve thought about it, Alexia,” Simeon went on. “I saw the man you left in the sand. Was it you or Xenon who freed his head from his body?”

“We helped him,” I mumbled.

“Of course. That was kind of you. I’ve never helped anyone, even though I’ve had plenty of chances. Who knows, maybe I’ll take the easy way out myself.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think you will, Simeon.”

“No?”

“No. You said you were chosen. What does that mean?”

He lowered his voice, as if afraid others might hear. “I’ll be the first to go back. You see …” Then it was like something occurred to him, and he snapped his mouth shut. “I can’t tell you more. The gods’ miracles aren’t meant to be cheapened by words.”

“Do you know when it’ll happen? Have the gods told you?”

He looked offended and folded his arms, the beads on his necklace rattling. “The gods don’t speak to me. You think I’m some madman who hears voices?”

“No, I just meant—”

“The gods only speak in signs; it’s our task to read them. If that’s what you mean, Alexia Tucca, then yes—Amarea has shown me her hand. The gods have told me when I’ll move on.”

“When?”

Simeon studied me. Then, apparently deciding it was safe, he held up two thin fingers. “Just two more days on this island. On the thirteenth of Oktoba, I leave. If you’re lucky, you’ll still be alive by then—and get to witness the miracle.”

“How, Simeon? Tell me. Xenon and I aren’t sick, and we want to leave too.”

He blinked oddly, like waking from a daydream. Then the smile returned. “It’s not up to me who goes. That’s for the gods to decide.”

“But you said you saw Amarea’s hand?”

“I did. And I must be ready, because the sea goddess’s help is not to be taken for granted.”

“Why the thirteenth, exactly?” I asked. “What happens on that day?”

Simeon gestured out over the sea. “A storm is coming. It comes every year on that date. But this year it’ll be stronger than ever—strong enough to shatter rock. I’ve felt the signs. They came to me through—”

“How will the sea goddess help you?” I interrupted. “How will she get you out of here?”

“Her lovely hand will send me off, and I—” He broke off. “I’ve already told you too much. The gods’ will isn’t to be cheapened by words.”

He suddenly turned and headed down the mountain.

“Simeon, wait!”

But the wiry man didn’t look back. I glanced over at Xenon. He was fast asleep. I made a quick decision and went after Simeon.

He moved swiftly, avoiding paths, leaping and climbing. I couldn’t keep up on the descent. Several times I slipped and slid on my backside before grabbing a bush or a ledge.

Simeon vanished from view before I reached the bottom. When I stood in the sand, the sunset had given way to dusk. I bent over to search for his trail. I paced back and forth along the slope but found nothing.

He must’ve come down somewhere around here. So why can’t I see any tracks?

I looked to both sides, trying to imagine being in Simeon’s place. If I were being followed, how would I hide my trail? First, I’d avoid the sand. But he had to step in it—there were no other ways down.

At last, I sat down with a sigh and rubbed my forehead. I’d spent so long looking now—he had to be far away. More than ever, I felt that the strange man was our best, maybe only, chance to get off the island. And now he was gone …

Then I spotted a track in the sand. The dim twilight had hidden it until I sat down. It wasn’t footprints—it was a broad drag mark, like someone had pulled a sack.

Or a bundle of vines. The sly bastard covered his tracks.

I followed the mark with my eyes. It led to the water’s edge, where the gentle evening waves swallowed it. As if Simeon had walked straight into the sea and swum away.

No … he went to the shoreline so the waves would erase his trail.

I looked up and down the coast but had no idea which way he’d gone. I headed west.

Soon the surroundings looked familiar. I realized I was near the spot where I caught the fish. Torn clothes and bones were all that remained of the man who had begged us to kill him. The vultures had eaten the rest.

I hurried on. It was fully dark now, and only the starlight helped me see.

Suddenly I heard rustling behind me. I stopped and turned slowly. Now I heard a voice, too. I darted behind a rock and crouched.

Simeon stepped out from the trees. He was focused on the small log he dragged behind him. He muttered to himself in his usual cheerful tone—no, not muttering; he was singing. It was a Mazuran sailor’s song, only he’d added his own lines:

“Build, build, a boat so fine,Seal the cracks with pitch and twine.But I’ve got no pitch — no tar, no glue,So resin will just have to do!Weave, weave, a linen sail,Stitch with silk from head to tail.Strong as cloth the dead once wore,And vines that stretch from shore to shore!Away, away from the isle of the dead,Simeon soon will sail ahead.For here he shall not end his days—With help from the gods, he finds his way!”

The words barely fit the melody, but Simeon didn’t care—he laughed loudly at his own poetic genius. Then he shushed himself. “No noise—there are still ears that can hear on this island. Ears that haven’t rotted yet. So hush!”

With that, he waded into the waves. The log floated easily and became much easier to drag. He splashed farther out, as if he thought he could walk to the mainland.

But then I saw the rock. The one I’d spotted in daylight earlier—the one shaped like a giant hand reaching for the sky. That was where Simeon was headed.

Amarea’s Hand.

The wiry man reached the rock. The water came up to his chest, and if not for his pale tunic, I would’ve lost him in the dark. He pulled the log around the back of the rock.

I expected him to emerge on the far side—or maybe to climb up and appear on top—but it took a long time. I counted at least thirty breaths.

Then, finally, he came back from behind the rock, the same way he’d vanished. The log was no longer with him. He returned to shore. I ducked behind the stone again. Simeon stepped onto the beach, wrung out his clothes, and trudged back toward the woods.

“Just once more,” he muttered wearily. “One more trip, then I can sleep. My last night on this island … thank the gods!”

When he disappeared among the trees, I knew what I had to do. I ran to the shoreline and into the waves. I fought my way through the cool, dark water, all the way to the rock. It was bigger than it had looked from the beach—taller than three men standing on each other’s shoulders. No wonder it had drawn Simeon’s eye.

But where did he put the log? I wondered as I swam to the far side. Confused, I placed my hands on the rock. It was cold and rough with salt. I let my hands glide below the surface. Here, the stone was slick and slimy with algae. I groped my way around. I didn’t know what I was looking for—until my hands found it.

An opening.

I reached in as far as I could. The hole was deep. Deep enough for Simeon to have hidden the log inside.

I took a deep breath and dove. I couldn’t see anything underwater, so I had to feel my way. But on the other side of the hole, my hands touched air. The rock must be hollow.

I swam through the hole, broke the surface, and exhaled. I looked around but couldn’t see a thing. The sound of my breathing told me I was in a chamber far larger than I’d expected.

I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dark, and slowly the contours of the grotto became visible. I realized the darkness wasn’t complete; a crack in the ceiling let in a thin streak of starlight, along with a cool breeze that made a soft whistling sound.

I felt my way to the edge and crawled out of the water. My fingers touched something that rolled with a clink across the stone floor. Flint. I searched a little and found a stick that had once been used as a torch. After a few attempts, I managed to light it.

At first, the flame’s light was blindingly sharp, and I had to squint. Then I could see. Stunned, I turned in place, and it dawned on me that Simeon must have been on this island for years. He had collected items left behind by the deceased—jewelry, coins, brooches, trinkets of precious metals. The grotto was decorated with fine shoes, a shield, small statuettes. There were toys, too, and dolls—things that broke my heart to look at.

In one corner, a small fire pit had been set up, with a pan hanging above it, encrusted with thick salt deposits. Next to the pit stood several jars and water skins filled with drinking water. Simeon hadn’t waited for rainwater; he had boiled the salt out of seawater to drink.

