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CHAPTER I
 
   The women of Port Mahon wore their scars with pride, and the tattoos inked across their backs and arms told the tales they weren't interested in leaving behind. There was only one season in Canth, the season of the phoenix, and along the coast and out at sea alike, it was impossible to hide anything beneath shoes and shirts without suffering for it. 
 
   I wasn't as brave as the women of Port Mahon. I adapted to their way of life, learnt to keep a flask at my hip and sleep through the hottest part of the day. I worked bare-footed, trousers cut off above my knees, but my thin vest stuck to my skin with sweat. The pirates who called Port Mahon home made half their coin on the decks of fishing boats, and I let them drag me out to sea when one of their own had spent too long at a tavern the night before. One day, I woke up and there was no distinction between my place in the port and the pirates'. 
 
   The Canthian heat was relentless, from dawn through to dusk, and I returned home smelling of fish guts and sea-salt, clutching a handful of scuffed silver coins I didn't need.
 
   For all the discord that made up Port Mahon, its white, square buildings were laid out in a neat grid, with fierce swirls of murals painted on the side of every home, every tavern and inn; even along the edges of the temple at the centre of town. I wandered past them all, hopped off the sun-baked flagstones along the length of the beach, and hurried over to the wet sand at the water's edge.
 
   Home was a hut with its own wooden pier, jutting off the end of Mahon, where the rocks rose sharply and formed cliffs. Lights burnt within as the sun sank into the sea, and I pulled myself onto the pier. The front door never locked, and with good reason; no one in Port Mahon had the guts to wander in, let alone steal anything.
 
   “Alright, kid,” Reis said from the table in the centre of the room, back to me. Their glasses were pushed atop their head, wooden leg placed on the tabletop as they leant in close, carving intricate waves into the inside of the shin. I dropped the loose coins into a bowl by the door, and Reis grunted at the sound, saying, “What did I tell you about that? Don't need none of your money. If you're that desperate to be rid of it, go throw it at the temple.”
 
   “That money just comes back to you, anyway,” I pointed out, and fell on the sofa at the far end of the hut, between two doors leading to bedrooms. The other sofa, by the entrance to my room, was covered in the books Reis had been working on when I left that morning: Mahon's accounts, lists of the ships currently making port, the names of those down in the jail and the names of those soon to join them.
 
   I covered my face with my arms, feeling the sea rock beneath me as I heard the waves rake against the beach, close to drifting off until Reis said, “Hungry?”
 
   Bolting upright, I saw Reis lean back in their chair, glasses coming to rest on the bridge of their nose as they set down their carving knife. 
 
   Reis didn't like to cook. I usually took care of things in that regard, and leftovers from the breakfast I'd made were still sealed in a hefty steel pan, atop the long cool stove. I dragged myself over, pulled bowls and chopsticks from the cupboard, stirred life back into the rice and vegetables, and served it up with two bottles of ale.
 
   “You'd go hungry without me around,” I said, and settled down at the table. 
 
   “You're supposed to feel sorry for me,” they said, patting the empty space where their left thigh abruptly ended. “Practically Helpless.”
 
   I raised my brow and they said, “Don't be bloody cheeky,” pointing their chopsticks at me. 
 
   I sunk into the chair, and ate with my bowl awkwardly propped atop my collarbone. 
 
   “I guess Kouris still isn't back,” I idly said between mouthfuls. 
 
   “Wouldn't get your hopes up.”
 
   Six days had passed since she was supposed to return to Port Mahon, but neither Reis nor I had succumbed to worry, just yet. There'd been whole weeks where I couldn't account for Kouris' whereabouts, and she always made it back, in her own time.
 
   I reached for my drink without sitting up and a knock at the door almost sent my dinner tumbling all over my lap and the floor. Grabbing the bowl and propping it on the edge of the table, I looked to the door and then to Reis, quickly discerning that they weren't expecting company.
 
   Nobody knocked on the door. Kouris least of all. If someone was there unannounced, it meant trouble of one sort or another.
 
   “Get that for us,” Reis said, dragging their leg to the floor and reattaching the straps to their thigh.
 
   Doing as they'd asked, I pulled the door open, more curious than afraid. I was almost disappointed when I saw who it was.
 
   A cluster of five pirates had gathered outside of Reis' door. I recognised all of them from the taverns and long days spent out at sea, and they all looked more apprehensive than aggressive. Tae, a woman with a phoenix's talon tattooed across the side of her face, grinned sheepishly. For a pirate I'd once seen cut off another's fingers for accidentally drinking out of her stein, she was far from confident when it came to taking the lead.
 
   “Oi oi, Felheim,” she said, pushing herself onto tiptoes in an attempt to look over my shoulder. “The Captain got a minute?”
 
   “You know how it works,” I said, not opening the door an inch wider than I needed to. “You can't just come up here and bother them.”
 
   “Felheim!” Tae said, and threw her hands in the air. “Come on, I thought we were friends! Do us a favour, alright? The Captain's gonna want to hear this, trust me.”
 
   Still possessing an ounce of sense, I absolutely didn't trust Tae, but knew she wouldn't have come here without good reason. The group in front of me looked meeker than pirates rightly should, and quickly averted their gazes when Reis stepped forward and pulled the door all of the way open.
 
   “What's this all about, then?” they asked, leaning against the door frame. They were met with a wave of silence. Tae no longer considered herself the leader, and the other pirates waited for someone else to speak. “Well? You know we've got a healer in town if someone sliced out your tongues.”
 
   “Captain!” Tae said, speaking up at the prompting of several elbows to her ribs. “There are men in Mahon.”
 
   “So? There are always men in Mahon, acting as though we've never set eyes on one of their kind before. Give 'em a few days to realise that we ain't gonna stop being uninterested, or point 'em towards the brothels for work. You know how this goes, Tae.”
 
   “No, Cap. Gavern's men,” Tae stressed as Reis was in the process of closing the door on her face. Reis paused, took a deep breath, and the door creaked back open. “Swear to the gods, Captain, you know none of us would bother you unless there was real trouble out there.” 
 
   Reis stared at them one after the other, rested their forearm against the door frame, and let out a heavy sigh as they buried their face in the crook of their elbow. My curiosity turned into something a little more unsettling at the mention of Gavern, and I glanced across the beach to the town and its bright-burning fires, ears straining to make out a hint of anything that was happening within Mahon.
 
   “Four years. Four bloody years I've been dealing with this,” Reis said, pushing off the doorframe. “What's with all this, anyway? Gavern sends his men here to frighten you, and you come running to me for help. How do you lot reckon that's gonna look, huh?”
 
   Not giving anyone the chance to apologise or explain themselves, Reis headed back into the hut, collected their cane and holstered their flintlock pistol at their hip. 
 
   Reis walked slower than almost anyone else in Mahon, and every other step they took was a heavy one, but nobody so much as thought about hurrying them on. They were in no rush to speak with Gavern's men. If anything, they were content to leave them waiting, surrounded by residents of Mahon and visitors alike.
 
   In the eighteen months I'd called Mahon home, Gavern had been the most relentless of the pirate captains intent on taking Port Mahon for themselves. His men would sabotage supplies on their way into port, send out ships to strike down fishing boats and those leaving on expeditions, and sometimes, assault the port head-on, cannons blazing. Not once in all that time had I known him to send men into town who weren't promptly cut down, which meant only one thing.
 
   They were here to talk, to negotiate.
 
   Gavern's men had gathered in the centre of town, outside the old temple. It had been built under Yin Zhou's orders when she founded Mahon, one hundred and eighty-seven years back, but had been hollowed-out in its old age and market was held within it. Had Gavern's men chosen to gather outside the newer temple, none would've taken the insult lightly.
 
   We passed Siren Song, a tavern that ran the full length of the street leading to the old temple, and I'd never seen the place so empty. All had come to gather in the centre of town, young and old alike, and everyone stood so wholly and terrifyingly silent that I didn't understand how Gavern's men were managing to grin quite so insufferably. 
 
   The three of them were beyond pleased to have been chosen by Gavern for the task, and the crowd parted for us at the sound of Reis' cane clipping against stone.
 
   Reis stood in front of the men, hands folded atop their cane, and I sunk into the front of the crowd as they refused to give Gavern's men an inch.
 
   “You in charge here, then?” a bald wall of a man asked.
 
   “I retired, settled down, and this lot decided they wanted me as a leader,” Reis replied curtly. “Reckon that gives me the right sort of authority.”
 
   “Thought this was a town full of women,” a second man tried, covered from head to foot in tattoos, none of them worth remarking on.
 
   “Nah. All sorts are welcome here. Just not your kind, mate,” Reis replied flatly.  “Gonna cut to the chase, are we?” 
 
   A cheer of encouragement boomed out of some of the less sober spectators, and the man who'd yet to say anything held out the scroll he'd been carrying under his arm. Reis waited for the man to step forward and place it in their hand, and didn't take their eyes off our unwelcome guests as they unfurled it.
 
   If there was an assassination attempt wrapped up in all of this, it was a foolish, futile effort. Any one of the pirates surrounding the men would've snatched at the frailest reason to slice them in two, and over the years, Reis had proven theirself to be an elusive target.
 
   At its full length, the scroll was almost as tall as I was. Everyone behind me leant forward, trying to take in a sentence or a phrase, and I found myself straining to see it, too. Canthian had a flowing script, curves and swirls where Mesomium was all sharp angles, and I almost thought that had I started out there, I might've stood a chance at being able to read. The language itself had certainly settled down well enough within me, flowing as words and thoughts easier than my mother tongue did, these days.
 
   “Ain't your boss ever heard of being concise?” Reis asked, skimming the text. Gavern's handwriting was small and meticulously neat, and Reis would need to sit down in broad daylight with a magnifying glass to understand it all.
 
   “The terms are simple,” the tattooed man said, “Gavern backs off. No more attacks on Mahon, no more sinking merchant ships in the area. We let you go about your business, and in return, Gavern gets to dock here whenever he needs to. Gets to make use of any of the town's resources.”
 
   Incredulous laughter rippled through the port and Reis nodded their head to theirself as they continued to pretend to read. When they said nothing more, the man who'd handed Reis the scroll said, “You've got a week to decide.”
 
   Reis held out the scroll, and with a furrowed brow, the man went to take it. Reis released it before he could reach over, and let it clatter against the ground, parchment creased. 
 
   “There's your answer,” they said, tapping the gun at their hip. “Woulda taken a vote, but I reckon I knew how it was gonna go.”
 
   “Listen here,” the tattooed man said, stomping forward and jabbing a finger at Reis' chest as he stared down at them. “You're gonna be sorry if you don't read that over. Should be kissin' the ground around my feet right now, 'cause I'm gonna give you one more chance to change your mind.”
 
   Tae drew her sword the moment the man approached Reis, but Reis held out an arm, keeping her back.
 
   “Easy,” Reis said, then lifted their chin. “Think you'd better be leaving before my friend here stops listening to me.”
 
   “One week,” the man said, jabbing Reis again.
 
   With a wave of Reis' hand, the crowd parted to let the men through, and they took slow, certain strides out of the town centre, as though the task they'd been charged with made them untouchable. As though Gavern's authority extended to Mahon, and we wouldn't dare to harm them, knowing how they'd been hand-picked.
 
   I stepped forward, watching Reis out of the corner of my eye, waiting for what came next. Something always came next.
 
   Sure enough, when the men had walked far enough to think themselves safe, Reis raised a hand, fingers slowly curling towards their palm. Sword still in hand, Tae rushed out first, eager to prove herself, and those who understood the signal charged after her.
 
   Ten women ran out, dived at the men and knocked them off their feet. Those around cheered as the men roared out, women grabbing their arms, pinning them to the ground; raising their blades and hacking their sword-hands off. They were hardly clean cuts, either.
 
   It was dark and I was too far away to take in the details, but I saw the blood rush out, saw the women kick the men in the ribs as they curled around their wounds. Nothing flickered within me. No pain rushed through my wrist, nor did my fingers twitch in sympathy; nothing sparked within me. It hadn't in a long time. 
 
   With another slight gesture from Reis, the assailants backed off. Reis approached the men slowly and stood over them as they curled in on themselves, beating the ground and screaming out incoherent threats they were in no state to go through with. The clamour of the crowd faded to an excited thrum, all eager to hear how Reis would conclude the evening's entertainment.
 
   “You know what the problem with your sort is?” Reis asked, tapping the bald man on the side when he seemed more interested in seething at the ground than listening to them. “You're so wrapped up in this being a haven for women that you forget it's a port made by and for pirates. Go on, lads. Off with you.”
 
   Rightly believing it was their only chance to escape, the men scrambled to their feet, charged off into the night, and cursed Mahon as they went. Their severed hands went forgotten, until a few of the pirates rushed forward and threw them at their backs. The only thing that stopped people finishing what Reis had started was the satisfaction of knowing that the men were going to have to explain what went so horribly wrong to Gavern.
 
   “Nice one, Cap!” someone called out, and the pirates cheered in agreement as they scattered, heading back to the taverns and inns and brothels they'd previously been occupying, having much more of a reason than Mahon ever needed to celebrate.
 
   “Mind if we take care of this...?” a woman younger than I was asked, grinning bashfully as she gestured to the scroll discarded in front of the old temple.
 
   Reis gave a sharp nod, and with a grateful bow, the woman snatched the scroll before anyone else could and skipped over to the torches lining the streets. Her friend took hold of one end, and they stretched it out between them, watching it burn over the flames.
 
   Reis wasn't about to smile over such a small victory, but they looked pleased with theirself and proud of the town. 
 
   “That's that. I'd best be heading back,” they said to me.
 
   “Heading back?” Tae asked, skidding to a stop in front of them. “Captain, no offence, but come on. If this ain't worth celebrating, what is?”
 
   Wiping her sword on the sash around her waist, Tae looked to me for support and said, “I know Felheim's not calling it a night yet. Right?”
 
   Sleeping from midday and through the afternoon meant that Mahon was never more alive than it was at night, once the day's work on the sea and at the docks was done with, and I wasn't about to fall asleep anytime soon. Not after witnessing a scene of the sorts. With a shrug, I said, “We didn't get to finish dinner. I bet Soeta will cook us up something good, if you ask.”
 
   The promise of something rich in flavour was enough to twist Reis' arm. Delighted, Tae led us to Charybdis, a restaurant opposite a tavern, where the pirates who'd already sat down to dinner quickly rose to their feet, giving us the best table in the place. Charybdis spilt out onto the street with low, padded seats surrounding a ring of a table with a low burning grill in the centre. 
 
   Soeta, a woman well into her seventies, brought us pitchers of ale and fruit juice in every colour, and Tae sat next to Reis, while I settled down opposite them. Skewers of meat and vegetables were laid out across the grill, and though no one in Mahon expected Reis to pay for anything, they always made sure to tip far more than was necessary.
 
   “Gods,” Tae exclaimed through a mouthful of meat, “I'm starved. Nothing builds up your appetite like that.”
 
   “What are you on about?” Reis asked, eating no less enthusiastically. “You ran twenty feet and hacked off a hand. You didn't even break out into a sweat.”
 
   “You're missing the point, Cap! It's the adrenaline! Not every day we get to cut off some bastard's hand to defend your honour.”
 
   “It's Mahon you should be defending,” Reis pointed out. “If I let you guys screw the port up, Yin Zhou's gonna take my other leg.”
 
   Tae and Reis continued to bicker playfully as I filled myself up with dragon fruit juice, idly picking at a skewer as I watched a woman I'd helped haul in nets of fish that morning seize another in a headlock and throw her to the tavern floor. The Canthians called this part of the year the months of Ash. The temperature dipped low enough to be considered tolerable, and the days clung to the heat left over from the months of Rebirth. Since arriving, I'd barely been able to go half an hour without downing a glass of something or another, though I no longer felt as though I was going to boil from the inside.
 
   “Alright, Felheim!” a voice called out from behind me. Arms wrapped around my shoulders and Tizo's head appeared next to mine. Captain Tizo, that was; three months ago, her captain had been involved in an entirely avoidable accident (whisky, gunpowder) and Tizo had shot through the ranks. She hadn't stopped smiling since. “Listen here. What with Gavern sinking so many merchant vessels, no one's wanting to risk coming to these parts anymore. Which means we're stuck picking up the goods for ourselves. Fancy a trip down to Eloa tomorrow?”
 
   “Sure,” I said as Tizo bit a chunk of meat off my skewer. “What are we picking up?” 
 
   “The usual exciting stuff. Half a dozen crates of spices, a few barrels of spirits, bunch of livestock. That kinda thing,” she said, mussing my hair as she stood up, nodding her head at Reis and winking at Tae. “Alright, Captain. Sorry I missed the big show. Didn't make port until half an hour ago. Any chance of a repeat performance?”
 
   “If Tae don't stop stuffing all the food in her face the moment it's brought over, aye,” Reis said, and Tae leant back from the grill so sharply that ale sloshed around her glass and spilt into her lap. “Going to Eloa, are you? Got some letters you can take. They've been a couple of barrels short on their last deliveries, but I reckon we can sort this out like civilised adults.”
 
   “It'd be an honour,” Tizo said, and fell into one of the empty seats when Reis jerked a thumb towards it. 
 
   We ate far more than we needed to – building up energy for tomorrow, as Tizo put it – and chatted around the grill, faces lit up by the low flames. We watched fights break out in the tavern, followed by people desperately trying to apologise when they realised they were scuffling in front of Reis. Reis never wasted an opportunity to glower at anyone who was digging themselves deeper, and dismissed them with a sharp tilt of their head, rolling their eyes once they scampered off.
 
   I'd barely touched any of the alcohol but my body was buzzing pleasantly, and I slouched in my seat, listening to the ceaseless buzz of Mahon around me, like a thousand insects in the long grass. Glasses came together, pirates shouted and sung and swore, and I smiled to myself, glad I'd found somewhere I belonged, even if I'd had to cross an ocean for it.
 
   Port Mahon was home to those who'd had to leave theirs, for one reason or another, and no one ever asked more questions than they needed to. The people there had taken me on as one of their own; I shared meals with them, as well as a language; I worked for them, worked beside them, and they paid me well for all I did; and not once did they tell me that I didn't belong out at sea, that I ought to stay out of the way and find some other, quieter way to help.
 
   Port Mahon was more of a home to me than anywhere else had ever been, and yet every time I closed my eyes, no matter how content I was, I saw Asar. I saw the ocean of flame we'd been forced to flee.
 
   I was on the verge of being lulled to sleep by food and drink and good company when someone down the street called out “Dragon-born!” 
 
   There weren't any pane in Canth other than Kouris, not that I'd seen. The pane were well regarded there, in the same way phoenixes were; like something from the past, slowly passing out of history and into mythology. Strangers would often greet Kouris with fear and resistance, but only because they didn't know, until that moment, what a pane was supposed to look like.
 
   In Mahon and the surrounding cities, she was treated with respect, and not simply because she was Reis' oldest friend. She was the town's good-luck charm. People were glad when she visited the temple, serving as an example of Isjin's creation.
 
   “Kouris!” I called out, wide-awake once more. She lumbered over, draped in her leathers, never bothered by the heat, and I held back a smile in favour of a scowl. “You're late. I was starting to think Gavern had stuck your horns on his bowsprit.”
 
   Kouris feigned offence, covered her chest with her hand, and Tae snorted out a laugh from Reis' side. Leaning down, Kouris kissed my forehead, and I tugged on her horn, guiding her into the seat next to mine. The chair creaked but she more or less fit into it, stretching out her legs and closing her eyes, exhaustion pleasantly chipping away at her, now that she was home.
 
   “That's the problem with people owing you favours, yrval,” she said, opening one eye and taking the drink I'd poured out for her. “You've gotta spend days tracking 'em down to make them follow through on their word.”
 
   “Any luck...?” I asked, and Kouris hesitated, finishing her drink off in a few gulps, tongue slipping into the glass to claim the last few drops.
 
   “Let's talk about it once we're home, alright?”
 
   “That means no,” I said, frowning at myself for daring to get my hopes up. If Kouris had managed to find what she'd set out in search of, she wouldn't wander back without a grin on her face; she wouldn't be able to sit down and keep it to herself. It was just like the last four times she'd been gone. 
 
   “Oi,” Tae called from across the table, throwing a cold chunk of meat at my forehead to get my attention. “The hell do you wanna go back to that place, anyway? It's all ashes, Fel. And that's if it's stopped burning! Couldn't pay me enough to go up there.”
 
   “She's got a point, you know,” Tizo said, lending Tae her support for what must've been the first time ever, judging from the way Reis glanced between the two of them. “The only morons still heading up north are getting turned right back around. Hear one ship ended up at the bottom of the ocean, and all 'cause the Felheimish didn't like the look of their sails.”
 
   I'd heard it a dozen times before. Nobody in Port Mahon understood why anyone would want to leave, and had I left my village and headed straight for Canth, neither would I. There was nothing for me in Asar, in Kastelir. I repeated that over and over every night before I fell asleep, every morning when I awoke, but I needed to see for myself. Needed to see what was left, once the fires died out.
 
   We were only meant to be in Canth for a week. For a month. We'd no choice but to head south as the dragons did, but once we'd crossed the ocean, there was no turning back.
 
   Seeing that I had no reply strong enough to pass my lips, Reis grumbled, “Would you two knock it off for half a second?” 
 
   Tizo held out both hands apologetically and Tae slumped back in her seat, lips sealed. 
 
   The fire between us had burnt to embers, and though Soeta reappeared with more skewed meat, she didn't tend to the grill. She handed it over to Kouris, who pulled off each chunk with her tongue, and we sat in silence until she finished, sucking in a breath between her fangs.
 
   “So. Hear you caused quite the commotion earlier, Reis,” Kouris said, for the sake of getting the conversation rolling again.
 
   “Gods,” Reis said, throwing up their hands. “Why's it always my fault? I ain't touched a sword in years.”
 
   Kouris chuckled and our group slowly came back to life around the table. People came and went, the faces around us changed, but it never quieted down. I doubted I'd be able to sleep, if I lived in the heart of Mahon. There wasn't a moment of silence in the hut, but it was peaceful. The waves rushed back and forth, but that was rhythmic; there were no bottles unexpectedly smashing, no one screaming out, no jeers rising from taverns and brothels alike. 
 
   Kouris told us how her travels to track down a merchant who she'd once plucked out of the sea and saved from drowning had been fruitless. Business had been bad, those past few years, and he'd lost all but his smaller ships. This, in turn, reminded Tizo of a market she'd happened across weeks ago, where a man, offended by the lack of variety on offer, had stuck a knife in the back of a spice merchant's hand and thrown a fistful of cinnamon in his face. Never one to be outdone, Tae retaliated with a story of her own, and they both went on and on, until the drunks in Siren Song wouldn't have believed a word of what they were saying.
 
   “Feel like calling it a night?” Kouris asked, no longer able to endure their absurd boasts.
 
   With a nod, I stood and stretched, and Tizo said, “We're heading out at dawn, Felheim. If you ain't there then you ain't getting another invite,” and waved pleasantly at us.
 
   “I'll join you later,” Reis said, and Kouris and I headed off, walking side-by-side in silence, until we pulled away from the town. 
 
   I balanced along the edge of the road winding out of Mahon, where the path abruptly dropped down a few feet to the beach below, arms spread out. Walking on the sand put Kouris at my level. We'd got into the habit of heading home like that, over the months.
 
   “Sorry to be disappointing you like that,” Kouris murmured, and I darted a few steps ahead, trying to find the point where the sea met the sky in the darkness. “I'm doing my best to get us out of here. We're all trying, yrval.”
 
   I kept moving ahead at my own speed. I didn't want to pull away from Kouris, but I didn't want to take my frustration out on her, either. Through everything, she'd stuck by my side. She'd ensured we had a place in Port Mahon, and she'd never stayed still for long, not when there was someone she could track down, someone from her distant past who might help us out.
 
   Abruptly stopping, I sat on the raised path, and once she caught up to me, Kouris sat in the sand, barely having to look up at me.
 
   “It's not so bad here, is it?” Kouris asked, tusks gleaming in the moonlight.
 
   “It's not bad!” I replied instantly, and it took all the breath out of me. “It's not bad at all. I like it here. I love it. I love getting to work on the boats, getting to fish, helping out Reis. I've made friends here. People like me, I've learnt so much, and I get to be useful...”
 
   I slid off the edge as I trailed off, toes curling in the warm sand.
 
   “But?” Kouris asked. 
 
   I circled her, full of as much restless energy as there were grains of sand on the beach, and threw my hands up and brought them down, defeated before I'd even said anything. But I had to learn to force the things I was thinking out, otherwise they'd fester in the dark corners of my mind. Whenever it was too hard to say anything, I thought back to the eight weeks it'd taken to cross over to Canth; the eight weeks I'd spent in silence, huddled beneath the deck, pretending seasickness alone had turned me so pale.
 
   “But I keep getting so angry, Kouris. I just...” I started, refusing to let my jaw tense up. “I want to believe that we're going to get out of here. I do believe it, but I can't stand waiting. Every time you set out, I have so much hope that this is it, we're finally being given a way back, but you always come back empty-handed. I know how hard you're trying, but I just get so angry at myself for having hoped so much, when it's all useless.”
 
   Kouris didn't take her eyes off me as I paced, trying to stomp the frustration out against the sand. She held out a hand but I didn't take it. I didn't want to be close to her, not with this heat.
 
   “It's tough, yrval. Tough on all of us, but sometimes, staying still is the hardest thing you can do.”
 
   “You'd know,” I muttered under my breath.
 
   My back was turned to Kouris and the waves were drawing close, but she couldn't have missed what I'd said. My shoulders rose, and without turning to her, I could see the look cut across her features against the clear night sky.
 
   “I'm sorry.” I spun on my heels and clutched her shoulders. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean that. I did, but I meant, I meant that you'd dealt with this before, and... that wasn't fair. I'm sorry, Kouris.”
 
   Kouris stared and she stared right through me, and my stomach sank like a ship in a storm. I couldn't lose her. Not after all we'd been through. My hands shook and my teeth ground together, and I scolded myself, wanting to know why I couldn't accept the way things were. Why I couldn't move my thoughts to the present and control what rushed through my mind, out of my mouth.
 
   “No, it wasn't,” Kouris said slowly, “But none of this is. Come on, yrval. We're both tired.”
 
   The silence we walked through was more stagnant than before, and the sounds of Mahon no longer clawed their way across the beach towards us. I glanced back once and it was all lights glinting in the distance, making the hut seem a million miles away. 
 
   I pulled myself onto the pier. Kouris took a single step up and pushed the front door open as I ducked under her arm. The candles had long since burnt out and neither of us thought of relighting them. The moonlight that spilt in through open windows was more than enough to find our way across the living area by, and Kouris followed me to my room, which had more or less become ours.
 
   The bed was more than big enough for the two of us and the room was hardly bare. I'd collected brightly coloured shells from the beach, bought trinkets from passing merchants and red phoenixes carved from candle wax from the temple's Priests, and arranged them across my dresser and shelves, along with oddly shaped glass bottles and the wooden wolf Reis had carved me for my twenty-fifth birthday.
 
   Yet sometimes, I still expected to open the door and walk into my farmhouse; to open the door and see a four-poster bed, blocking the view of Isin from the window.
 
   I laid on one side of the bed, blanketed by the stifling heat, wishing that there was any acclimatising to it. I could get used to the language and the food, the customs of the locals, but even those who'd spent half a century in Canth ended up drenched in sweat before midday.
 
   Everyone except for Kouris, that was. She hadn't once been tempted to hack off her long hair.
 
   “... I love it here, but I could do without the heat,” I said, eyes fixed on her as she curled up next to me. I felt the ache in my chest ease when I caught her smiling, and said in a whisper, “I don't want to leave forever. But I need to know. You went back to Kastelir for a reason, didn't you? You wanted to help the pane, to help everyone, and it's worse for them now than it ever has been. That's why I wanted to go back. Even if...”
 
   I pressed my face into the pillow and Kouris placed a hand against my back, pulling me close. I let her draw me to her chest, not believing it could get any hotter until I'd committed myself to being plastered against her.
 
   “I know, I know,” she said softly. “We'll be there and back again before you know it, yrval. You'll see."
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER II
 
   Tizo had inherited three ships upon becoming a captain, but only one of them matched up with my old expectations of pirate ships. The other two were more suited to hauling cargo, and we set out on one of those at dawn, sailing west as the sun rose with a crew of twenty.
 
   “Akela not with you?” one of Tizo's regular crew asked, once the sails were tended to and Mahon was fading in the distance.
 
   “We're just picking up goods. I doubt we're going to run into much trouble,” I said, leaning on the railing and watching the waves. “Besides, I haven't seen her in a few days. I think she's off on a job at the moment.”
 
   The woman shrugged, supposing we could do without Akela, and headed below deck to pretend to make herself useful. Even amongst pirates, Akela stood out as particularly intimidating, when she wanted to be, and had no shortage of offers from people needing someone to stand behind them, arms folded across their chest while threats were issued, or to act as a bodyguard. I often went along with her to help translate, for few in Mahon spoke Mesomium, and Akela hadn't picked up the language as quickly as I had.
 
   Eloa took less than an hour to reach with the favourable winds we'd been granted. It was easily twice the size of Mahon and boasted that those within all earnt an honest living, but the port thought far too much of itself for a town that openly traded with pirates. The docks were swarmed with fishing boats that hadn't yet set out for the day, and the Eloans had been expecting us; everything we were there to collect was waiting for us, and space to make port had been left clear.
 
   It was in their best interest that they get the exchange over and done with as quickly as possible, lest we tar their reputation.
 
   “Seems to me that we ought to be getting a discount,” Tizo announced as she strode across the gangplank. The merchant who'd been sent to make the trade cleared his throat nervously and placed a hand atop one of the crates, as though that'd stop us from pulling them from under him. “Seeing as how you lot are no longer making the deliveries, that is. Time is money, and you've cost us a hell of a lot of it. A whole morning wasted on services you should be providing!”
 
   “Y-yes, well, Gavern's dominion of the sea has affected us all,” the merchant began, voice drowned out by a dozen feet hitting the docks.
 
   While Tizo gently persuaded the merchant that it was in his best interest to offer us a discount, lest we take our business elsewhere, the rest of us moved the crates and barrels and cages onto the ship and below deck. When Tizo had said we'd be picking up livestock, I'd been expecting a dozen or two chickens, but sure enough, there were a handful of pigs there, too. They squealed as we jostled them around, and I frowned in sympathy as I walked backwards along the dock, knowing that they weren't going to enjoy being on the sea.
 
   Tizo insisted on personally delivering Reis' letters, and luckily for the Eloans, it was too early in the day for any of the crew to be tempted by the prospect of making trouble. We headed back to the ship and waited there, some of the crew sweeping feathers from around their feet and picking them out of their hair, others yelling beneath deck in an effort to shut the unsettled animals up. 
 
   “Hey, get over here, Felheim,” a woman named Cal called from across the deck. I tore my eyes from the endless ocean and did her the favour of looking her way, but didn't go anywhere. She was surrounded by a group of three women, all of them interested in whatever she'd just shared with them. When I didn't move, she didn't risk having me ignore her for a second time, and said, “Heard a rumour about you.”
 
   I'd never got along with Cal. She was under the impression that she'd win Reis' favour by being aggressively loud-mouthed, and after years, still hadn't figured out that boasting alone wasn't going to earn her any respect.
 
   “So? I heard you can't swim. You don't see me gossiping about it,” I said, shrugging.
 
   “Who the hell—” Cal began, and forced herself to stop. Acting defensively was only going to retroactively make it true. “Heard you killed a dragon.”
 
   I tensed, but not for long. It wasn't the first time I'd heard something of the sort, and making an effort to roll my eyes, I said, “Not everyone in Felheim is a Knight, you know.”
 
   “Yeah, but,” Cal took a few slow steps towards me. “That healer reckons she knows a necromancer. Now, it obviously ain't the dragon-born, and I can't see whatserface with the axe ever needing that kind of power. Which don't leave us with many options.”
 
   “She knows a lot of people,” I said, fighting not to avert my gaze. “And if I was a necromancer, why would I bother working a job like this with you?”
 
   Cal let out a sharp, incredulous laugh, and a few of the others who'd been eavesdropping gave up any notion of subtlety to stare at us, waiting for Cal's reaction. In all my time in Mahon, I'd done what I could to avoid getting into fights; a black-eye instantly healing over wouldn't exactly strengthen my case.
 
   Cal lifted a hand and slapped the side of my arm.
 
   “You ain't bad, Felheim,” she said, laughing obnoxiously, “Should look into getting a couple of tattoos, though. You still look like you sailed into Mahon by accident.”
 
   Shrugging her off, I went back to staring out at the ocean, not moving until Tizo returned to the dock. I helped pull in the gangplank, and Tizo whistled as we set off, proud of the bargain she'd managed to strike. 
 
   Back in Port Mahon, there was an air of unease around the docks, interspersed by apprehensive excitement. More ships than usual had gathered, all awaiting whatever retaliation Gavern would subject us to, and when Tizo saw the faces of captains she hadn't spoken with in months, she decided she ought to be defending the port and strengthening her connections.
 
   “Here, go toss this in the temple, would you?” Tizo asked, once we'd unloaded the cargo, and threw me a pouch of coins left over from the trade. “Let Reis know I delivered their letters, too.”
 
   I often found myself at the temple, though I'd yet to work out exactly what it was I was hoping to find. The Priests there never lectured anyone, never tried to lure anyone over, as the members of the House of Light in Isin had. Though I supposed that they had the advantage of people being pious here. I would sit and speak with them, would listen to their tales of creation, and have them tell me about necromancers. Yet no matter how much respect they spoke of the necromancers with, no matter how much of a blessing they claimed they were, I wouldn't let myself believe it.
 
   Surely they'd tell a very different tale, once they were face to face with a necromancer.
 
   My powers hadn't sparked within me, beyond my control, in a long time. Eighteen months had passed, and I still felt drained from the dragon. I’d been unable to stand properly for weeks and my head had pounded for months, but I'd pushed past some barrier and I was stronger for it. My control was better, and I could almost ignore what I was.
 
   The temple itself was a stepped pyramid made from sandstone, full of mosaics and murals, doorway flanked by two stone phoenixes, wings outstretched. It was busy at most hours of the day, though never crowded, and residents of Port Mahon drifted in and out, lighting red candles in thanks to Isjin, reflecting on those who'd been lost recently, and what had been gained.
 
   “Good morning, Rowan,” one of the Priests said warmly as I emptied the coins into the collection box, “You help preserve what Isjin has created. You have our thanks.”
 
   “It's from Tizo—Captain Tizo,” I said, and the Priest nodded, making a note in the hefty ledger by the box.
 
   The money would be gathered up and sent to Reis at the end of the week, who would then decide how it was to be divided; how much would go into paying off Mahon's debts, how much would be put towards repairs. I made a round of the temple before leaving, gaze skidding over the murals of the humans Isjin had uplifted to help her manage the world, once her creation grew, and not looking for anything in particular, headed straight back to the hut.
 
   I'd woken a few minutes before dawn and breakfast had consisted of a flask of water I'd gulped down while sprinting towards the dock. I only meant to pop back to the hut for something to eat, but Akela's voice boomed from the windows, and I knew I was in for company, too.
 
   “You're back!” I said, grinning as I stepped through the door.
 
   A mountain of food was laid out across the table, fruit and bread and jars of honey, but Reis was still trying to write in the face of a late breakfast claiming their workspace. 
 
   “Northwood!” Akela called out through a mouthful of star fruit. “I am worrying that you are being gone all day, but here you are! Come, come. There is plenty to eat, yes?”
 
   Kouris had joined her at the table and a clatter over at the counter caused me to look around. My grin didn't fade, but once I saw Katja, there was no real feeling behind it. Glasses in hand, she caught my eye and smiled, wanting to say something but falling silent. I nodded my head towards her, and hurried to take a seat by Akela.
 
   I reached for the bread and Reis stopped writing to glower at the food spread out before them, then glowered at the glass of juice Katja set down next to their book. She took a seat next to mine, and without being able to help it, I turned enough for her to notice the slight. 
 
   “I thought you were going to be gone for another few days,” I said to Akela, “How was the job?”
 
   “Hah! You are thinking that with me on board, any job is taking as long as the captain is expecting? I am hurrying things on quite nicely, you realise,” she said, raising her drink in a toast to herself. “It is not bad. It is not exciting, either, not like the time we are tracking down the right-hand man of Gavern's all the way to Ridgeth. But I am earning enough money, so I am not complaining.”
 
   “Someone was asking after you this morning,” I said, helping myself to a slice of fruit in each colour. “Even though we were just picking up a few crates.”
 
   “Honestly, I am not knowing how this town is managing before I am here,” Akela said, sighing as though the weight of the world was on her shoulders.
 
   “Oh, right,” I said, turning towards Reis. “Tizo delivered your letters.”
 
   Reis barely bothered to grunt.
 
   “Are you planning on working yourself into a watery grave?” Kouris asked. “Close the book and eat something.”
 
   Reis tried to ignore her, but none of us missed the way they scowled down at the pages of their book. Refusing to close it, they relented enough to look up, stared at each one of us for a few long seconds, as though we were all guilty of something nefarious enough as ensuring they had enough to eat.
 
   “Look here. Between last month's disaster with some utter moron setting a torch down by a barrel of ale and the lack of trade we've had reaching Mahon, I've somehow gotta figure out how much we're sending off to the Queen this month,” Reis said, readjusting their glasses.
 
   “Personally, I don't understand this whole donation system,” Katja began. “Surely the Queen ought to tax Mahon as she does all other towns. I understand that Canth hasn't been in the best shape for some time, but consistency is the first step towards rigidity.”
 
   Reis set down their pen, rubbing their temples.
 
   “Canth ain't Kastelir. We've got our own way of doing things, Princess. We like Queen Nasrin, so we act as though we ain't aware that she's giving us special treatment 'cause she's hoping one of us will manage to off Gavern,” Reis said, pushing the book aside and tearing off a chunk of bread. “If we send her a little money now and again, that's gonna help her stay on the throne and keep us in her favour.”
 
   “Still,” Katja said, unflinching. “It doesn't seem right that a Queen associates with pirates.”
 
   “You're one of us now,” Reis said, and with a sigh, Katja let the subject drop.
 
   Kouris set about getting Akela up to speed with all that she'd missed, despite having been gone herself, and I listened as intently as I could, as though it would stop me from feeling Katja's eyes upon me. When I didn't look around of my own volition and clearing her throat didn't earn her my attention, she took to tugging on my sleeve.
 
   “Isn't Atthis coming over?” I asked, pre-empting whatever she had to say.
 
   “Uncle's at home. Reading something, or sulking over something,” Katja said, shaking her head a little. “I do wish he'd take a few hours of his day to socialise. Drawing up plan after plan to save Kastelir can't be any good for him.”
 
   “You should tell him to come by some time. I miss getting to see him,” I said, instantly regretting giving Katja the opportunity to ask why I couldn't simply visit the apartment she shared with Atthis and Akela.
 
   In that vein, she said, “Speaking of which, dear, I feel as though it's been weeks since I've seen you. Not that you're entirely to blame, of course. Being the only healer in a town of pirates doesn't give me as much free time as I'd like; not that I'm not grateful to be able to help as much as I do.”
 
   I hummed in some sort of agreement, chewing on a crust as I thought back to the first months we'd spent in Canth. Katja and Atthis hadn't crossed the Uncharted Sea with us. We hadn't known they'd fled Isin until we'd happened across them, days after arriving, and for the first few weeks, Katja and I had been inseparable. She'd talked me through what had happened, had tried to help me understand my powers, and she'd always been willing to listen to me; so long as what I said always came back to necromancy.
 
   But lately, I could tell how much being away from Kastelir was hurting her. How what had happened seemed to be catching up with her all at once.
 
   “It's not too hot out yet,” I said, getting to my feet. There were things I wanted to say to her, things I didn't want anyone else listening in on. “Let's go eat on the pier.”
 
   Katja's face lit up and she hurried to pick out the rest of our breakfast, piling food on a plate and rushing out after me.
 
   The waves lapped at the base of the pier, far below my dangling feet, and though I missed the shade of the hut, trading it for privacy was a fair deal.
 
   Katja placed the plate between us, and as she lowered herself onto the edge of the pier, I said, “Katja, you have to stop telling people I'm a necromancer,” before she had the chance to say anything.
 
   “Rowan! Why, I've never said such a thing. I may have mentioned that I knew a necromancer, when the topic arose through no initiation of my own, but I'd never mention you by name,” Katja said, covering my hand with hers. When I instinctively pulled it away, she muttered, “Honestly, I don't know why you go to such lengths to hide it, Rowan. You have a gift, a true gift, and yet you insist on squandering it. People would praise you, Rowan. Were you not so scared of what you are, you could truly help Port Mahon; the whole of Canth, even.”
 
   I picked up a slice of melon and tossed it as far as I could. It sunk into the sea with a silent splash and I said nothing.
 
   “Sorry. I ought not lecture you, not on this,” Katja said quietly. “None of that is of any concern to me. I simply miss having you as a friend, Rowan.”
 
   “We're still friends,” I grumbled, wondering how far I could throw a bunch of grapes.
 
   “Are we? Because it seems to me as though you are quite intent on avoiding me. I can't recall the last time you visited me at my apartment, and I only wish I knew why it happened so abruptly. We used to be so close, Rowan. We learnt Canthian together, found a way to survive here side by side, and... I miss those days, dear.”
 
   I pulled my feet up onto the pier, rested my chin on a knee and wondered why I could never bring myself to say the things I wanted to her. Why I always turned away from her instead of telling her what was wrong.
 
   She had a point. We had been close. In the beginning, I'd been too scared to wander freely amongst the pirates, and I thought we'd only ever have each other.
 
   “You have to stop pushing me,” I said slowly, head aching as I ground my teeth together. “Just because you'd use my powers in a different way doesn't mean that I should have to... I can't do it, Katja. I can't teach you how to be a necromancer, alright?”
 
   Katja hadn't taken what had happened to Kastelir well. None of us had, and we all coped in our own ways. Katja's methods involved pushing herself past exhaustion, taking on more than I ever had in my village, until she was barely allowing herself a moment's sleep. I'd tried to intervene, but she'd only said that she could feel herself getting stronger; that she was about to break through the limitations imposed upon her.
 
   I'd seen her crush bugs with her thumb, convinced she could bring them back to life, if only she tried hard enough.
 
   But it was my fault. I'd humoured her. I'd helped her hone her powers, I'd sat and told her how it felt to bring someone back to life; how it felt to force death into a creature a thousand times bigger than I was.
 
   “I'm sorry, Rowan,” Katja managed after a long pause. Glancing at her from the corner of my eye, I moved the plate of fruit from between us, and let her fall against my shoulder. “I just want to go home. No matter what has become of Kastelir, it cannot be worse than what I have imagined. What I have endured within my dreams. All I want is to return to my country and help rebuild it, no matter what it takes.”
 
   “Me too,” I murmured, resting my chin atop her head.
 
   When the dragons came, I'd been fighting for Kastelir for a matter of weeks. Katja had dedicated her entire life keeping her Kingdom together, and I ought to have been more understanding. I ought to have appreciated how hard it was on her.
 
   We sat like that for a time, watching the ships drift across the horizon, fishing boats slowly heading back to port in time for the midday lull. Two larger ships made port, a red-flagged vessel I recognised as belonging to a crew from Ridgeth, along with one of the few merchant ships that had yet to be scared off by Gavern's antics, but there was a dark mark on the horizon I couldn't account for.
 
   I leant forward, entertaining thoughts of Yin Zhou finally playing Mahon a visit, and said, “Do you recognise that ship?” to Katja.
 
   “I shouldn't say I do!” she said, barely bothering to pay it more than a cursory glance. “You spend far more time at sea than I'm wont to.”
 
   Katja had a point. In the months that we'd been in Canth, she had refused to set foot on another ship. All the more reason for me to be curious about the one approaching.
 
   Once it drew close enough for me to see the colours of its sails, dark greens and navy blues, I bolted to my feet and called out, “Reis!”
 
   I needn't have bothered. It'd been spotted down at the docks, too, and a fraction of a second after I'd called out, a horn sounded.
 
   Now that it was spotted, the ship didn't hold back. It hurtled towards the town with frightening speed, wind acting in its favour, and as it rose over the swell of a wave, the whole world was muted in the prelude to a cannonball hitting the docks. Even this far down the beach, the noise thundered through me. I seized hold of Katja's arm, pulling her back towards the hut.
 
   “Who the hell – who the bloody hell – let that sod play around with gunpowder?” Reis sounded out through grit teeth. “One ship. One bloody ship against a town. He's taking the piss.” 
 
   Akela and Kouris rushed out of the hut after Reis, ready to charge into town and onto whatever ships were headed out to face Gavern's, and without letting go of Katja, I tried to ease her back into the hut.
 
   “Stay here,” I said to her, certain I could be brave if I had someone to look after.
 
   Trembling with fear, Katja shook her head over and over, saying, “N-no, I can help, Rowan. I must...”
 
   It wasn't the first time Port Mahon had been struck, but that did nothing to stop my surroundings from warping. The ship became a dragon, the cannonball its breath, and the ocean waves churned with fire, rushing ever closer to us. Every thud and crash echoed on between my ears, and the yells of pirates become the screams of citizens begging for help.
 
   I gripped Katja's hand tight, stopping my own from trembling, and we sprinted across the beach after Akela and Kouris. A band of pirates charged our way and ran straight past, heading for Reis, asking them what they should do, and I heard Reis yell out, “Fire back, you absolute morons!”
 
   Port Mahon had been hit by worse and would survive to see attacks more coordinated than this one, but it was easy to be swept up in the moment, as the other pirates were. Our cannons sounded from the look-out towers at each end of the docks, hitting Gavern's ship as hard as it had hit us, and though I saw more wreckage and rubble than spreading frames, it was almost impossible to not be dragged back into the past, deeper and deeper.
 
   “Rowan!” Katja said, tugging me from the spot when I stopped. “Rowan, move. We have to help these people.”
 
   The injuries were widespread, but far from grave. Part of the dock had been smashed wide open, splintering a tower of crates along with it, and the woman who kept a record of all the ships that came in and out of Mahon had her legs trapped under a chunk of debris that took five of us to lift. Katja knelt by her side, eyes closing as she helped ease the woman's shattered bones back into place, not staying for a second longer than it took to accept her thanks.
 
   A handful of others were tending to gashes and broken bones, and they hobbled over as another cannonball flew overhead, striking the centre of town.
 
   “Quickly,” I said, hooking my arm around Katja's the moment she was done healing those around her, eyes already darkening, and we set off through the streets, heads bowed low.
 
   The pirates were out in their masses, roaring for more of a fight than they were being given. I heard one of our cannonballs punch through the side of Gavern's ship, but we'd already turned too many corners for me to see the ocean. At some point, Katja had taken the lead, taking me the long way around to whatever buildings had been reduced to rubble.
 
   “Listen to me,” Katja said, stopping before she ought to have, hands on my shoulders. “You have to help me, Rowan. There are too many injured for me alone to handle, not without leaving them in pain. You have to do this.”
 
   “Katja...” I said, trying to shrug her hands off, but her grasp was tight. “You're leaving them in pain now. Come on! Stop messing around.”
 
   “Messing around?” The pitch of her voice rose and my stomach turned. “You can do this, Rowan. You can help them. Please.”
 
   I tried to say something more, but her inky black eyes fixed on mine, rendering me speechless. That old, familiar sickness rose up within me and I realised she was doing it on purpose. Of course she was. And after all that I'd said to her, after I wanted her to be the friend I'd first made so very much again. Why was she wasting time? Why did she care more about pushing me than rushing to help the others?
 
   “No,” I managed, pushing her arms away. She stepped forward as I took a step back, not about to let me leave, so I gripped the sides of her arms as tightly as I could and said, “No, Katja. I can't. I can't help them, can't help anyone. Just heal them, alright? No one's dead. I'll go—go help clear up. The ship's probably gone now, and... and you can handle this. I know you can.”
 
   I'd started strong, voice raised to something that barely fell short of a shout, but it'd taken me mere seconds to feel my mouth turn dry. Katja didn't flinch. I hadn't frightened her, hadn't shocked her; there was nothing but disappointment in her expression, in the way she pried my fingers from her arms.
 
   “You could be so much more, Rowan,” was all that she said, leaving me behind as she moved to help those I wouldn't.
 
   The uproar from the docks told me that Gavern's ship had been bested. It was over as quickly as it had started. It was a warning, nothing more. I supposed we ought to have been grateful that Gavern wanted to rule Port Mahon, not destroy it.
 
   Head spinning, I wandered towards what felt like the direction of the docks. I shouldn't have been so hard on Katja. She was taking on a lot by herself, and I hadn't been able to prove myself when she'd needed me. I'd apologise later. I'd tell her that she couldn't talk to me like that, couldn't force my powers out of me, but I'd apologise. We'd all let spite get the better of us at one point or another, and I wasn't about to forget the kindness I knew because of it.
 
   Not a single soul remained inside. Pirates flooded the streets to assess the damage, and I went with the motion of the crowd, knocking into one person and then the next. I'd long since learnt not to apologise for bumping shoulders, but I stepped on someone's foot and they grabbed me by the shoulders. 
 
   I looked up, expecting to be issued a threat and warning all at once, but found a familiar face looking down at me.
 
   “Atthis!” I said, pulling him into a quick hug. “You're alright! That last cannonball didn't hit too close to your place, did it?”
 
   “It was a few streets off,” he said, placing a hand on my back and guiding me through the crowd. “Gods. Can't we go a day without some sort of ruckus? Either we're cutting off extremities or the sky's falling down on us.”
 
   “Heading down to complain to Reis?” I asked.
 
   Atthis laughed dryly and said, “Not in a thousand years. They scare me as much as I used to scare you.”
 
   While Atthis tended to keep to himself and often left Mahon for weeks at a time as Kouris did, he always appeared exactly when I needed him to. Without the crown resting heavy on his head, I found that he reminded me of my father, in quiet, unremarkable ways, and I calmed myself by measures as we headed down to the docks together.
 
   The people around us huffed in disappointment as they sheathed their weapons, and once the streets widened and the dock was in sight, I looked back on Mahon and realised that the damage wasn't as bad as I'd imagined it to be. Not that the same could be said for Gavern's ship, or what remained of it: only the top half of the mast was above water, and the ships we'd sent out to attack it head-on seemed unscathed.
 
   Reis was barking out orders across the dock and people were already starting to move the debris, dragging pieces of shattered walls and paths onto the beach. The work was made faster with Kouris' help, and I pushed through the crowds, wanting to hear what Reis had to say. 
 
   “A skeleton crew!” Tae scoffed, kicking the uneven edge of the path and scowling at the pain shooting through her toes. “What the fuck kind of insult is that? He sends a fancy goddamn ship out, and he don't put more than a dozen people on it!”
 
   “Calm down,” Reis said, clouting her around the back of the head.
 
   “Calm down? I was ready for a fight! I was ready to show that lot what's what, ready to make 'em really sorry for ever thinking about coming near Mahon, and the bastard doesn't even send enough people for us all to have someone to stick a sword through,” Tae said, drawing her sword and throwing it on the ground. “And here was me thinking he called himself a pirate!”
 
   Reis leant heavily on their cane as they watched Tae's dramatics, and the onlookers raised their brows, judging Tae to be as brave as she was stupid.
 
   “Shut it, would you. Gavern's sending that ship to show off, to let us know that he's got a dozen more like it, all of 'em disposable, all of 'em with the same sort of firepower,” Reis said, “Take a look at what one ship's managed to do. Aye, no one's dead, but this is gonna take a while to repair, and we ain't going to be sending the Queen as much as I'd like this week. How does that make me look? How does that make Mahon look? You want people thinking we can't hold our own? 
 
   “I woulda said no, but it seems to me like you don't give a toss. Stop acting like a child, Tae. So you didn't get to stab anyone. You didn't have to throw any of our own into the sea, either. Didn't have to watch any of our ships sink.”
 
   Tae opened her mouth to respond, and wisely snapped it back shut. 
 
   Bowing her head, she scurried off backwards, blindly helping with the clear-up, and for a moment, no one who'd brought news to Reis dared to speak.
 
   “Well?” Reis asked, eyes scanning across the group surrounding them.
 
   “Ah, Captain. Looks like we ain't lost too much within the town itself. One of the inns took a beating, but it's nothing we can't patch up,” someone called out.
 
   Reis nodded, glanced out at the horizon and said, “If you need help moving anything, go find Kouris. The rest of you, get on your ships, sail out, and make damn sure that was the only ship the bastard sent.”
 
   The crowd dispersed, and Reis stared out at the spot Gavern's ship had once been, taking deep breaths. Turning in order to head back to the hut, where they could better issue orders and plan ahead, Reis caught sight of Atthis and myself. They tilted their head towards us and said, “Oi, Atthis. You've got a good head on your shoulders. Fancy talking strategy? It's about time we struck first.”
 
   “I can't promise that I'll come up with anything so refined as dismemberment, but I'll do what I can,” Atthis said, falling into step next to them.
 
   None of us slept through the afternoon. The rumble in Port Mahon was loud enough to reach us, and I busied myself with making food and serving drinks as Atthis and Reis pored over maps of the land and sea alike, moving shells across them as though the pieces provided possible answers. The moment some semblance of a plan was drawn together, they immediately dismissed it, declaring it wouldn't work, and the fact that they were narrowing it down was of no comfort to them.
 
   It was dark by the time Kouris returned, and Reis and Atthis had accepted that taking a break wasn't the same as giving up. Katja was with her, and I did my best to avoid her gaze, but she headed over to me before I could take refuge in my room.
 
   “I'm sorry, Rowan. I truly am. I shouldn't have surprised you like that, to have demanded so much of you. You were right. Nobody was dead. I was able to heal them all,” she said in a whisper, shoulder pressed to mine as I focused on scrubbing the dishes clean. “But it's only going to get worse, isn't it? You need to accept the day will come when I cannot help, Rowan, and their fates will be on your shoulders. I do so hope you make the right choice, dear.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER III
 
   In the weeks that followed, we were subjected to more rumours about Gavern's whereabouts than usual, though we heard nothing from the man himself. Crews set out in search of his fleet, but I didn't go with them, knowing they'd return empty-handed. I helped rebuild the patch-work town, went fishing when boredom threatened to consume me, and slept away the days when boredom was hardly the worst of it.
 
   I helped Reis with the accounts in the morning – it turned out that I wasn't terrible at holding numbers in my head, once they'd taught me how to properly add and subtract and multiply – and once the heat rose along with the humidity, I let the day defeat me. The air was damp, almost enough so to swim through, and I fell down on my bed, thinking how absurd it was that I'd once bundled blankets atop myself and still shivered.
 
   The sound of guests getting comfortable around the table woke me while the sun was still high, and I rolled onto my side. I meant to fall back asleep, until I heard their voices.
 
   Grinning, I snapped the rest of the way awake and lugged myself into the living area.
 
   Reis' parents visited Port Mahon every third month like clockwork, and each time, Reis acted as though they'd been blindsided, caught entirely off-guard.
 
   Rebecca and Ben Jones were respected pirates in their own right. They'd once claimed ownership of a port twice the size of Mahon a dozen miles along the coast, but after more than thirty years in Canth, they'd set aside business in favour of travel.
 
   “I'm only saying, you've gotta think these things through, honey,” Reis' mother lectured from across the table, as Reis laid with their head in their arms. She was of Myrosi descent, as I was, covered from head to toe in tattoos, and wore her hair longer than Kouris'. “Once you catch the bastard, how are you going to make an example of him? Hanging, beheading? Both fine choices, but they don't do much to prolong the point you're trying to make.”
 
   “Ma,” Reis protested, red hair falling across their face as they sat up straight.
 
   “Your mother's right! This is worth thinking about, kid. Excellent work on the hands, though. Heard all about that half a dozen ports off,” Reis' father chimed in from the sofa. “Ah! Rowan. Good afternoon. We were just talking to Reis about the importance of planning ahead.”
 
   I waved at them both, and propped myself on the arm of the sofa. Ben was a little older than Atthis, but certainly didn't look it; he was a wide, well-built man, dark skin covered in the tattoos his wife didn't have space for.
 
   “Don't talk to her,” Reis grumbled, “She's a nice kid.”
 
   “No one in Mahon is nice, honey. That's why we keep coming back,” Rebecca pointed out. “We're only looking out for your reputation.”
 
   “Lot of bloody good you're doing it, waltzing in here and lecturing me,” Reis said, leaning back in their seat. For a moment, I was certain they were mulling over the consequences of pulling off their leg and throwing it at someone.
 
   “Now, we didn't turn up empty-handed. Did we, Becca?” 
 
   Reis' interest was piqued almost as much as mine was. When their parents had something to share, it was usually worth all the nagging and fussing. With a gesture from Ben, Rebecca pulled her satchel onto the table and retrieved a map from it. I leant forward, trying to discern something from it, but couldn't gather much from the sea and jungle scrawled across it.
 
   “So. This – supposedly – leads you right to a long-forgotten temple. Word has it that no one's been down there for centuries. The original gold phoenixes are said to still be there,” Rebecca said, “You know us. We're not about to be duped; we've got a solid source. The original was recently tracked down by Queen Nasrin herself, so you know it's gotta be worth looking into.”
 
   Rebecca slid the map across the table, but Reis only stared at it.
 
   “... Who's your source?”
 
   Reis' parents shared a look of wry amusement, and their dad said, “Varn. Now don't—”
 
   Reis slapped a hand against the table, growling in annoyance as they looked off to the side.
 
   “Can't bloody leave it, can you?”
 
   “We happened upon her by chance! Come on, kid. She's a lovely woman. Never in all my years have I seen someone wield a crowbar so magnificently,” Ben said, then turned to me, adding, as an aside, “Varn bested Kouris in a fight once, you know. Hand-to-hand combat, and Varn was drunk.”
 
   I'd heard the name tossed around the taverns a few times, but it didn't mean much to me. A glance at Reis told me I'd be waiting a long time for an explanation.
 
   “Couldn't even remember her own name,” Rebecca added. “So you don't want the map?”
 
   “That ain't what I'm saying,” Reis grumbled, snatching it up and promptly throwing it over to me. “Take it down to the docks in the morning. See who'll pay the most for it.”
 
   Reis' parents stayed for a few more hours. Conversation became a little more serious, though the topic rarely swayed from Gavern, and I ran into Mahon to fetch us all food. Kouris returned with me and they made a fuss over her, both rising to kiss her cheek and get a better rendition of what had happened those last few months than Reis was willing to part with. In order to distract theirself, Reis had Kouris sit on the floor while they sat on the table, one leg hooked over her shoulder as they worked on the patterns they were engraving into her horns. After a few drinks, even Reis was smiling.
 
   I got to my feet and held the door open when Reis' parents decided it was time to make a move, and as Ben stepped out into baking evening air, I said, “Any luck?” needing to ask though I already knew the answer.
 
   “'fraid not, kid,” Ben said, patting my shoulder. “We'd give you a ship – hell, we'd give you ten ships – but nothing gets into Asar. Not without Nasrin pulling a few strings.”
 
   I nodded, thanked them regardless, and went back to poring over the creased map. All it was going to take to get home, then, was befriending the Queen of Canth.
 
   Reis said nothing more about the map, gave me no specifications beyond selling it to the highest bidder, and I took it upon myself to decide that I came with the map. I'd been on a handful of these expeditions – calling them treasure hunts was frowned upon – and though I'd hardly come back drowning in wealth, I wasn't about to miss out on the chance to see an ancient temple.
 
   I went down to the docks at dawn, while the pirates were still milling around, deciding on what to do with their day. People had tired of chasing Gavern's ghost, and I garnered plenty of interest, most of it in the form of pirates humming and rubbing their chins, wanting to look at the map for a little too long.
 
   I stood atop a crate to make sure no one could miss me, and saw Atthis heading across the docks.
 
   “Atthis! Hey!” I called out, and he turned on the spot, looking around for me. “Up here. Where are you going?”
 
   “Rowan! Good morning. I'm taking the ship to Votas,” he said, holding up the bag at his side. “I shouldn't be gone for much more than a week. I heard tell a man there can get letters to Kastelir.”
 
   He'd followed plenty of these leads before, never failing to come back empty-handed, but I wished him luck. Sometimes, keeping busy was all we could do.
 
   “Sending letters?” Tizo asked with a snort, and stared up at me, hands on her hips. “You lot really are desperate to get back to a wasteland. What's all this about, anyway?”
 
   “An ancient temple,” I said, holding the map up for half a second. “I hear the golden phoenixes are still there and everything.”
 
   Tizo reacted as the other pirates did – she hummed, sucked a breath through her teeth and tilted her head from side to side as she considered it – and offered me up a third of what I knew she could afford. I told her I'd think about it. 
 
   “You got a reliable source on that, Felheim?” another vaguely interested party asked.
 
   “It's from, uh—Varn?” I tried, hoping the name carried as much weight on the docks as it had with Reis.
 
   Somehow hearing me across the din, Tizo shoved her way through the gathered masses, and said, “Why didn't you say that in the first place! Look here, I'll pay you twice what she will, plus I'll let you pick who we take along.”
 
   Deciding that her offer was more than fair, I parted with the map and scanned the dock. Tae would probably worm her way into the crew whether I picked her or not, and there were only two other people I particularly wanted with us. Kouris was nowhere to be seen, but Akela was at the other end of the docks, standing taller than the others and helping someone carry a crate, and I jumped on the spot, waving her over.
 
   “Oi, Akela! Wanna help us track down a long-forgotten temple and take a share of the gold?” Tizo asked as she approached.
 
   Akela stared blankly and smiled pleasantly. 
 
   “She asked if you want to come on a treasure hunt,” I said, translating for her.
 
   “Ah! Of course. I am always enjoying time spent with Tizo, yes. She is always making terrible decisions that are somehow working in our favour,” Akela said, nodding enthusiastically for Tizo's benefit. “Only, I am needing to be back by tomorrow morning. I am having a job I must attend to. Four whole days of being someone's shield of meat. But I am being paid well for it, do not be doubting that.”
 
   I'd studied the map a dozen times over. I was used to being gone for days on end a few times a month, but the temple wasn't far, only well-hidden.
 
   “We'll be back before it's dark,” I assured her.
 
   Tizo picked a crew of ten for the trip, not too eager to split the profits she'd already exaggerated a dozen times over in her head. I didn't want to imagine how she'd react if her faith in Varn didn't pay off, and the map ended up leading us in circles around the jungle.
 
   We headed out before anyone could ask too many questions, sailing east along the coast, where the towering cliffs gave way to jungle so thick it was difficult to imagine that anything could fit within it, let alone an entire temple. Work tended to, I leant against the railing, eyes fixed on the clear green-blue of the sea, water churning white along the edge of the ship.
 
   Brightly coloured fish darted beneath the surface, moving like paint on glass, and I traced the waves back to the horizon, unable to believe that a single stretch of water connected us to Asar. When I was on the sea, it was impossible to believe I'd ever been anywhere else; once upon a time, I'd thought I might find work in the farms stretching out beyond Mahon, but there wasn't anywhere else for me, anywhere but the sea; and until we cast anchor, using rowboats to reach the narrow strip of beach, I was home.
 
   “Perhaps we are finding that Isjin is taking a nap in this temple, yes?” Akela said, slapping me on the back when my feet didn't want to shift from the sand. “Or a real phoenix! How much are you thinking they are paying for that?”
 
   Ten minutes in and Akela was the only one in high spirits. The path drawn across the map was clear, but the jungle proved to be close to impossible to navigate. A century of heat coiled beneath the canopy, and we were drenched within minutes, arms scratched by low-hanging branches and grasping shrubs, and no matter how we hacked at the thick undergrowth ahead of us, the jungle retaliated tenfold, drawing in closer.
 
   A thousand insects decided to bite me in particular, and someone grumbled, “No wonder this temple ain't never been found. There's no getting through here.”
 
   “If this is a hoax, Varn's gonna know we're ain't happy,” Tizo said, to a half-hearted murmur of agreement. We'd stopped caring about gold, only wanting to be free of the jungle. “Damn traitor.”
 
   Two hours later, I'd finished off half my water, and was strongly considering plastering myself against Akela's back and letting her carry me the rest of the way. We'd taken more turns than the map suggested we should, but Tizo assured us she knew the way back. It was only a matter of following the smell of sea-salt, she'd said. I didn't know how she could smell anything over the dirt and sweat.
 
   Relief came in the form of fruit the red-yellow-green birds had yet to stumble across, and refreshed, we carried on, until the ground beneath us abruptly turned into a sharp incline. The trees ran down the slope, canopy now beneath us, and all of us stared out across the green, until we saw it: the very top of a sandstone temple, pushing through the leaves.
 
   The trouble we'd had tracking it down was set aside in favour of cheering, and led by Tizo, everyone charged down, hacking at branches and ripping vines out of their path. I trailed behind, not interested in gold, and found that I wouldn't have been disappointed, if that was what I'd come along for.
 
   The temple was similar to the one in Mahon, though far bigger. The edges of the steps had been worn and rounded, and the entrances no longer held their original shape, rubble filling the doorways. If there'd been carvings decorating the outside, those were lost to time, but the golden phoenixes were there, just as we'd been promised.
 
   They stood on stone pedestals, some the size of my fist, others so large they could've easily wrapped their wings around me. No one asked why they'd been left there, why the temple had been abandoned and forgotten so suddenly. They were only interested in prying the phoenixes free of the stone that held them up, but I was drawn to the dark of a doorway.
 
   Carefully stepping over the rubble, I gripped the doorway, looked left and right down the corridor, and hoped nothing had made its den in there. It was dim inside, but the few windows let in light enough for me to find my way. I walked with a hand splayed across the wall, feeling the mismatched tiles of a mosaic beneath my fingertips. The colours were almost entirely faded, but I made out vague figures: a woman standing with open arms, red wax dripping between her fingers; a man with a cloth folded across his eyes, reaching for the sun; a child kneeling at the edge of an ocean.
 
   I made my way deeper into the temple, unable to work out why it had been left behind. Many rooms and corridors were blocked off, but the destruction in the temple had been dealt by time and time alone. No longer able to hear the others outside, I came to a corridor where the only window was blocked by a bird's nest, and I barely saw the shape of the comets I felt carved into the walls, rushing through the stars, towards Bosma.
 
   I didn't know what I was looking for. The people of Canth seemed so content when they spoke of Isjin; perhaps I wanted to understand why.
 
   Something drove me on, and I felt my chest tighten before I realised that something other than my footsteps filled the corridor.
 
   A low, sorrowful note rang out, passing someone's lips as though it was the only truth left in the world. For a moment, it sounded the way the ocean felt, when I stared down at the clear waters, at home atop the rocking waves, and words tumbled out. A language I'd never heard washed over me, words rendered worthless by the weight of the tune. It was old, older than the temple, as though it had been built up around the song itself.
 
   “Hello?” I called to the darkness, but found myself sad to have spoken. To have interrupted the song, if only for a second. It was close to me, too close, as though it had been sung to me every night as a child.
 
   I took a step forward and the song stopped. 
 
   The shadows moved, and though I was no longer alone, I wasn't frightened, either.
 
   A woman stepped forward, and the first thing I saw – the only thing I could look at – were her eyes. They were white as the moon, obscured by a haze that became her, and though I didn't want to weep, I couldn't imagine how I could bring myself to smile. 
 
   Long, black hair tumbled in waves from beneath the red swathe of cloth she wore wrapped around her head, long red cloak clinging to her, in spite of the heat. She looked at me and her lips parted, fingers pressing gently to my cheeks. I didn't flinch, didn't take a step back. Something had welled up within me, a warmth the sun couldn't contend with, a feeling of ease, of belonging, that the sea hadn't brought me.
 
   “Aejin yu ka Aejin,” the woman said softly, staring into my eyes as if they were as brilliant as her own. I felt the words more than I understood them, and tilting her head to the side, she said, “Hakora yora. You are still brand-new.”
 
   “I...” Trembling hands found her wrists. “I know you.”
 
   The woman reclaimed her hands and stepped back.
 
   “You know yourself,” she simply said, and no matter how I longed for it, she didn't repeat those strange words that had cut right through me. 
 
   “Northwood!” Akela's voice echoed through the temple, tumbling roughly through the present. 
 
   The woman in front of me lifted her brow and I turned, stepped back and called out, “I'm here.” 
 
   I glanced around the corner and saw Akela wrapping her arms around a great, golden phoenix, as if to stop it from taking flight.
 
   “The others, they are wanting to know if there is anything worth taking in here,” she said.
 
   “It's just stone. There's nothing else left,” I said, turning to find the woman gone. “There was...”
 
   I said nothing more, stared blankly into the darkness, and Akela stepped in front of me, saying, “Northwood, something is wrong?”
 
   “There was a bird. It... it made me jump,” I said, knowing there was no point in heading into the darkness, deeper into the temple. The woman was gone, and I felt no different than I had before seeing her, before hearing her.
 
   Akela furrowed her brow and said, “I did not wish to be making you think that there really was a phoenix inside,” as she laughed at my expense. I managed a smile and followed her out, unsure of why I was keeping the woman's presence to myself. Back out in the light, I could almost convince myself that I'd been alone in there; that no one would ever believe otherwise.
 