He must have passed the time in the grotto by crafting: reed baskets, necklaces with shells and snail houses like the one he wore around his neck. He must have been an artistic soul before ending up on this island.

His greatest work occupied one whole side of the grotto. The boat lay in the water, securely moored even though it had nowhere to go, and at first, I couldn’t believe Simeon had built it himself. It had a mast, a sail, oars, even a small carved figurehead.

But the boat couldn’t possibly have come into the grotto—it had to have been built inside. It was made only from materials found on the island: palm trunks, resin, vine rope, and a sail stitched together from clothing.

“Marisha,” I read aloud, listening to the echo of my voice. The name was written across the boat’s side in elegant, swirling letters—an artist’s handwriting. Then it hit me: “How does he plan to get it out of here?”

My gaze fell on the crack, and I walked over. It was a natural fissure, likely formed over time. But it had been helped along—thousands of small, careful hammer marks traced the crack all the way up. Each time a wave struck the outside of the rock, a bit of water seeped through. I placed my palm against the stone and felt the pounding of the waves.

“A storm is coming. It comes every year on that date,” Simeon had said. “But this year it’ll be stronger than ever—strong enough to shatter rock.”

I suddenly understood Simeon’s plan. He really meant to leave the island. He would—

I noticed something in the corner of my eye and turned. Simeon had etched a calendar into a large section of the wall. I walked over and let the light fall across the inscriptions.

“He’s made a mark for each day … by the gods … he’s been here two and a half years … here’s the thirteenth of Oktoba … he’s marked the day the storm comes.”

No sooner had I spoken the words than I heard a sound behind me. I spun around just as Simeon surfaced. I was too surprised to hide—but it would have been useless anyway.

He stared at me, wide-eyed. Water dripped from his nose and hair. “You found the grotto,” he said. His voice was flat, echoing in the chamber. “You uncovered the secret the gods gave me.”

“Simeon,” I said with a smile. “You built a boat. It’s incredible! We can help each other get off this island, and we—”

“It’s all ruined,” Simeon interrupted, still with that dead tone. “I was the chosen one. The gods meant for me to leave the island—only me. Now it’s ruined, because you’ve uncovered the secret.”

“Listen—” I began, but fell silent when I saw the knife in his hand.

“I was foolish,” he muttered. “It’s my own fault you found the grotto. I should have been more careful.”

I suddenly became very aware of how small the chamber was, and I cursed myself for having left the bow up on the mountain. I gripped the torch tightly and forced my voice to sound calm. “Nothing’s ruined. You’ve done an incredible job building the boat. You can—”

Simeon raised the knife. I leapt back and held the torch in front of me. I’d expected the wiry man to lash out in rage—but instead, he did something that shocked me more than anything that had happened all day. He placed his hands on his forehead, lowered his head, and began to cry.

“I’ve betrayed the gods’ trust,” he whispered hoarsely. “For two years, I’ve known about this grotto and worked on the boat. Tonight it would have been finished, and tomorrow the storm would carry me away. And now you’ve uncovered the secret, so … it’s all … pointless …”

He sobbed so hard he could barely speak. He dropped the knife and collapsed into the water.

I stepped forward and placed a hand on his shoulder.

He recoiled and stared up at me in alarm. “You’re sick! Don’t touch me!”

“I’m not sick. Neither is Xenon. Look at my nails. It’s been nearly three days since we arrived. They’d be dark by now if I had the fleshrot.”

He examined my fingers. Then he squinted up at me. “Why did you come here if you’re not sick?”

If I’d made up a lie—if I’d told him anything other than the truth—I might never have earned his trust.

“We were fleeing. The ship was our only chance.”

His eyes widened briefly, then narrowed again. “Fine, maybe you’re not sick,” he sniffled. “But you’re not chosen—not like me. This was my chance, no one else’s.”

“There’s room in the boat for three.”

He shook his head. “You don’t understand. I’m the only one who saw the signs. The gods spoke to me. I was meant to keep it secret, and now I’ve squandered their gift. They’ll never let me—or anyone—leave this island now …”

I let him speak. I understood that Simeon couldn’t be reasoned with logically. I had to speak his language.

I knelt in the water before him. “Listen to me, Simeon. You’re right—the gods did choose you. It’s no coincidence you found this grotto. That was their will. But it was also their will that you met us. Think about it. How long did you say you’ve worked on the boat? Two years? What are the odds I’d find the grotto and the boat and figure out your plan the day before you leave? The gods wanted me to find this place so we could help each other. Xenon and I are on a very important mission. If we succeed, it will change the world. I don’t believe the gods brought us this far just to die here. That’s why they sent you—to help us. You’re our fate, and we’re yours. The gods arranged it all.”

Simeon listened as I spoke. When I finished, he lowered his head and ran his fingers through the water, watching the ripples. I got the sense he was searching for something.

At last, he looked up, and the smile on his face was real. “I believe you, Alexia, daughter of Desdo.”

***

Xenon jumped to his feet when Simeon and I reached the mountaintop. “Where have you been?” he exclaimed, and at the sight of Simeon: “Why did you bring him?”

We lit the fire, and as we sat around the flames, I told him everything.

“Can we gather enough water?” he asked at last. “It’s nearly two days’ journey to the mainland, and we’ll be in the blazing sun most of the way.”

“Simeon’s already filled skins and jars. We can catch fish with my bow on the way. I know which ones can be eaten raw.”

We looked at Simeon, who had been unusually quiet during the conversation. He sat braiding four straws. His fingers worked quickly, rhythmically, effortlessly—as if he wasn’t aware they were moving.

Xenon looked at me with a question in his eyes, and I returned a glance I hoped said: Give him time.

After a while, Simeon suddenly spoke. “There’s something I hadn’t thought of,” he said. “I really believed I’d planned for everything. When you’ve got two years and nothing else to do, you should be able to think of it all. I made ropes so I can control the sail and oars at the same time, I used the sun and stars to draw a map so I’ll always know the direction. I even remembered to name the boat. If you don’t name a boat before its maiden voyage, it brings bad luck, you know. I really thought I’d thought of everything. But I didn’t think about who would row at night.” He looked at us, and now his smile was back. “I can’t row for two days and two nights without rest. No one can. At some point, I’ll need to sleep. But a boat that small won’t stay still at sea. It’ll drift. I could be carried so far from land I’d never make it back.” He nodded. “We have to take turns rowing. I’d missed that—and the gods showed me just in time. Praise them.”

I smiled but said nothing. Simeon had accepted the change in his plan, and that was all that mattered. I could see from Xenon’s face that he too was relieved that we at least had a chance of getting off the island.

A deep, distant rumble crept in from the north. I had never heard thunder like this before—it sounded like massive boulders grinding against each other, as if the very masonry of the sky was shifting.

I suddenly noticed the smoke rising from the fire formed small spirals. It made me think of Marcellus. Had he made it? Or had the Mazurans caught him? What would they do if they had? Kill him on sight—or torture the truth out of him? I still carried his leather book in my inner pocket, and I would keep my promise and find his daughter—if I ever made it home alive to Rigan.

Simeon was the first to speak. “The gods keep their promise,” he whispered. “The storm is coming.”
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Dawn broke and cast its gentle light across the island. But the light was gray and foreboding, for the sky was shrouded in clouds. With the dawn came thunder, and the gusts of wind that had gathered strength overnight became a constant fury, ripping leaves from the palms and whipping sand through the air.