   The journey back was far easier, even with golden birds to carry. I was given what remained, the smallest phoenix with barely any details etched into it, and we headed back through the ever-thickening jungle, coming out on the beach a mile from Tizo's ship. 
 
   Akela sat in the sand as the rowboat ferried people back and forth, and I picked shells out of the surf. I washed away the sand as the water lapped at my hands, and threw back anything that didn't shimmer. I slipped the more interesting shells into my pocket, taking better care of them than the gold phoenix I'd let sink into the sand.
 
   “If it is tomorrow and you are not busy, perhaps you are coming with me,” Akela said, watching me pace up and down the beach, toes in the water. “The crew, they are not having a problem with you coming, if I am pretending I am needing you there. Not that I am not appreciating your help with the translation, yes, but sometimes, I am even more intimidating if I am not reacting to anything that is being said to me.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said, holding out a hand and helping Akela to her feet as the rowboat returned for us. “If I make it to the docks on time, I'll come along.”
 
   Back home, Reis was out. It wasn't often that they left the books unattended for the day, and it was always strange to be in the hut without the accompaniment of their frustrated sighs and the scrawl of their quill. Kouris had taken the day off to do much of nothing, and had a great propensity for lying out on the pier, soaking up the sun.
 
   Some days, I could manage to relax half as well as Kouris. With the memory of the woman from the temple relegated to the back of my mind, I placed the golden phoenix on my shelf along with the shells I'd found, and decided that I'd do well to spend the rest of the day following in Kouris' example.
 
   “Alright, yrval,” she said as the pier creaked beneath my toes, letting me know she was awake. “How was that treasure hunt of yours?”
 
   I shrugged, lowering myself and lying so that the top of my head almost touched hers, horns curving back and framing my face.
 
   “Tizo's pretty happy with the haul. She'll probably be bragging for months. I half-expected the boat to sink on the way back, what with all the golden phoenixes we found,” I told her. “Found some new shells, too.”
 
   Kouris hummed, impressed, having expected us to have fistfuls of rubble to show for our efforts.
 
   “What was the temple like?”
 
   “Old. Crumbling. There were a few faded paintings, but we took everything else of worth.”
 
   Eyes closed against the relentless Canthian sun, I tried to recall what the red-cloaked woman had said to me, but her words became shapeless, weightless. The song faded as the to and fro of the surf and the sloshing of the waves drowned it out, and instead, I let my mind wander back to when the last notable storm had hit the sea around Mahon. Five weeks. Five and a half. The pressure in the air was building; there was bound to be another soon.
 
   Kouris and I idly spoke in Svargan for a few hours. We kissed as we spoke, no longer having to focus on learning and teaching. Months ago, I'd decided that if I was going to live forever, I wasn't going to succumb to boredom before the age of thirty, and had set about learning all I could of Kouris' first language. It was rougher than Canthian, but felt much bigger; I liked them both, but I liked being able to talk to Kouris like this.
 
   “How often does Yin Zhou come to Port Mahon, anyway?” I asked, rolling onto my front and propping myself up on my elbows.
 
   Kouris blinked her eyes open to stare up at me upside down, crinkling her nose.
 
   “Yin Zhou turns up whenever she's wanting to,” she said. “Every two or three years. Sometimes more, sometimes less.”
 
   I put a hand on Kouris' left horn, and ran my nails across the carvings Reis had worked into it.
 
   “She could help us, couldn't she? Reis is always saying that she runs Canth, that she has some sort of deal with the Queen. So she could help us get back, right?”
 
   Kouris paused. We'd had versions of this conversation a hundred times over, but she didn't want to point that out. Not again.
 
   “Rumour has it Queen Nasrin's done business with Yin Zhou, aye. But say she does come sailing into port. What's making you think she'd do us a favour, yrval?”
 
   “You're... you. Queen Kouris! And Atthis is here, too. That still has to count for something, right?” I asked, grasping. Kouris' mouth twitched into a frown, and I said, “Well, what about Reis? She owes them, right?”
 
   “Reis might've got their leg blown off saving Yin Zhou's life, but look around. Reis has all the gold they could ever need, not to mention all of Mahon. I'd say that's pretty good compensation,” Kouris said, and I fell back against the pier, huffing.
 
   There had to be something one of us could do to earn Yin Zhou's favour. I tried to escape the obvious answer, but could only think in circles for so long; I could earn her favour. Surely there was someone she wanted to be brought back. Surely I could promise to give her another chance, should something go awry. I held my hands up, squinting at the sunlight flowing between my fingers, and told myself that I wouldn't be scared.
 
   If Yin Zhou made port, proving herself to be more than a pirates' legend, I wouldn't be afraid of my own powers. I'd earn my way back.
 
   “Besides,” Kouris continues. “What are you thinking of doing once you're back, yrval?”
 
   Saving Kastelir, I wanted to say, but how did I expect to do that, when my powers were fast-fading within me? I couldn't hope to bring down another dragon, let alone the dozens – hundreds – that had swarmed the country. And who was to say that anything worth saving remained?
 
   “Atthis has plans,” I grumbled. “Dozens of them. He keeps reading them out to me, like I can find the faults in them. I could probably put them all into action myself.”
 
   Kouris laughed, but the sound didn't last long. The truth was, none of us knew what we'd find in Kastelir, or what we'd do with it, once we were back. Perhaps being exiled to Canth was its own blessing. We'd been saved, we'd been allowed to escape with our lives and little more. I told myself it couldn't be a bad thing, but my stomach clenched at the thought of giving up and resigning myself to the life I wanted, but couldn't accept.
 
   “I just wonder what would've happened if we'd got out of Kastelir when we'd planned to. If we'd made it to the Bloodless Lands,” I heard myself blurt out. “The dragons still would've reached Isin, but maybe we could've done something to fight back.”
 
   “Yrval...” Kouris said under her breath. “Are you wanting to talk about—”
 
   “No,” I said, and I said it so firmly that no more questions followed.
 
   My thoughts roamed where I didn't want them to, and as the tide drew in, I raked what I could recall of the song, of that single moment of peace I'd felt, and clung to it like an anchor.
 
   Even that wasn't enough to keep me still. I sat up, stared out at nothing on the horizon and laid back down, feeling each and every wooden plank dig into my spine. Kouris watched, said nothing, and waited me work the restlessness out of my system as I paced up and down the pier, eventually splaying a hand against the end and lowering myself into the sea. I ducked my head beneath the waist-high water, salt on my lips, everything blocked out but the pressure of the ocean. 
 
   The third time I surfaced, Kouris was stood over me. Crouching on the edge of the pier, she held out a hand and I took it, letting her hoist me up. I shook like a dog and she clicked her tongue, putting an arm around me and ruffling my wet hair more than the wind could hope to.
 
   “Looks like it's just you and me tonight. I suppose you're going to have to be putting up with my cooking,” she said, leading me inside and keeping me close.
 
   I awoke early enough the next morning to still have time to decide whether or not I wanted to join Akela for a handful of days, but Katja made the decision for me.
 
   “Good morning Rowan, Kouris,” she called out as she swept into the hut. Reis was still out, doing whatever it was they did when they weren't managing finances or mutilation, and I poked my head out of my bedroom door, supposing I couldn't hide away forever. “I do hope I'm not troubling you, but I do so dislike it when Akela and Uncle are both out of town. It's awfully quiet in the apartment. I thought I'd come here and make us all breakfast.”
 
   I smiled at the basket of food she'd brought with her, and Kouris stumbled out of her own room, yawning and stretching and catching Katja in a one-armed hug. With her distracted, I slipped quietly into the living area and claimed a sofa for myself. 
 
   “No work today?” Kouris asked, gracious enough to pour us all drinks.
 
   Katja shook her head, washing handfuls of fruit in the sink.
 
   “Oh, you know how it is around Mahon, Kouris. The people here treat getting injured as though it's an obligation, not a mere risk. For this past month, I've dealt with nothing more interesting than the remnants of broken bottles that have met stomachs and arms, severed fingers, bite marks. I am quite beyond it all, today. The fine women of Port Mahon shall have to rely on bitterwillow for the next few hours.”
 
   A few minutes later, I woke up properly and found it within myself to head over and help Katja. She greeted me with a smile and said nothing more. I relaxed as we stood side-by-side, slicing fruit and tearing up bread fresh from the bakery. 
 
   Once we were sat at the table, Katja and Kouris set about talking as easily as they always did, and I distracted myself with food, until I realised Katja was looking right at me.
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “The temple, dear. How was it? Akela tells me it was quite the find! Gold phoenixes and all.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, tuning back in. “Right. There was definitely a lot left behind.”
 
   Strange. I hadn't felt compelled to mention the woman in the temple to anyone else, but I felt as though Katja knew all that I had yet to say.
 
   “... They're not solid gold, of course. Gold-plated, and still incredibly valuable,” Katja explained. “The one Akela showed me was wonderfully detailed. Exactly like the illustrations I've seen of the birds themselves.”
 
   Nodding, I pushed a slice of orange around on my plate.
 
   “Won't, uh... won't Isjin be angry? We did kind of defile her temple and steal all her statues,” I said, quietly bitter that no matter how much I saw, no matter how much I experienced, Katja always managed to know more about Isjin and the temples than I did, simply with the aid of some dusty tome.
 
   “Goodness, no. Those golden birds have nothing to do with Isjin!” Katja said, chuckling, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “They were left at her temples as offerings to the necromancers, who never worked for a fee. If anything, Isjin will be angry that we hunted her real birds into extinction.”
 
   “Now, how'd you go about killing off something that's immortal?” Kouris asked, as curious as I was.
 
   “Technically immortal,” Katja said, delighted that she had knowledge to share. “You see, when a phoenix reaches the end of its lifespan, it erupts into flames, only to be reborn from the ashes. One of the reasons I believe they were paired with necromancers, actually; they are able to bring themselves back in the only way necromancers cannot. At some point, people came to the wonderful conclusion that eating the meat of a phoenix would grant them immortality in turn. I once read a series of letters that, if they were properly translated, seemed to suggest that people believed grinding down the bones of phoenixes and using them in certain medicines would draw out necromantic abilities. And so phoenixes were killed prematurely, denied the chance to burst into flame, and as they do not reproduce, their numbers fell dramatically.”
 
   Kouris' ears perked up and she tapped her claws on the tabletop, quietly impressed. I'd spent so long believing that they'd died out killing off necromancers over fifteen-hundred years ago that it seemed absurd to me. It almost didn't matter how they'd died; in the end, the phoenixes all were dead and gone, no matter how senseless it was.
 
   “They did try to save the phoenixes, in the Kingdom of Myros,” Katja went on to say. “The phoenixes that remained lit a great fire in the heart of the country, that any bones salvaged from a butchered phoenix might be thrown in and reborn.”
 
   “Wait, you mean the Phoenix Fire? I though they made that to kill Kondo-Kana,” I said.
 
   Covering her mouth with a piece of bread, Katja laughed softly to herself.
 
   “Goodness, dear. Who tells you these things?”
 
   I stared at her and she smiled at me, returning to her breakfast without a second thought. A long time ago, when we'd first met, I thought she'd only found me entertaining because I was a novelty to her. I was poor, illiterate. I worked with my hands. I grew up in a farmhouse, not a castle, and the most important person I'd ever met was the village elder from Birchbridge. But after a year in Port Mahon and months spent in Ridgeth, after living amongst the dirt on the bottom of Canth's boot, Katja still laughed frequently and fondly at all my little deficiencies, ever under the impression that I wouldn't notice.
 
   Sometimes, she tried to translate between Canthian and Mesomium for me. She'd pat me on the shoulder whenever I bartered successfully with a merchant. I could engage in conversations she only understood the gist of, yet she'd do me the favour of summarising them afterwards. To her, I was still that person who'd trundled out of Felheim, unaware of what I was doing in Isin; unaware of what I was doing anywhere. The sun had darkened my skin, new languages had stretched my tongue and mind alike, and my stomach had conquered the sea, but she saw through all of that. 
 
   For my part, I hadn't failed to notice her change. Or rather, I hadn't failed to notice her become more of what she was. She was a good friend. She took pride in being a good friend; had my powers crept through someone else's veins, she would've been a good friend to them, too.
 
   Yet she was part of my past. Part of the family I'd built up. I clung to her because Kastelir was her home, and if I was with her, then I too might end up back there, one day. 
 
   “Rowan,” Katja said, pushing the skin of the fruit she wasn't going to eat into a neat pile on the side of her plate. “Might I have a word with you? In private?”
 
   Kouris got to her feet, lifted our plates and washed them louder than she needed to. I nodded, gesturing for Katja to continued, but she only leant closer and said, “Outside, perhaps...?”
 
   I exhaled heavily, and thinking I might refuse her, she added, “It's about Uncle Jonas,” in a whisper.
 
   If I could've reached out and grabbed her by the scruff of her shirt without Kouris asking why, I would've. Anger rose up in me with more force than the Canthian sun, and I tried to speak, tried to do anything that didn't resort in letting Katja get her own way, but I was on my feet before I knew it, marching out of the hut.
 
   “What do you think you're doing?” I hissed once we were outside. “You can't bring that up, Katja. Not ever.”
 
   Katja reached out to straighten the collar of my shirt, but I took a swift step back.
 
   “I didn't... Rowan, you know I'd never tell anyone what you did. I simply thought you wouldn't be willing to hear me out, otherwise,” Katja said, glancing skittishly off to the side. “It's simply that...”
 
   I wasn't about to let her drag things out.
 
   “It's what?” I demanded.
 
   “What I was saying about the phoenixes. Crushing their bones. It gave me an idea, and...”
 
   “No!” I said, gripping her by the shoulders. “No, Katja. We're not going through this again. It won't work. Whatever it is, it won't work.”
 
   Katja stared at me blankly, brow furrowed, as if she didn't know why I wouldn't hear her out. Worse than that, she was looking at me as though I was stupid, unable to comprehend anything. Telling her no wouldn't work. It never did. I'd have to show her how wrong she was.
 
   “Come on,” I snarled, grabbing her wrist.
 
   She followed me but I was deaf to her pleas for me to slow down, to wait just a moment. I charged across the beach, up onto the street, not stopping until we were at the docks. A few of the fishing boats had already brought their first catch of the day in, and I let go of Katja's wrist, pulling a handful of fish out by their tails.
 
   “Oi!” a woman called, drawing her sword as she hurried over. “What do you think you're doing?”
 
   In no mood to be meek, I stepped closer, teeth grit as I looked up at her.
 
   “They're for Reis. If you've got a problem with that, you take it up with them,” I said, holding her gaze.
 
   The woman gave one of her companions a questioning glance, and the other fisher was wise enough to nod her head. I didn't wait for the woman to sheath her sword. I stormed off, fish in hand, leading Katja through the busy streets and up the single flight of stairs clinging to the side of the building she lived in.
 
   Katja had moved beyond asking what I was doing, what I needed the fish for. She fumbled for her key, as confused as she was excited as the door clicked unlocked, and I shouldered it open, stomping into the living area. The apartment was a far cry from what she was used to – the walls were bare and I strongly suspected that nobody within Mahon knew what a carpet was – but I found everything I needed.
 
   I grabbed a pitcher of water, placed it on the table at the centre of the room, and dropped a fish into it, letting the other two slide across the table.
 
   “Bring them back to life,” I said bluntly.
 
   “I can't—” she began, but I cut her off before she could add not yet.
 
   “Of course you can't!” You're not a necromancer,” I said, slamming a hand down against the table. The water trembled in the pitcher and Katja had finally done it; she'd finally forced me to use my powers, after all this time. The fish twitched, calmed down once it realised it was alive, and panicked all over again thanks to its confined quarters. “If there was any chance of it happening, you'd be able to do it by now. You can't learn this. I can't teach it to you. I wanted the fish to come back to life and it did. That's all there is to this!”
 
   Katja was paler than I'd ever seen her. She shook her head over and over, and with trembling hands, picked up another of the fish. Twice she tried to ease it into the pitcher and twice she failed, until finally, the fish slid in, causing the other to flail all the more.
 
   Her eyes shone with the promise of tears, and with a deep, unsteady breath, she held her hands over the pitcher and did exactly nothing. Nothing but frustration built up within her, and I relished in it. Maybe this was all it took; maybe this outburst would finally get through to her. The fish refused to move, and Katja gripped the sides of the pitcher as though it would make any difference.
 
   “I've almost got it,” she said, voice painfully high. “I can feel... something. Something that's different to anything else I've ever felt. Please, Rowan. Please. If only I could cling to whatever it is. If only you would tell me how it feels for you.”
 
   Her eyes were all but black, and as she trembled with the impossible task she'd assigned herself to, her skin too changed. It became sickly, reflecting the grey of Felheim's sky on a dreary day. She was desperately trying to twist her power into something it wasn't, burning herself from the inside out as a consequence.
 
   Seeing her like that caused all of my anger to rush out. I wrapped my fingers around her wrists, easing her hands away from the pitcher, but the part of her nature that had always tried to repel mine got the better of her. I couldn't hold on without feeling as though my palms were burning, and as my stomach twisted in on itself, I looked around, needing something to break her out of the trance she'd forced herself into.
 
   The glint of a kitchen knife caught my attention. I darted over and grabbed it, took hold of the last fish and sliced it open.
 
   “Katja. Katja, look at me. You're forcing yourself to bring that fish back to life, and you're only hurting yourself,” I said, picking up the bloody fish and dropping it into the water. “It shouldn't be difficult. It should exhaust you, but not like this. You shouldn't have to think about it. It should be so much harder for me to bring this fish back, and yet...”
 
   I held my hand over the pitcher, lest Katja convince herself that the two dead fish had come back to life through her own brutal efforts. I blinked and they were back, fighting for space within the pitcher, and all at once, the spell was broken. Katja stopped staring, arms falling slack at her sides, and I put the knife down, pulling her into my arms.
 
   “My mother's dead,” she said in a small, broken voice. “Everyone. My entire country. They are lost to me. I did nothing for them, and even now, I continue to be useless...”
 
   “It's alright, Katja,” I said, placing a hand on the back of her head. “You've done everything you can. I know that. Kouris and Akela and Atthis, they know that too. I know it's hard, but there isn't a magical solution to this. Being a necromancer won't change the past. I can't bring back everyone we've lost, and I can't kill all of the dragons on my own. You're a healer, Katja. You're never going to be useless.”
 
   Swaying in my arms, Katja finally nodded shallowly against my shoulder. In spite of everything she'd put me through, I couldn't blame her. Not with her crumpled in my arms, not after all she'd been through. All she'd wanted to do was help, and she'd put more effort into the impossible than any of us. I held her close, wanting her to know how deeply sorry I was for all that she'd lost, hoping that time would be kind and bring her back to her true self.
 
   Leaning back, eyes half-lidded, Katja placed a hand against my cheek and rested her forehead against mine. Her shoulders tensed and I wanted to tell her that it was alright, that she could relax, but I wasn't given the chance to let my own eyes close.
 
   The metal bit into me, cold and sharp.
 
   Blood oozed between my ribs and pain cut through my understanding of what had happened. There was nothing else in the world: only the red sting cutting through my chest and Katja's eyes meeting mine. I did all I could to force a sound from my throat, but none came. I could only reach blindly, fingers finding Katja's elbow, tracing down to her wrist, to her fingers wrapped tight around the hilt of the kitchen knife.
 
   The wound was trying to force itself shut around the blade, and Katja pushed the knife in deeper.
 
   Her fingers curled against my cheek and I slumped forward, knees buckling, everything in my body letting go.
 
   Katja pulled the knife back and the wound gasped before closing. I clung to her with all the strength I had left as she drove it in again and again, into my stomach, between my ribs.
 
   Stop, I would've pleaded, had my throat not been thick with blood. Stop it, stop it, please. I don't want to die, I don't—please.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER IV
 
   The darkness was absolute.
 
   I was not sleeping, I was not dreaming, and I was not unconscious.
 
   I wasn't aware of the depths I had drifted into until I came to, blinking my eyes open, surroundings warping and blurring around me. I wasn't granted any sort of blissful delusion; I knew exactly where I was, exactly what had happened to me. There were no words to describe the pain. It had become me: I was intimately aware of every inch of my body, every fibre. Every layer of skin and sinew burnt brightly in the back of my mind, every muscle and tendon that had been cut through. 
 
   Moving caused metal to jangle behind me. Chains were wrapped tightly around my wrists and I found myself sitting, head slumped forward. Slowly, I stretched my fingers out, finding that my hands were bound behind a thick, iron bar, curved at the base. The leg of the stove, hefty door digging against my back. I jerked my arms, shoulders straining, but even if I'd had any strength left in me, I wouldn't have been able to pull the stove from the wall.
 
   The front of my shirt was torn to ribbons, lap soaked in blood, floorboards not much better off. I could replenish blood as quickly as I lost it, and I couldn't account for how many times I'd had to refill myself, over and over.
 
   Katja was standing over me. I saw her feet but couldn't bring myself to look up. She cleared her throat, dragged a chair from the table and sat in front of me.
 
   “Rowan,” she said.
 
   I lifted my head, for fear of what would happen if I didn't.
 
   She'd changed. There wasn't a fleck of blood on the dress she was wearing, and her hair was dark where it had recently been washed. Watery trails of blood were still smeared across her jawline and throat, but it didn't make any difference. She could wander out into Mahon like that and nobody would look at her twice.
 
   “Katja,” I tried, eyes fixed on the knife laid across her lap. 
 
   Katja drew in a deep breath and I didn't dare speak another word.
 
   “I never wanted to be a healer, Rowan. My mother was always very supportive of this, but there were those who believed I ought to set all my ambitions aside in favour of aiding those foolish enough to get themselves hurt in the first place,” Katja said, and I didn't care why she was telling me this. As long as she was talking, the knife was going to remain in her lap. “My mother was always quick to silence them: no one argued with Queen Kidira. All my life, these so-called powers have been one great insult to me. I am but a glorified weed. I could do so much more, I could do what you refuse to, and instead, I am forced to endure you wasting your gift.”
 
   “Please...” I mumbled, chains rattling behind me. “Please, Katja. Let me go. I won't tell anyone, I won't...”
 
   Katja let out a shrill laugh; I was the more composed out of the two of us. She trembled in her seat, holding the knife by the handle lest it fall out of her lap, and shook her head over and over, fingers running through her hair.
 
   “No. No, I don't think I shall do that,” she said, “I didn't mean for any of this to happen. You must believe that, Rowan. I honestly did not wish for it to come to this, but goodness, you gave me no choice. We can't turn back now.”
 
   “What...” I started, eyelids heavy. My head kept rocking forward, and every time I focused my vision, Katja seemed to have drawn closer. “What did I do?”
 
   “What did you do?” Katja repeated, kneeling in front of me. Fingers digging in beneath my jaw, she tilted my head up so that I could see the disappointment written across her face. “I gave you every chance to tell me what you were, Rowan. I went so far as to flagrantly mention Kondo-Kana around you. I took you to one of Isjin's temples. I let you know that you were safe around me. That I thought highly of necromancers. And you insisted on remaining ignorant.
 
   “I have given you every opportunity to help, to become better than a person of your standing could ever dare to hope to, and you have squandered it all. You are selfish, Rowan. You are too utterly wrapped up in your own grief to comprehend how you might be of help to others.”
 
   I could feel myself slipping away, though she held my head up. Everything in my body wanted to tumble down, down, and slip through the floorboards like the blood that had been stolen from me. She was right. She was right. All I cared about was getting back to Asar, leaving behind everything the people here had given me.
 
   “You knew...” I murmured. 
 
   Of course she had. Sickness hadn't welled up within me by chance, hadn't gripped me whenever she was demanding something of me.
 
   “I knew. Of course I knew. From the moment you stepped into the castle, I knew that there was a necromancer in Isin. All my life, Rowan, I had waited to meet a necromancer. I studied endless books, the records left by past healers who'd come into contact with them. I convinced myself it was wishful thinking; surely I wouldn't be able to feel a necromancer's presence so clearly. And yet the moment you arrived, I knew,” Katja said, fingers moving from my chin to run through my hair. “And after all that time, what is my patience rewarded with? An illiterate farmer who barely scrapped together the intelligence to get there in the first place. I tried my best to make you better, I truly did, but you are irredeemably oblivious, Rowan.”
 
   All my life, I'd been convinced that necromancy only served to negate anything of worth I had within me. But there Katja was, reassuring me that my powers were the only part of me that counted for anything.
 
   “If you can do this, I certainly can,” Katja said firmly, and I opened my mouth to tell her that she was wrong, but she covered it with her fingers, refusing to let me speak. “No, no. Don't waste your breath, dear. You were right about one thing: of course I can't bring back fish. I've spent my entire life healing humans. I need to start with something I'm familiar with.”
 
   Her words had almost been enough to make me forget the knife in her lap, but in a flash, it was at my chest again.
 
   “Don't do it, don't do it,” I blurted out, heart betraying me. It pounded in my chest, reaching out to greet the tip of Katja's knife. My skin split open and the first trickle of blood spilt out, but Katja wasn't putting enough pressure on the blade. The first time she'd struck me, she'd exhausted herself. She'd lashed out blindly, knife digging in at odd angles, missing and splitting the surface of my skin open, but now, her movements were careful and calculated. “Hurts, hurts, please, don't, stop, stopstop, hurts—”
 
   My feet skidded against the floor, chains rattling behind me, and though thrashing only made it worse, I couldn't stop.
 
   “Shhhh,” Katja hissed, inching the knife in deeper. Blood stained my teeth and I pushed myself back against the stove, knowing that the pain would fade. Even then, I knew it wouldn't last forever. Because if it didn't fade, I would never be able to move past that moment; I needed it to be a memory, needed it to be gone. I was on the verge of collapsing, mind about to flicker out, but my powers surged through me, forcing me to stay afloat amidst the pain. “Oh, no, no. I don't want to hurt you, Rowan...”
 
   Her hand moved to my forehead, washing away the pain. The knife remained between my ribs, blood filling my mouth, and though I could feel the steel lodged in my chest, it didn't hurt. I stared at Katja, eyes wide, and when I tried to talk, I only succeed on choking on the blood. I coughed until my eyes were streaming, blood splattering from between my teeth and lips, and very gently, Katja reached up, using her fingers to scoop out what blood she could.
 
   “See, see,” she said softly. “It doesn't have to hurt, Rowan. Keep still and it'll all be fine, you'll see.”
 
   “There's a knife in my chest,” I croaked. “Pull it out. Please.”
 
   I wish I hadn't asked. Katja was barely able to hold back the torrent of pain that rushed out of me as my heart released the blade, surroundings falling away from me. Light peeled away in favour of darkness, but it wasn't dying that scared me so; I'd come back from that. 
 
   I did all I could to keep myself conscious, to face Katja and her knife, for I had slipped out this world once already and found myself adrift in something more hollow than emptiness.
 
   *
 
   I hadn't managed to remain bound to Bosma.
 
   I awoke and pain tunnelled into my body. Katja had continued pushing her knife in once I was beyond unconscious, and had done all she could to heal the wounds over before my body could attend to them. I was riddled with mutilated scars, worse than the ones the wolves had left behind, and my head pounded, unsure of what to do with the conflicting forces running through me.
 
   My hearing was muffled, vision blurred, but I saw the night sky through the window. The passage of time did nothing to console me, and I couldn't tell whether I'd been there for a day or four. No one would be looking for me. Kouris might wonder where I was, but she'd only conclude that I'd headed off with Akela after all, or joined another crew for a handful of days.
 
   The sounds of Port Mahon slowly crept back to me, and the buzz of the town became a thrum. I wanted to call out, to raise my voice and scream for someone to come up, but when I opened my mouth, a breath barely managed to rattle its way out.
 
   Katja was close to me, sat in the corner of the room.
 
   She was crying. Sobbing, really. Her whole body heaved as tears streamed down her face, and she was practically choking on her own guilt. A light rushed through my fingers, as though my hands were cupped around a candle and light was seeping between the gaps. 
 
   Katja looked around at the sound of me stirring, eyes stained red, and I wanted nothing more than to fade back into the darkness. It'd be better for me, better for everyone.
 
   “Rowan, I-I didn't... oh, it isn't meant to be this way,” Katja gasped. “I didn't want to hurt you, didn't want to harm you. I shouldn't have done that. I'm sorry, so sorry. Please, you have to believe me. All I wanted was to be stronger, to be able to protect Kastelir. That isn't so wrong, is it? I've done terrible things, but I only wanted to help. You have to believe that none of this was supposed to happen.”
 
   Head tilted to the side, I met her gaze. What did she expect me to say? That I forgave her, that it wasn't too late to end this? That I'd never mention this to another soul, not as long as I lived? Sniffing, Katja drew in a shaky breath and wiped her eyes, bravely wearing a watery smile.
 
   I had no words for her, and barely any strength. Not taking my eyes off hers, I leant forward as far as I could, and spat all the blood and vomit left in my mouth at her, plunging back into the dark depths before she could retaliate. 
 
   *
 
   The next time I came to, my body had healed over enough to soak up the discomfort of my surroundings. It was the hottest part of the day, and I sweated though I'd yet to struggle, dried blood and vomit sticky against my skin. The floorboards wore against my bones and the ridges of the stove worked into my spine. I sat up as straight as I could, shoulders rolling back, only to find that my wrists were no longer chained behind my back. 
 
   My left arm had been pulled behind me and chained to the back leg of the stove, and the other was stretched out at my side, bound to the far leg at the front. I didn't care why I'd been repositioned. I couldn't move more than I'd been able to before, but I could move in different ways. I pressed my feet flat on the floor, trying to inch my way up, chains grinding against metal.
 
   My voice was almost strong enough to reach out to Mahon, but the clank of metal drew Katja out of her room. She'd changed again but hadn't washed the blood out of her hair, and I saw faint trails of dried tears swiped across her face.
 
   She was calm, focused. More than that, she wasn't holding the knife, and it made me braver than I ought to have been.
 
   “How do you think this ends for you?” I asked in a whisper, thudding back down against the floorboards. “W-when Atthis and Akela get back, what do you think they're going to do?”
 
   Katja tilted her head to the side, as if trying to work out whether or not I'd really had the gall to say that.
 
   “Atthis is my uncle. We are family, and he will take my word. If you think that I intend to leave you like this, Rowan, you are sorely mistaken,” she said, crouching in front of me. “And Akela, well. She has been in love with my mother for so very long that she would never disgrace her memory by failing to protect me. Whether you believe her to be your friend or not, you are still a necromancer; she will understand that I had no other choice.”
 
   My ears rang, but it wasn't what she said that made my head spin. Her certainty that my friends would betray me, would condone this, stirred nothing within me. All I could think of was water. My mouth was dry and had been for days, and the air I breathed turned to sand in my mouth. I ran my tongue across my teeth, the roof of my mouth and the inside of my cheeks, knowing that blood itself would be a relief right now.
 
   “Are you going to stab me again?” I asked, eyes rolling back as I looked up at her. “Your mother wouldn't be proud of you, Katja. She'd say... say you waited too long. She'd never waste her time like this. She'd just... just burn me.”
 
   My head lolled forward as I laughed hoarsely, and Katja's fingers knotted in my hair a second later.
 
   “Never speak of my mother, Rowan,” Katja hissed at me, ensuring I had no choice but to meet her fiery gaze.
 
   “She might... she should, she should burn you too,” I mumbled, mouth curling into a smile, “In case you're right. In case you can become a necromancer. B-better safe than sorry, right? Do you think she'd be happy if y-you went back and saved the country with necromancy?”
 
   Katja's grip loosened and her palm struck my cheek, forcing my head to jerk to the side. I'd seen her trembling with a knife in her hand, sobbing over what she'd done, but this was the first time I'd truly angered her, the first time she'd been aware of how quickly control was slipping between her fingers.
 
   I licked my dry lips and she lifted a hand to hit me again, but rose to her feet, thinking better of it. Eyes closed, I listened to her bare feet press to the floorboards as she went back and forth, back and forth, trying to regain her composure. 
 
   I wasn't sure when she'd knocked the chair over, but I heard her pick it back up and drag it into the spot in front of me. The black behind my eyelids kept trying to shift into something else, and consciousness only kept rushing back into me because Katja's silence wouldn't let me leave.
 
   I forced my eyes open and Katja raised her brow, glowering at me as though I was a dog who had chewed through her best dress.
 
   “I've been thinking, Rowan. Thinking about what you said,” she began, and the words drifted through my mind. Keeping my gaze fixed on her was taking all the energy I didn't have, and all I could think was how strange it was that words were just sounds, but they were supposed to mean something to me. “You're right. I reluctantly admit that you're right; perhaps I cannot be a necromancer. Perhaps the fault is my own. Had I been more willing to hone what powers I had at a younger age, perhaps I would be more receptive to necromancy. But as things currently are, I simply don't stand a chance.” 
 
   She paused, waiting for me to respond, but I kept my silence, hoping it would keep her from saying anything more. This wasn't the end of it. She wasn't giving up.
 
   “What I can do, however, is make you into a better necromancer. I believe I've already done so, to an extent, simply by sharing knowledge with you. You wouldn't have ever thought to move Uncle Jonas' body without my assistance, would you? Honestly, Rowan. Do you have any idea what you're capable of?”
 
   “K-kuh... killing...” I stuttered, and she sighed, exasperated.
 
   “Yes, yes. Killing dragons. Goodness me, we've all heard that story a dozen times over. And yet despite all this, you still fail to appreciate the extent of your powers.”
 
   My eyes closed, but darkness hadn't quite taken me. I was aware of the room beyond, aware of the way my shoulder blades felt as though they might split apart as I slumped to the side, only held up by my right arm chained far away from me.
 
   “Are you even listening?” Katja asked, impatient.
 
   “Nnn,” was about all I managed. Perhaps I blinked my eyes open.
 
   “Why do you have to make things so hard on yourself?” Katja rose to her feet, and I tried to let myself slip away, desperate to be unconscious before she could lecture me anymore. From above, I heard one of the drawers slide out, cutlery clattering together as it jerked to a stop on its rollers. “We could've worked together. It could've been easy, you could've taken control, and yet here we are. I have to do all the work myself. Here, here, look. You told me that things just happen for you. That it's intuitive. This shouldn't be any different, should it?”
 
   Steel pressed to my wrist. There wasn't enough force behind it to break the skin, barely enough to cause my eyes to flutter back open, but once they did, the words, “No, no, no, no,” were tumbling from my lips. Katja hadn't taken out another ordinary knife.
 
   It was a meat cleaver.
 
   I kicked but she was knelt to the side, too far for me to reach. Energy boiled within me anew, and I screamed and screeched, knowing, even then, that the noise was only reverberating within my own skull. I forced every inch of my battered body to move, desperate to pull my wrists free of the chains, the chains free of the stove, the stove free of the wall; anything that would let me escape.
 
   Even if I didn't have the strength for it, surely I was moving too much for her to be able to strike. She'd put a knife through me but I couldn't let her do this. I couldn't let her take a piece of me. I couldn't, I couldn't.
 
   “Katja, no, no. I'll help you, I'll do whatever you want me to, I'll...”
 
   She wasn't listening. Eyes fixed on my wrist, she brought the meat cleaver up, dropping the blade down in a clean, quick motion. I tore my eyes away, screwed them shut as the cleaver cracked the floorboards open, and my heart lurched, even though she'd missed. She'd had to. Nothing in my body registered a loss, and no pain flared up within me. I could do it. I could pull my arm free before she tried again.
 
   I was almost convinced that the chains would tear like paper until I tried curling my fingers.
 
   Nothing.
 
   I looked down, slowly.
 
   Katja had pulled the cleaver back and risen to her feet. I stared down at my hand, wrist still bound in chains, and when I pulled my arm back, it broke away with ease.
 
   My hand didn't.
 
   The air in the room turned to ash and flooded my lungs. The speed of my breathing overtook the pounding of my heart, and nausea rose up within me, pooling in my lap, splattering across the floor. She'd done it.
 
   Katja had taken my hand and she hadn't even had the decency to let me feel it. Finally falling to the side, I held the bloody mess to my chest, convulsing as more than blood poured out of me, source never drying up. I was burning, burning from the inside out, that strange light from my fingers spreading throughout the rest of me.
 
   “Claire...” I gurgled through the gore, as though it was the only word I knew. “Claire, Claire...”
 
   The cleaver was placed atop the counter and Katja knelt down, picking my hand up and dropping it carelessly on the table.
 
   “Claire?” Katja asked, stepping into the puddle of blood surrounding me. “Goodness, dear. I know this is a difficult time for you, but you have to focus. Don't let delusions take you. You know as well as I do that Claire's dead. You saw what became of Isin. Rowan, darling. You know that Claire would never abandon the city, not while there were still dragons there. She isn't going to come for you. You don't need saving, Rowan; you merely need to be more compliant.”
 
   For the last eighteen months, I'd done all I could to keep hold of myself, but every time I mentioned Claire's name, I'd felt another small part of myself slipping away. I'd tried to respect her memory, but it hurt to think of her. Yet if there was ever a time to lose myself to the imaginary, the unattainable, this was it.
 
   My vision faded to all but a spark, and in that light I let myself believe that Claire was coming towards me. It didn't matter how she'd escaped Isin, or how she knew to find me there. All that mattered was that she'd been safe in Kyrindval all along, and that she was there with me, ready to put her arms around me. I gripped my wrist, trying to flex fingers that were no longer there, and did all I could do drown out my whimpers by convincing myself that she was pressed against me, fingers trailing through my hair.
 
   She was there. She was there.
 
   It didn't matter that compared to all that had happened, my feelings for her were but dust in the balance. Claire was with me, and I wouldn't succumb to any of this.
 
   “Hand...” someone was murmuring with my voice. “Need my...”
 
   They were right. If only Katja would give me my hand back; I could hold it to my wrist and join the parts together, just as I had on the farm, when workers caught their fingers in the equipment. I'd make myself whole again. Surely that would be enough. Surely that would prove to Katja that I understood the importance of my abilities.
 
   “You don't need anything, Rowan. What you need to do is think of layers: the bones, the muscles, the skin. It'll come to you.”
 
   Katja left me to my agony, and Port Mahon ceased to be. The birds had fallen out of the sky and the seas had stilled, leaving no reason for the pirates to remain; there was no one else, no one other than Katja, and I wouldn't call out to her. 
 
   I curled around myself as much as the chains and stove permitted me to, wrist pressed to my chest, gushing, gushing. It wasn't mine. This wasn't me. It was all happening to someone else, and I was caught in a nightmare of their life, no matter how my arm moved when I willed it to. The body wasn't mine. It was just a shell, a shell for the powers Katja couldn't wield, and she would scrape me away from the inside until there was nothing left to disobey her.
 
   The fish were dead again. They'd rushed up to the neck of the pitcher, water tinted pink, and I had been gutted as they had, everything within me rushing out. My hand laid on the table next to them, discarded like the rotten end of a log, and I stared at it, willing it to move. It was mine, or it had been. Surely I could make it move, surely I could curl the fingers towards the palm.
 
   But the only movement I made was to shudder, teeth chattering together.
 
   My vision dimmed with the encroaching night and didn't clear properly once dawn was upon us. The table was a blur, everything else in the apartment a distant memory, and at some point in the night, Claire had come to me. I hadn't heard her open the door, hadn't seen her step across the floor, and though I didn't know why she hadn't carried me out, the only thing that mattered was that she'd been there. 
 
   She'd pressed to my back, hair brushing against my face. The feel of her skin against mine had rushed through me, and I could only think of how kind she'd been, how she'd taken me away from my old life; how she had kissed me and not cared who'd seen; how she had been so beautiful, and thought the same of me, no matter how twisted and gnarled my body was.
 
   Thick, hot tears streamed down my face, and I cried as I never had before. I'd used up every last memory I had of Claire, and it hadn't changed anything. I hadn't been taken away. I hadn't even been unchained. 
 
   Katja would check on me, occasionally. My body was sparking with power, and light rushed through me, directionless, above and beyond my control. It burst from my pores as though each one was a wound in and of itself, and I think it pleased Katja to see me burning so brightly because of her. I wondered if I was burning myself from the inside, as a phoenix would. If so, I hoped my bones turned to ash along with all else. I had no desire to be reborn into these chains.
 
   Sometimes, she would be crying. She'd stand over me, arms wrapped around herself as she rocked back and forth on the spot, and other times, she'd pace across the room, frantic, as though she'd come home and found me like this.
 
   More often than not, she'd stand over me without a hint of remorse, sighing. Whatever she was waiting for me to do wasn't happening quickly enough for her liking. 
 
   “Do you have any idea what it's like to be around you?” Katja asked, kneeling by my side. I fought to keep my eyes on her, and let her move me when she bundled a fist in my hair. “I've long since known that you feel something around me, something of our connection. From what I've been able to discern, it's akin to sickness, isn't it? Would that I were able to feel the same around you, Rowan.
 
   “When I see you, I feel nothing. As though I'm looking at a stranger,” she said, trailing her fingers across my cheek. “As though there's supposed to be a gap where I'm looking, as though some emptiness is supposed to fill the air, and yet there you are. I always thought you were rather quaint, Rowan. Endearing in short bursts, even. But the moment I'm away from you, it all fades. In the beginning, I had to go to great lengths to convince myself that you had been real. Though I supposed it makes this all easier. Goodness. How can a person have such an effect on others? I wonder if anyone else experiences such an unsettling sensation around you. I wonder if it was the same for Claire.”
 
   If she was trying to provoke me, she succeeded. Her fingers stopped trailing across my cheek, dipped down to the metal chain around my throat, and without blinking, I turned my head to the side, caught her hand in my mouth, and bit it as hard as I could. I bit it until the skin split and she cried out, striking me around the head, tugging her hand free and scrambling back. 
 
   “You—you beast,” she shrieked, pulling her bloodied hand to her chest and clutching it as it healed over. “I am warning you, Rowan. I've been more than fair; do not continue to test my patience.”
 
   She didn't check up on me, after that.
 
   I laid on my side for hours or days, watching blood trickle from my wrist, light rush from my skin. Katja had thrown old clothes and towels at me, and I'd mopped the floor with them until they were all bright red. My body didn't know what to do with itself. The blood flowed endlessly, until the light no longer stopped at my wrist.
 
   It rushed into the blood itself, turning it white, until it was no longer flowing out of me. I watched the light grow with a mixture of awe and apathy, each one heightened by exhaustion, seeing the light twist and change, blending into something new.
 
   I watched the light become a part of me. It was as Katja had said: bones, muscle, flesh. The light weaved together, thatching itself together in layers, until it had created something solid, something whole. Once its work was done, the light faded somewhat, but didn't rush out of me entirely. 
 
   The whole of my body burnt, and so did the hand that had formed itself out of nothing.
 
   I stared at it. The fingers twitched, curling towards the palm.
 
   My stomach turned, but I couldn't let that stop me. I had a hand free of chains; a hand that would move as I commanded it to. Slowly, I pushed myself back into a sitting position, and slipped my hand behind myself. Working my new fingers made me sick to my stomach, but there was nothing left within me to throw up. I found the chains around my wrist and tried to loosen them.
 
   It was all to no avail. They were bound by a lock the size of my fist, and I'd made too much noise in trying to free myself.
 
   Katja was back in the room. 
 
   “Rowan! Rowan, we've done it. Oh, I knew it could be done! I knew even you could do it. Look at you! It works, doesn't it? Just like the old one did?” Katja asked, hands clasped together. I stared blankly up at her, and her shoulders rose as she said, “Don't you have an ounce of gratitude inside of you? Well? What do you say?”
 
   I slipped my hand behind my back, not wanting her to see it.
 
   “What...?”
 
   “You could start with thank you. Goodness. Were you raised in the barn on that farm of yours? I showed you that you can do this, Rowan. I gave you your hand back.”
 
   She hadn't given me anything. It was still there, lying on the table, and I would never say another kind word to her; let alone one of gratitude. 
 
   Katja didn't wait for me to say anything. She slipped away with a smile, but didn't disappear into her own room. She made for Akela's bedroom, and I kept my eyes fixed on the door all the while, not daring to anticipate what was to come.
 
   She wasn’t gone for long. She returned with an axe she could barely carry slung over her shoulder, and I held out a hand, pleading, “No, no. No more, Katja.”
 
   Katja blinked, glancing at the axe as though she didn't understand what had made me react in such a way. She tested its weight in her hands, and I knew it wouldn't be like the time the axewoman had stood over me in the forest. Katja didn't know what she was doing. She wasn't strong enough to make a clean cut; she'd have to raise the axe over and over, hacking through bone, making new ruts in my skin with every strike.
 
   “Rowan. Dear. Be rational. Everything's fine, isn't it? You're stronger for what you've been through, and I've no doubt that once you can properly control your powers, a hoard of dragons won't be able to stop you. Now...”
 
   Stepping forward, she lifted the axe and stared down at my legs. I could move them away, but what then? She'd swing at me, not caring where she struck.
 
   “I'm sorry, I'm sorry!” I heard myself call. “I'm sorry, I—thank you, thank you, Katja, I know what I'm doing, you can stop this now...”
 
   She wasn't listening to me. She never would. 
 
   Reaching out, I swallowed the lump in my throat and pushed everything she'd done to me into her.
 
   The axe struck the floor before she did, and she crumpled in on herself as the dragon had.
 
   I held my breath and she didn't move. 
 
   It was over. She was dead.
 
   I didn't waste any time.
 
   If I could get the axe, I could hack my way free of the chains. I stretched out as far as I could, stretched until my shoulder threatened to pull from the joint, but it was still inches away from my feet. Metal cut into my wrist and I was sure I kept seeing Katja move from the corner of my eye, necromancy finally becoming her. 
 
   Her glassy eyes were wide-open and empty, and I felt the swarm of death fester within her. I'd done it. Finally, I'd done what everyone had silently been afraid of: I'd taken a life, the life of another person, and all it had taken was a single look, a fleeting thought.
 
   My throat was still raw and my head pounded every time I thought of calling out. It'd take days to gather my strength, and what then? What would the pirates think if they rushed up and found me like this, covered in my own blood and vomit, scars on display? Worse still, what if Katja had been right. What if Akela returned, loyalty to Queen Kidira unwavering... 
 
   “Gods,” I managed to hiss, “No, no, no.”
 
   I brought my fist down, striking the floorboards, and knocked the death out of Katja.
 
   “You,” she breathed, scrambling back across the floor, “You had the temerity to murder me, and—”
 
   Praising necromancy had been all well and good, until I'd used it on Katja. Now she was as horrified by the concept as everyone else had ever been.
 
   “Leave,” I said. “Leave, or... again.”
 
   Katja was burning with righteous indignation, but she wasn't foolish enough – brave enough – to take my threat lightly. She stormed back into her bedroom and stayed there, no matter how much noise I made in trying to break the chains free. Not that it made a difference: all I succeeding in doing was bruising my body, no closer to escaping after hours. 
 
   The two of us weren't alone, divided by a single wall, for long. Boots striking the steps up to the front door was the first real sound I'd heard beyond the apartment in days, and the whistling accompanying the click of the lock was unmistakeable.
 
   Akela was home.
 
   “Kouris!” she called out. “Good afternoon! I am running two days late, I am knowing this, but work was good. Hah, you will not be believing what—”
 
   The words dried up in Akela's throat. Her axe was in her hand the moment she saw me, and I wanted to cry out for her to help me, for her to cut through the chains, but Katja burst from her room, flying into Akela's arms with no regard for the blade.
 
   “Kouris,” Akela said, gripping her shoulders. “What is happening? What is... Northwood, why is she like that?”
 
   “I had no choice!” Katja wailed. “Rowan, she, she killed me, Akela. I-I did all I could to stop her, b-but she wouldn't. Over and over again, I...”
 
   Setting her jaw, Akela turned my way, and stared darkly at me.
 
   “Shh, shh. You are needing to calm yourself. Already, you are being put through too much,” she said to Katja, wrapping one arm around her. “You are going back to your room, yes, and I am dealing with this one. Soon, it is all over. Do not worry.” 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER V
 
   The stove began to heat up, and with Akela towering over me, I had no choice but to press my back against it. She was boiling water, and though I'd heard her tell Katja that she was making tea, I was waiting for her to pour it down the back of my shirt. I murmured her name, sweat making my hair damp, but she only grunted and lifted a boot to subdue me into silence.
 
   Akela lifted the pan and I screwed my eyes shut, tensing as she poured the water into a cup. I breathed so rapidly I thought I might pass out. The spoon chimed against the side of the cup as she stirred the tea, taking it into Katja's room and returning no more than a minute later.
 
   “Akela...” I whispered, watching her pull the door all but an inch closed. Turning her head sharply towards me, she set her jaw and dragged a chair over, placing it in the centre of the room.
 
   She straddled the seat, arms folded across the backrest, and stared at a spot above my head so intently that I didn't dare to speak again. Anger resonated from her, more palpable than the heat rising from the stove, and I knew that she was planning her next move. I knew what she was capable of, had seen her take an axe to a man's face to hide the evidence, and it was worse than facing Katja. Akela had always been my friend, and she'd never belittled or chided me. She'd never given me a reason to avoid her, and yet there she was, full of rage, figuring out a suitable way to deal with me.
 
   Minutes passed and eventually, Akela exhaled and rose from the chair. I pushed myself back with my feet, gripped the chains and tried to tear them free of the stove for the dozenth futile time, but Akela turned from me. She headed back into Katja’s room without a word and returned seconds later.
 
   With a blanket draped over her shoulder, Akela knelt in front of me. My mind reeled with what she planned to do with it – whether she wanted to blind me to what she was doing, or bind me, that I might be thrown in the ocean – and when I shook and sobbed, Akela brought a finger to her lips.
 
   She opened her other hand, showing me the small, silver key pressed to her palm.
 
   She was helping me. She was helping me. Akela reached for the lock and I thrashed my legs out, not knowing how to stop myself. She recoiled instantly and held her hands where I could see them, and once I forced myself to be still, she slowly held the key out to me, pinched between her finger and a thumb.
 
   I reached out with an unsteady hand, dropped the key and watched it skid across the floor. Akela didn't move a muscle, didn't take her eyes off me, and I stretched out, fighting against the chains to reach the key. I didn't make the same mistake twice. I held it firmly, slipped my hand behind my back, and got it into the lock on the third try. The lock clicked open and I pulled it from the chains, pulled the chains from my wrists and clung to the burning stove, clawing my way to my feet without taking my eyes off Akela's.
 
   After so long chained there, after all I'd been through, my legs wouldn't support me. I looked to Akela for help and flinched when she held out a hand, but I knew there was no getting out of this, not without her. Closing my eyes, I grabbed hold of her arm, and as gently as she could, Akela wrapped the blanket around me. I wanted to ask her why she was doing that, but when my eyes fluttered open, her dark hand on my arm showed me how much my skin was glowing.
 
   “Northwood. I am lifting you, now, and we are leaving,” Akela whispered, “Please, you are not needing to be afraid of me. I promise.”
 
   I nodded, terrified that I'd lash out at her, but Akela picked me up so swiftly I wasn't given time to panic. I felt like nothing in her arms, weightless with all the blood I'd lost, and Mahon came to me in scraps of sound. My eyes couldn't focus properly and I'd pulled the blanket over my head, desperate to hide, afraid that another soul would see me.
 
   The apartment door swung shut behind us and Akela's boots pounded against the stairs, pattered through the streets, and people swarmed around us without seeing us, their voices rising to drown each other's out, a buzz and a blur, rushing through me like rocks being ground against one another; fading, fading, until the sound of the sea returned to me, telling me that I was free.
 
   I was safe.
 
   “Akela,” I said. “How did...?”
 
   “How am I knowing that you are needing to be helped?” she asked bluntly. “I am returning home, Northwood, and there is a hand on my table. You are in chains, covered in blood and vomit and I am not knowing what else, and Kouris, she is saying that somehow, you are to blame. She is... she is not well, Northwood. But she is sleeping now. The tea, yes, it is very strong.”
 
   “I-I'm sorry. I thought you were going to—”
 
   “Do not be apologising, Northwood. I am supposed to be back two days ago. If only I am not running late...” Akela said, pier creaking as she hoisted us off the beach.
 
   The beat of the sun stopped pressing down upon me and I shifted from Akela's arms to the familiar comfort of the sofa.
 
   “Bloody hell,” Reis breathed, and I saw them push theirself to their feet. I tried to focus on them, but all the colours in the world were wrong, and the only reprieve was behind my eyelids. “What the hell's happened here?”
 
   Reis grabbed their cane and hopped over to the sofa, not taking the time to strap their leg back on. I hadn't told my body to, but every muscle tensed as they approached, and I curled in on myself, trying to disappear into the corner of the sofa.
 
   “Careful,” Akela said, “I am not thinking that touching her is such a good idea.”
 
   “Look at you,” Reis murmured. The blood on my glowing skin told enough of a tale, and the scars I'd hidden for so long showed through what scraps of my shirt remained. “I'm gonna sit on the edge of the sofa, nice and slowly. That alright, kid? Gods. I've sailed with a lot of types, but never a necromancer. You wanna tell me how we can start fixing this up?”
 
   I pressed myself against the arm of the sofa as if held there by chains, not knowing what to say, not knowing where to start. Reis was perched on the far end of the sofa, just as they'd said, and didn't try inching their way over to me. They simply held my gaze, infinitely patient, not afraid of what they were seeing.
 
   “How's it feel?” they tried when words didn't come to me.
 
   “Like... like knots,” was the best I could do.
 
   “Akela, there should be a stash of bitterwillow in my room. Reckon it's atop the crate left of the anchor. Fetch it for us, would you.”
 
   Akela moved in silent compliance, and I glanced around the hut, telling myself that I was home, I was home, that Katja couldn't hurt me here, but everything within my body and mind alike was screaming. Having found the bitterwillow quickly enough, Akela handed it to Reis, who carefully placed it on the sofa between us. Holding their gaze, I reached blindly for it, pulled it back and bit off as much as I could at once.
 
   I hadn't used it for over a decade, but the effects were instantaneous. The pain faded in a way that my powers didn't allow for, and enough strength returned to allow me to ask for water. Reis gestured for Akela to bring it over, and I took it without flinching, gasping down my first mouthfuls in six days. Water rushed from the corners of my mouth, soaking the sofa.
 
   “Now, feel like telling me which bastard did this to you, kid?” Reis asked. “All this pissing about with Gavern means I ain't in the mood to be as forgiving as usual.”
 
   “... Katja,” I said, hearing how ridiculous it sounded. Reis would never believe me.
 
   None of them would. Not even Akela, who'd walked in on it.
 
   “Katja? Kouris Katja?” Reis said, dropping their head against the backrest of the sofa. “Gods. Alright. Rowan, let Akela give you a hand to your room. You've dealt with enough shit already.”
 
   Akela held out a hand and I gripped her wrist, pulled myself up and walked to my room as well as I could without leaning on her. My legs were working again, though my feet didn't seem to know how to face forward, and each step served to remind me of the tangled web of scars scored across my body.
 
   I fell on the bed, curled up so I was facing the wall, and mumbled, “Please don't say anything about... about the hand.”
 
   “Of course,” Akela said softly, lingering in the doorway. I dreaded the thought of her saying something more, and when my shoulders hunched up around my ears, I think she saw enough to fall silent. She left without another word, door closing quietly behind her.
 
   “Where is she now?” I heard Reis ask, voice muffled by the wall.
 
   “At the apartment. I am using the bitterwillow Kouris is using when the people who are coming to her, they are in so much pain they are needing help to sleep,” Akela replied.
 
   “What a fucking mess,” they grumbled. “Alright. Providing she's still there, I need you to go get her and take her straight down to the jail. Don't reckon we need to be asking too many questions in a case like this, do we? Don't wanna be bothering Rowan just yet, and you walked in on it. You must've seen enough.”
 
   If Akela answered, it was only through a nod or the shake of her head. She left without a word, and I laid there, staring and staring at the wall, waiting for her to return and tell Reis that the tea hadn't been strong enough; Katja was nowhere to be found, out amidst Mahon with only one thing on her mind.
 
   Reis came in, knocked first, and left a tray of food, water and bitterwillow at the foot of my bed. I waited until they were out of the room before reaching for it, abruptly reminded of how hungry I was, how many days it'd been since I last ate. I tore the bread apart and gulped down a mouthful, shuddering when I felt it slide through my chest. 
 
   I threw the rest of the bread against the wall without knowing why and drank enough to drown in. I chewed on the bitterwillow, chewed on it though the pain had already been washed away, and stared at the wall, not wanting to turn around, lest I find myself back in Katja's apartment.
 
   An hour passed before Akela returned. I screwed my eyes shut, straining to hear the words that had made a mess of my mind, but all she said was, “It is done.”
 
   “With Rowan being what she is and the amount of blood on her, I'm guessing your place is a mess. I understand if you don't want to go back there,” Reis said, “Go to any of the inns in town. Tell 'em I sent you and there won't be a problem. I'll figure out something for you and Atthis in the morning.”
 
   I clasped my pillow over my ears, deafening myself to whatever else they said. Atthis. Atthis was going to find out. Kouris, too. They'd know; everyone in Mahon would. It didn't matter if nobody told them. I was glowing bright, wearing my insides across my skin. I couldn't hide that from them, not unless I stayed there, in that room, and that was hardly any better than still being chained to Katja's stove.
 
   She'd won. Whatever it was she'd wanted from me, she had it.
 
   In the hours that followed, I rolled onto my back, and stared blankly at the walls in an effort to convince myself the room was mine. Nothing had changed; it was just as I'd left it. Holding my hands up, I watched the eerie light rush beneath the surface of my skin, and when it wouldn't stop, I laid on my side, clutching my wrist.
 
   It was dark outside and light in my room by the time Kouris returned. The moment I heard her voice I was angry. Angry she hadn't been there, angry she hadn't done the impossible and known that I needed her, and I dug my nails into the back of my hand as her voice boomed out.
 
   “You'll never guess what was happening down at the docks today,” she said, chuckling. “Tae had been waiting for a—”
 
   “Kouris,” Reis said, cutting her off.
 
   “She'd been waiting for a delivery to come in, but—”
 
   “Kouris,” Reis tried again. “We need to talk. Outside, now.”
 
   Kouris knew when to listen to Reis. I pulled the pillow back over my head though I knew they were too far away for me to hear them, wanting to somehow deafen myself to the awareness that Kouris was finding out what had happened to me. What would she think? That it was my fault for being alone with Katja, for putting myself in that position? I should never have used my powers in front of her, should never have been so forceful in making my point.
 
   Her knuckles rapped at the door sooner than I'd expected them to, and I wasn't ready to face her. I wasn't ready for the look in her eyes that meant she knew, but a noise forced itself from my throat, and Kouris took that to mean that she could come in.
 
   I'd expected anger. I'd expected her to growl and charge against the walls, scraping ruts into the wood with her horns, but she crouched down, making herself as small as she could, all of the gold washed out of her eyes.
 
   “Yrval...” she said, voice cracking. “I'm so sorry. I should've been there.”
 
   She was right. She should've been there.
 
   Someone should've been there. Anyone. I should never have had to face that alone, yet how was Kouris to know what I was going through? I'd left with a friend and I'd been gone for days, just as I always had in the past. Katja knew what she was doing. Knew that Kouris wouldn't think to look for me.
 
   I sat up, rubbing my hands against my face. 
 
   Easing herself to her full height, Kouris opened up her arms and I wanted nothing more than to rush into them. I wanted to cling to her and feel her arms wrapped tightly around me as I listened to her hearts pounding, wanted to know that I was safe, that I was free, but I couldn't bring myself to move. Not even towards Kouris, who I trusted over all others.
 
   “I need to...” I murmured, running my fingers over my bloodied arms and face, pulling the scraps of my shirt back over my stomach. “Need to wash.”
 
   “Aye,” Kouris said, arms falling back to her sides a moment later. 
 
   I worked on swinging my legs over the side of the bed while Kouris picked out some whole, clean clothes. Usually she'd sew up anything I'd torn and patch up worn fabric, but there was no saving what I was wearing. I found my feet more easily, this time, and Kouris gathered up the pieces of bread I'd thrown across the room without a single word. 
 
   I kept the blanket pulled around myself, sweltering as we made our way out of the hut. Night had fallen and the tavern lights had pulled the pirates towards them, but I couldn't risk them seeing something bright burning in the distance. I walked with the blanket pulled over my head, taking slow, unsteady steps, and let Kouris' shadow engulf me.
 
   “If I'd known. If I had any idea,” Kouris kept saying, “I would've been there in half a second, yrval. You've gotta believe me. I thought... thought you'd gone off with Akela after all.”
 
   I nodded for her benefit, barely able to take in her words, barely able to register her hurt over my own. There was a rock pool minutes from the hut, creeping into a cave at the foot of the cliffs, but the journey there lasted a lifetime. I all but collapsed into the water once we reached it, and Kouris sat atop a rock with her back to me, giving me all the time I needed to peel my filthy clothes off and submerge as best I could in the shallow water.
 
   The light spilling from my skin lit up the surface of the rock pool like a moon that had drifted too close, and I saw the blood clearly enough. I scrubbed at my arms and stomach until I was scratching, ducked my head under the water and pulled chunks of something from my hair, but no matter how thoroughly I cleaned myself, an oily film clung to my skin. In the end I gave up and pulled myself onto the rocks, putting on the clothes Kouris had brought for me without waiting until I was properly dry.
 
   I stared out at the ocean, and Kouris kept her back to me until I spoke up.
 
   “... I miss Claire,” I said, words trickling out of me.
 
   “Haven't heard you mention her in a good long while,” Kouris said, leaning forward so that her elbows were rested on her knees. “I miss her too, though. I've made a lot of friends in all my years, but she's one that I won't ever be forgetting.”
 
   “I just,” I said, plunging my hands back into the water. “I keep thinking about how scared she must've been, at the end. When everything in Isin came crashing down, when there was nothing but fire. We left her alone to face that. I left her alone. I should've been with her that morning, but I... I loved her and I never said anything.”
 
   “Come now, yrval,” Kouris said, trying to soothe what roiled within me with mere words, “We don't know that she's—”
 
   “You don't think she's dead?” I asked, voice rising, trembling. “You were there, Kouris. You saw what became of Isin. Do you really think Claire would run away if there were still dragons there? If people still need help?”
 
   There was nothing Kouris could say. Slumping forward, I pressed my forehead to my knees, shaking, not wanting Kouris to reach out to me, but not wanting her to stay still, either. I raked up small stones and smooth shells from the bed of the rock pool and clutched them in my fists, reminding myself that I had to breathe, I had to breathe, even if I didn't need to.
 
   “Charley's dead too, isn't he,” I grumbled into my lap. 
 
   Kouris moved closer, close enough to place her hand on the rock next to mine.
 
   “I'm here if you need me, yrval. I won't be going anywhere.”
 
   I couldn't bring myself to take her hand, but the fact that it was there was enough. I covered myself with the blanket as we headed back to the hut, dropped it on the floor and collapsed into my bed. Kouris hovered in the doorway, holding back her goodnight, and when I fixed my eyes on her and could neither bring myself to ask her to stay or leave, she settled halfway between the bed and the doorframe. 
 
   Hours passed and I stared at the ceiling, no strength left inside of me to stay awake with; yet every time I closed my eyes, I found it impossible to mute my mind. It wasn't that I was afraid of sleep. I just...
 
   I didn't want to drift into that darkness again.
 
   “Kouris?” I whispered, not waiting for a reply. “When you were beheaded, you saw something, didn't you?”
 
   The floorboards creaked as she turned towards me, face lit up by my skin.
 
   “Aye,” she replied, “There was something there, alright. Trees and sunlight and a hundred other things it hurts to think about.”
 
   I dropped my arm off the side of the bed and Kouris wrapped her fingers around my hand, holding on until dawn broke and I drifted off to sleep.
 
   *
 
   I stayed in the hut for a month, occasionally heading out in the dead of night to sink into the rock pool. I helped Reis out with accounts, fetched whatever they needed from around the hut, and took it upon myself to make every meal. The glow beneath my skin dimmed but wouldn't fade completely, no matter how I tried snuffing it out; holding my breath didn't work, and neither did sitting out on the edge of the pier during a storm; and eventually, I began to forget it was there. 
 
   Until I was faced with the prospect of anyone else seeing me.
 
   For a month, I hidden away in my room every time somebody came around. Atthis visited once a week, checking up on me, and though there was no anger in his voice, no blame directed at me, I couldn't bring myself to face him. I'd thought I'd be able to be around Akela, but with every day that passed, I became more and more aware of what she'd seen, and began to imagine what she'd think the next time she laid eyes on me. Kouris told me that people asked after me around the docks and taverns, but I was more reluctant than ever to let them know what I was.
 
   I'd intended to stay inside until I felt better, but that was a vague, unattainable concept. Nothing changed within the burrows driven into my head, the paths that thoughts flowed through, and every time I awoke – when I so rarely managed to sleep for more than an hour – I grasped at the chains that were no longer around my wrists.
 
   It was only the ocean that drew me out. Listening to the wind on the waves wasn't enough for me anymore; I missed feeling it surge and pulse beneath my body. When I told Kouris that I thought I might try fishing, so long as no one else was around, she was only too eager to help. She couldn't stay inside with me forever, I knew that, and though I didn't resent the time she spent in Mahon, down at the docks and within the taverns, it did nothing to help with the tunnelling emptiness that opened up when the sun set.
 
   “We've got a boat for the day. Not exactly hard when you drop Reis' name. Or when you're nearing on nine foot tall, I suppose,” she'd said. “Akela wants to know if she can come along. Says she'll make a cake for the occasion.”
 
   I didn't have the words to express the fact that I didn't want her there, though I wanted her there, and in the end answered with a nod.
 
   Akela brought the boat around the next morning. It would've been big enough for five people, had they all been human, and she'd packed it full of more ale and cake than we ever could've worked our way through. Steeling myself, I walked down the pier to jump onto the deck, and Akela grinned at me as though I wasn't broken, as though she wasn't angry that I'd avoided her for so long.
 
   We headed out further from Port Mahon than we needed to. It faded into the distance until there was only the ocean all around us, gentle waves sparkling with light. The months of ash were drawing to a close, but the sun couldn't begin to contend with my skin, and for a few hours, the rest of the world disappeared while we drank and drank as we pretended to fish. 
 
   Kouris had always told me the pane didn't take well to water, but she had no problem stretching out on the deck and snoozing in the sun.
 
   “Are you hearing Atthis' good news?” Akela asked me, idly pulling in her line and frowning at the untouched bait.
 
   “Kouris said something about it. He got a letter from Kastelir, didn't he?” I said, and didn't have to force my hopes down. A letter was just that; a piece of parchment that wasn't going to get us home.
 
   “Yes, yes! He is going to visit someone, I am not knowing who, hoping he is able to pay enough to send a letter, and it is turning out that they are already receiving one from Asar. Months ago! Of course, nobody is caring about such a letter, and Atthis, he is having a little gold left. They are letting him take it,” Akela said, claiming another drink, “And are you knowing which part is the most amazing? It is from his son, Goblin. Now, the letter, it is not being addressed to Atthis, it is only a general plea for help, yes? But still. It is something!”
 
   “I thought his son's name was Galal,” I said, scolding myself for not being able to muster the enthusiasm to give any other reply.
 
   Shrugging, Akela said, “Ah, it is close enough. You see, Atthis' son, he is a soldier, and he is working for me. Very small, very cute, yes. One day, I am forgetting his name, and so I am using the first word that comes to mind. Somehow, it sticks! Secretly, I think perhaps Atthis, he is calling him Goblin by mistake, sometimes. 
 
   “He is very happy to be hearing this news. To know that his son is not only alive, but that there is a resistance in Kastelir!”
 
   I hummed, hoping I sounded pleased for him. Hoping I was smiling. Atthis had received the sort of news that all of us were aching for, and I ought to have congratulated him. I should've found him and told him that I was happy for him, that there was hope anew for all of us within that letter. Instead, I'd only hid away from him.
 
   “Atthis, he's... are you living with him?”
 
   “Yes, yes. Reis, they are finding a new place for us. Another apartment,” Akela said, glancing away as we both felt a shift that could've turned the conversation sour. “It is being strange, no? Here I am, living amongst pirates, sharing an apartment with a King! I am almost not believing it myself.”
 
   I managed a smile at that. I didn't tell Akela I was glad that she was there, though I wanted to, and as she closed her eyes, leaning back and soaking up the sun, I moved to the stern of the boat.
 
   Leaning over the edge, I trailed my fingers through the water. Kastelir wasn't gone, not all of it. There were still people fighting for it, people fighting the dragons, and all we had to do to get back was cross the ocean. All we had to do was keep sailing across the endless waters.
 
   I moved onto my knees, stared down at my broken reflection, and gentle waves scattered misplaced light around. It was deeper here than it was around the rock pool. Deeper than it was anywhere. I leant down, arm slipping into the sea as the surface lapped around my elbow, and I thought that it might be deep enough to wash my skin clean of the light I was plagued with.
 