We stood on the beach, watching the waves crash onto the shore, reaching for us with their white foam fingers.

“It’s time,” Simeon shouted over the wind. “Soon it’ll peak, and the rock will give way. We have to be in the boat when it happens.”

We took each other’s hands and waded into the churning water. The waves immediately tried to knock our legs out from under us, and we could only stay upright by holding on to one another.

When we reached the handrock, Simeon dove through the opening first. I grabbed Xenon’s hand and pulled him after me. Inside the grotto, there was shelter from the storm, though it did its best to force its way through the crack. Even here, the water was restless, and the boat rocked in its moorings.

Every few moments, a wave struck the cliff, forcing water through the fissure and splashing us. With each surge, the air vibrated, and I thought I could hear the cave groaning.

Simeon pressed his face close to the crack, studying it carefully. I feared the cliff might collapse with every assault from the sea, but Simeon was calm. He nodded with satisfaction and began untying Marisha. He muttered to himself while he worked. Xenon and I placed the water jars into the boat and tied them down. Then all three of us climbed aboard. Simeon sat at the front and braced the boat with an oar against the cave floor to keep it steady.

“It’ll happen any moment now,” he said, his voice echoing thunderously in the grotto.

At that moment, the sea seemed to pause—or maybe that was just something I told myself. In any case, it felt like twice as long passed between two waves. When the next one finally struck, it hit with such overwhelming force that I was sure the cave would collapse around us.

It didn’t. But the section of the wall Simeon had worked on gave way. With a grinding crash, the wall toppled into the water, sending the boat surging up to the ceiling. Before the next wave could rush into the grotto, the boat shot forward and out through the opening.

I screamed as we were hurled into open sea. Simeon and Xenon rowed with all their might. Each time the boat crested a wave, I was certain we’d capsize and drown. But every time, Marisha cleared the top and slid down the far side with renewed speed.

It didn’t feel like we were moving forward. But the current must have carried us, because before long the island was lost to sight, and the sun had barely risen behind the gray sky.

By midday we had outrun the storm. The sky began to clear, the light grew sharper, the wind calmed, and the waves flattened to almost nothing.

We took turns rowing.

Later that afternoon, Simeon spotted something silver glinting on the surface. It turned out to be a school of king mackerel. The boat didn’t seem to bother them—they swam close to the hull, flashing their shiny backs.

I grabbed my bow and shot one. It didn’t die from the first arrow but circled with the shaft sticking out like a fin. I hurried to loose a second, and that one finished it off.

Xenon used the oar to draw the fish close so we could haul it aboard. It was the size of an infant and heavy in the hand.

“Hurry,” Simeon urged. “Shoot another!”

I retrieved the arrows, took aim, and loosed both again. They hit, and another mackerel was hit. Just as Xenon leaned over the side to haul it in, he recoiled with a startled cry.

A furious hiss rang out as a massive jaw broke the surface and snapped up the dead fish. The predator dove with its prey, and we saw its long, black, scaly body vanish beneath the water.

For a moment, we just stared at each other.

“That was … that was a sea serpent,” I gasped. “I thought they only existed in stories …”

“We’ve seen parts of this world no one should ever know,” Simeon said quietly. “We’ve lived among the dead, but now we’re heading back to the living. Do you think we’ll ever fit in again?”

He wasn’t looking at us when he said it—his gaze was fixed on the horizon, where the island lay far behind us. Since finding me in the grotto, it was as though a spell had been lifted from Simeon. He’d drawn inward and stopped speaking in riddles. But what I saw in his eyes now gave me pause. It looked like sadness. No—more than that. It looked like longing.

“Tell us your story, Simeon,” I said. “Tell us how you ended up on the island.”

He gave a soft smile. “You want to hear about my past life? It means nothing now on this—” He broke off and looked down.

“We’re not on the island anymore. Your past life matters again. You’re going back to it.”

Simeon swallowed hard. “No. That life is gone. I was a decorator. I made paintings, weavings, pottery, jewelry, all sorts of things. If someone had told the old Simeon that he’d one day build a boat, he’d have laughed. These fingers were made for finer work.” He paused, staring at his hands.

“Did you have a gallery?” I prompted him.

“I did,” he nodded. “That was before I worked for the emperor.”

Xenon stopped rowing and turned around.

“You worked for the emperor?” I asked.

“For twelve years. I designed the eastern portico and decorated the ceiling of the song hall, if you’re ever there and feel like admiring my work. I had a bit of a name before things went wrong.”

“What happened?”

Simeon sighed. “I had an affair with a woman at the palace. Her name was Marisha. She was the most beautiful woman to ever live. Fair hair, brown eyes full of life. I named the boat after her because, well … I probably still love her. It’s foolish, but we don’t get to choose those things.” He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “We were happy, and I came to trust her. Enough to tell her about my childhood in Rigan. I’d never told anyone—I'm sure you know how the emperor feels about northerners. He’d never have hired me if he knew my origin. Someone must have overheard, because it got back to the emperor that I was Rigan. I should probably be grateful he didn’t sell me as a slave. Instead, he sent me on a ship. I thought I was being sent back to Rigan. You can imagine my disappointment when I learned the truth.”

There was a short pause.

“So you know the palace?” Xenon asked.

“Every wing and every chamber.”

Xenon and I exchanged a look.

“Do you want to know what our mission is, Simeon?” I asked.

“Alexia,” Xenon began.

“You’re going to kill Emperor Keronos.”

We both waited for Simeon’s reaction.

He shrugged. “Was that a secret? I saw how you flinched when I mentioned the emperor, Xenon, son of no one, and the rest I could read in your eyes, Alexia, daughter of Desdo.”

I’d made the mistake of underestimating Simeon. His mind might have suffered from months alone on an island surrounded by the fleshrot, but it was still sharp.

“It’s an impossible task you’ve set yourselves,” he said, a hint of his old teasing tone returning. “As impossible as escaping the Isle of the Dead.”

“You have to tell us how to get into the palace without being seen,” I urged him. “How to get close enough to kill him. Can you do that?”

Simeon leaned to one side. “I couldn’t grant the dying wish of those poor souls who begged me to take them to the Mountain early. Do you think I’ll help you kill a healthy man?”

“But the emperor tried to kill you,” I said. “You deserve revenge.”

“What the emperor gave me was a death sentence,” he said flatly. “But the gods overturned it by showing me the way off the island. I’m not angry at the emperor. I’m grateful to the gods.”

But I could tell he wasn’t being honest. There was subtle anger in his eyes and in his voice, no matter how hard he tried to hide it. Anger—and something else.

Then it struck me. “It was her. You said someone must have overheard you, but it was Marisha. She told the emperor where you were from. She’s the reason you were sent to the island.”

Simeon smiled at me with pride. I had solved his deepest riddle, and tears streamed from his eyes. “There are so many stories easier to tell ourselves than the one that actually happened. What stories do you tell yourself, Alexia Tucca?”

“Thank you, Alexia,” I heard my brother say. “Your trust means everything to me.”

“Just go,” I answered. “The kings waiting.”

I forced the memory aside. “Tell us how to get close to the emperor, Simeon.”

He stared out at the sea for a long time. “I can’t show my face near the palace,” he said finally. “If anyone recognizes me, the emperor will hear of it—and this time, I expect he’ll just have me hanged. So I can only travel with you as far as the city.” Simeon took a deep breath. “But I will tell you everything I know about the emperor and his palace.”
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For two days and two nights, we rowed across the open sea. For two days and two nights, we saw nothing but water and sky.

The mackerel lasted us through the first day. We had to eat it quickly before the meat spoiled. That night, I shot a few small fish. Their meat kept us fed until the next evening, when a flock of auks crossed the sea and flew directly over our boat, and I managed to hit a large male. We drank sparingly from our water supply, taking turns rowing and sleeping.

At dawn on the third day of our journey, we saw land. The Mazuran coast appeared as a green and yellow band of dunes.

“If my notes are accurate, we should be just under a thousand paces north of the city of Tipazza,” said Simeon. “There’s no settlement here, and no one will notice us coming ashore.”

“I think you’re wrong,” said Xenon.

I followed his gaze and spotted a tower rising from the dunes. A blue flag flapped at its peak.

“Is it a lookout post?” I asked.

“Keronos has probably had them built all along the coast,” Xenon said.

We rowed the last stretch in silence, all eyes fixed on the tower. Just as Marisha’s hull scraped the shallows, Simeon leapt over the side and ran the final distance to shore. He dropped to his knees and buried his fingers in the sand, lifted two large handfuls, and inhaled deeply.

Xenon and I pulled the boat all the way onto land. It felt strange to feel solid ground beneath our sandals after two days at sea.

“Praise the gods,” said Simeon. “I’d forgotten how wonderful sand smells when it doesn’t reek of death.”

“Identify yourselves!” came a sudden shout in the imperial tongue. We turned and saw a man on the dunes. He wore blue and held a spear. I hid my bow behind my back.

“Greetings,” said Simeon in clear Mazuran, raising one arm.

“You have arrived in Mazura, land of Emperor Keronos!” the man shouted. “Identify yourselves and state your purpose!”

“My name is Simeon Araman, son of Caraco. I served the emperor for twelve years. I was abroad on business, but our ship capsized. We’re the only survivors.”

The guard studied us with suspicion. He wasn’t much more than a big boy. I could tell he didn’t believe Simeon’s story—and I realized Simeon didn’t look the part at all.

“Alexia, be ready to shoot,” Xenon murmured.

“What is he saying?” the guard shouted, pointing his spear at Xenon. “What language is that?”

“My companions are northerners,” Simeon replied. “They were on their way home when the accident occurred. We didn’t know each other before, but …”

“Northerners?” the guard interrupted. “Then I need to see valid documents proving they have citizenship or special permission from the emperor.”

“Now listen, young man,” said Simeon with a smile. “I’m a citizen of Mazura, but my papers were lost when the ship sank. My two companions have no papers, but they only wish to find a ship bound for the north. Could you perhaps—”

“Don’t come any closer!” the guard shouted. “I have orders to stop you by force!”

Xenon shifted restlessly. My heart pounded. The guard was still too far away for my bow to be useful.

Simeon glanced back at me. “Do you understand what he’s saying? I don’t think he means to let us pass.”

“What are you talking about now?” the guard yelled. “Don’t say things I can’t understand!”

Suddenly, Xenon broke into a sprint toward the tower. Simeon and I followed.

The guard hesitated for a moment but apparently decided three against one weren’t favorable odds, and he turned and ran as well. I thought he was heading for the tower to take cover. But he stopped and picked something up from the reeds: a cage. He opened it, grabbed the dove, and threw it into the air. The bird flapped its wings and climbed skyward.

“Shoot it, Alexia!” Xenon shouted, lunging at the guard before he could recover his spear.

I notched an arrow. The dove cooed and flapped, wings clapping loudly. It was already high and heading inland. I closed one eye, tracked its path with the arrowhead, and listened for the voice of the bow. When I heard it, I let the arrow fly.

It’s too far. I shot too late.

But the bow kept its promise. The arrow caught up and pierced the dove.

Behind me, Xenon had taken down the guard and pinned him with a knee in his back as he took the dagger from the man’s belt. The Mazuran kicked and shouted. I turned my back to them.

“Wait!” shouted Simeon. “Is it really necessary to kill him? We could tie him up, keep him from raising the alarm.”

“We don’t know when a replacement will arrive,” Xenon said.

Simeon looked to me for support, but all I could do was shrug. He lunged and grabbed Xenon’s arm. “No more death, no more, Xenon, son of no one. For two years I’ve seen nothing but the condemned. This man is the first living soul I’ve met. Let him live, I beg you.” Simeon dropped to his knees. “Besides, it’s a bad idea to kill him. Yes! If we leave a body, the alarm will be raised for sure. But if we … if we tie him up and … and push him out to sea—then no one will find him in time!”

Xenon considered it.

“It’s a good idea,” I said. “There’s an offshore wind. He’ll have a chance to survive, but he won’t make it back to land any time soon. The mission stays safe.”

Simeon nodded eagerly. “Exactly!”

Xenon looked at me for a long moment before saying, “Get the ropes from the boat.”

The guard cursed as Xenon and Simeon worked together to bind him. Then we dragged him down to the boat and pushed it out into the waves.

***

“I had a feeling your red hair wasn’t just a coincidence, Alexia.”

Simeon gave me a wink and leaned back in the grass.

We had walked all day and now stood on a plain scattered with small cypress groves. We had passed minor towns and farms, but here there were no settlements in sight, and it seemed safe enough to spend the night. We had just shared a modest evening meal. Tomorrow we would reach Kazana.

“That’s how you plan to get into the palace, isn’t it?” Simeon asked. “You’ll pretend to be one of the emperor’s servants.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“The emperor’s most trusted staff all have red hair,” Simeon explained. “It’s a rare color, so it makes for an effective security measure. An impostor would be spotted quickly …”—he smiled—“… unless it’s a red-haired impostor.”

I looked at Xenon.

He shrugged. “I can’t get close to Keronos without help from someone inside the palace. Your brother wasn’t chosen just for his bow.”

A knot tightened in my stomach. “So I’m supposed to go into the palace alone? In disguise and unarmed?”

“And that’s where my knowledge comes in,” Simeon interjected. “I’ll tell you how to turn your plan into reality.” As he began to speak, he drew in the dirt with one finger. “The palace has three entrances, but all are guarded: east, west, and the grand southern gate. You’ll never sneak in through one of those, Xenon, son of no one. But on the roof there are two large water towers—here and here. Some of the water gets diverted through an aqueduct to the orange grove west of the palace—here. When night falls, you should be able to sneak up the aqueduct and enter that way. Provided Alexia is on the roof to make sure the coast is clear.”

Simeon stopped talking and looked at us with a satisfied smile.

“But that depends on nothing having been rebuilt since you left the palace,” I said.

Simeon shrugged. “I promised to tell you what I know, not what I don’t.”

“If we succeed,” I said, plucking a blade of grass, “if we get into the palace and kill the emperor, there’ll still be hundreds of guards inside. How do we get out again?”

Simeon spread his arms to show he had no answer.

When I looked at Xenon, he dropped his gaze and said nothing. I was about to press him again when I realized his silence was the answer. The knot in my stomach turned to stone.

Xenon didn’t believe we’d make it out alive.
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The journey ended on a beautiful autumn day.

Kazana—the capital of the world—lay bathed in clear sunlight beneath an azure sky. Perhaps it was only my imagination, but I sensed a peculiar tension in the air, as if the weather itself knew that something momentous was about to happen. That history would be rewritten before the sun went down.

At a farm outside the city, Simeon had bought a donkey, which now trudged along beside us. He led the way, and we walked slowly, avoiding eye contact with anyone. Xenon had pulled up his hood, and I had tied a scarf around my head. To the people in the street, we looked like ordinary travelers.