   I didn't dive in. Not exactly. I let myself fall forward, and the moment I hit the water, the moment the sea wrapped all around me, I knew it didn't matter. I didn't have to be scared; I was stronger than all of this. Bubbles burst to life all around me, and I sunk until my body wouldn't carry me deeper, stretching out and kicking my legs, swimming down, down, into the darkness.
 
   My lungs ached for air but I didn't need it. They threatened to burst within my chest but my mind only became more focused on the bottom of the sea, the bottom of everything. I'd be able to reach it, if I only kept going.
 
   But I thought of Kondo-Kana, drowned in the ocean. 
 
   Asar wasn't at the bottom of the sea. I wasn't going to reach it if I kept swimming down, down, trying to bury myself in the heart of Bosma.
 
   I turned, trying to kick my way to the surface. The sun had become a tiny scrap of light on the surface and the pressure of the water was too much. The ocean groaned around me, content to hold me within it so long as I sunk like a stone. I fought with everything I had left within me to get to the surface, until that too ran out.
 
   I gulped down a mouthful of sea water and Akela's hands wrapped around my wrists. She pulled me to the surface that had never been as far away as I thought, tugging me back onto the deck as I coughed up salt from my lungs.
 
   “Northwood,” she demanded in a shout of a whisper, doing what she could to not wake Kouris. “What are you thinking you are doing?”
 
   “I don't know! I fell,” I said, but she wasn't buying it.
 
   “I am knowing what an accident looks like, Northwood. Why are you bringing us here to do such a thing?”
 
   “I just—I don't know, I don't know,” I murmured, crouching down and gripping my head. “I think I just wanted to see if I could...”
 
   Lowering herself so she was sat opposite me, Akela said, “I... I am a warrior. I am not knowing how it is best to be talking about these things. I know you are going through a lot, and it is difficult for me to be knowing how to help, especially when I cannot be driving an axe into the problem. But you are talking to me if you need to, yes?” 
 
   No matter how I tried to fix my eyes on her, my gaze kept skidding away. Having Akela know what I'd just done – having her understand it better than I had – made me want to dive back into the ocean and never surface, but I breathed deep, not wanting to panic. Not wanting to wake Kouris.
 
   “Please don't tell Kouris,” I whispered. “She's worried enough already. I don't even know why I did that, Akela. Honestly.”
 
   “As long as I am thinking you are safe, I am not saying anything,” Akela said, frowning. “I am wanting to ask you something. If you are not wanting to answer, that is okay. If you are not wanting me to ask it, that is okay, too.”
 
   A dozen questions sounded in the back of my mind, all of them scathing. If she didn't ask me now I'd never stop wondering what she was going to say.
 
   I nodded, wiping away the water that dripped from my hair.
 
   “I am returning to the apartment and you are looking so scared, Northwood. Are you truly thinking I am hurting you?” Akela asked in a voice that sounded too frail, too wondering, to be her own.
 
   My gaze snapped onto her and I realised that I was being selfish, selfish, selfish. Of course I wasn't the only one who was hurting, the only one who'd been affected.
 
   “I-I...” I stuttered, knowing it would be all the answer she needed, if I didn't find a way to continue. “Katja said things. She said that you'd help her because of what I am, because you... because of you and Queen Kidira. She said you loved her, so of course you'd take her daughter's side. And after all that she'd... after everything, I started to believe her. She made sure I did.
 
   “I'm sorry, Akela. I know that you'd never hurt me, but at the time, I... I was confused.”
 
   Wiping her wet hair out of her face, Akela nodded to herself, and claimed another ale from the basket she'd brought along. She handed me the last of the cake we'd been picking at all morning – not chocolate, as per Kouris' request – and I thought that was to be it. I thought she had nothing more to stay to me.
 
   But a third of the way into her drink, she said, “I am coming from a very bad place, Northwood. My village, it is rich. Richer than most cities in Kastelir, and yet it is... it is a product of Agados, yes? It is thriving because it is forcing people into roles, and it is valuing gold over those people. 
 
   “When I am born, the doctor, he is looking at me, and saying, this is a boy. Ridiculous, yes? But my mother and father, everyone in my village, they are all agreeing with this, no matter what I am telling them, when I am old enough to be telling them such things. At first, it is only annoying my mother. I am eight, maybe nine, and she is saying that I am not allowed to be helping her cook anymore; that it is not for me to do. 
 
   “My father, he is not caring. And not in a good way. He is telling me that I am supposed to fight or hunt or gather wood, and I am liking all of these things, so why is there a problem? I am trying to enlist in the army, but suddenly, I am not enough of a boy for them. Just as I have always been telling them! Secretly, they are threatened because I am better than them all, and so I am taking my axe, and I am making firewood of every tree I find. For years, this is my life.
 
   “There are not many ways out of Agados. They are not liking it when we are leaving, as if we are all possessing secrets to spill. But one day, I am hearing about a celebration in Kastelir. I am hearing that diplomats from all over Agados are going, and I am hearing that each town and village is sending off someone to fight. And so I am asking if I am allowed to go. My mother, by this point, she is only ever embarrassed of me. She is not caring if I stay or leave.
 
   “My father, I do not even talk with him. I am travelling to Isin, and I am fighting in the tournaments to celebrate twenty years of Kastelir. I am taking only a lodging axe and armour that does not fit, and I am winning every round. The Kings and Queen, they are taking notice. Queen Kidira, she is asking to speak with me, but I am not knowing Mesomium. I am patching the words together I do have, and she is using the ones she knows of my tongue, and she is very, very patient.
 
   “And though I am not able to make myself clear, all of the truth, it is rushing out of me. I am telling her why I came to Kastelir, and I am realising how afraid I am of going back, and do you know what Queen Kidira is saying to me? She is saying how strange it is that settlements along Kastelir's border are speaking Agadian. She is never telling me I must leave, or that I must be something I am not.
 
   “Yes, yes. Lady Kouris, she is right. Her mother, I am loving her very much, for the life she is giving me and the woman she is. For ten years I am serving her, and for ten years, she is the most important person in all of Bosma.
 
   “But you are my friend, Northwood. I am not betraying that when I see how you are hurting, I am not making a mockery of Queen Kidira like that.”
 
   My chest swelled like the sea beneath us as we spoke, and I slid across the deck, wanting to be at her side.
 
   “So. That means...” I began, running the story through my head once more, “You're Agadian?”
 
   “Ah. My body, it is born in Agados, but my heart, it is in Kastelir all along,” Akela said, chuckling. “I am thinking you are the only one who is believing me about being Kastelirian, Northwood. But see, see! I am your friend, I am telling you anything. Everything. You are doing the same for me, yes?”
 
   Wrapping an arm around one of hers, I rested my head against her shoulder, hoping it was enough. Hoping she understood.
 
   We sailed back towards Mahon before the midday sun could do its worst, and Kouris didn't stir until we made port. She yawned so widely I thought I might tumble in, then promptly hopped onto the edge of the pier, pulling me up so we could wave Akela off.
 
   “Glad you went out?” she asked as we headed back to the hut.
 
   “Glad I got to see Akela,” I said, and then, making a promise of it, added, “... Atthis next.”
 
   Revitalised by her nap, Kouris made her way into Mahon to handle some business for Reis, and I slipped into my room, looking for a few loose coins I'd been saving. I hadn't been rifling through the drawers for more than a minute when a knock at the door garnered my attention. Braver than I had been in weeks, I hurried over to peer through the inch-thick gap between my door and its frame, hoping to see Atthis.
 
   I could get it over and done with in one day, if it was him.
 
   Cane in hand, Reis made their way over to the door, none too pleased by the disturbance.
 
   It wasn't Atthis. It wasn't even someone I recognised.
 
   Two women stood at the door. One of them was around my age, black-skinned with red scales tattooed up both of her arms, gripping a spear in one hand. The other woman, dark in a way that was similar to the Myrosi people but entirely Canthian in nature, was easily fifteen years older than she was, and wore a three-point hat that would've put any of the captains in Mahon to shame. So much hair spilt out from beneath it that I had trouble comprehending how she didn't topple backwards.
 
   A bow and quiver rested on her back, and both of the women were dressed in the same uniform. They wore too much to belong to Port Mahon, and their red leather breastplates and high black boots were far too neat for any pirate.
 
   “Varn,” Reis said to the woman with the tattoos running up her arms, halfway between surprised and unimpressed. “Managed to scurry through Mahon without anyone sticking a knife in your back, eh?” 
 
   “Leave it out, alright?” Varn huffed back, shoulders up by her ears. “I'm here on official business. Don't make this any harder than it needs to be. Trust me, I wanna get out of here as quickly as you want me gone.”
 
   Reis chuckled, but I couldn't tell if they were antagonising Varn in a friendly way or not.
 
   I kept my eyes fixed on them, ready to dart back the moment they looked around. Funny how pirates were the least of my problems, these days. I'd gone this long without running into a Canthian soldier and had no desire to engage with one now.
 
   “You must be Atalanta,” Reis said to Varn's companion, offering out their hand.
 
   “Quite so!” Atalanta said, grasping Reis' hand firmly as she shook it. “And you need no introduction, Captain. Varn's told me plenty about you.”
 
   Groaning, Varn splayed a hand across her face and mumbled, “Didn't want to take this job, didn't want to take this job, but the Queen said... gods, please don't become friends.”
 
   Endeared by Varn's apparent distress, Atalanta rolled her eyes fondly and Reis managed a laugh.
 
   “Now, it ain't like you to pop in for a chat, Varn. What can I do for the pair of you?”
 
   Varn refused to answer. She leant against her spear, purposely looking away from Reis, and left Atalanta to speak for the both of them. 
 
   “As Varn said, I'm afraid we're here on official business. Orders from Queen Nasrin. We're looking for someone.”
 
   “They in trouble?” Reis asked, voice taking on a serious edge. “We've got an agreement with the Queen. She doesn't come sniffing around here for runaways.”
 
   “Oh! No, no, it isn't anything of the sort,” Atalanta hurried to explain. “It's quite the opposite, actually. Afraid we don't have a name, though. Awfully sorry about that.”
 
   “Who you after, then?” Reis asked. “The Queen wanna give a medal to whoever's put most of Gavern's men's heads on spikes?”
 
   “Not quite,” Atalanta said, sighing as though it was a terrible shame, “We do have a description, as it happens. A rather... unique one at that. Varn?”
 
   Varn had done such a good job of pretending not to listen that she really had stopped listening. Missing her cue to speak, Atalanta was forced to get her attention by clearing her throat, motioning with a hand for her to hurry it up. All of Varn's body language screamed that some monumental task was being asked of her, and with a sigh, she said, “Alright, alright!” hands thrown in the air.
 
   Reis did a far better job of remaining patient than I did, and the door almost creaked open as I tried to get a better look at what Varn was doing. She rummaged through her bag, and eventually dug out a scroll, eager to read from it so we realised that she wasn't speaking her own words.
 
   “We've been sent to find... a young woman whose eyes could burn with stars, a Daughter of Isjin from distant shores. And no, I'm not kidding you. It's all written right here. That's what I have to say.” 
 
   The moment the words were out of Varn's mouth, I retreated back into my room. Into the darkest corners, as though shadows could hide the way my skin glowed; the way my eyes burnt endlessly, leaving trails of light behind.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER VI
 
   Reis led Atalanta and Varn away from the hut to talk with them, and I didn't attempt to escape. Where could I go? Back into the ocean? Ear to the wall, I waited for the three of them to return, expecting the door to be kicked down for the sake of dramatics, but it swung open on its hinges and Reis' distinctive footfalls filled the hut.
 
   “It's just me,” they said, and I pushed the door open inch by inch, finding Varn and Atalanta were nowhere in sight. “Didn't tell 'em you're here, of course. If you want 'em to know, you can go ahead and deliver the news yourself.”
 
   I moved cautiously into the living area, trusting Reis, but not knowing Varn and Atalanta nearly well enough to trust that they wouldn't burst in through the open windows. Reis returned to the table and continued where they'd left off on their leg, pushing their glasses atop their head and then trying to readjust them on the bridge of their nose.
 
   “What did they want?” I asked, slumped in a chair opposite them. “Other than me, I mean.”
 
   “They just wanna talk to you. Or the Queen does, anyway,” Reis said.
 
   “Do you really believe that's all they want?”
 
   “Aye,” Reis said, and because they'd always been able to spot a threat a mile off, I listened. “It's like we've been telling you all along, kid. This ain't Asar. We've got a lot of problems, but we ain't so backwards as to think that there's something wrong with necromancers. There'll be a lot of pressure on you, that's for sure, but people will respect what you do. I've no doubt that the Queen just wants to meet you, to have you as an acquaintance. Might be good for Mahon.”
 
   The thought of people knowing what I was had become more and more appealing, until it was scrawled across my skin. If I headed into Port Mahon, the choice was no longer mine to make. I didn't want praise, didn't want to be held in awe. All I wanted was for people to treat me as Reis and Kouris did; for them to know that I was a necromancer, in the same way that they knew what my favourite fruit was or what sort of animals I liked the best. I wanted it to be part of me, not all I was.
 
   “You think I should go with them?”
 
   “Like I said, it's up to you,” Reis said, shrugging. They'd never asked anything of me before, and I trusted that they weren't about to start now. “They said they're gonna be in town until tomorrow morning. You wanna go with 'em, then go. If not, I'll get 'em to clear off.”
 
   I clutched my hands together under the table. I didn't know why I was acting as though what I had to do wasn't clear enough. I'd said it myself: the only way we were going to leave Asar was if we managed to befriend the Queen, and we weren't going to get a better chance than this.
 
   There was only one thing for it. I'd go to Varn and Atalanta, have them take me away and let the Queen ask anything of me, so long as she was willing to return the favour. I could do it; all I had to do was march into Mahon and the sight of me would be enough to make my intentions clear. 
 
   Standing up, I stared at the door and knew that if I went into Mahon now, all eyes would be on me. I found it wasn't being seen as a necromancer that frightened me; rather, I was convinced that one glance my way would tell everyone exactly what had happened to make me that bright.
 
   “Was that really the Varn everyone's always talking about?” I asked Reis as I retreated back to my room. “She seemed kind of... Are you sure she'll be okay in Mahon?”
 
   Reis looked up from their woodwork, grinning.
 
   “Oh, aye. That's Varn alright. Don't go underestimating her, just 'cause she's a complete brat,” they said. “You know how everyone's always looking at Akela? Like they gotta hire her, in case someone else does and they end up working against her? That's who Varn used to be. She only left a few months before you turned up. Everyone's a little bitter, that's all.”
 
   Doubting that the woman I'd seen slumped against the door frame could best Kouris in a fight, I headed back to my room and wondered what was to be done about all of this. I'd found myself with two options: either I faced Mahon and got to meet the Queen, or I stayed in my room day after day, waiting for something to change. What I had to do was obvious, and the option that terrified me the most happened to be the easiest one.
 
   Late that night, as the full moon stared out over the sea, Varn and Atalanta came to me.
 
   Or they strolled across the beach and came within earshot of me, at any rate. Creeping over to the window, I hooked my fingers around the sill and watched them idly traipse across the sand. Perhaps Varn really was all people had made her out to be if she dared to come so close to Reis' hut.
 
   “Why haven't you brought me here before?” Atalanta asked. “It really is quite a charming port, and as close to a home as you can profess to have.”
 
   Atalanta held her arm out to Varn, who dug her hands into her pockets and stepped to the side.
 
   “What are you on about? We met here, Lanta.”
 
   “Oh, certainly. But we never come here together,” Atalanta said, and I climbed through the window, dropping almost silently onto the beach. “Are you embarrassed by me? Is that it? Worried your pirate companions will think less of you for being entangled with a keeper of the peace?”
 
   Varn laughed flatly, swayed towards Atalanta and bumped the side of her arm with her shoulder.
 
   “Peace in Canth? Didn't know you were so funny—or so bad at your job.”
 
   Atalanta feigned a look of pure indignation, but before I could eavesdrop any further, I blurted out, “Excuse me. I think you're looking for me.”
 
   They span around and reached for their weapons, but at the sight of me, they relaxed so quickly that I didn't have time to take in the enormity of what I'd just done.
 
   “Finally!” Varn said, falling back onto the sand. “This means we can head back to Chandaran, right?”
 
   Ignoring her, Atalanta rushed towards me, offering out her hand. At no point did she reached out to touch me, and not because the light caused her to hesitate; she waited for me to reciprocate the gesture out of respect, never seeming predatory, no matter how close she drew.
 
   I shook her hand, bemused by the formality of it all. The standard greeting in Mahon was a slap on the back or an elbow to the side, and though Atalanta's gesture was no less hearty, I hadn't felt the need to stand that straight since being in Isin's castle.
 
   “You're the one, there's no doubting that,” Atalanta said. “You must forgive me. I've grown accustomed to thinking of you as the necromancer. Afraid we didn't have much more than that to go on for a while. I am Atalanta of the Sworn Blades, and this charming creature is Varn, belonging to the same order. It's a real honour to meet you, truly it is.”
 
   “Rowan. Rowan Northwood,” I said, translating my surname into Canthian when Varn pulled a face. I'd prepared myself for a lot of things, but I hadn't been expecting the degree of civility Atalanta paid me. “Not exactly linked to anything like your, um. Order.”
 
   “Whatever,” Varn scoffed. “You're a necromancer living with a dragon-born and Reis. I'd say that makes you wrapped up in plenty already.”
 
   Atlanta sighed, distraught by Varn's behaviour, and started walking along the beach, gesturing for me to join her. Varn scrambled to her feet and caught up a few moments later, and as we walked across the sand, I was convinced they'd seize hold of me from either side and drag me all the way back to the capital. Atalanta, however, seemed more interested in staring out at the horizon, and Varn kept glancing back at the town she'd left behind.
 
   “We knew you were staying with the good Captain, of course. They were rather eager to protect someone they claimed not to know,” Atalanta explained, “Well, what do you say? Would you like to come back with us?”
 
   “Do I really have a choice?” I blurted out, wanting to believe them.
 
   “You do, indeed you do! Her Majesty has simply extended an invitation to you, Rowan. Nobody's going to force you to do anything you don't want to, if that's what's concerning you.”
 
   I looked away from her, teeth grit, and only then did Atalanta realise that I'd expected them to take me away by force. Her face fell, wounded that her intentions had come across as anything other than honourable, but Varn was decidedly less interested in the whole ordeal. She'd taken to digging the toe of her boot into the sand, prying shells free.
 
   “I'm not from around here. You can probably tell by my accent, but before I came here, I was in Kastelir. Do you know what they did to necromancers there? They burnt them, no questions asked,” I said, trying to explain my reservations, “People say it's different in Canth, in Ridgeth – in the rest of the world, really – but it's hard to believe, after being in Asar for twenty-three years.”
 
   I'd expected Atalanta to offer me words of comfort, but it was Varn who took the task upon herself.
 
   “Oi, Isjin would have our guts for garters if any of us messed with you,” she said, slapping my back. “Sorry you had to grow up with heathens, but don't tar us all with the same brush, alright?”
 
   I smiled, earning a wink out of Varn, and my mind was already made up. I couldn't stay in Mahon, not when there was the slightest chance I could do something to help. There was a resistance in Kastelir. Returning wouldn't be for nothing, and we wouldn't stand alone.
 
   “I'll really be able to come back here whenever I want to? I won't have to stay?”
 
   “Well. Chandaran takes three days to reach, and it would be rude to spend no more than an hour in Her Majesty's presence. Let us say, then, that you shall be back in Mahon whenever you wish to be, so long as a week has passed,” Atalanta said.
 
   I was giddy with something I hadn't felt in a long time.
 
   “Okay,” I said, biting back my excitement. “I'll go with you.”
 
   Varn was in no mood to waste any time. Practically dragging Atalanta off the beach, she led us through the quieter streets on the edge of Mahon, until the paved roads gave way to dry, cracked ground, and Canth opened up, flat and waterless. The town's animals were tended to on its outskirts, fenced into patches of land where grass stubbornly grew in spite of the sun, and Varn headed directly into the stables.
 
   After a fair amount of grumbling with the stable-hand, she returned with two jet-black horses and led them to a carriage stowed by the side of a dirt path. It had been a luxurious thing, once upon a time, but Varn and Atalanta had certainly got their money's worth from it; the red paint was cracked and peeling, and the royal family's sigil – the head of a hyena – had all but flaked off.
 
   Varn harnessed the horses and Atalanta said, “Musashi and Fiennes. Two faster horses you won't find. Fiennes is mine; a gift from Her Majesty when I officially came into her service. Varn pretends not to pay extra attention to Musashi.” 
 
   I greeted them both with a pat on the muzzle, and as I saw Atalanta climb into the box-seat, I began to wonder what I was doing. I couldn't leave.
 
   I couldn't disappear for days upon days again.
 
   I'd been so eager to make myself useful that I'd almost gone about it in the most thoughtless way imaginable.
 
   “Wait,” I said, drawing a deeper scowl out of Varn. “I can't go, not yet. I need to tell Kouris I'm leaving.”
 
   Any momentary worry drained from Atalanta's features. Smiling in relief, she said, “Go, go! Do what you need to. We'll be waiting here,” taking me at my word.
 
   I didn't move. Couldn't. Kouris would be at one of the taverns in the heart of Mahon, and though I'd dulled considerably over the last month, light still claimed me.
 
   “I...” 
 
   I swallowed a lump in my throat and Varn put her hands on her hips, gawking at me.
 
   “You've gotta be kidding,” she said, turning to Atalanta. “She's kidding, right? No way I'm going in there with her.”
 
   “Nobody knows,” I said. “They've not seen me like this before.”
 
   Varn pressed her palm to her face, groaned, and said, “Fine. Ain't gonna be anyone looking at me while I'm parading a necromancer through the streets. Let's get this over with.”
 
   Atalanta placed a hand on my shoulder, heading off with a reassuring squeeze. Varn had been right. No one paid her any heed when they could stare at me instead, bemused, not certain of what they were seeing. The roar of taverns and restaurants and brothels died down, turned to murmurs that could only revolve around me, and the only reason I didn't turn and flee was because I was too afraid to. 
 
   Had Atalanta and Varn not been at my side I likely would've bolted through the first open door and hid. It wasn't until someone wondered out loud, said “Necromancer...?” loudly enough for others to hear it that the pirates of Port Mahon started to understand what was before them. The murmur became a rumble and that rumble resolved itself as a roar; people drummed their hands against table tops, began shouting necromancer, necromancer for those who hadn't figure it out yet; and then people even began to whoop and cheer.
 
   “Alright, Felheim!” someone called out, “Was wondering where you'd got yourself to!”
 
   They didn't care. Or they did care, but only in a way that made their night brighter. No one stopped me, no one jumped in front of me or tried to drag me away; how much easier the last month would've been, had I trusted them enough in the first place. 
 
   It wasn't difficult to find a pane, even in a town as busy as Mahon. Kouris was sat outside Siren Song, surrounded by a flock of pirates I didn't recognise, but who certainly seemed to know her. They caught sight of me before she did, and faced with their raised brows and wide-eyes, Kouris glanced over her shoulder.
 
   She grinned wider than anyone else had, and not because I was a necromancer. Because I'd finally managed to drag myself out of the hut.
 
   “Alright, Varn,” she said, smirking over my shoulder. “What's managed to bring you back here?”
 
   “Nothing,” Varn grumbled, arms folded across her chest. “... Business.”
 
   “Aye, I'm sure,” Kouris said, more than familiar with Varn's attitude. “I take it you're Atalanta, then?”
 
   Atalanta had already rushed over to shake Kouris' hand, and with a bow of her head she said, “I'm terribly glad I have this chance to meet you, dragon-born, even if I can't stay for more than mere minutes. Do allow me to buy you a drink the next time we happen to be in the same port.”
 
   “Not about to turn down a free drink. You picked a good one there, Varn,” Kouris said, and turned to me. “What's going on, yrval?” 
 
   Tugging on her sleeve was enough to get her to rise to her feet, and Kouris followed me over to a quiet corner. All eyes were still on me, but at least no one could overhear us.
 
   “Atalanta and Varn came to find me. The Queen wants to meet me. I've no idea how she knows what I am, but I've got to go,” I said, words rushing out of me. “I can ask for her help, Kouris. Even if it doesn't work, even if she won't help us, I have to try. It's the best chance we've had so far and I can't waste it.”
 
   Ears twitching, Kouris said, “Alright, yrval. Let's be off.”
 
   “I think I need to do this myself!” I said. I didn't want Kouris thinking that I wished to be without her, but I'd spent so long relying on her, on the others. It was finally my turn to do something for them. “It'll be fine. Atalanta said I don't have to be gone for more than a week, and Varn seems... well, you know Varn, don't you? So it'll be okay. I'll go to Chandaran and talk to the Queen, and I really think—”
 
   “Yrval,” Kouris said, gently cutting off my ramblings. “It's alright. You can do this.”
 
   I bit down on my lower lip, grinning because she was, and when she opened her arms, I barely hesitated. I wrapped my arms as far as they'd go around her, holding her as tightly as she held me, and leant back enough to place both hands on her face. Tilting me back, she pressed her lips against mine, tusks brushing against my cheeks. I laughed through my nose and she eased herself back, reluctant to let me go, but doing so anyway.
 
   “Go on. Go have a word with that Queen for us,” Kouris said, shooting Varn a look that made her hold up her hands defensively.
 
   Back at the carriage, Varn hoisted herself into the back, falling down on one of the padded benches. I sat opposite her, preparing myself for the jostle of the road. It'd been a long time since I'd gone anywhere that couldn't be reached by boat, and I worried that I'd traded away sea-sickness for another sort of discomfort. 
 
   Atalanta took the reins and guided us out of Mahon, and I felt every loose pebble and bump the wheels rolled over. Eyes closed, I told myself that it couldn't be as bad as being on a ship during a storm, that I'd spent most of my old life on roads like these, and my stomach just about managed to settle. I caught a glimpse of Mahon as it vanished, and the sea became nothing more than a dark strip below the horizon.
 
   “What's with Kouris?” Varn asked. “She your girlfriend?”
 
   “What? Kouris? I guess so,” I said, tilting my head towards Atalanta. “Is she yours?”
 
   Arms folded across her chest, Varn leant towards me and said, “Yeah? What of it?”
 
   Eyebrow raised, Atalanta glanced back and said, “Aren't I lucky?” 
 
   Canth was a flat, arid land. Ancient mountains had begun their descent back to the ground and the few trees that survived the onslaught of the sun twisted up towards the sky, branches bare. Villages cropped up around scattered oases, but it wasn't until the river Qart came into sight that I began to see cities and towns. The river was wide and fast-flowing, bridges cutting across it every five or ten miles, and square, sun-baked houses were interspersed with patches of green. It was the only place vegetation would grow, this far from the jungles lining the coast, leaving the rest of the country deserted.
 
   We took the fast route, not the scenic one. We rarely came within a quarter of a mile of the river, only stopping in order to take an inn for the night. I was resistant to the idea, at first, but Varn hooked an arm around mine, giving me no alternative. The innkeepers were happy to give a room to those in Queen Nasrin's service, and looked at me warily until one of them explained what I was.
 
   I wasn't told to leave. The innkeepers clasped my hands and insisted – insisted – that we take our rooms for free. Varn and Atalanta would sit on their side of the tavern table, talking endlessly, Varn allowing herself to smile whenever she forgot I was there, but my thoughts wandered and I made for poor company. I touched little of my food, and when it came to sleep, found I had no more luck doing so in bed than I had on the road.
 
   I found myself climbing from my room's window, and spent the nights sitting with Musashi and Fiennes.
 
   On the way to Chandaran, I discovered that moving forward was something entirely distinct from bravery. I was doing what I knew I had to, and I was terrified. Had the carriage's wheels not rolled across the dry ground, I never would've gathered the strength to walk of my own volition. It wasn't the thought of what awaited me that scared me so; I had met with Queens before. I had kissed a Queen, short days ago. Had I stayed in Mahon, entirely motionless, I would've been no less scared.
 
   “What's she like?” I asked Atalanta, sat beside her in the box-seat. “Your Queen, that is. If I'm going to meet her, I should probably know something about her.”
 
   “Why, Her Majesty is all that a Queen ought to be. Merciful and just, as powerful as she is beautiful, and – of course – endlessly wise,” Atalanta replied playfully. “Her Majesty is a good woman, Rowan. She's the first ruler in centuries to think of Canth before her own comfort. Her family has sat on the throne for eight generations, each one hoarding more and more wealth within the palace, going further and further to ignore Canth's plights.
 
   "The country, unfortunately, isn't fond of having a Queen. I feel that half the citizens would prefer an infant to sit on the throne, could they call him their King. When I was six, I told my father that I was indeed a girl, and that I was to be called Atalanta, from that point on. And do you know what he said? He turned to my brother, laughed, and said Thank the gods she figured that out. We coulda had a traitor in our midst. Terrible man, but hardly extraordinarily so.
 
   “Still, the palace used to have ceilings of gold. Can you believe that? Her first act as Queen was to have them stripped away, melted down, and used to aid cities at the mercy of famine.”
 
   That was something. If she was willing to break down her own palace to help her subjects, then perhaps she'd be willing to help me, if it meant healing the masses.
 
   “How long have you worked for her?”
 
   “Five years. From the day of her coronation,” Atalanta said, holding the reins out and encouraging me to take them with a smile. “I have known her for a lot longer, however. Twenty years, I believe. Ever since she was sixteen. Prior to serving her, I was a bounty hunter, often contracted by her father.”
 
   Loyalty, then, was nothing new to her. I gripped the reins, finding it easier to relax with a task to focus on.
 
   “What about Varn?” I asked, still marvelling at her ability to fall asleep whenever and wherever she chose.
 
   “Varn has been with us for two years. I was sent to investigate what turned out to be a minor incident in Port Mahon, and had the pleasure of meeting her,” Atalanta said, glancing back at her. “I returned several times, of my own choosing. Somehow, Varn found it within herself to leave her ship and her crew behind. I hear the pirates still aren't terribly pleased by it.”
 
   “They're kind of bitter,” I said, remembering Reis' words. “But I think they're still too scared of her to do anything about it.”
 
   “Rightly so,” Atalanta agreed.
 
   Chandaran came into view early that afternoon. It was situated alongside the Qart, where the river was so wide that boats headed back and forth across it. At a guess, Chandaran was half the size of Isin, though it covered almost as much land; the buildings were low, rarely more than two stories high each, all of them the colour of sand. I'd accepted the fact that not every settlement could be as colourful as Mahon, and as we headed through the grid of streets, I felt excitement growing within me.
 
   The sight of people going about their daily business, dragging goats to market or fetching water from the wells that dotted the streets, mingled with the smell of spices sold on the back of carts, and all the sounds that rose into the air became part of the background. I wish I'd taken more of it in, but there was only one thing on my mind: the palace.
 
   People stared at me, but I no longer cared to indulge my unfounded fears. I was there. I'd made it.
 
   Like everything else in Chandaran, the palace was a low building, all of it on one level, save the four towers on the corners. A plain, dreary looking fence circled the perimeter, patrolled by a handful of guards. Even if Queen Nasrin was eager to donate what she could to her people, she couldn't compromise her own safety. 
 
   The gates were opened at the sight of Varn and Atalanta, guards snapping salutes as we rolled by, and Musashi and Fiennes guided us through the large, unattended gardens. Fountains and ponds had been left to dry up and stubborn weeds twisted into the cracked stonework.
 
   Inside, it wasn't much different. The guards at the front doors of the palace were left to attend to Musashi and Fiennes, and Atalanta led me through the bare, dim corridors. As we headed through the palace, I didn't see a single portrait lining the walls, though the stone was discoloured where frames had once hung. The carpets that remained were threadbare and hardly any better than the stone floors, and not a single torch was lit where it didn't need to be; nor were there any ornaments lining cabinets that were no longer there.
 
   “Her Majesty is busy,” a guard stationed outside of an unremarkable door said.
 
   “Her Majesty will be busy kicking your head in if she knows you wasted our time,” Varn said, catching up to us. Half a second later and the guard was stepping to the side, clearing his throat. He glanced over and saw me for what I was, and instead of looking at me with awe, something between respect and apprehension mingled in his expression.
 
   Having bigger things to worry about, I ignored it.
 
   Atalanta held the door open for me and I stepped in, followed by the pair of them. The room was nothing short of cluttered. Bookcases lined the walls, broken up by windows letting in a stifling breeze, and in the centre of the room, a low table was covered in what looked like a year's worth of letters and scrolls. A chaise lounge ran behind it, occupied by a striking looking woman in a bright orange sari.
 
   She was incredibly lean, with braided hair trailing down to the feet tucked up beneath her, and she bowed forward, glued to the letter she was writing.
 
   “I'm busy,” she stated flatly, not looking up until she'd finished reading the sentence we'd caught her in the middle of. Her stern expression faded at the sight of me, skin and eyes unmistakable, and she broke out into a smile. “Ah. So there was a necromancer to be found. Welcome, welcome. Do excuse the mess, won't you.”
 
   Queen Nasrin's laidback welcome helped me to relax, but my jaw was fused shut. Where did I start? What should I say? Would it be better if I made my intentions clear immediately, so that she didn't feel as though she'd been misled? 
 
   Seeing me struggle for something to say, Varn took it upon herself to introduce me.
 
   “This is Rowan of the Northern Woods,” she said.
 
   “That's not...” I began, voice louder than it had any right to be around a Queen. I tried again in a whisper. “That's not my name. I'm not Rowan of the Northern Woods.”
 
   “You grew up in the woods, right?” Varn asked, and I nodded. “And you're from the north. What's the problem?”
 
   “The south! I'm from the south of Felheim,” I protested.
 
   “North of us,” she said, shrugging. “What do you want from me?”
 
   I shook my head, deciding that of all the ways I didn't want to argue with Varn, doing so in front of a Queen ranked chief amongst them. Thankfully, Queen Nasrin seemed amused by our back and forth, so I said, “My name is Rowan Northwood, Your Majesty. I came here because Varn and Atalanta extended the invitation, hoping that I might be able to help you, in exchange for—”
 
   Queen Nasrin's demeanour changed in a few short words. She rose to her feet with a rush of fabric, and stared down at me.
 
   “In exchange for? You came here to ask something of me?”
 
   I cringed, biting the inside of my mouth. I'd barely managed to introduce myself, and yet I'd already said the wrong thing. Perhaps Kouris ought to have come with me after all.
 
   “Y-yes, Your Majesty,” I managed, intent on remaining truthful. “I thought I might eventually ask a favour, after I'd found some way to help you. It wouldn't be much, I promise. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to speak out of turn.”
 