We made our way through the city toward the center, where Domus Keronos—the emperor’s residence—stood. We passed through wealthy districts, where masters were followed by slaves carrying parasols, and where gardens sprawled in lush display. But we also saw the poor neighborhoods, where beggars sat in rows and homes were crammed together in tall buildings with tiny windows—more like insect hives than dwellings.

Everywhere we went, the streets teemed with people. Trade bustled, goods moved, buildings rose. And yet, the atmosphere wasn’t what I had expected. In many places, we saw guards in blue tunics standing at street corners or posted on rooftops. People cast furtive, nervous glances. Two men at a stall fell silent whenever someone passed. Taverns and parks were nearly empty. I heard many voices, but no laughter—no children playing.

I cautiously raised my head and glanced at a pair of guards standing by a well. For the moment, they seemed to have forgotten they were on duty; they had hauled up a bucket of water and were splashing it over their necks and hair.

Farther down the street, I heard shouting. A bearded man had tipped over a cart full of melons. The cart lay on its side, the fruit scattered across the street. The owner was yelling at a younger man in Mazuran, and the younger man shouted back.

The guards approached. “What’s going on here?”

“Good, just the men I needed,” said the bearded man. “You must make him pay for my goods. He knocked my cart over!”

“No, I didn’t,” the younger man protested. “I stopped to fix my sandal, and this fool ran right into me. Look at my leg—I’ve got scrapes.”

“You did it on purpose! I know your father owes me money. That’s why you’ve got it in for me—you decided to wreck my goods!”

“My father owes you nothing,” the younger man snapped. “You made that up. When you saw me, you ran me down with your cart!”

The two men stepped closer to each other. A crowd was gathering.

“You there!” shouted the bearded man, to my horror pointing at us. “You saw what happened! Tell the guards!”

Neither Xenon nor I looked up. One word from either of us, and our northern accents would give us away.

“Sorry,” said Simeon, smiling and waving a hand. “We didn’t notice what happened.”

“Nonsense!” the bearded man insisted, stepping forward to block our path. “You were ten paces away when the cart tipped. One of your companions must’ve seen something.”

Xenon and I froze and glanced around. The younger man and the guards were watching us now, waiting.

“We don’t want to get involved,” Simeon said politely. “We’re exhausted—we just want to …”

“If you saw who caused the accident, speak up so we can settle this,” the guard demanded.

All eyes turned to us. One of the guards stepped forward. I could see from his determined look that he meant to pull the scarf from my face.

But just then, the younger man lost patience and took matters into his own hands. He punched the bearded man square in the jaw. There were startled gasps from the crowd, and the guards immediately turned their attention to the two combatants.

The bearded man staggered back in shock. Then he roared and lunged at the other, and the two went tumbling down, crushing most of the melons beneath them. The guards rushed to pull them apart.

And in the chaos, we slipped away.

From afar, we could already see the palace. It stood on a hill, its thick marble columns gleaming in the sun. King Liberius’ castle was massive, but it was nothing compared to the grandeur of Domus Keronos.

In the adjoining grove, rows of orange trees bore heavy fruit. I saw the aqueduct running from the palace down through the grove, water trickling from holes to irrigate the thirsty trees. Slaves were picking the fruit and loading it into carts. A few guards sat in the shade, chatting.

“You’ll have to wait until sunset to go down there,” said Simeon. “The slaves won’t leave until then. In the meantime, Alexia Tucca, you’d better buy new clothes and find a place to wash. You’ll never get into the palace unnoticed in your current state.” He took a deep breath. “My task is done. I’d like to be out of the city.”

I offered him my hand. “Thank you for everything, Simeon Araman, son of Caraco.”

He smiled and shook it. “A pleasure to know you—if only briefly.”

With that, Simeon left us, taking the donkey with him.

***

The square in Kazana is so vast you could spend days there and still not see it all. There were fewer guards in the marketplace, and the crowds made it easier to move unseen.

At a tailor’s, we bought a white stola that cost us nearly all the coins we had left. It was beautiful, though not ostentatious, and had a light blue pattern along the hem. At a weapons stall, I bought a quiver full of arrows.

Soon after, we came upon one of the bathhouses Simeon had mentioned. Slaves stood by a well, hauling up buckets and pouring them into a channel that fed the baths. A stout woman stood collecting payment.

“You look like you could use a wash, commissar,” she said, pointing at Xenon. “In fact, I can smell you from over here—must’ve been a while. Three stemas for you, two for your wife. You won’t find cheaper bathwater in all Kazana.”

Xenon looked like he was about to protest, then seemed to remember he couldn’t speak. The woman had already opened the door and was beckoning us inside.

“Hurry up, before I charge extra for the soap. There are clean cloths to dry off with inside. Payment first, of course.”

Xenon handed over the last of our coins, and we were ushered into the steamy bathhouse. The door slammed shut behind us. Water poured from two openings in the ceiling, and a full tub sat in the middle of the room.

“Want to go first? I can …” I turned to Xenon, who was already dropping his tunic on the floor. His arms and legs were sun-darkened, but the rest of him was paler, making the muscles of his chest and ribs stand out.

He noticed me staring. “Is something wrong?”

“No.” I quickly looked away.

Xenon stepped under the water.

I washed my face and hair. Then I slipped off my tunic—keeping my back to him—and climbed into the bath.

As the water enveloped me, I let out a sigh of relief. For a brief moment, I forgot the awkwardness of the situation. I ducked my head, let the water soak my hair, and gently cleaned the healing gash from the woman’s knife.

Xenon soaped his upper body and short hair. Then he stepped into the tub with me.

Think about something else, I told myself. And for the gods’ sake, don’t stare.

We sat in weighted silence.

“Is it true you don’t remember your childhood?” I asked.

He nodded.

“What’s your earliest memory?”

He looked at me, and I thought he wouldn’t answer. But then he said, “Being picked up by the men who found me.”

“You remember nothing before that?”

“No.”

“My earliest memory is my brother and I, sleeping while our mother sang to us.” I smiled, but stopped when I saw the blank look in his eyes. “I can’t imagine what it’s like to have no family.”

He looked away, and suddenly I wanted to lean forward and take his hands. I wanted to tell him he wasn’t alone, that he could trust me. But it would’ve been foolish—and I said nothing.

Then the moment passed. He stepped out of the tub, shook the water from his arms, and began drying off.

I was about to get out but hesitated. “Um … could you hand me a cloth?”

Xenon handed it to me. I wrapped it around myself, stepped out, grabbed my tunic, and pulled it on. He only glanced my way once.

When we were both dressed, we left the bathhouse.

“Ah, much better,” said the woman, giving Xenon a hearty slap on the shoulder. “Now you smell like someone I’d actually share a bed with, commissar. Your wife must be grateful.”

She winked at me, and I couldn’t help smiling.

***

Xenon took the lead as we left the bathhouse, navigating with purpose through the streets until we reached one of the poorer quarters, where the houses were crammed and crumbling and garbage littered the streets. There, he discreetly took my arm and led me down an alley. He knelt beside a large basket filled with broken pottery shards.

“What are we doing here?”

He didn’t answer but glanced out at the street before grabbing the basket and pulling it aside. It revealed a narrow cellar window. I knelt beside him and caught the musty smell wafting from below.

Xenon leaned forward and stared into the darkness.

At first, nothing happened. Then a face appeared, and I nearly gasped.

“Xenon?” whispered the stranger, squinting. “My commander—it’s really you!”

“Yes, it’s me. Did everyone make it?”

“Twelve of us, my lord. Three were discovered. The emperor likely had them executed. But I’m sure they died without speaking—a blessing on their memory.”

“And the others? Are they unharmed?”

“We’re sound and ready, my lord. We’ve waited in this room for three days. We feared you wouldn’t make it in time—or that something had happened to you.” Behind him, I heard whispers from the others. The warrior eyed me. “Where is the rest of your escort?”

“There’s only me and the archer left,” Xenon said curtly. “We’ll enter through the orange grove just before sunset. Can you reach it without being spotted?”

“We have disguises, my lord.”

“What about weapons?”

“We have weapons.”

“Good. Be careful crossing the city.”

“You as well, my lord.”

Xenon pushed the basket back in place, and we left the alley. In the crowd again, we walked close together.

“I didn’t know you had a small army waiting,” I whispered.

He gave me a sidelong glance, and for the first time ever, I saw what looked like a tiny smile on his lips. “Did you think I meant to storm the emperor’s palace alone?”

***

The sun had nearly vanished behind the palace when we entered the orange grove. The evening air had cooled, and dew began to bead on the leaves.

We stood beside one of the aqueduct pillars, where it was possible to climb up. Nearby, the slaves were settling in for the night, and the overseers left the grove.

“Where are your warriors?” I whispered.

“They’re coming,” Xenon said shortly.

A sound made me turn my head. The clinking of chains. Through the grove came a group of slaves in tattered clothes, shoulders slumped, feet dragging. They carried heavy crates and were heading straight for us.

“They’ve seen us,” I whispered, stepping behind a tree. “Xenon!”

But Xenon didn’t move. When the slaves saw him, they set their crates down and knelt.

“We’re ready for the final battle, my commander,” one whispered.

And when the men cast off their rags and chains, I saw they were strong and well-trained. They opened the crates and pulled out armor, helmets, and weapons.

Once Xenon had changed, he came to me. It was the first time I saw him in full battle gear. The armor looked like it belonged on him—as if he’d been born wearing it. His eyes beneath the helmet’s edge were more alive than I’d ever seen them.

“The time has come,” he said. “You’ll enter the palace and find out where the emperor is. Then you’ll go up to the roof and give the signal. We’ll wait for you at the top of the aqueduct.”

“What about the king’s fleet?”

“It’s arriving soon. When the emperor spots our ships, he’ll strike. If that happens while you’re still inside, you’ll have to move fast. Do you understand?”

I nodded, but suddenly I was overwhelmed by fear. It hit me all at once: once I entered that palace, I might never come out. This could be my last day, the last sunrise I’d ever see, the last time I felt the wind on my—

Xenon took my chin. “If we don’t know where the emperor is, we might not find him in time. It’s vital that you locate him.”

“I know.” I tried to lower my head, but he held my gaze.

“You’re afraid,” he said.

“Of course I’m afraid.”

He studied my eyes for a long time. Then he glanced over his shoulder. None of the warriors were within earshot. “You can overcome fear,” he said quietly. “I’ve seen you do it.”

And before I could reply, he turned and sat down by the pillar to wait with the others.

I stood for a moment, gazing up at the sky, where the sun painted everything red with its last dying rays. I drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. The fear was still there—but it no longer ruled me.

Then I walked toward the palace.
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Acolossal golden statue of the emperor towered over the palace courtyard. He sat astride a rearing stallion, one hand clutching the reins, the other raising a sword toward the sky. His cape billowed behind him, and his bare chest was thrust proudly forward.

The place teemed with activity—soldiers, laborers, slaves, and servants came and went. I had removed my scarf so that my hair now hung freely. A few people gave me polite nods, but no one paid me any particular attention. I forced myself to walk calmly, with purpose, as if these surroundings were familiar.

Flanking the entrance stood two towering marble warriors. The hall I entered was enormous. The air was cool, and every sound echoed. A broad staircase led upward, and openings lined the walls, leading to different parts of the palace. I didn’t dare stop, so I chose the nearest opening to the right.

I passed through high-ceilinged chambers. Armed guards stood everywhere, some of whom nodded at me. A few times, I spotted red-haired servants. I avoided their eyes. It felt like ages that I wandered the palace halls.

Eventually, I reached a wing that was more quiet, less populated. The sound of my own footsteps made me glance over my shoulder more than once. One hall was decorated with tall palms in large pots, and along the walls hung broken spears and rusted battle-axes—weapons once wielded by Mazura’s famed warriors who had fallen in the many wars to conquer neighboring lands. Through tall windows, the city stretched out in breathtaking view.

The sound of splashing water made me prick up my ears. A woman’s laughter echoed down a hallway. I continued and soon caught the scent of soap and incense. I came to an opening and looked in. Steam hung thick in the air. In a large pool, a group of naked women were bathing two elderly men. None of them were the emperor.

I hurried on. Just as I entered another chamber—its entire far wall covered in sapphires, water streaming down from the ceiling in thin rivulets—I had the feeling someone was following me. I stopped and looked back. I just caught a glimpse of a young man turning abruptly and disappearing.

“Alexius?” I whispered in disbelief.

Of course it wasn’t him. Just a red-haired servant.

I had searched the western part of the palace and was now returning to the front hall. As I crossed the floor toward the stairs, something strange happened. Everyone stopped moving. For a dreadful moment, I thought it was because of me. But then I saw that all eyes were fixed on the courtyard.

“Emperor Keronos!” a man called out.

“Hail the emperor!” another shouted, and everyone bowed deeply.

Through the gate came row upon row of soldiers, bearing a litter with a red silk canopy. In it sat the emperor. He looked nothing like his statue—he was short and thickset, nearly fat. I was so stunned, I couldn’t move.

“Make way for the emperor!” a guard shouted, snapping me out of my trance. I jumped aside and bowed my head. The imperial entourage passed and disappeared into the next hall.

As soon as they were gone, people resumed their movement. I remained still, staring after Keronos. Suddenly it all seemed hopeless. No—worse than hopeless. Unreal. As if it were pure fantasy that we might ever have a chance to kill this man.

With effort, I shook off the feeling and started moving again. I had to see where they were taking the emperor—but I had to do it without drawing attention. I kept my distance from the entourage.

Rounding a corner, I bumped into the back of a guard.

“Sorry,” I blurted out.

He turned to face me. He was towering, broad-shouldered. Only when I saw the look on his face did I realize my mistake.

“What did you say?” he asked.

I gave a flustered smile and searched my mind for the Mazuran word for ‘sorry’—but couldn’t find it. Instead, I tried to slip past him. To my horror, he grabbed my arm.

“Tell me, do I know you? I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”

My throat tightened, and a strange sound escaped me. I gestured urgently, pointing and trying to suggest I was in a hurry.

But he tightened his grip and narrowed his eyes. “What language was that you just spoke?”

More servants passed by. Some slowed their pace, casting curious glances. I had no choice but to meet the guard’s stern gaze. My hand slid beneath the stola, groped, found the knife’s hilt. I’d have to swing high, go for the throat. I’d only get one shot—hit or miss—before I’d have to flee. I braced myself, tensed every muscle.

Then the great bells began to ring somewhere overhead. The sound boomed through the hall, bouncing off the walls. Everyone froze and looked around in confusion.

“Impetas!” someone shouted. Attack.

And just like that, the palace exploded into motion. People shouted and ran in every direction.

The guard forgot all about me and took off running.