   “No, no. Don't stare at the ground like that. I'm not angry. It's somewhat refreshing, actually. I'm used to dealing with simpering fools who waste endless hours on flattery, only to ask for this bit of land, another dozen soldiers, just a little more gold. Rowan, you are a Daughter of Isjin, and I've nothing but respect for you. I've nothing but respect for anyone deserving of it, and so long as you prove yourself worthy, you'll always have a place within my palace. But do you see this and these?” Queen Nasrin paused, picking up stacks of paper in each hand, not waiting for my confirmation. “These are small favours being asked of me from dozens of cities and towns. Small favours add up until I am drowning in them, and my country is already in a state of disrepair. Can you believe that we had golden statues of the gods lining the gardens? I had them melted down, of course, sold them with the frames my family's portraits once hung in, along with the art itself, but that barely goes any way at all to fixing Canth's problems. 
 
   “So you see, I cannot afford to be in your debt, and you're mistaken on one important point: I wasn't the one who invited you here.”
 
   “You weren't?” I asked, voice barely rising above the embarrassment I felt.
 
   “Oh, I sanctioned it, put my seal on the letter and whatnot. I am forever doing that woman favours, I swear, but it wasn't my doing, I'm afraid,” Queen Nasrin said, falling back against the pillows lining the chaise lounge. “Not that I object to you being here. Not in the least. Nobody turns away a necromancer, after all.”
 
   “Then who invited me here?”
 
   “Atalanta? Take her to the temple, would you,” Queen Nasrin said, “I wasn't trying to avoid company when I said I was busy, Rowan. I would like to talk to you, regardless of the fact that it wasn't my idea to bring you here. If you'd join me for dinner one evening...”
 
   “Of course, Your Majesty,” I managed, letting Atalanta usher me out of the room.
 
   Varn followed, taking over from the guard previously stationed there, and leant against the wall, snorting out a laugh. Ignoring her, I hurried after Atalanta, preferring it when my face had burnt white, not red. I'd messed up. I'd let Kouris think I could do this, yet I hadn't managed to hold a single conversation with Queen Nasrin.
 
   “Here we are,” Atlanta said, stopping in front of yet another plain looking door. “I'll be out here, should you need anything.”
 
   Beyond caring about anything other than the mistakes I'd just made, I stepped into a temple that wasn't anything like any I'd ever visited before. The small room was dim and windowless, lit only by red candles melting into the floor; it wasn't built to be a temple. If I had to guess, it had likely once been used as a storage closet or pantry.
 
   Unlike the forgotten temple I'd trekked to, there wasn't anything carved into the walls, no mosaics lining the floor or murals to compliment the candles. I thought the room empty, until I turned and suffered my heart being forced into my throat.
 
   A great beast stood over me, taller than any pane. Light lapped at its feet, throwing its shadow against the ceiling, and I stepped back, certain it was going to lash out at me.
 
   It took me far too long to realise it was only a statue.
 
   It didn't have wings, but feathers spread from its wrist to its elbow, growing out of its shoulder blades. The face was twisted, sharp teeth jutting over a wide mouth, eyes concealed beneath a blindfold. It had horns, not like a pane or a dragon's; they didn't curve back. Rather, they reminded me of flat-topped anchors, with the ring embedded into the skull. 
 
   The creature wasn't like anything I'd seen before, when I tried taking it in as a whole. But when I leant close and examined small parts of it, I saw nothing to unsettle me. Its legs were like great trunks with vines creeping around them, and flesh grew from the bark, until all looked smooth and soft, though it was made from stone. It was as though the whole world had been twisted into one magnificent, grotesque form, and I stepped closer, far from afraid. I reached out a hand, and pressed it to the back of the long, spindly fingers. The wax there was still warm, and a sense of calm that hadn't crept near me in months took hold of me.
 
   “Beautiful, isn't she?” a voice asked from behind me.
 
   I hadn't heard the door open, hadn't heard anyone come in, but I didn't start. Fingers still hooked around the statue's, I turned, met by a flurry of red fabric and eyes I'd seen before; eyes I knew.
 
   “You're... you're from the temple,” I said, and the woman bowed her head, smiling.
 
   “In the same way that you are also from the temple,” she said in a low hum. “I was merely visiting the temple, just as you were. I had hoped to find a relic of the past and little more.”
 
   The woman stepped around me, and though no breeze could make its way into the room and the candles didn't flicker, something rushed through me. It was a quiet, pulsing warmth that helped me to stand a little straighter, made me feel braver than I believed I was. 
 
   Taking the candles cradled in the sleeve of her thin cloak, the woman placed them along the statue's arms, where the previous ones had burnt to the wick, and lit them one by one, using the candle that had yet to die out. She worked around me, humming softly as she went, and though we'd met once before and it couldn't have been a coincidence that we were both there, she made no attempt to explain herself.
 
   I found that I didn't mind. For the moment, simply being around her was enough; I was content with not understanding what had unfolded. It was as if I was the only one there in the room, though I was aware I wasn't alone. 
 
   “Please, Aejin,” she said softly, drifting away from the statue and sitting on a low bench opposite it. “Sit with me. Talk with me. Tell me your name, if you would.”
 
   I followed her example without needing to take in her words. Sat next to her, I stared down at my hands, lest I become lost in her eyes.
 
   “Rowan,” I eventually said, voice very far away indeed. “My name is Rowan Northwood.”
 
   “Rowan. Rowan Northwood,” the woman repeated, making the words sound older than they had any right to, than I had any concept of; she murmured my name as though speaking of a ruined city. “It isn't a Myrosi name—oh, but your blood flows from there. Your ancestors must've lost their names, centuries after they lost their Everlasting Kingdom.”
 
   The woman was talking to herself as much as she was talking to me, reminding herself of something. Her skin was the same colour as mine, and I supposed she knew her own heritage well. Nothing in the way she mused out loud unsettled me.
 
   “And how old are you, Rowan, Aejin?”
 
   I didn't ask her why she kept calling me Aejin, though the word meant nothing to me. Not in Mesomium, not in Canthian. Not even in Svargan. Reaching out, the woman covered my hands with hers, causing me to reflexively look up. Once my eyes were on hers, I couldn't look away.
 
   “Twenty-five,” I whispered, thinking it sounded right.
 
   “Only twenty-five,” she said, eyes desperately searching my face for something. The light of sorrow covered her face, and she said, “It can be difficult to tell. Harder to guess. We rarely reflect what we have been through, but... you were brand-new, Aejin, when I saw you last. How quickly that has changed.”
 
   “We?” I asked, voice straining in my throat. “Then you're...?”
 
   She placed her fingertips along the line of my jaw, leaning in so close that I saw myself reflected in her eyes; saw that I burnt as her eyes did, trails of white rising from my unsteady gaze.
 
   “Do you not feel it?” she asked, knowing that I did. “It is... as though I am able to trust myself once more. It is not often that I come across other necromancers, but when I do, it is as though there is music in the world once more. The silence fades, and I am distracted from what the empty ground wordlessly screams. I am glad that you came, Aejin. I am glad that I know you.”
 
   “Who are you?” I asked, fingers wrapping around her wrists, skin warmer than the wax had been. 
 
   “I have been many things to many people. I do not remember all of the names I have been blessed with,” she said, smiling distantly. “But my mother, while she was in the world, she called me Kondo-Kana. And this name I cannot forget.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER VII
 
   Denial came and did what little it could.
 
   If the woman in front of me was as old as the Kondo-Kana whispered of in myth, surely I would have felt it. My reasoning soon slipped away from me: Bosma was older than anything else, and nothing resounded through the ground that I didn't feel within the young souls that wandered across its surface. 
 
   Power flowed through her as it now raged within me, on display for all the world to see, and I heard the disquiet of everyone I'd ever met, everyone I'd healed or passed on the street, scream out at me in a voiceless, deafening roar. It wasn't that those people were missing pieces; that wasn't what made them different from me, what stopped them from being able to save themselves. Rather, I was lumbered with one piece too many, and it wasn't until I was sitting in front of this woman, in front of Kondo-Kana, that I understood how that part fit into me.
 
   I pulled her hand from my face, turning it in my own. Bright skin pressed against dull. I didn't know what to say to her, didn't feel as though I had to say anything. What words could pass my lips that she hadn't heard a hundred times before? I would be nothing but a fading echo of all those that had lived long before Isin rose and fell, before Felheim was conceived of.
 
   “The statue,” I began, eyes fixed on Kondo-Kana as though she was the sculpture I spoke of. “Who is it? What is it?”
 
   “It is Isjin,” Kondo-Kana said fondly, taking no delight in my ignorance. She only smiled at the opportunity presented to her, the chance to speak of her creator. “Humans as a whole have the troubling habit of believing that this world was created for them; that the gods shaped Bosma that they might rule over it. Everything should be theirs. The gods are theirs, or so they think. But Isjin, she is not a human god. She is not a phoenix god, or a pane god. She is the god of all things, and all things are of her dream. It was not merely humans she uplifted, did you know?
 
   “Kanos was a dragon, feeding the sun with his breath. Indos, she was a pane, and Raath, they were a phoenix. But humans, they forget. They make sure they do. They carve statues as they see fit, statues to make themselves comfortable; statues to blind themselves to the beauty of the gods. Isjin looked like this. I think, I hope. It is hard to remember.” 
 
   “Did you... meet her?” I asked, terrified that Kondo-Kana would hear how incredulous I sounded. Looking at the statue and hearing her speak, I realised that I hadn't been searching for a reason to pray, in all the time I'd spent in temples; I'd been seeking out some sort of proof, for I didn't believe Isjin could be anything more than a story.
 
   “No, Aejin,” she said. “Not even I am that old. But in the greatest temple in all of Myros, there was a statue commissioned by a man who held onto memories of her. I doubt I have done it justice, after all these centuries, yet...”
 
   “I like it. It's better than anything else I've seen,” I reassured her. “Why do you keep calling me that? What does it mean? You said something like it in the temple—Aejin yaka Aejin.”
 
   “Aejin yu ka Aejin,” she corrected me. “Necromancer is a heavy word, created by people who are not as we are. Light from my light. It is what we called ourselves, in the Everlasting Kingdom. It is what I would call the sons and daughters and children of Isjin.”
 
   “Oh, that's...” I liked the sound of it. Eyes drifting closed, I repeated the words over and over in my mind. I wasn't scared of Kondo-Kana, though I thought that perhaps I should be angry with her; she was the one spoken of in legend, the one responsible for the Bloodless Lands, for driving us out of Myros and turning people against necromancers; the one who'd caused us to abandon the gods she so solemnly spoke of. 
 
   And yet...
 
   “Now, now, Aejin,” she said, “This world is still so new to you. Do not deprive yourself of sleep.”
 
   Mumbling nonsense, I let my body go slack against her, head in her lap. With her fingers trailing through my hair and a long-forgotten song on her lips, I fell into a sleep as deep as the ocean, dreams keeping their distance from me.
 
   *
 
   I awoke to find that Kondo-Kana's cloak had been made into a make-shift pillow for me.
 
   She was knelt in the corner, placing new candles into the pools of dried wax, and seemed to realise I'd woken before I did. Standing over me, she said, “You are just in time, Rowan. Nasrin wishes for you to join her for dinner.”
 
   “It's dinner time already?” I said, stretching my arms above my head as I sat up.
 
   I hadn't expected Queen Nasrin to remember that she'd mentioned inviting me to dinner, let alone go through with it, but I was eager to join her. There wasn't any way my second impression could be worse than my first.
 
   “It has been dinner time over and over,” Kondo-Kana said, smiling when I stared at her blankly. “You slept for three days, Aejin.”
 
   “What?”
 
   The words to tell her how wrong she was rested on the tip of my tongue, but I bit them back. It didn't feel as though she was wrong; had she told me I'd slept for three weeks, I might've believed that too. I was refreshed in a way I hadn't been in months, and I got to my feet, brushing it off. If I needed to sleep for three days, then I needed to sleep for three days. There was no getting around it.
 
   Picking the cloak up off the bench, Kondo-Kana swathed it around herself and led me to the dining room. It was a far cry from the banquet hall in Isin's castle, and reminded me more of my kitchen back in the farmhouse. A table big enough for six took up most of the floor space, and a single servant was in attendance. She placed the bowls of food in the centre of the table, plates hanging precariously off the edges, and Queen Nasrin, lost in a letter, shooed her away when she tried dishing up the food.
 
   “Nasrin,” Kondo-Kana said, gliding into the seat opposite her. “You have company.”
 
   “Rowan. Ah.” With a smile, Queen Nasrin folded the letter in two and beckoned me over. “Do take a seat. Nice to see that you're up and about, finally. I tried to call on you several times, but this one—” She paused to point accusingly at Kondo-Kana with her chopsticks. “—insisted that no one was to wake you. Not even a Queen.” 
 
   Propping her chin up in her palm, Kondo-Kana said, “It is of no concern. I have slept for centuries at a time and always awoken to find Bosma much the same.”
 
   “Hm,” Queen Nasrin said, raising her brow. “But I am glad you're done with your little nap, Rowan. I believe I may have spoken in haste the first time we met.”
 
   Queen Nasrin shot Kondo-Kana a side-long glance that wiped away much of the smirk on her face, and I said, “Oh, really...?” 
 
   The food was no more exciting than the dishes I'd make back at the hut, and Queen Nasrin busied herself with ladling out great spoonfuls of rice, meat and vegetables onto my plate and hers, while Kondo-Kana merely watched it all unfold. Queen Nasrin would've cooked the food for herself, had she been able to scrape together an extra hour in the day.
 
   “Really indeed. I'd hate to make any promises before I knew what it was you wanted, though,” Queen Nasrin said, pouring a glass of water for all three of us. “If you'd be so kind as to enlighten me...”
 
   Kondo-Kana brought her drink to her lips, looking between the two of us as though she'd heard it all before.
 
   “I'm, um. I'm from Felheim, as you probably figured out from that conversation I had with Varn,” I began, picking my words slowly, knowing this was the last chance I was going to get. “All I'm asking is for a way home. No ship can make it to Felheim, not without your authority, and... and I live with Queen Kouris and King Atthis, so—”
 
   “No,” Queen Nasrin said, cutting me off. She shook her head, swallowing her food before continuing. “Rowan, you are a necromancer. In your own right, you are worth more than any King or Queen. And that's assuming I believe you. Do you know how many people have come to me, claiming to be royalty or nobility from Kastelir, ever since whatever happened there happened? Do not hide behind people who cannot prove their worth as you can.”
 
   I put my chopsticks down, not wanting her to see how my hands were trembling, but before I had the chance to correct myself, she said, “Wasn't Queen Kouris killed decades ago? In the war, or some such? Hardly the most believable of stories, Rowan.”
 
   I chewed slowly on the chunk of pork in my mouth, looking between Queen Nasrin and Kondo-Kana, and couldn't keep my first thought to myself.
 
   “We're sitting at a table with Kondo-Kana – the Kondo-Kana – and you still doubt what I'm saying?” 
 
   Queen Nasrin took no offence at my observation. With a laugh, she said, “Very well. I concede your point. If Kana sits at my dinner table, then Queen Kouris may well reside with you. In Port Mahon, isn't it? Ah, I know all about Port Mahon. Its problems are much my own, I'm afraid. Why is it, I wonder, that a necromancer such as yourself would go to such lengths to hide their gifts? You ought to have been helping the people, Rowan. Acting as a beacon of hope while their brothers wage petty, destructive war against them. Why would you shirk such responsibility?”
 
   My face grew warm, hands clammy, and Kondo-Kana clicked her tongue, saying, “Do not be cruel, Nasrin. Let the girl eat in peace.” Her words weren't enough to save me. Queen Nasrin had set down her chopsticks and was waiting patiently for my reply.
 
   “I used to help people. I used to work as a healer in my village. People would come from miles and miles around to see me, and the village elder would take most of the payment for himself. For the village, he always said. But I didn't mind, because I was helping people. And then one day, one day a boy had died and his parents were sobbing, so I did what I had to. I brought him back to life. After that, no one would talk to me. I wasn't allowed in the village, and I spent months terrified that they were going to march into my house and drag me away, and...
 
   “So I ran away. I went to Kastelir, where it was worse. Kondo-Kana, she's the only necromancer I've ever actually spoken to, but I did see one other one, once. Soldiers dragged him out of his house and took him to the capital, and burnt him at the stake as part of a festival.
 
   “That's how people like me are treated, where I come from. We're blamed for everything that's happened since the Necromancy War, and no matter what anyone told me, I didn't believe it would be any different here.”
 
   A pause followed, and Queen Nasrin proved herself to be a reasonable woman.
 
   “Fair enough,” she said, muttering “Heathens,” under her breath.
 
   We went back to eating while Kondo-Kana hummed distantly. I could tell that the Queen was mulling something over, and scooped as much food into my mouth as I could, in an effort to stop any more questions tumbling from my lips.
 
   “There is still a trade agreement in place with Felheim. I suppose I could find you and your companions a place on one of our ships,” Queen Nasrin said, and I could've sworn my skin started glowing brighter. “But there is the condition that you first do something for me, of course.”
 
   “What is it?” I asked. I'd do anything, anything. I was so close now.
 
   Queen Nasrin shrugged, taking a sip of her drink.
 
   “Support Port Mahon. Do what you can for the people there. And should you happen to encounter Gavern—”
 
   She picked her chopsticks up and swished them through the air, saying it all so casually that I didn't instantly grasp her meaning.
 
   “Wait. Wait. You want me to kill Gavern?”
 
   “In a word, yes,” Queen Nasrin said, still talking as though she'd asked me deliver a letter for her. “He has been a nuisance from the very moment I claimed the throne, causing far more problems for me than even Port Mahon. He's sent his assassins and I've sent mine, but no one can get close enough to him without any sort of weapon-check or restraints. Which is where someone with your skill-set comes in.”
 
   I didn't want to believe what I was hearing. I'd been offered a way home, but it was at a price I never thought I'd have to pay.
 
   “Killing Gavern won't fix anything,” I said, desperate to find something else I could do for her. Anything else. “Reis always says that another pirate's going to take his place once we get rid of him, and... and why are you asking me? Kondo-Kana must be a lot better with necromancy than I am.”
 
   “Kana is a pest. She lives in my palace, complains that my perfectly good statues aren't accurate enough, and insists that she isn't going to interfere with history. As though she is some misplaced relic of the past, and not a person who is living and breathing in this very moment. At least she's had the decency not to eat throughout the entirety of my reign,” Queen Nasrin said, scowling at Kondo-Kana, who only smiled at her fondly. “And you're right. Killing Gavern won't instantly bring an end to all of my problems. But Gavern is not merely another pirate; I have the misfortune of being related to him.
 
   “He's my half-brother—we share the same mother. Of late, he has been rallying support in order to usurp me, despite the fact that his father never sat on the throne. It's ridiculous, truly. He claims I do not have the right to rule over Canth because I am no King, and says that my father's death was suspicious. The man was poisoned: Gavern is not telling us anything we don't already know.”
 
   That said, Queen Nasrin returned to the last of her meal, thinking nothing of it. I was furious. Furious at myself for thinking I could make a deal with a Queen – with anyone – and not feel as though I was being used for my powers. 
 
   What had I expected? To heal a few wounds and hope that would serve as payment enough?
 
   “I—I have to go back to Kastelir, but I feel as though...”
 
   “As though you're being exploited? Rightly so. But tell me, Rowan, would you have come here offering to help, had I not been able to provide you with the means to return to Asar? Both of us ought to be upfront about what we're doing.”
 
   Asking me to use my powers to kill a man I'd never met was worse than never being offered the chance to return to Asar. It'd take a thought, nothing more than a single surge of intent, and it'd be done; but where would it stop? Through all Katja had put me through, it'd taken me days to force death into her. I had changed since leaving my village, that much was painfully clear, but I didn't want to imagine myself changing so very much that I could steal life with such ease.
 
   “I won't pressure you, Rowan. Varn will take you back to Mahon, once you're ready. I'll have her stay with you for a week, while you make up your mind,” Queen Nasrin went on to say, placing her plate atop the empty bowls. “It'll be for the good of Canth, but I understand if you don't want to go through with it. I certainly won't think anything less of you, and there may, in time, be other tasks for you to fulfil.” 
 
   Other tasks. If they were on par with this one, why should they be any better?
 
   “I think I'd like to leave now, Your Majesty,” I said. “Thank you for your hospitality. I'll... I'll think about it.”
 
   “Of course,” Queen Nasrin said, gathering up the dishes and making all necessary arrangements.
 
   Kondo-Kana walked me through the unkempt gardens, arm in mine, staring up at the stars as she went. Her eyes remained brighter than they were, eerie light standing out against the dark, and I knew she must've once burnt as I now did. No one who knew the first thing about necromancers found it strange, and seeing Kondo-Kana as she was could only mean that it was reversible.
 
   Her lips were parted, forming soundless shapes, as though responding silently to the song of the stars she alone could hear. I wanted so much to know what it had been like in Myros, how it felt to have necromancers close and to be exalted as they were, but at that moment, being by her side was enough. She was as I was, and I was no longer an anomaly, no longer alone on Bosma. 
 
   “Do you remember?” I asked. “Do you remember Myros?”
 
   Eyes still fixed on the sky, Kondo-Kana shook her head slowly and said, “I am old, Aejin. So old that Bosma forgets I walk upon its surface still. I have forgotten more than any one mind could ever hold, but it returns to me, in flashes.”
 
   “Did you... have a phoenix? Someone told me that necromancers used to be paired with them, a long, long time ago.”
 
   The stars lost their appeal and Kondo-Kana looked down at me, lips slowly curving into a smile.
 
   “I... I did. I have not thought of him in a long time,” she said, and the comfort rekindling memories gave her resonated through me. “He was a dear friend of mine. But there is something else you wish to ask, isn't there, Aejin?”
 
   I stepped back, freed my arm from hers and held my hands out in front of me. Of course she could tell. Everything in my mind was seeping out of my skin, lighting up the palace grounds.
 
   “What is this? How do I get it to stop?” 
 
   “It is light, Aejin. It is nothing to be ashamed of. It is what we are, what Isjin used to bring her creation out of the void,” Kondo-Kana said, briefly closing her eyes. “It will not stop, not until you do. I, too, have burnt as you now do. I am sorry, Aejin. I am sorry for what has happened to you.”
 
   “But you're not—you're not glowing,” I protested. “It's alright here, it's alright in Canth, but what happens once I get back to Asar? People are going to be more on edge than ever.”
 
   I spoke as though I'd already condemned Gavern to death. Taking my hand, Kondo-Kana led me over to a cracked fountain, and I sat on the edge, content to let Varn wait if I meant I'd get answers from the one person able to give them.
 
   “The light will fade, in time. With practice. But it will rise and fall with your powers, Rowan, now that you have been cracked open,” Kondo-Kana said, and my chest ached for the way she knew that only pain and suffering ever caused this. “I do not remember all that happened throughout the war. I have heard so many stories that I no longer know which are my own memories and which aren't. But I can tell you why it started. I can tell you that the Aejin yu ka Aejin wished to be free of an ancient King's service; free to help the people of Bosma, as Isjin would ask of us.
 
   “And I can tell you that there is no progress through peace; no freedom without bloodshed. All of us did awful things. We raised those we ought never to have gone near – the dragons, the pane – because we did not wish to harm the living. The pane suffer for this now, and I am truly sorry. There are things I have done that I no longer remember, but feel as keenly as a branding iron.
 
   “Did you know that Priests travelled in pairs—an Aejin yu ka Aejin and a warrior? That is not to say that we cannot fight, but there were roles to be played. I had no brothers by blood, but I travelled with a man I loved as dearly as any part of my family. I watched him die in my arms and did not bring him back, because he had asked me to let him move onto the Forest Within, that time. I thought we would be together through the war and beyond all that, but one by one, I saw people fade who I could not save, or would not let themselves be brought back.
 
   “I burnt brighter than you now do. For years I wore what I was on my skin, until the war ended. Until I fled Asar and fell into the sea, drowning and drowning for decades, until there wasn't a single spark left inside of me.
 
   “You must work on drawing that light into you, Rowan, and pray that something more forgiving exhausts you.”
 
   Kondo-Kana's words painted images in my mind, landscapes I'd never seen before, but were suddenly as vivid as anything I'd ever set eyes on. It was my imagination doing it, the warm pull of Kondo-Kana's voice, no matter how awful her words were, but I felt, for a moment, as though I had stepped out of time. As though I had finally put together the pieces I'd always had.
 
   I leant against Kondo-Kana's side, arms wrapped around hers.
 
   “As long as it isn't hopeless,” I murmured, but like so many things that weren't, it continued to feel impossible.
 
   As we sat together, I dared to believe that Kondo-Kana appreciated my presence as much as I did hers. I would've stayed there all night, if not for Varn stomping over and telling me to get a move on.
 
   “Even if you do not do what Nasrin asks of you, please, come back soon,” Kondo-Kana said, squeezing both of my hands.
 
   “I will,” I promised, not certain whether soon to her meant a month or a decade. “Goodbye, Aejin.”
 
   The smile that single word drew out of her was impossible to look away from.
 
   Luckily, Varn grabbed me by the shoulders and dragged me over to the carriage. 
 
   “No Atalanta?” I asked, patting Musashi on the side of the neck.
 
   “We don't do everything together,” she grumbled, pulling herself up into the carriage. “Can't believe I've gotta spend a sodding week down in Mahon. Thanks a lot, Rowan.”
 
   Varn would've taken on the same tone had I offered her fistfuls of gold. Sat in the carriage, I looked back at Kondo-Kana as we headed off, neither of us waving at each other, city growing dark around me. Varn, apparently, had no problem with travelling through the night. It was nothing compared to the seas she'd sailed on, and to prove her point, she threw the reins my way, content to let me take charge while she napped in the back.
 
   On the second day, Varn scrambled onto the box-seat after I'd been at the front of carriage for hours, but didn't take the reins from me. She leant in close, squinting, and with a hum, stared out ahead of us.
 
   “So, what's happening in Mahon, other than all this pissing about with Gavern?” she said. “How long you been there, anyway? You actually know anyone other than Kouris?”
 
   “It'll have been two years, soon enough. And I know plenty of people.”
 
   “That ain't long for Mahon. I bet nothing's changed. Tae's still following Reis around like a lovesick puppy, Tizo's going way too easy on people, giving away her gold like she ain't gotta retire one day, Cartha's probably still pissed from sun up to sun down...”
 
   Varn rambled on for a few minutes, and barely able to suppress a smile, I said, “You miss it, don't you?” 
 
   "No,” she scoffed.
 
   “Then you're worried about going back,” I offered.
 
   “Worried?” I gripped the reins tighter, certain she was going to push me out of the carriage. “Anyone looks at me wrong and I'll stick my spear so far down their throat that even you won't be able to help them.”
 
   I pretended to cough, poorly disguising a laugh.
 
   “It's alright if you miss it. You grew up there, right? And everyone seems to know you. If it helps, I don't think anyone's really that annoyed at you. Just a little sore. I think they might miss you too, for whatever reason.”
 
   “Sod off, alright?” she said, but her shoulders didn't rise quite so high, after that.
 
   With so many idle hours to fill, I tried doing as Kondo-Kana had said. Being this far away from her had left something gaping inside of me, and it became more and more difficult to believe I'd met her at all. Still, I tried drawing the light inside of myself – however that was supposed to work – and though it yielded no results, knowing it was possible calmed me by measures.
 
   The journey back passed in no time at all, and I was as pleased to see the sea as Port Mahon itself. The thought of killing Gavern weighed heavily upon me, but the mere fact that I could be the one to get Kouris and Atthis and Akela home almost convinced me that I had the courage required to go through with what all of Mahon were desperate to do. 
 
   I'd enjoyed Varn's company, despite Varn being Varn, but she didn't look half as pleased to see the town.
 
   “Gods. I'm gonna have to find somewhere to stay,” she said, frowning at every last inn in the distance.
 
   “You could come stay with us. Reis won't mind. You used to be friends, right? You can have my room! I'll share with Kouris.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. We used to be well good friends,” Varn said, curling her lip. “Don't bloody think so.”
 
   The stablehand made a point of giving Varn a hard time, but eventually took Fiennes and Musashi in, and as we headed into the town, it became clear that Varn was sticking to my side, rather than the other way around. In an instant, all of her worst fears were realised: Tizo was the first person we wandered into. 
 
   “Varn!” she called out, delighted, and threw an arm around Varn's shoulders. “Alright, Varn. Was sorry to have missed you the other week. Cheers for that map, by the by. Hope you didn't get in too much trouble with your Queen over it.”
 
   Without blinking, Varn dug an elbow deep in Tizo's side. Tizo had expected it, but hadn't been able to react quickly enough. Winded and wincing, she stumbled back, grinning no less for it.
 
   “That ended up with you? Gods. Thought the Joneses were gonna use it.”
 
   Tizo shrugged, straightening back up.
 
   “Aye, funny that. Ended up buying it from Felheim here,” Tizo said, hands on her hips. “You let me know if you get bored around here, alright, Varn? Reckon you ain't forgotten how to make yourself useful. You're welcome to come scrub my decks any day.”
 
   Varn debated whether it was worth punching Tizo straight into the ground, but Tizo was smart enough not to hang around for long.
 
   “Liking the new look, Felheim,” she said, winking at Varn as she headed off.
 
   All of Varn's frustration bundled itself up in her clenched fists, but all she managed to call out was, “Her name's Rowan, moron!”
 
   While plenty of people were happy to stare or smirk at Varn, no one else was brave enough to approach her, and the inn I took her to was run by a woman too old to care about petty squabbles around the port. She took a room for the week and said, “Let me know once you make up your mind. If I ain't here, I'll be at the tavern.”
 
   “Come find me if you need anything, even if it's just company. You know where I live,” I said, tempted to announce that I was going to kill Gavern there and then, so that Varn's journey wouldn't have been a wasted one.
 
   I made my way through Mahon, glad to be home, but in no rush to get back to the hut. It'd been too long since I'd soaked in the familiar ruckus of the town, and though people kept looking my way, word of what I was had spread far and wide, and the pirates of Port Mahon seemed proud to count me amongst them. No one bothered me, but a few people nodded, and I walked a little faster, lest they catch me trying not to grin.
 
   I cut through the market, wanting to avoid certain streets, picking up a handful of pistachios on the way. I shoved them into my pocket, picking them out one-by-one and snapping their shells open, taking the long way around to the beach. The streets that didn't boast taverns or shops were almost empty, and when I spotted Atthis, trying to unlock what must've been the front door of his new apartment while holding an armful of shopping, I could've slipped into a side-road without him ever noticing.
 
   I didn't so much as consider it. Now or never, I told myself.
 
   “Atthis!” I called, busying myself with taking the bags of food from his arms.
 
   “Ah. Rowan...” he started, not sure of what to say.
 
   Rocking on the balls of my feet, I tilted my head towards the door and he unlocked it, following me inside. 
 
   The apartment was hardly as spacious as the hut, but few places were. It served him well enough: books were piled around the living area and a study had been set up around what ought to have been the dining table, and rooms for him and Akela led off from either side of the living area. I began to wonder how many axes Akela actually owned.
 
   I placed the bags on the narrow kitchen counter and Atthis unpacked in silence, taking his time putting things into his meticulously neat cupboards. Instantly, I became convinced that being there was a terrible idea; that he was angry at me for what had become of Katja; and I was on the verge of backing out of the room, as though I'd only wanted to help him with his things, when he cleared his throat.
 
   Looking at me without saying anything, he gestured towards the worn armchairs, and I took a seat, hands clasped together as I waited for some sort of lecture.
 
   He sat down, hand on his chin, and when he didn't say anything, I spoke up.
 
   “I'm sorry, Atthis. Sorry I avoided you – everyone – for so long. I just... I didn't think you'd want to see me, and the longer I left it, the harder it was,” I said, rubbing the back of my head.
 
   Letting out a heavy breath, Atthis said, “I'm sorry, Rowan. I'm sorry for what happened to you,” and I shuffled in my chair, somehow made uncomfortable by the fact that he believed it all without question. His unwavering acceptance made me feel as though I was lying, my own mind turning against its memories. “I never would've thought... had I any idea, I would've intervened.”
 
   “But she's your niece,” I said, unable to speak her name. “And now she's in jail, because of—”
 
   “Because of what she chose to do,” Atthis said firmly. “Never blame yourself for that.”
 
   Said the man who still blamed himself for what had become of Kastelir.
 
   I stared down at the bare floor between my feet, fingers digging into the arm of the chair, and silence enveloped us both. 
 
   “Rowan,” he said after a few minutes had crawled by. “Do you remember when we first met? I dare say you recall it with far more clarity than I do. I only had a vague notion of your existence because of the frequency with which Kouris mentioned you. Perhaps this sounds cruel, but I was a King, and I had been for thirty long years. I was used to dealing with an entire country. I was occupied with cities, not individuals.
 
   “Sometimes I feel as though I no longer know how to sit down and talk to people without the weight of a kingdom on my shoulders. I apologise if I don't say the things you need to hear, Rowan, but know that you've been in my thoughts.”
 
   “No, no,” I said, leaning forward. “I think I just spent so long convincing myself that everyone would be angry at me that I was determined to believe it, no matter what you said. But I like talking to you, Atthis. It's like... it's like talking to my dad. He always listened, even if he didn't know what to say.”
 
   A smile flickered across Atthis' face, and we finally allowed ourselves to feel at ease around each other. Getting to his feet, I watched with idle curiosity as Atthis moved over to his desk, murmuring, “I got you something,” under his breath.
 
   I leant to the side, wondering why he was sorting through a stack of books on the way to finding whatever it was he'd got me. Atthis wasn't the sort to buy gifts, though he'd often insist on paying for what he could of mine at market, and judging from the way that he held a book out to me, he wasn't very good at it, either.
 
   Not wanting to appear ungrateful, I took the book, smoothing a hand across the cover. It was an old, dusty thing, almost too thick to wrap my hand around, and I dropped it into my lap, tracing the shape of a phoenix on the front.
 
   “Thank you...?”
 
   “I didn't forget that you can't read,” he hurried to say, “I happened upon this while searching for Mesomium books in Votas, and thought you might like it.”
 
   There was something he wasn't telling me. I pulled the book open, spine cracking, and found a diagram of a phoenixes' outstretched wing. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “I'd read it before, years ago. I believe it's considered the definitive text on phoenixes: physiology, culture, history and all. The Sky Beneath The Sun,” he said, and after a pause, added, “By, ah. Tacita Ightham.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, closing the book. “... Oh.”
 
   Atthis hovered in front of me for a moment more, when it suddenly occurred to him that neither of us had anything to drink. He hurried to the tiny kitchen area to fix that, making far too much noise with glasses as he took them from a cupboard, and I stared down at the cover of the book, tracing my fingers over a name I couldn't read. A long time ago, what felt like years longer ago than it had truly been, I'd spoken to Atthis about Claire. I'd said far more than I could even imagine allowing myself to think now, but he'd known. About her name, about the book I hadn't known the title of.
 