For a moment, I stood trying to gather my thoughts. The king’s fleet had arrived. The battle would begin any moment. I had to find the emperor now.

But as I turned to run, a young man in white stepped in front of me. His expression was grave. He grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me aside before I could protest. He leaned in so close I could smell garlic on his breath.

“Keronos is in his war chamber. It’s underground. You can get in through a small entrance from the east wing. A staircase runs down from the Blue Hall.”

I was so surprised, I could only stare at him.

“Cassian!” someone called.

“Coming!” he shouted back, gave me one last glance, and vanished. I stood blinking after him.

The palace was in chaos now. Servants and soldiers swarmed in all directions. I moved quickly toward the stairs, forcing myself not to sprint up the endless flight.

At the top floor, I found an opening that led to the roof. Along the walls, guards stood or sat with crossbows, scanning the sea and speaking in hushed tones.

I made my way to the far side. There stood the two water towers Simeon had told me about. From them ran the aqueduct, and at its top I saw a figure watching from above. Xenon spotted me too. The nearest guard stood with one leg resting on the wall, chewing a chunk of bread while keeping watch.

I gave Xenon a nod.

He leapt down onto the roof, landing silently. The warriors followed in a line. They spread out and took down the guards before a cry could be raised.

I stepped to the edge and felt my stomach drop. The view of the sea was staggering, and in the fading dusk I saw the ships. They filled the entire horizon, their red uniforms visible even from this distance as they stood in rows on deck.

Closer to shore, I saw something equally vast—but far less encouraging. Countless ships with blue sails had left the harbor and were heading straight for the Rigan fleet. The emperor’s navy was so massive, our red-clad warriors would be outnumbered ten to one when the two forces clashed. And this was only a fraction of his army.

Xenon was suddenly beside me.

“Our warriors will never reach land,” I said, shaking my head. “No matter how bravely they fight … the Mazurans are simply too many.”

“They’re already here,” he said flatly.

“What do you mean?”

A scream drew my gaze to the harbor. One man had stabbed another. But it wasn’t just that—skirmishes broke out in several places. At first it seemed like chaos, but then I saw men emerging from the holds of docked ships. They poured out from crates, nets, and barrels, flooding the harbor and cutting down the few imperial soldiers who had remained on land. One ripped off his tunic to reveal the shining red armor beneath.

“They arrived during the day and hid aboard fishing boats,” Xenon said. “By the time the emperor’s men realize our ships are crewed by eight thousand dummies in battle dress, it’ll be too late to turn back. The palace will already be under siege.”

My mouth fell open in awe as the full scope of King Liberius’ plan became clear. It was a diversion, a trap—and Emperor Keronos was walking straight into it.

“He’s in a chamber beneath the east wing,” I said, turning to Xenon. “I know the way.”

I led the men down through the palace. The halls were almost empty now, and the warriors quickly dispatched the few guards we encountered. I found the Blue Hall and felt a stab of panic when I didn’t see any stairs—then spotted the opening behind a large banner hanging from the ceiling.

“This way!” I called, leading them onward. The staircase was long, lit by torches.

Suddenly we stood before a heavy door. Two armed guards stared in surprise, but neither put up much resistance before they were struck down.

“This is it,” I said, turning back. “The emperor is behind that door.”

Xenon looked to his warriors, his eyes blazing. “Ready yourselves, men. This is our destiny.” To me he said, “Stay back so you can cover us.” Then he drew his sword—the one that had never started a battle it didn’t finish. Two of the men opened the door.

The chamber we entered was larger than I’d expected. Tall columns held up the ceiling, and large oil lamps lined the walls. A long table was set, and at its head sat Emperor Keronos with three elderly men in fine robes. At least forty soldiers stood in small groups. All conversation died, and every face turned toward us. The emperor froze with a goblet in his hand.

“That’s him!” one of the advisors shouted, pointing. “The traitor! He’s here to kill the emperor. Kill him!”

The room erupted—chairs scraping, glasses crashing, weapons drawn. Xenon and his warriors surged forward and met the soldiers head-on. In moments, the chamber was drowning in screams and steel.

I raised my bow and shot a Mazuran beneath the collarbone. He dropped with a roar. It was hard to aim—men were everywhere, colliding, clashing. I loosed two more arrows and had to dive behind a column when a soldier leapt onto the table and hurled his spear at me. When I peeked out again, arrow ready, the spearman was already dead.

For a moment, I stared in awe at Xenon. He fought like no man I’d ever seen. The Mazurans fell before his blade like wheat before a scythe.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement. A soldier with a crossbow stepped out from behind the next column. He saw me in the same instant. For a heartbeat, we just stared.

We both fired at once. But he didn’t dodge until his bolt was already flying. I shot as I fell. His bolt hissed past my head. My arrow sank into his cheek.

He collapsed, and his dead eyes stared across the stone floor at me.

When I got back on my feet, the fight had moved deeper into the hall. I followed, keeping close to the wall where I could maintain a clear view. At least a couple of Xenon’s warriors had now fallen.

I reached the last column and realized I was right across from the emperor’s table. I stepped forward and aimed. But he was gone. I saw a staircase along the wall that led up to a large balcony. There stood Keronos with the bald guard.

When I looked back toward Xenon, I saw he was wounded. Just shallow cuts on his arms and a deeper gash across the back of his neck, but enough to make him bleed. At that moment, an arrow struck him in the thigh, and he let out a roar of pain.

The soldier who’d fired it had jumped onto the table and was loading another bolt into his crossbow. I took aim and fired before he could. The arrow hit him under the jaw and knocked him off the table with a crash.

I barely caught sight of the soldier coming up behind Xenon and plunging a knife deep into his side. Xenon drove his elbow into the man, then grabbed the hilt and yanked the blade out—blood pouring freely now.

“He’s wounded!” the emperor shrieked from the balcony. “He bleeds! See? He’s no god, just a man!”

The emperor’s soldiers surged forward with renewed war cries, and Xenon now wielded not just his sword but the blood-soaked knife as well. I could see only three of his warriors still standing. The hall rang with the screams of the fighting and the moans of the dying, the air thick with blood and sweat.

They’ll never reach the emperor.

A soldier with a bloodied face suddenly stepped out from behind the column directly in front of me and lunged with his sword. I twisted aside and felt the blade brush my stomach, but it didn’t cut through the fabric. I sprang back and reached for an arrow—found nothing. The quiver was empty.

The soldier swung again, and this time I dropped to my knees—his blade grazed my hair. I hurled myself forward, grabbed his leg, and lifted it, throwing him off balance and making him drop the sword. I managed to topple him, but he quickly threw me off. I landed on a dead soldier who still clutched a broken spear.

The man got to his feet, drew a knife from his belt, and lunged at me. At the last second, I seized the dead soldier’s spear and drove it upward. My attacker saw it—but too late. The tip pierced deep into his gut. His eyes went wide, and he screamed, stumbling back so the spear slid out of him and remained in my trembling, blood-slick hands. He stared down, clutched the hole, and screamed again as blood poured out.

I rose on unsteady legs and looked out across the hall. Only a handful of men were still fighting. Xenon was the last Rigan standing. He looked like a man who had no business still on his feet. An arrow jutted from his arm, his armor was torn and full of holes, his skin covered in gashes. His movements had slowed, his strikes lost their strength, but there were only a few foes left between him and the stairs to the balcony. I looked up and saw that the emperor was gone.

I ducked my head and ran along the wall toward the stairs. Along the way, I pulled arrows from the bodies of the dead. I took the steps two at a time and reached the balcony. I loaded a bloodied arrow and entered a chamber with a divan, where three women cowered in fright.

Xenon came up behind me. “Where is he?” he growled.

I saw a door to the left, but Xenon surged ahead. We emerged into a cool corridor that smelled of earth and was lit by torches. Soon we reached the end, where pale moonlight filtered down from above. I looked up into what looked like a dried-out well. A sturdy ladder was fixed to the wall.

Xenon shoved his bloody sword into its sheath. “Cover me when we get up there.”

I slung the bow over my shoulder and climbed after him. I was suddenly certain the emperor would escape. He’d had a way out, like a fox from its den. Xenon was badly wounded; hot drops of blood landed in my hair, and his breath came ragged as he reached the top. Suddenly we were standing in the cool evening air, in the middle of the orange grove.

“Where did he go?” panted Xenon, looking around. “Where’s the emperor?”

Keronos could have fled in any direction.

We were too late, I thought in despair. They’ve escaped.

The bald soldier must have been lying in wait behind a tree, but I didn’t see him until he stepped forward and drove a spear through Xenon. He stared at Xenon in wild triumph. My first arrow struck his shoulder. The second hit him in the roof of the mouth just as he opened it to scream. He dropped dead where Xenon had fallen to his knees. Xenon was still breathing in short gasps, but he made no move to pull the spear out.

I knelt in front of him.

“Go,” Xenon rasped through bloody teeth. “Kill the emperor.”

A sound.

I looked up. Soldiers emerged from the trees all around us. I sprang up and raised my bow to shoot, just as something slammed into my side and knocked me down. For a moment, everything went black. When I opened my eyes and sat up, the pain came. I looked down and stared at the arrow buried just below my ribs.

I’m going to die, I thought dreamily, watching the blood begin to well up and soak my stola red. This is the end.

“No more!” the emperor’s voice rang out. “I want her alive!”

I gasped in pain, struggling to move, groping for an arrow. The quiver was empty. I felt the presence above us. Keronos looked down at me, his face like a statue, his skin gleaming in the moonlight.

“Is she the last?”

“Yes, Your Grace. The others died in the war chamber.”

I tried to rise, but a boot pressed into my back. The pain from the arrow made me scream again.

“Bring them both to the temple,” Keronos said.

“But Your Grace, the palace is under attack …”

“They won’t get beyond the north wing,” the emperor snapped. “The first of our ships have already returned and engaged the enemy. We discovered the trap in time. Now move!”

And that was the last thing I heard.
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It was the emperor’s voice that brought me back.

“Leave us,” he ordered, pointing to the gate. “Only two of you stay. The rest join the fight to hold back the Rigans.”

Hundreds of candles lit the gleaming white temple. The walls were adorned with sacred murals, and around the room stood marble statues of the twelve gods on pedestals. All of them faced the platform in the center, where incense sticks and bloodroses rose from vases.

My hands were bound behind my back, and I was thrown to the foot of one of the god statues. Red waves flickered across my vision. Through the pain, I realized the arrow was no longer in my side, but my stola was soaked with blood.

I lifted my gaze and saw Xenon lying on the platform. His hands were tied across his chest, though he was so weak he could barely move. His breathing was faint, his skin horribly pale. His eyes were closed, lips bloodied.

“Open your eyes,” the emperor hissed, leaning over him. “I want to see the fear in your eyes before I kill you.” He slowly shook his head. “You are no god. The only man in this world who comes close to the gods in might—” Keronos tapped his chest with his knife “—is me.” Then he lowered the blade in front of Xenon’s face.

Xenon looked past it, drew a breath, and spat blood in the emperor’s face.

Keronos wiped it off with his sleeve and drove the dagger deep into Xenon’s shoulder. Then he pulled it out and watched the blood gleam in the torchlight.

I couldn’t bear to watch, so I turned my head away.

This can’t be happening … Xenon can’t die—not before he kills the emperor… the gods gave us their promise, I saw the rose myself … is all of this my fault, because I doubted them from the beginning? Because I couldn’t entrust my brother’s fate to their hands?

I squeezed my eyes shut. I understood that I was going to die. That this was the end. Strangely, it made all fear and despair leave me. And I did something I hadn’t done in years. I prayed.

Hear me, mighty gods. Forgive me for not listening. No more doubt now. My life is yours, from this moment on and forevermore.

I opened my eyes. My gaze fixed on something I couldn’t comprehend.

Visions. I’m seeing visions.

I blinked.

No. It was real.

One of the statues was missing a hand.

I lifted my gaze to its face and met blue eyes blazing with life.

“Alexius,” I gasped.

The emperor paid me no attention, and the guards gave me only a passing glance. If any of them had turned to the statue, they would have seen it come to life.

My brother, bare-chested and painted white from head to toe, slowly raised his arm and drew an arrow from his quiver. He nocked it and took aim.

Just as the emperor raised his blade to strike Xenon again, Alexius fired an arrow through his throat.

Keronos gave a stunned gurgle and staggered sideways, forcing the nearest guard to catch him. The other spun around, pointing his spear first at the gate, then at me. Confusion filled his face.

Alexius reached for another arrow. The guard caught the motion out of the corner of his eye and turned just in time to see my brother draw the bow again—but not in time to move. The arrow hit its mark, and the guard collapsed.

The last guard struggled to hold the emperor upright as he gurgled and clawed at the shaft lodged in his neck. Blood splattered over his fine robes and the stone floor. Alexius killed the guard with another shot. Keronos crumpled. He’d lost so much blood, his face was nearly as white as my brother’s.

Alexius stepped down from the pedestal and approached the emperor.

In a final desperate act, Keronos reached bloody fingers toward the arrow, trying to pull it free. And so died the most powerful man in the world.

Alexius turned to me, helped me to my feet, and loosened the rope.

“I … I can’t believe it,” I whispered, throwing my arms around him. “You came after all.”

“I’m so glad to see you alive,” he said.

There were a thousand questions, but no time.

I let go of my brother and stumbled to the platform.

Xenon lay in a pool of his own blood. His hands were cold when I took them.

“It’s over, Xenon. The emperor is dead. Do you hear me? The emperor is dead.”

He opened his eyes and looked at me. Blinked once, slowly. There was understanding in those stone-gray eyes. Understanding—and deep relief. His task was complete.

I bent to whisper something in his ear. I didn’t know what the words would be before they came. “It wasn’t in vain, Xenon. None of it was. Now you can rest.”

I kissed his forehead, and I thought I saw a smile on his bloody lips. His gaze turned to the ceiling, and suddenly, it was as if those gray eyes looked through me, through the building, up into the sky, where the first faint stars must have been shining by now.

And then Xenon was no longer there.

Shouts rang out behind us. The gate burst open, and soldiers stormed in. Alexius had drawn his bow, but lowered it when he saw the red uniforms.

The lead soldier’s eyes widened. “The emperor is already dead.”

“Come with us,” Alexius said. “I know a secret way out.” My brother wrapped an arm around my waist and led me behind one of the statues, where a trapdoor lay hidden in the floor. We waited, letting the soldiers descend first into the darkness.

I looked at Alexius, only half-conscious. “Can you forgive me?”

“You did what I would’ve done,” he said simply.

“How will we ever find our way home? Do you think we’ll even make it out of the city alive?”

“We’ll be in Lubrina before you know it.”

I closed my eyes and rested my cheek against his shoulder.

***

If you want to check out the last book of the trilogy, go to nick-clausen.com/dust
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