   “It has lots of pictures,” Atthis said, bringing the drinks over. “Should you ever want anyone to read it to you...”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, meaning it, that time.
 
   Still clutching the book, I took a sip of the water and said, “Kouris and Akela said that you got a letter from Galal.”
 
   Atthis did his best not to smile, trying to quell and hopes that threatened to rise, but didn't succeed particularly well.
 
   “It was only a brief letter. Not addressed to me, of course. He probably thinks I... well, I doubt anyone would think to look for us here. It seems the resistance – and there is a resistance for us to return to, Rowan – is doing all it can to garner support. His letter was meant for Canth, meant to reach the Queen, I expect, explaining what had truly happened to Kastelir. The man who'd agreed to help me send a letter towards Kastelir happened upon it and thought it might interest me. It was written months ago – a year ago, even – but there it is. My son is alive and Kastelir did not fall when we fled.”
 
   I couldn't help but mirror his smile. All the pieces were in place, and the thought of Kastelir having crumbled in its entirety no longer haunted us, no longer gave us reason to stay in Canth for fear we might return and find nothing but ash. We were all beyond restless, and there I was, the only one with any chance of getting us across the ocean.
 
   Book clutched to my chest, I said, “... I think I might be able to get us back, Atthis.” 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER VIII
 
   “How's the Queen?” Reis asked.
 
   They were sat on the sofa with one of the heftier account books folded open across their lap, while Tae slumped next to them, staring vacantly into the misery plaguing her mind.
 
   “Busy, but she seemed nice. I think,” I said, “What's wrong with her?”
 
   “Tae here wants to know why I can't just finance a ship she's got her eye on, so I'm being kind enough to run through some numbers with her,” Reis said, grinning.
 
   Wide-eyed, Tae mouthed help, and I didn't bother pretending I hadn't noticed.
 
   “Have fun with that,” I said, “Is Kouris in?”
 
   “Aye,” Reis said, nodding towards her bedroom door.
 
   I found Kouris sat cross-legged on the floor with a stack of clothing folded across one knee and needle clasped between her claws. She was whistling airily through her fangs, and her ears perked up at the sight of me.
 
   “Yrval!” she said, holding out an arm to me. I perched on the edge of her unoccupied knee, kissed her nose, and she placed the needle and thread on her bedside cabinet. “Was starting to think I might have to march down to Chandaran to make sure everything was alright. Well? What was it like?”
 
   Kouris knew why I'd gone to the capital, but she didn't instantly ask me if I'd got what I'd gone down there for. And not because she doubted I'd succeeded, but because it let me know that no matter what, we had a home here, we had a family, together in Canth. If Queen Nasrin wouldn't help us back, there were still plenty of things for us to try.
 
   “It was like... Isin's castle. If someone took all of the carpets and paintings and statues, got rid of most of the staff and all the good food, too. Queen Nasrin is... she's definitely dedicated,” I said. “I doubt she's ever taken a five-minute break in her life.”
 
   “I'd believe it,” Kouris said, splaying a hand across my back as I leant against her. “If you think Canth's got problems now, you should've seen what it was like before she took the throne. Her father's untimely death made a lot of people happy. Yin Zhou wouldn't stop going on about how fortuitous tragedy could be. Hear she bought up half the art in the palace.”
 
   “Guess who else was there,” I said, knowing she never would. Kouris lifted her brow curiously and I said, “Kondo-Kana.”
 
   Kouris didn't laugh, not entirely convinced that I was messing with her, but she didn't hold back her scepticism, either.
 
   “That so?” she asked, frowning.
 
   “No, really! It wasn't even the first time I'd met her. You remember that temple I went to with Akela a while ago, don't you? She was there. The map was originally from Varn, who got it from the Queen, who must've got it for Kondo-Kana. Apparently she's always doing her favours. I didn't say anything because... I don't know why. I didn't know who she was then, but it was as though I wanted to keep it a secret. From myself, too,” I rushed to explain. “But she was the one who'd called me to Chandaran in the first place. The Queen didn't want to see me. Kondo-Kana did. It was like... like how meeting you would've been, if I hadn't been terrified of pane. And she told me that I can make this stop—”
 
   I paused, clenching my hands into fists.
 
   “I can draw all this light back inside myself. It doesn't have to be like this forever.”
 
   One corner of Kouris' mouth pulled into the start of a smile, and I stood, arms draped over her shoulders. She looked at me – not at the glow, but at me – as she always had, and strands of light simmered down inside of me.
 
   “One of these days we're gonna get back to Felheim and you're gonna have to tell your dad about the friends you've made,” she said, knocking her forehead against mine. “You've got interesting taste, that's for sure.”
 
   With a laugh, I slumped back against her side, mind full of answers to questions she'd yet to ask. I watched her patch up the clothing she'd been attending to before I interrupted her, waiting for her to ask me if I'd had any luck, but she only hummed as though she was content to stay there until the end of her days.
 
   “What if,” I began. “What if there was a way to get back to Felheim? And we didn't have to worry about hurting any of the soldiers guarding the coast, the soldiers who think they're saving Kastelir from dragons. We only had to kill one person. Someone who deserved it, who'd already hurt plenty of others. What then?”
 
   “That's an oddly specific hypothetical situation you've got there, yrval,” Kouris said, turning her sewing in her lap.
 
   “It's Gavern,” I grumbled, seeing no way around being forthright. “Queen Nasrin said she'll help me – us – get home, once he's not causing problems for her anymore.”
 
   Bringing her sewing close to her face and focusing on it more intently than ever, she said, “No one wakes up one morning and decides to kill someone, just like that.”
 
   “Really?” I asked, getting to my feet. “Because, you know, it kind of felt like Katja did that exact thing—”
 
   The words had been as clear as they were strong in my mind, and they passed my lips with a grave certainly. The moment they were in the air, however, I felt my throat dry up and every thought that'd been circling around for the last few weeks swirled within me, draining into my chest and leaving me glowing brighter than I had in days.
 
   “Yrval,” Kouris said, sewing forgotten.
 
   She reached out to me but I stepped back, pulling my balled fists towards my chests.
 
   “Don't,” I said, and without missing a beat, added, “Sorry. Sorry, I...”
 
   Kouris didn't reach out to me again. She slid against the wall and gave me all the space I needed.
 
   “No need to be apologising, yrval,” she said, doing her best to smile. “Just remember, you don't have to be doing anything for anyone. Not even a Queen. It's your choice. No one's gonna blame you if you don't go through with this. We'll find another way, I promise you that.”
 
   But how could they not? It could take years to find another way back to Asar, and all I had to do was think our way home. It wouldn't take any more than that, and I wouldn't have to hurt anyone else. If they came for me, I could push death into them just long enough to allow me to escape, and...
 
   I was already thinking it through, already forming plans in my mind.
 
   I didn't share my decision with anyone but Varn. I thought she'd be happy to know that her journey hadn't been a waste of time, but she only huffed and grumbled about having to stay in Mahon until we tracked Gavern down. She told me to leave the hard work to her, and said that I needed to look less like I'd eaten a fucking jar of fireflies, or we'd never get close to Gavern.
 
   I found outlets for my powers. I didn't intend to work as a healer, and never did so in an official capacity, but people came to me for help, and the pressure built up within me eked out, little by little. The pirates were fussier than those I'd been used to, back in the village: they wanted the aches and pains gone, along with anything that would hinder them, but certain scars had to be saved. Unless they cut through their tattoos at the wrong angle, that was.
 
   It'd been good for me, good for the town. A necromancer in Port Mahon meant that merchants were willing to bring their wares to the docks once more.
 
   I'd draw the pain out of what remained of Reis' leg, when the wood rubbed against flesh, or it ached for what it had lost, and at the end of the day, I did what I could to settle my mind, light coiling back within me. I thought of Claire, but the results were never consistent. Some days, the light would fade from me as though I'd pinched a candle wick, and others, I'd find myself burning bright, shaking, no matter how I clutched at my wrist.
 
   I learnt to draw it in for minutes at a time, and found that the hand was still there, beneath the light, fingers curling without its influence.
 
   I'd not long been awake when Varn came over, light rising with the sun. A month into her stay in Mahon and she was still avoiding Reis; I heard footsteps on the pier outside, and turned to see her clambering through my window, landing heavily on the bed and making herself comfortable.
 
   “Good morning,” I said, watching her punch the shape back into a pillow.
 
   “Alright. Thought you'd be caught up at the temple again,” she said, treating my bedroom like a corridor. “Actually, wanted to have a word with you about some stuff.”
 
   I wanted to have a word with her too – namely to inform her that I wasn't hurting for business; she didn't have to keep sending people my way – but the stack of parchment in her lap distracted me.
 
   “Writing a letter?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” she said, setting her jaw, but I found her considerably less hostile, when it was only the two of us. “To Lanta. I can read fine, that ain't a problem, but I'm not so good at the writing. Figured I'd get help.”
 
   “From Reis?” 
 
   I flashed Varn a grin but that didn't soften the blow.
 
   “From Kouris,” she said, and had I been sat next to her, she might just have given me a black eye.
 
   Varn didn't move. She thumbed through the pages, half of them looking to be letters from Atalanta, while the rest contained no more than a few scattered words. Deciding that it was my bed, after all, I flopped down next to her, propped up on my elbows.
 
   “Wanna help?” she asked, thwacking my forehead with the letters.
 
   “I can't write, either,” I told her. “Or read.”
 
   “Yeah? Canthian harder than Felheimish or something?”
 
   “Nope. Just can't read or write,” I said, knocking the pages to the side. “And it's Mesomium, not Felheimish.”
 
   Varn didn't care, neither about the fact that I couldn't write nor the name of my mother tongue, and with a sigh, she sunk down until her legs were dangling off the bed. I knew better than to ask if she was alright, sure she'd take it as an insult, and so I watched her from the corner of my eye until she'd had enough of me looking at her.
 
   “Okay: here's a question,” she said. “Say someone comes and puts a sword straight between my ribs—you could bright me back, right? What if someone stuck knives in my head? Three of 'em.”
 
   “Why would somebody stick three knives in your head?” I asked, and Varn groaned, throwing her hands in the air and slamming them back against the mattress.
 
   “Just curious, North Woods. But anyway, get this,” she said, pausing to press her palms flat on the bed and push herself into a sitting position. “We're getting somewhere. Finally. I did a favour for Yia a bunch of years back – you know, works at that one brothel but thinks she's too good for it? – and she's got a cousin who's even more of a disappointment to her family than she is. He only went and got himself mixed up in Gavern's business. Anyway, turns out he defected a month ago, showing some bloody sense, and he told Yia where Gavern goes to restock on gunpowder the first of every month.
 
   “Now, it's a good week's sail from here, but lucky for us, it ain't the first for another eight days. So I suggest you pack yourself a bag while I'm talking with Kouris, and then we can get the hell out of here.”
 
   I'd grown accustomed to Varn being in Port Mahon, and while thoughts of Gavern were always pressing to the back of my mind, I'd half-convinced myself that I was the only one who knew anything about it. Varn had simply returned to Mahon as people expected her to, and the two of us had managed to strike up something that could be mistaken for friendship, after a few ales. 
 
   “What? Now? Today?”
 
   “Thought you were as eager to go through with this as me,” Varn said, getting to her feet. I opened my mouth to say something more, but she beat me to it, snapping, “Oi. Don't go backing out, Rowan. Not after I've spent all this goddamn time down here, having to deal with everyone trying to start shit with me. You told me you were up for this, so let's get to it. Don't stand a chance without you.”
 
   I'd been certain that we wouldn't find Gavern; or if we did, it would be so far in the future that I would've miraculously become prepared to deal with all of this. Saying I'd kill him when he was a distant concept was one thing, but Varn knew someone who knew someone who knew him. In a port of pirates, that meant it was as good as done. 
 
   There was no backing out now, no matter how I tried to scrape together some excuse. What if we waited another month, what if we ensured there was some truth to what Yia's cousin had said first? But Varn didn't want to hear any of it, and I couldn't bring myself to form the words.
 
   “Pack. C'mon,” she said, pulling the door open an inch to check that Reis wasn't anywhere to be seen. “I've got a boat for us. In a few weeks, I'll be back in Chandaran and you'll be on your way back to the woods.”
 
   The door swung shut behind Varn and I belatedly got to my feet, wondering what I was supposed to pack in order to go kill someone.
 
   I paced across the room, planning out how I'd knock on Kouris' door, find her helping Varn write a letter, and say, I'm sorry, Varn. I can't go through with it, but you can go home. Varn wouldn't care, so long as she got out of there. Or perhaps she would; perhaps she was more invested in Canth's future than she liked to let on. After all, she'd left this all behind to serve the Queen, and no matter how big a part of that Atalanta had been, Varn was too head-strong to be dragged anywhere she didn't want to be.
 
   So: Varn would care, Kouris would be disappointed in me for letting things go this far, and I'd have let myself down.
 
   “Okay,” I said, clenching and unclenching my fists. “I'm going... I'm going to stop Gavern.”
 
   I snatched a bag from the corner of my room, stepped towards my dresser and tried to picture what Gavern actually looked like. There might've been some similarity between him and Queen Nasrin, I supposed, but I could only think of him as a brute, daring the sea to swallow him whole for the ownership he claimed over it.
 
   I pulled drawers open, blindly grabbing shorts and vests, thinking we'd need food. A few days' worth, at the very least. Who was to say how many stops we were making along the way? Most people, I thought dully, would've packed a weapon or two when it came to assassinations, but I had all I needed poorly concealed within me. 
 
   The faded sounds of Kouris and Varn talking in the next room drifted through the wall, and I dropped my bag at my feet.
 
   I couldn't do it.
 
   Not now that I realised this past month had been leading up to this moment. Varn hadn't just been getting into bar fights and reacquainting herself with the sea; she'd been planning this out the whole time, and I was complicit. 
 
   I sat on the edge of my bed, light burning, boiling, fading. I gripped the key hanging on a chain around my throat and leant forward, staring into the fog that enveloped my mind for whole minutes. Longer, perhaps.
 
   Varn came strolling back into my room, letter written, and placed her hands on her hips as she scowled down at me.
 
   “Oi. No backing out, Rowan,” she said. “And what's all this about? You said you were getting good at this whole glowing business. We ain't got much time! Let's get going.”
 
   “Can't,” I said, shaking my head. “I can't do it.”
 
   Varn, for as much as she indulged in seeming as annoyed as a person possibly could be throughout every waking moment, didn't react with anything close to surprise. 
 
   She shrugged, saying, “What's the big deal? We've all done it. Only difference is, you ain't gotta rely on any weapon. You don't have to get too close, and you don't have to worry about the mess. It's easy. It's no big deal, Rowan. The guy's a bastard, and the Queen wants this done. That kind of makes it okay, right?”
 
   “I'm—maybe I'm not like all of you,” I blurted out. The words slipped free before I had the chance to force them to fade in my throat.
 
   Varn stepped forward, huffing a dry, humourless laugh.
 
   “You ain't like one of us? I hate to break it to you, Rowan, but you live in a town of pirates. You eat with pirates, drink with pirates, work with pirates. What, you reckon you're somehow above us all 'cause no one's ever seen you stick a knife in someone? Reckon you can carry on not being like us when you live with someone like Reis? You've seen the sort of stuff they can do, right?”
 
   I looked away, teeth clenching together hard enough to spur on a headache. Varn was right. I might not have used a blade to take a life, but I'd stolen, I'd helped the pirates plunder small villages across the coast and I hadn't blinked when they'd bragged about the ships they'd sunk and the lives they'd taken in the taverns; I hadn't thought twice about the way Reis had those men's hands cut off, until...
 
   “I didn't mean it like that. I know I'm not better than any of you, I just, I don't think I can do it, Varn.”
 
   “Well, you ain't gonna find out for certain sat here. Come on,” Varn said firmly, moving to grab me by the shoulder.
 
   I knocked her arm back and she tensed, staring down at me as though she couldn't tell whether she ought to hit me or dodge a punch I was about to throw. I stared up at her, jaw set, determined to be immovable, knowing there was nothing for me in Kastelir. They had a resistance, and it'd been built up without our help; it was patronising to assume they needed us now.
 
   “Rowan,” Varn warned, and I shot to my feet, unwilling to let her tower over me. I grabbed the front of her vest in a fist, dared to pull her close, and a long, low note rolled through the air like thunder.
 
   “The hell?” Varn murmured, knocking my arm back.
 
   Whatever scuffle I'd been about to lose was forgotten, and Varn scrambled onto the bed, clinging to the windowsill and leaning out. I hurried to do the same, recognising the sound of the horn too keenly, and when my eyes adjusted to the pounding of the sun outside, I saw that it was happening all over again.
 
   Buildings were burning. Boats and cargo alike had been set ablaze along the docks, and in the distance, the silhouettes of colossal ships broke apart the ocean. There were three of them, each the size of the biggest ship Mahon boasted, and as fire swept through the town, not again, not again, pounded between my temples.
 
   It wasn't until Varn looked my way that I realised I'd been murmuring the words out loud.
 
   Not having time to deal with me, she yelled out “Reis!” and stormed into the hut. I followed, and Reis and Kouris were out of their rooms by the time the first ship's cannons fired against us. Holstering their gun, Reis left the hut with a look that could've stopped a raging storm in a heartbeat.
 
   Kouris rushed out first, taking wide, swift strides through the sand, and as Varn and I ran past Reis, they called out, “Better get to work, kid,” at me.
 
   The crackling of flames was interspersed by swords clashing together, and people – our people, Gavern's people, voices blending together – screaming out in victory and pain alike. I'd witnessed plenty of fights in my time there, many of them grave, but I'd never seen an assault of that scale, and I doubted anyone else had. The ships had stopped once they were in range and Mahon's cannons were firing in return, and half of the ships that had sailed out to meet Gavern's were already halfway to sinking.
 
   A man charged our way us as we drew towards the town and Varn let him come close, let him – and me – believe that he was going to be able to slash his blade across her throat; falling into stance, Varn grabbed his face, and with an ankle hooked around the back of his leg, threw him to the ground. In his trip down, he'd forgotten about his sword, but Varn hadn't. She grabbed it by the hilt, using the pommel to embed his nose deep into his skull. 
 
   “Go! Help people!” Varn said, claiming the sword for herself. “Gods. Don't need to be a necromancer to know it reeks of death around here.”
 
   There had to be a hundred of them. Gavern wasn't sending negotiations, this time, wasn't sending a ship with a skeleton crew to make some sort of point. What wasn't burning had been reduced to rubble, and the women of Port Mahon fought as if they had been fighting for hours, for days; as though I was the only one who realised this had started minutes ago.
 
   “Felheim!” someone bellowed from across the street. It was a woman I knew, a woman who'd helped me haul in nets full of writhing fish, only now, there was more than sweat on her brow.
 
   She brandished her blade, ready to strike, and stood guard over someone I didn't recognise. She was slumped against the side of a crumbled wall, unmoving and empty, and all because of the dagger in her chest. Fights were unfolding and concluding all around me and people were starting to take notice of me; I couldn't waste any time, couldn't afford to be gentle.
 
   My knee scraped against the ground and I gripped the hilt of the knife, pulling it loose and seeing, in my mind, the blood run and run, spilling without end. I froze for half a second, but my powers moved without waiting for me. The wound sealed shut, barely spilling a drop, and with a gasp, the woman startled herself back to life.
 
   I dropped the knife and kept on running.
 
   Port Mahon shook, and as clearly as though I was there to see it happen before me, I knew what had become of the jail. It'd been struck by cannon fire. The walls had come crumbling down, and the jailers would be too busy fending off the attack to stop a solitary prisoner from escaping. I bolted towards the jail, weaving between fights breaking out and burning buildings, unable to bring myself to ignore cries for help. I worked so quickly that I couldn't tell who I was healing and who I was reviving, needing to get to the jail, needing to stop her.
 
   I didn't falter. What could she do that I couldn't, without her chains and knives?
 
   I rounded a corner, heart in my throat, and stared up at the jail as I skidded to a stop.
 
   There wasn't a scratch on it. None of the walls had been knocked down, the door wasn't beaten in; the scaffold in front of the building wasn't burning.
 
   Immediately doubling over, I clutched at the front of my shirt, trying to catch my breath. If I had found the jail split open, prisoners pouring out, I don't know what I would've done, other than watch them escape, frozen.
 
   Climbing from the back of a cart onto a stack of crates, I found a foothold in the form of a window frame and managed to scramble atop one of the roofs. The fire hadn't spread this far back, nor had the fighting; it was bad, but not as bad as it had first seemed, out there on the docks. As Gavern's ships sunk, sides splintered by cannon fire, the pirates of Port Mahon turned from defensive to vicious, no longer interested in holding anything back, now that the buildings around them weren't being turned to rubble.
 
   Death took the city, and I had to wade my way through it; had to work out how many of the dead counted amongst our numbers, how many there truly were to save. I remained up on that roof until the fighting finally turned in our favour. Gavern's men tried to retreat, only to be chased down by a handful of pirates at once, and the only ship of theirs remaining had been claimed by our people.
 
   Time wasn't a factor, not for me. If someone was dead, they could wait. I stayed on that roof for a full half an hour before daring to slip down, as terrified of Gavern's men as any unarmed person would be, and once I was on the ground, sought out the injured and the dying first. I went where I was needed, skin dulling as I washed away burns and closed slit throats, moving onto the next person before I could feel the wounds rattle around my own bones.
 
   “Oi, Felheim,” someone called from above me. I was knelt on the floor, in the midst of bringing back somebody who'd had her head beaten in with a rock, and looked up to find Cal blocking out the sun. “Didn't I ask you if you were a necromancer a couple of months back?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, attention back on the dead woman.
 
   Hand on her shoulder, I started piecing together her shattered skull, and Cal crouched down next to me.
 
   “Why you been hiding it away?” Cal asked, more angry than curious. “I've had to toss the bodies of friends in the sea, 'cause that's as good of a funeral as you're gonna get around these parts, when all the time, you could've helped 'em. They'd be here right now, if not for you. What's your excuse, then? Where were you the last time Gavern hit Mahon?” 
 
   “I—” I started, tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth. Cal grabbed my arm the moment my patient was alive again, and pulled me onto my feet.
 
   “That all you gotta say for yourself? Not that it'd make the blindest bit of difference—unless you wanna go fish their corpses out,” Cal sneered, face pressed close to mine.
 
   People had gathered to watch me work, and after all I'd done for Port Mahon that day, over the past few weeks, they weren't going to let Cal push me around. Someone took hold of her shoulder and said, “Easy, Cal,” as they pulled her back, but her eyes were still fixed fast on me. Stepping back, I made no reply. There was no way to defend myself, and I knew that plenty of the onlookers surrounding us agreed with her.
 
   People had died, and not just because of Gavern. Dozens of people had been lost throughout my stay in Mahon, yet I hadn't done a single thing to help them.
 
   Ignoring the pull of what remained of Gavern's men strewn through the streets, I made for the docks, where it had all started. 
 
   “Posing as merchants,” one woman spat, “Started unloading and then razed the place.” 
 
   The docks had been burnt clean through in the centre, and what remained on the outskirts was hardly safe to walk on. Those who weren't injured or fighting gathered on the edge of town, and I pushed my way through the crowd, towards the screams. In the centre, three of Gavern's men were being restrained, and a fourth went flying across the hard ground as Varn swung a crowbar at his head.
 
   “Where the hell is Gavern!?” she demanded, pulling the crowbar over her shoulder and bringing it back down against his skull before he had a chance to answer.
 
   The man grunted and gurgled and, frustrated, Varn gripped him by the throat, knelt on his chest and hit him over and over, inviting death in with every shriek. Everyone gathered watched unblinking, but even the hardiest pirates were fighting not to look away. Face and chest splattered in blood, Varn stood, kicked the corpse and shouted, “The rest of you better be a lot fucking more cooperative.”
 
   Sneering, she wiped the crowbar off on her shorts, and picked her next victim. The interrogation was barely a swing under way when Kouris cut between the two of them, gripped the front of the man's shirt and lifted him four feet off the ground.
 
   Kouris grinned, all of her fangs lining up inches from the man's face, and I saw him pale in a way he hadn't at Varn's treatment of his comrade. He fought to get out of Kouris' hold, futilely kicked his arms and legs, and it dawned on me that he didn't know what she was. All he saw were tusks and horns and golden eyes, a clawed giant who could surely do so much worse than a woman with a crowbar.
 
   “Tell us where Gavern is,” Kouris growled, words thicker than they needed to be, “Or I'll eat you.”
 
   The women crowded around did their best not to make a sound, but the man wouldn't have noticed had they broken out into fits of laughter. All he saw was Kouris, all he heard were her words echoing through his skull. I'd intended to stay and watch, but knew there must still be those needing my help. My mind was like a map that someone had scrawled lines on, pointing me towards every path as well as a few roads they'd made up, and so I headed off blindly, not caring where I started making sense of it all.
 
   Reis was on the beach, close enough for me to spot from the outskirts of the town. They stood still, shoulders hunched, and I felt the corpse at their feet before I saw it.
 
   No, not a corpse; it was Tae. Throat tore open and empty eyes fixed on the sun, blood and colour alike drained into the sand. A few feet from them, one of Gavern's men was crumpled in a pile, bullet hole neatly placed in the centre of his forehead.
 
   Reis didn't notice me approach. They stood there staring, not at Tae, but at a sea-smoothed stone resting by the side of her head. I wrapped my fingers around their wrist, squeezing it to ensure they were still with me, and without crouching, held out a hand and curled my fingers towards my palm, closing the gash across Tae's throat.
 
   She coughed the colour back into her face, not choking enough on the residual blood in her throat to warrant a second revival, and clawed through the sand for her sword. Only then did Reis react. Tae moved to get to her feet but Reis shoved the tip of their cane against her shoulder, knocking her back down.
 
   “Ow, Cap, what—” Tae said shakily, still too disorientated to piece together what had happened.
 
   “What the bloody hell was that, Tae?” Reis said, teeth grit. “I taught you better than that.”
 
   “Cap!” Tae protested, fingers twisting in clumps of bloody sand, but Reis already had their back to her.
 
   They didn't thank me. They said, “This is gonna be a nightmare to fix,” as they headed towards the docks and left it at that.
 
   I hurried ahead of them, sure that the bodies would be brought to me, now that the fighting was over, and found that the crowd had scattered. Three of the men were still alive, chained to posts and watched over by a mountain of a woman with a mace in her hands, while the man who'd been beaten with the crowbar remained smeared across the pavement.
 
   “Rowan,” Varn said dryly, twisting her bloodied fingers in the back of my shirt. “Come on. Time to get moving. We know where Gavern is.”
 
   “What?” I asked, spinning around. “We're doing this now? I thought...”
 
   “Got somewhere better to be?” Gripping my elbow, she dragged me along to the boat she'd set her sights on. “Gavern's in Ioane Point. Gods know how long he's gonna be there. He's got a habit of jumping from one place to another. Go on, guess why we ain't managed to catch him yet.”
 
   “But I just brought dozens of people back to life,” I protested weakly.
 
   A week hadn't been enough for me. The minutes it'd take to reach Ioane Point were already slipping between my fingers.
 
   “Want a medal?”
 
   I was following her. I was actually following her. Varn was covered in blood and grime and the stench of what she'd done clung to her like a curse, but she wasn't stopping to lick her wounds. She was exhausted, lungs burning and eyes stinging, but she was still striding forward, doing all she could to protect Canth. Cal was right. I should've been helping Port Mahon all this time.
 
   Realising that no one else was going to take my place, I found myself on the back of the small, sleek boat Varn had claimed for her own. Akela was at the docks, fast fading in the distance, voice too small to reach me, and the ocean, the only thing that'd kept me calm throughout my time in Canth, became a cage. There was no turning back, no swimming without drowning.
 
   The boat skidded like a stone across the surface of the sea, but Varn guided it across the waves, Ioane Point coming into view. It was a narrow stretch of land that had once been part of Canth itself, but when the seas rose it was cut off from the rest of the country, and its inhabitants retreated inland. Mere decades had passed, but the ruined buildings stood against the horizon as relics from a past age, crumbling beneath the pounding sun.
 
   And there, framed between two misshapen towers was the largest ship I'd ever seen, draped in sails of green and blue. 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER IX
 
   “Remember the plan?” Varn asked.
 
   The wind had taken her side, launching us towards Gavern, and something akin to my old sea-sickness swirled within me.
 
   “I have information for Gavern. I know how to get to Reis and how to turn Port Mahon against them,” I said dryly.
 
   It wasn't much of a plan at all, but it was all we had.
 
   “That's the thing about Gavern. He's smart alright, but he's got an ego,” Varn told me. “He won't get too close to any town he's attacking, but he won't let anything happen without his supervision, either. Met him once. He likes showing his face 'cause he don't let anyone escape. Usually.”
 
   I nodded, eyes fixed on the ship. I'd wished for storm clouds to stop us and there they were, manifested in the form of Gavern's ship. The wood was stained black and as we drew towards it, I was certain it would swallow us whole, for the way it blocked out the sun. 
 
   “You can stop that, right? The glowing's gonna give us straight away.”
 
   I nodded, not believing it. All the work I'd done in Port Mahon over such a short period of time had washed most of it out of me, but drawing closer to Gavern's ship, to what I had to do, was causing it to thrum again.
 
   “Get on it, Rowan. We've only got a few seconds now. Better think real hard about why you're doing this. Me, I just wanna get back and see Lanta again.”
 
   Gavern deserved to die but that didn't mean I had any right to kill him. That was the block I needed to push past. I needed to focus on why I was doing this. To help the others. To return to Asar. And surely Claire's dragon-bone armour had survived the flames. Surely I'd be able to dig that out from beneath the ash and cling to that, if nothing else...
 
   “Thank the gods,” Varn said, lugging something out of the boat's one-person cabin. “Here. Catch!”
 
   My skin was dark again, and I grabbed what Varn threw my way, fingers wrapping around the chunk of wood before I processed what it was. I looked down to find one of Reis' old legs in my hands, patterns cruder than the ones they now boasted.
 
   “Um...?”
 
   “Gotta have some proof you know Reis, right?”
 
   “Reis is in on this?” I asked as the shadow of Gavern's ship swallowed us whole. “You're working with Reis?”
 
   Varn's attempt at a scowl manifested as a smirk, and with a wink, she disappeared, hiding in the cabin so that the pirates whose attention we'd caught would think I'd come alone. Three of them were leaning over the edge, getting a good look at me, ready to call for back-up the moment the short, scruffy, unarmed Felheimer became a threat. The ship was so tall that craning my neck back made me dizzy in the way that looking up at mountains once had. I tried to pick Gavern out from the souls rumbling around within, but knew that I couldn't kill him from such a distance without wiping out the rest of the crew as well.
 
   “Girl, you'd best be turning on back,” one of Gavern's men said.
 
   Had I turned and sailed away, I got the feeling he would've used my boat for target practise.
 
   “I've come from Mahon,” I said, voice barely reaching above the waves. “I've got information for Gavern.”
 
   I heard the words as though I wasn't speaking them, and the pirates took the time to furrow their brows before nudging each other in the sides and chuckling amongst themselves. 
 
   “Don't reckon that'll be of much use to him. We've got a couple of ships razing the damn town to the ground as we speak!” a second man called. “Only sorry I had to stay here and miss out on it.”
 
   “It's no good. Two of those ships have already been sunk, and Mahon's claimed the third,” I said, louder now. “Your men's heads are being put on spikes, and those are probably the lucky ones.”
 
   “You're gonna have to do better than that, girl,” the first man said, snorting. He'd pulled his sword from his belt and had it rested along the ship's railing, as though I needed reminding of the danger all around me.
 
   “Look!” I said, hoisting Reis' leg up and feeling ridiculous for it.
 
   The men did look, scrunching up their faces as they squinted.
 
   “The hell is that?”
 
   “Idiot. That's only Reis' leg,” the one who'd yet to speak said. “Don't you listen to a bloody word Gavern says?”
 
   It did the trick. With a warning that I'd better not try anything funny, a rope ladder was thrown off the side, and I tucked Reis' leg under my arm as I climbed. I kept my eyes fixed on my hands, knuckles only turning white because of the way I gripped the rungs, and the ladder creaked and twisted as I climbed. One of the men grabbed my shoulder at the top and another seized hold of the leg, rushing over to Gavern's cabin ahead of me. Once they were convinced I had no weapons hidden on me, I was shoved roughly across the wide deck, and stopped in front of the cabin.
 
   There were a dozen men on the deck, but none of them seemed particularly interested in me. Only the two men guarding the cabin stared down at me for more than a few seconds. They both towered over me, tattoos and scars splayed across their sun-darkened skin in equal measures, and I stopped myself from shaking by reminding myself that I was stronger than all of them combined.
 
   “Alright,” the man who'd taken my proof to Gavern said, stepping out of the cabin, sans the leg. “Gavern wants to see ya, girl.”
 
   The cabin was by no means small, but it was difficult to imagine any room being able to contain Gavern. For the longest time, he'd been nothing but a force of nature to me, and I expected him to be more shadow and rolling thunder than man. Yet when I stepped into the cabin, door immediately pulled shut behind me, I was greeted by a sleek, neat looking man, sat comfortably behind a desk.
 
   The resemblance between Gavern and Queen Nasrin was striking. The two of them must've taken after their mother. He was older than she was by a handful of years, and the gold and silver chains around his neck complimented a cloak that was far too extravagant for the weather.
 
   “A piece of Reis Jones,” he said, glanced down at the leg on his desk, and gestured for me to take a seat. “Though not the part that would've been at the top of my list.”
 
   I pulled the chair out without taking my eyes off of him. Why was I sitting down? Why wasn't I finishing this here and now? Behind me, Gavern's bodyguard pulled the bolt across the door, trapping me in there with the two of them. I hadn't done it yet; did that mean I couldn't do it? I clasped my hands together, certain I was going remain there, unmoving.
 
   “So,” Gavern said, leaning back in his chair. “You wish to betray Port Mahon. Why might this be?”
 
   “Because...” I bit down on the inside of my mouth, eyes skidding around the room. We were surrounded by glass cabinets, each shelf covered in intricate ornaments; silver cutlery and golden figurines; compasses placed next to pocket watches, all ticking in time with one another; gleaming coins from distant shores and uncut precious stones laid between decorative knives; but even such a wealth of distractions couldn't hold back my answer forever. “Because Canth's a mess, and Port Mahon's a bigger mess. I've been here for... for five years, now, and it hasn't got any better. I heard that you had a claim to the throne, and the Queen doesn't seem to be doing anything to help, so...
 
   “So I thought this would be better. For Canth.”
 
   The lies flowed out of me easily. Too easily. I shouldn't have been talking; I should've got it over with, by now.
 
   “Is that so?” Gavern asked, tapping a finger against his chin. “Why, then, do you believe you can make a difference – a real difference – when I've hundreds of men working for me?”
 
   “I—”
 
   Do it, do it, my mind screamed. Gavern's bodyguard circled me, rattling a drawer open. I glanced off to the side but Gavern clicked his fingers, forcing my attention back to him.
 
   “Never mind that. Might I ask you another question?” he asked, leaning back in his seat and idly playing with one of the chains hanging around his neck.
 
   “Of course,” I said, fighting the urge to turn and face the man who was now standing behind me.
 
   “Do you think me stupid, girl?” Gavern asked in low, controlled voice. “Rumours of a Felheimish necromancer have been seeping out of Mahon this past month, and word has it said necromancer recently took a trip to Chandaran. How is my dear sister, by the way? Has she grown tired of admirable poverty yet?”
 
   A rope cut across my chest, stopping me from leaning forward to plead the case I didn't have. He knew. Gavern knew what I was all along, and he'd let me into his cabin; he had something planned. Now was the time to do it. Now, now.
 
   “Stop struggling. You aren't going anywhere, girl,” Gavern said as I twisted enough in the chair to stop Gavern's bodyguard from doing anything beyond restrain me; he hadn't laid a hand on me and couldn't tie me in place if I didn't stay still. “We can put this all behind us, can't we? I do apologise for these unfortunate necessities, but I am not foolish enough to let a necromancer touch me.
 
   “Now. I understand that Nasrin is Queen and all, but how much are you being compensated for your services? As far as I hear, she can barely afford to pay the paltry few servants she keeps around. Does her gratitude put food in your stomach, keep a roof over your head? I propose that you work for me. I would not pass up the opportunity to have a necromancer number amongst my ranks.”
 
   I jolted in the chair and the bodyguard leant back. He hadn't touched me, and Gavern hadn't wanted to risk me getting my hands on him; he thought my powers depended on touch. He was getting comfortable.
 
   “You think I'll come work for you?” I asked, wanting to hear him out. Wanting to know how mistaken he was. Light was seeping back into me, and foolishly, I lunged forward. The rope pulled tight around me and I saw stars as something crashed into the back of my head.
 
   “I do. I have every confidence that you'll see things my way,” Gavern said, gesturing for his bodyguard to hand him the implement he'd stuck me with. Vision darkening before it cleared, I watched as Gavern toyed with a torch between his hands, holding it over a candle and letting the flames lap at it, growing. “Ah, look at you. All aglow. Scared, are you? Let's put it this way: you, sweetheart, are a necromancer, and this is a burning torch. One lick of these flames and you're ash.”
 
   “Wait a moment,” I said, slowly turning the information over in my mind. I'd gone decades without ever meeting another necromancer, and even Reis, for all their travels, hadn't met one before me. Why should Gavern be any different? Why should he have anything but rumours to work with? “You think you can kill me with that torch?”
 
   “Indeed,” he said, scoffing, confident he knew me better than I did. “It's like burning dry leaves, isn't it? I can only imagine how excruciating it must be. Tell me: how much of yourself are you willing to lose to the flames before seeing things my way in earnest?”
 
   Gavern was delighted by the cruelty of his question, but all I could say in reply was, “Oh.”
 
   “Oh?” he asked, and it was the last thing he ever did.
 
   Slumping forward, Gavern thudded against his desk in the same moment his bodyguard hit the floor. It was done, just like that, and I'd barely been aware I was doing it. I didn't know how to push death slowly into a person, if that was possible at all, and so there was no drawing it out, no seeing the stages between life and death.
 
   The rope fell away from me and I rose, heart pounding, skin glowing. 
 
   No one tried breaking through the door to rush into the cabin. They hadn't heard anything untoward from inside, or if they had, they'd assumed that I was the one struggling. Pushing open the windows, I caught sight of Varn's boat, and briefly considered how best to get Gavern's body out of there. His head would be all the proof we needed, but though I'd killed him, I didn't have the stomach to hack any pieces away from him.
 
   The rope used to restrain me wasn't long enough to lower him towards the boat, but I didn't need it. My mind reeled back to King Jonas in his crypt, and with my eyes locked on it, Gavern's corpse sat back up. I stepped towards the window and it did too, moving easier than King Jonas' body had. There was no strain behind it, for the limits my powers had been pushed to, and the two of us moved in concert, climbing out of the window.
 
   I didn't hesitate and the corpse wasn't given the chance to. 
 
   We plummeted towards the ocean, hitting it with a thud that stung my skin, and blinded by the water churning around me, I kicked my legs and clawed my way to the surface. I wasn't going to let myself drown, not now that there was a way home.
 
   Varn's hands wrapped around my arms as I reached the surface, and she hauled me up the side of the boat, almost dropping me back into the sea when she caught sight of Gavern trying to climb his way out of the waves.
 
   “Fuck!” she shouted, looking around for something to hit him with.
 
   “It's alright, it's alright,” I reassured her, coughing up sea water and releasing my hold on Gavern. “He's dead, Varn.”
 
   The corpse crumpled in on itself and Varn kicked it in the ribs; paused; kicked it again, and broke out into delighted laughter when it didn't move.
 
   It wouldn't take long for Gavern's men to work out what had happened – to work out that Gavern was gone, at least – but we had time enough to fly back to Port Mahon. At the sight of the body Reis confirmed to be Gavern's, we were welcomed back as heroes, and Akela did the honours. With a swing of her axe Gavern was divided in two, head left with us, body given to the town.
 
   It was strung up amongst corpses of the men he'd sent to assault the town, and someone brought a pig's head, freshly severed, to decorate it with. Exhausted to the point where I couldn't tell if I wanted to cheer or cry, I tried to head back to the hut, but dozens of people insisted that I stayed, that I let them buy me a drink. I glanced over at Reis and Kouris and found them smiling, fiercely proud of what I'd done and not caring in the least how I'd gone about it.
 
   The celebrations lasted through the night and into the morning, and it was almost midday before I managed to slip away. I'd never had so many people come up and thank me for what I'd done, despite knowing exactly what I was, and I clung to all the warmth of Mahon as I collapsed on my bed, achingly aware of how much I didn't want to leave, and how much I needed to be back in Asar.
 
   *
 
   It was dark when I awoke. I found Varn sitting in the hut, feet up on the table as Reis worked away at the other end, drawing up plans for Mahon's restoration. The sight of them both sharing the same space so contentedly made me wonder whether I was still dreaming, and I stepped out with a yawn, waving at them both.
 
   “About time,” Reis said. “Thought you were gonna sleep for an age.”
 
   “I didn't get to bed until midday,” I said, stretching my arms above my head, feeling every bone in my body crack.
 
   “Midday last week,” Reis said, setting their quill down.
 
   I glanced between Reis and Varn, wondering if this was some joke they were both in on, but it didn't feel wrong. After all I'd done, I should've been exhausted, but there wasn't even a drop of alcohol left in my blood to wreak havoc with my head and stomach. 
 
   “Ain't nothing to worry about,” Varn reassured me. “One time, right, Kondo-Kana fell asleep in the Queen's study. You know, the place you met Her Majesty and made a right fool of yourself. Anyway, so Kondo-Kana falls asleep where the Queen works, so Her Majesty just piles up her letters and scrolls and documents on top of her when she runs out of space. That goes on for eleven days, until Kondo-Kana suddenly wakes up, knocking all of the Queen's work onto the floor. You shoulda seen it. Queen Nasrin didn't talk to her for a week.”
 
   I furrowed my brow, wondering how that was supposed to make me feel better, and Reis let out a hint of a laugh. I must've been asleep longer than a week, if Varn was managing to tolerate them.
 
   The thought of seeing Kondo-Kana again put a smile on my face, and I headed over to find something to eat as though it was just another ordinary day and Varn wasn't dying to get out of Mahon. 
 
   As though word had spread that I was finally awake, Atthis turned up while I was still shovelling food into my mouth. He hadn't been at the celebrations, and I hadn't had time to wonder how he'd react to it all. Since waking, the only thing I'd had the presence of mind to worry about was how empty sleeping for a week had made my stomach, but Atthis didn't allow fear to flicker through my mind. He was smiling too widely to despise what I'd done, and I chewed my food faster, unable to say anything when he put an arm around my shoulders.
 
   “You did it, Rowan,” he said. “You really did it.”
 
   The fact that we were returning to Asar overshadowed what I'd had to do to get us this far, and I couldn't help but notice the restlessness that had consumed him. It wasn't any surprise. The others had been eager for me to wake, bags already packed.
 
   But there was something more to it. I looked at Atthis, wondering, and he caught my eye and said, “Ah, come. Let's speak outside.”
 
   I knew what he was going to say before we reached the end of the pier. I could feel his words in the way he looked at me, and only needed him to ask what he had to so that I might be given the chance to form an answer. I wrapped my arms around myself, ignoring the heat that night brought no refuge from, waiting warily as he prolonged the inevitable.
 
   “It's Katja,” he eventually said, having found no way around speaking her name. “Now that we know we're to leave, we were wondering what's to be done with her. Reis is willing to keep her in the jail, indefinitely, if needs be, but—”
 
   “We'll take her with us,” I said, not blinking. “She comes back with us.”
 
   Atthis frowned, wanting to ask how the words had come to me so suddenly, if not easily, and I could've trembled with relief when he didn't ask me why I insisted on taking her back to Asar with us. I didn't know. All I knew was that I couldn't stand to have an ocean between us; that far away, I wouldn't know where she was, what she was doing. Who she'd tricked into letting her walk free.
 
   If she went with us, if I dragged her back to Kastelir, then I could deceive myself into thinking I had some modicum of control over the situation. 
 
   “It's your choice, Rowan,” Atthis said. “We'll stand behind it.”
 
   I nodded furiously, not wanting to meet his gaze.
 
   “I know. Just... leave with her before we go, please. I don't want to see her. I can't travel with her. Not yet,” I said, crouching on the edge of the pier, arms wrapped around my knees.
 
   “Of course,” he said, “We all understand, Rowan. And we're all proud of you, too.”
 
   I smiled at that, still a little shaky, and decided that was what I had to focus on. The fact that I'd earnt us a way home and that we were moving forward, thanks to me; I had no choice but to linger on what had been done to me, but I couldn't let it be the only thought that rattled around my head.
 
   *
 
   There was no saying goodbye to everyone in Port Mahon.
 
   My bags were packed. I'd gathered up clothing for the journey, along with all the trinkets from my room I had space for. I took a handful of shells, the golden phoenix and the wolf Reis had carved me, and wrapped the book I'd spent nights running my fingers over in shirts to stop it from getting scuffed. Reis told me not to worry about the rest. They'd leave everything where it was, awaiting my return, whenever that might be.
 
   No matter who I said goodbye to, the response was always the same. See ya later, Felheim. People drifted in and out of Mahon, disappearing for months or years at once, and no one wasted time on drawn-out goodbyes when they were convinced I'd be back, sooner or later. They were right. It was only once I was leaving that I truly appreciated how I'd settled within myself there.
 
   I'd come back, once the dragons were dealt with. I'd be the Necromancer of Port Mahon, if that's what people needed me to be.
 
   Reis walked with us to the stables, intent on seeing us off. Atthis and Katja had left earlier that morning, and I stared deeper into Canth, at the road ahead of us, reminding myself that we'd catch up to them eventually, once we reached the palace gates.
 
   “It wasn't bad having you around again, Varn,” Reis said as she climbed up into the carriage. “Bring Atalanta down next time, alright?”
 
   Varn rolled her eyes, but there was no missing the smile she was trying to bite back.
 
   Akela took my bags and said, “Reis, I am enjoying this little vacation very much, but I am afraid we are having to get back to work, now. But I am thanking you for being such a gracious host, yes. This town of yours, it is very nice.”
 
   Reis laughed, shook her hand, and none of us could ignore the last thing Akela piled into the carriage. Gavern's head, wrapped in strips of cloth, dusted with bitterwillow to stop it from going to rot too quickly.
 
   “Thanks. Thanks for everything you did for us,” I said to Reis, determined to keep smiling. It was my choice to leave. No one was tearing me away. “I don't know what we would've done without you.”
 
   “Nonsense. You did this town a real service,” they told me. “Don't go forgetting that. And don't look so bloody glum. You'll be back before you know it. We'll probably still be rebuilding the damn port.”
 
   Akela helped me up into the carriage, and I sat opposite her, watching as Kouris knelt down, arms held open. Trying not to smirk, Reis stepped forward and grabbed one of Kouris' horns, tugging her head to the side.
 
   “Get out of here, you,” was all they said, and Kouris obliged. 
 
   The carriage rolled to an unsteady start and Kouris strode alongside us, neither wishing to splinter the carriage nor put too much strain on the horses. I watched as Reis disappeared and Mahon faded along with them, telling myself that it wasn't forever. I was a necromancer. I had decades within me. Centuries. I could afford time away from Mahon, if it meant straightening out my thoughts.
 
   The journey to Chandaran wasn't any more thrilling than it'd been the first time. Our thoughts were occupied by Asar, but none of us wanted to speak up, lest we give each other the impression we were getting our hopes up, expecting to find more than a scattered resistance and a few surviving settlements. We stopped at the same inns I'd visited with Varn and Atalanta, and once the innkeepers realised that Kouris was a pane, a dragon-born, they were only too happy to serve her up all the raw meat in the establishment.
 
   Varn and Akela arm-wrestled over the table, proving it wasn't impossible for Akela to be bested, and I found that sleep wouldn't return to me. I couldn't tell whether it was the result of having claimed so much of it throughout the previous week, or whether nerves were to blame. The closer we drew to Chandaran, the more I wished to return to Port Mahon. I looked ahead and all I could think was that Katja was there, waiting for me. Yet I knew if I'd left her behind, I would've felt as though I could never return to Mahon. I would've spent the rest of my life looking over my shoulder.
 
   There was no turning back, I thought, seeing the city in the distance. I'd committed myself to this, I reminded myself as we rolled through the busy streets. The Queen had asked me to bring Gavern's head, had made a promise to me, I repeated over and over as the palace came into view.
 
   Atthis and Katja were there, waiting.
 
   They hadn't been allowed in without Varn's authority, and as we climbed out of the cart, I did all I could not to look at Katja.
 
   She made it as hard for me as she possibly could. She didn't shrink from me, didn't take her eyes off me for a second. I glanced her way, determined to get it over with, to prove to myself that it wasn't as bad as I imagined it to be. There were dark marks smudged beneath her eyes and she looked as though a fever had gripped her, though I felt nothing untoward welling up within her. Her hair was all askew, and the moment my eyes met hers, her mouth twitched into a smile.
 
   “Good morning. Kouris, Akela,” Katja said, and the sound of her voice told me there was fear within me still. Fear that wouldn't be silenced by reason. “What a lovely day to embark on an eight-week journey across the ocean. Honestly, I don't know why we're leaving Canth. I like it here. There is life and charm within the place, if one can look past all the debauchery. What is there for us in Kastelir? Do tell me, for I wonder so. Our castle is but rubble and ash and Isin a memory. And my mother—oh, my mother is dead. There are not even bones in a crypt for me to visit!”
 
   “Kouris, that's enough,” Atthis said, stepping through the gates as they were opened for us.
 
   But Katja wouldn't be silenced, not while I was around her. She forced nothing upon me, didn't send sickness shooting to my stomach, but her words proved crueller than all that.
 
   “What do you think is going to be waiting for us, Rowan? Do you truly believe that Claire will be there, faithful and unchanged? Alive, more than anything?” Everyone halted. Even Varn, who'd never heard the name before. My blood burnt white-hot and the world dimmed as I stared at her. Had the ground opened up and swallowed her whole, crushing her in its maw, it wouldn't have been enough to sate the anger that paralysed me. “Oh, come now. Don't give me that look. If you'll recall, darling, I wasn't the one who brought Claire up, was I?”
 
   “Katja," I warned, but she silenced me with a smile.
 
   “Not saying please this time, hm?” she asked, and with a dreary sigh, said, “You really will never guess what Rowan said to me. I'd taken her hand, you see, and there she was, curled up on the floor, sobbing out Claire, Claire, Claire. It was all so embarrassingly pathetic that I thought I should faint.” 
 
   No one was looking at Katja anymore.
 
   Kouris, Atthis, Akela and Varn were looking at me and they knew. Akela had seen what Katja had done for herself, but the others had believed that Katja had pushed knives into me, and that'd been it; they hadn't through for a moment that she'd stolen something from me.
 
   No one said anything. They could only reflect on how weak Katja had made me, how her words cut through me still, and the thought of wrapping my fingers tight around Katja's throat made it impossible to draw breath into my own lungs.
 
   I ran.
 
   Behind me, I heard Varn ask, “Who the fuck is Claire?” but if anything else was said, it was lost to the pounding between my temples. I charged through the forgotten gardens, crashed into the front doors, shouldered one open, and though the corridors were filled with a dozen footsteps drawing closer and closer, I didn't care. I didn't know where I was going, but it didn't matter.
 
   I could feel Kondo-Kana within the palace. I chased that feeling, bolting into the temple and skidding to a stop, almost striking my forehead against Isjin's outstretched hand in the process. Hands on my knees, all the breath spluttered out of me, and the guards who'd given chase weren't far behind. Wheezing, I heard Kondo-Kana say, “It is fine, it is fine. Go,” dismissing them, and I screwed my eyes shut, trying to drink down how it felt to be around her.
 
   “Aejin,” Kondo-Kana said, placing a hand between my shoulder blades. “I did not think to see you back so soon. Please, sit with me.”
 
   I pulled away from her, tugging at my hair as I paced the room, kicking over candles. The light warbled and faded and spread as I seethed, dry wax cracking, hot wax burning my skin, drying on my feet and shins. Without a sound, Kondo-Kana lowered herself onto the bench, ignoring the destruction as I tried to suffocate what Katja had said out of my system.
 
   “You are angry,” she observed. I span around, wanting to snap that of course I was, but my eyes met hers, and all that impossible clearness opened something wide within me. Anger and hurt poured through that rift and I was left shaking with the dregs that remained. “But anger is not all you have, or all you are. Will you speak with me?”
 
   I sat by her side, but a storm continued to rage within me, throwing itself against the walls. The floor beneath us was so unsteady that we may as well have been at sea.
 
   “Tell me what has happened, Aejin,” Kondo-Kana said softly, “Tell me who has hurt you.”
 
   I looked at her and she smiled, aware of how blunt she was being. There was a certain freedom afforded in being able to speak plainly to her.
 
   “Katja, she—” I paused, swallowing the lump in my throat. The words she'd spoken outside the palace mixed with those that had passed her lips within the apartment, and they swirled around my head, drowning out my own thoughts. “I thought she was my friend. She's a... a healer, but she thought she could be something more.”
 
   I leant against Kondo-Kana's side, strength drained from me. Katja had been planning on saying what she had outside of the palace; it wasn't spur of the moment, hadn't come to her without rhyme or reason. She'd probably practised it in her head over and over on the journey to Chandaran.
 
   The secrets I'd been holding onto tumbled out of me in stilted pieces and Kondo-Kana listened, fingers trailing through my hair. I didn't know what it was that made it easy to talk to her – whether it was the bond pulled taut between us, or the fact that I wouldn't have to see her every day – but I started at the beginning, words dripping out of me. I spoke not only of what had happened, but of the ways I'd been hurt, and how that hadn't come to an end when Akela took me from the apartment. Nothing like shock or pity registered within Kondo-Kana as I spoke; she simply held me close and listened.
 
   I told her what had forced me to run to her like this, and Kondo-Kana said, “And now you are afraid that your friends will think of you differently, knowing this?”
 
   “No. Yes. Sort of,” I murmured. “Whenever they see me, it's the first think they'll think. It's all I'll be to them. I'm making them feel bad just by being around, all because of something they had no control over or part in, and that only makes me feel worse, and I'm afraid it'll never end.”
 
   “They are never going to forget this, that is true,” Kondo-Kana said, tucking my hair behind my ears, “But you must allow them to feel what they feel. Of course they will hurt when you are hurting, but you must trust that they are not so selfish as to let that consume them. They love you, they will listen to you. They will never reduce you to one moment of your life, Rowan, and they cannot help you while you keep this all to yourself.”
 
   The thought of voicing any of this with Atthis or Akela, or even Kouris, made my heart spike, but Kondo-Kana was right. My eyes stung with how dry they were, tears refusing to rise.
 
   “That is the thing with the world, Aejin. Their blades will not bleed us dry and their oceans will not drown us, but that does not mean there aren't greater ways to harm us,” Kondo-Kana said. “We forget, but we do not forget. We hold onto the ways the world tries to scar us, though history fades. People are cruel. Or they are confused or scared, or all three. Sometimes there is no defining what they are, or why they act in such ways. Trust that you are not the only one who feels this. Know that there is still plenty for you to do, before the silence takes you.”
 
   “Silence...?” 
 
   “Yes, yes. You will know it when you hear it, but please, do not linger on that now. It is meant for another time,” she said, leaning back. “Concern yourself with what comes next. With the Bloodless Lands.”
 
   I hadn't thought anything could tear my thoughts away from Katja, but I found my hands at Kondo-Kana's shoulders, desperate to hear more.
 
   “You will go there, though I cannot say when. But you will go there, because there are so few who can. We are the only ones who can look upon it without changing, Aejin. We are the only ones who can walk the ruined cities of our ancestors; the only ones who can hope to make it more than it is,” Kondo-Kana said softly. “The things I did were terrible. Or perhaps the things I did not do were worse—or...”
 
   Kondo-Kana faltered, glancing away, and her eyes swirled darker, darker as she seemed to draw away from me, away from the world, until it all cleared within a blink. She closed her eyes, trying not to grit her teeth, to tense up.
 
   “I do not remember. I do not remember what I have done, Rowan,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I will tell Nasrin you're here. Find your companions when you are ready.”
 
   I was left with Isjin, mind swimming with thoughts of the Bloodless Lands. The longer I remained there, the harder it was going to be to leave, but I wasn't brave enough to face the others quite yet. Kneeling on the floor, I salvaged what candles I could, relighting those that had gone out as I whispered my apologies to Isjin.
 
   Leaving the temple, I heard a faint murmur of conversation down the corridor. It wasn't hard to find the others, for most rooms within the palace had been boarded shut, and when I walked into the waiting room, Atthis, Kouris and Varn looked up at me, wanting to say something without knowing what would reach me. Silence dragged on and I surmised that Akela was watching over Katja outside. Eventually, Varn did me a kindness in speaking up.
 
   “What a complete tosser,” she said, knocking a fist against her open palm, “Need me to stick a few knives in her head?”
 
   A breathy laugh rushed out through my nose and a weight lifted from my chest along with it. Kouris and Atthis seemed to realise that they didn't need to say anything, not right away, and I moved over to Kouris, saying, “I'm sorry about what Katja said, about Kidira. That wasn't fair.”
 
   “None of it was fair, yrval,” she said, looking very much as though she wanted to add something more, but didn't, for my sake. “Come on. I hear there's a Queen waiting for you.”
 
   I didn't want to waste any more time. Kouris handed me Gavern's head, ooze and gore seeping through the fabric wrapped around it, and we followed Varn down the corridor, to the room Atalanta was standing vigil outside of. Atalanta and Varn smiled at one another, and without saying anything, Varn took her place at the other side of the door, holding it open for us.
 
   Kouris ducked through the doorway, and I found that little had changed since my last visit. Queen Nasrin was still consumed by her work, and Kondo-Kana sat by her side, humming as she ran a brush through her unreasonably long hair, making ready to braid it. Queen Nasrin was used enough to Kondo-Kana's whims to not let it distract her, and it was Kondo-Kana who spoke up first.
 
   “A pane,” she said at the sight of Kouris, smiling brightly. “It has been far too long since last I met one. Tell me, my towering friend, where do you hail from?”
 
   Kouris spared a moment to bow politely to the Queen, and turned to Kondo-Kana, saying, “From the sca-isjin of Kyrindval, my little friend.”
 
   “Ah. You still keep the old words,” Kondo-Kana said, evidently pleased. “But the pane have always remained untouched by time and war alike. Truly the wisest of all Isjin's races.”
 
   Queen Nasrin kept her eyes on me the entire time, pulling her hair free of Kondo-Kana's hands and tucking it over her shoulder.
 
   “Now, before Kana gets stuck reminiscing—do you have it? Did you do it?”
 
   The words came out more stiffly than she'd intended them to. She was refusing to let herself get her hopes up, despite what I held between my hands.
 
   “I have it,” I said. “Gavern's head.”
 
   I held it out to her as though it was nothing more than a sack of potatoes, but when Queen Nasrin reached to take it, I found myself stepping back.
 
   “Promise, first. Promise you'll help us back to Felheim,” I said, holding the head out of her reach. Acting as though it wasn't already too late for bargaining. 
 
   I was toeing a fine line. Queen Nasrin stared up at me, eyes hard, and I could practically feel the headache Atthis was giving himself, still not used to having no authority in a situation like this.
 
   “I won't promise anything of the sort until I see what you've brought,” Queen Nasrin said firmly. “Anyone's head could be in there; there's hardly any shortage of the sort, down in Port Mahon.”
 
   “Nasrin,” Kondo-Kana said, clicking her tongue. “It's Gavern's head.”
 
   “And how do you know such a thing? It's a head, I won't contest that, but you never met the man.”
 
   Kondo-Kana shrugged.
 
   “I trust Rowan,” she said. “She would not lie.”
 
   “Must you always insist on taking everyone else's side?” Queen Nasrin asked, rolling her shoulders when Kondo-Kana leant against her back.
 
   “I cannot help it. She is my Aejin yu ka Aejin,” Kondo-Kana said, resting her chin against the Queen's shoulder.
 
   “Can't you just say necromancer like the rest of us?” Queen Nasrin said, not going to the effort of shrugging Kondo-Kana off for a second time. “Very well. If it will put an end to this current annoyance, then you have my word. Present Gavern's head to me immediately and I shall put you on the next ship back to Felheim.” 
 
   The cut of her frown told me that I'd already pushed her further than most had, and I didn't wait for her to change her mind. With all eyes on me, I cleared a space on the desk, put down the head and peeled back the strips of fabric. Sunken eyes stared blankly at nothing, sallow skin darkening around the lips and throat. Akela had ensured it'd been a clean cut, but a severed head was still a severed head.
 
   Atthis cleared his throat and looked away while Kondo-Kana paused to contemplate what was before her, and the Queen nodded to herself, fingers pressed to her lips.
 
   “That's Gavern,” she murmured, and looked at Kouris, Atthis and myself, as though searching for the correct way to react. “I didn't think you'd actually do it. This is—this is good.”
 
   “I hear you're a woman of your word,” Kouris said, stepping forward. She scooped Gavern's head up in a palm and carefully wrapped the strips of cloth back around it. “You've done a lot of good for Canth, but you know that. Twenty-four years I lived in Canth while your father was on the throne, and the country did nothing but tear itself apart. I like to think this here will be helping you as much as it helps us.”
 
   “Of course,” Queen Nasrin said, quickly coming back to herself. She proved not to be too squeamish to take the head. “Of course. Rowan tells me that you're Queen Kouris, and your companion is none other than King Atthis. Both presumed dead, one more recently than the other. For all the proof I have, you could be the Queen of Myros or my cook's favourite butcher. Regardless, a ship sets sail for Ironash at dawn, weather permitting. I hope to hear favourable reports of Kastelir in the years to come, as I expect you will hear of Canth.”
 
   Nothing more was said. Queen Nasrin dismissed us with a look, and Atthis and Kouris concluded the meeting with respectful, practised bows. I backed out of the room, watching Queen Nasrin stare down at what remained of Gavern with a curled lip, and closed the door on the price we'd had to pay as though it would help me forget it.
 
   In the hallway, Varn let her composure slide and congratulated me by way of punching me in the shoulder. Atalanta came over and shook my hand, assuring me that I'd done a terribly good job, really, considering that even Varn hadn't been able to take Gavern down; it was the start of better things for all of Canth, she said.
 
   But nothing anyone said reached further than my ears. I was already adrift at sea, salt on my skin, wind howling through me, straining to see the land creeping over the horizon; straining to understand what awaited us in my own country, one I'd long since betrayed, and a land razed to ash by dragons and resurrected by those who spread suffering to make saviours of themselves. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

PART II
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER X
 
   The Uncharted Sea was far from uncharted.
 
   In Canthian, it was known as the Wide Waters, and had been crossed by pirates and traders alike for centuries. It was only within the last forty years that the Felheimish had made an earnest effort to do more than chase pirates away, and though trade routes had been established in order to better pay off Canth's debt, a new name had yet to stick.
 
   Still, the Uncharted Sea and the Wide Waters both spoke volumes. Eight weeks stood between Felheim and us. From the deck, all I saw around us was sea and sky, and we only ever seemed to chase the latter away. The captain, a good-natured man in his sixties, assured us that he'd followed the stars across the Wide Waters enough times to be able to reach Asar once they burnt out.
 
   For all but a few scattered days of the journey, we were made to stay beneath the deck. The fewer questions asked about us the better. To the crew, we were cargo. Our help wasn't needed because there ought to have been none to give; we were something to be stowed away and forgotten. 
 
   Our cabin was cramped, comprised of nothing but hard, narrow bunks. Kouris was relegated to the floor, and our time was passed staring up at the slither of light that made its way in through the hatch, days slowly but surely cooling off. During storms, the hatch would be sealed shut, turning the air thick and stale, and the bitterwillow hung around the ship to keep sickness at bay did little to console anyone.
 
   The journey was spent sleeping for the sake of something to do, practising Svargan with Kouris though I had nothing worth saying, and poring over The Sky Beneath The Sun, committing every image to memory, pretending that I could read the words to myself. There was one advantage to the endless journey: I learnt to keep my light within myself.
 
   I drew it in and let it glow, exhaling as though breathing life into a fire, and could make my fingertips burn without setting my eyes ablaze. 
 
   On the rare occasion we'd be let out – twice a week, at the very most, and always at night – I'd stare at the sky and into the sea, certain that it was all going to slip from our grasp at any moment. Either the Felheimish would find some reason not to let us make port and turn us around, or a storm the ship couldn't survive would head straight for us.
 
   I almost began to believe that I didn't want to get back to Asar.
 
   The journey to Canth had caused my stomach to turn, and I'd believed I'd never grow accustomed to the rocking of the waves. There was a different sort of discomfort present, this time. Katja had been given more space and less freedom than us; the brig was hers, and I could feel her through the walls.
 
   Some days, she'd whine and shriek, demanding to be let go, but for weeks at a time she remained silent. That was the worst of it. I knew when she was awake, when she was sleeping. I knew when she thought of me, for my stomach twisted and clenched.
 
   It was too late to leave her behind, and I hated myself for not having condemned her to a jail cell for all time, letting the Wide Waters keep us apart.
 
   The day we reached Asar was like the dozens that had come before it. We were given a breakfast of the same sort of bland, dull food that the sailors themselves were subjected to, forever grumbling about the fresh fruit they were transporting, and I stared up at the ceiling, mulling over all the things I'd yet to say about Felheim and Kastelir. When we first boarded the ship, I'd expected to spend weeks fine-tuning plans, but the moment we'd been shown to the cabin, all desire to talk had drained from everyone.
 
   I didn't realise we were close to Asar. From what I could tell, we'd either been on the sea for a week or a year, and the only hope I had was of getting to go out on deck soon. But when every sailor on the ship suddenly had work to attend to, boots thudding on the deck, voices raised, we sat up and took notice.
 
   We glanced at each other as though one of us knew more than the rest, and slowly, the sound of something other than sailors and the sea reached us. I rushed towards the hatch, moving with enough force to make up for the eight weeks I'd spent idle, and stared up at the sky to see birds gliding overhead. They squawked as they circled the port that had to be Ironash, it had to, and I strained to pick out words over the buzz of the town. It wasn't until we were there, inches from the land, that I finally realised I couldn't go back. 
 
   We had to get into Felheim. Even if it meant pushing our way past the sailors, swimming to the shore and outrunning all those that gave chase. 
 
   “Ah, Northwood,” Akela said, clicking her tongue. “It is seeming that you are getting excited enough for all of us, yes?”
 
   I followed her gaze and found my fingers sparking with light. Hands balled into fists, I took deep breaths, telling myself that it was going to be alright, it was going to be alright: and it was.
 
   The captain knelt over the hatch, beckoning us up with a tilt of his head. My feet almost slipped off the rungs, body trembling, and Kouris caught me with a laugh, easing me up into the cool coastal air. It was mid-spring, but after Canth, I found myself shivering in lieu of trembling.
 
   Kouris stretched out, finally able to return to her full height, and Atthis shook the captain's hand, thanking him for all that he'd done.
 
   “Just doing as the Queen asks of me,” he said, “You'd best be making your way out of here in a hurry, though. We'll be bringing the, ah. Our other passenger up, just as soon as we're unloaded.”
 
   I rushed off the boat as though a stray breeze might send us back to Canth, feeling the flagstones under my bare feet. I was home, but that wouldn't sink in until I stumbled across something I recognised. I'd never been to Ironash. It was just another port to me, albeit a port full of so much Mesomium being thrown around that it made my head pound. The air was choked with the sounds I wasn't used to, as though the language was no longer my own.
 
   “Here we are,” Atthis said, trying not to flinch when Akela slapped his back. “One step closer to Kastelir.”
 
   The four of us stood by the dock, biting back grins, acting as though we hadn't seen each other in months. The strain of the journey caught up with me all at once, and the thought of setting foot on a ship again made me ache to the marrow. I couldn't stop staring up at the sky, taking in how green Felheim was, even within a town. The wind rushed through me and Kouris wrapped a cloak around my shoulders, letting me lean against her.
 
   All of us had so much we suddenly wanted to say, but we all knew that the moment the words left our mouths, we'd realise what it meant to be four people out of a town of thousands; four people in a kingdom of millions, somehow expected to fix all of this.
 
   I kept my eyes on the ship, unblinking. I wouldn't let Katja out of my sight for a second. If I could endure the feel of her through the walls for months then I could certainly set eyes on her, and as we waited, I saw what they were unloading. 
 
   Crates of spices and Canthian fruits, kept ripe with strips of bitterwillow. That's what had brought us all the way back. The sort of thing that sold for coppers at market, always flooding our kitchen table.
 
   “Rowan, if you'd like to go on ahead...” Atthis said, but my eyes were already fixed on Katja.
 
   I didn't know where we were headed, and I certainly wasn't going to let her see me flee at the sight of her.
 
   I couldn't comment on Katja's appearance. Being at sea for so long hadn't done any of us any favours, but I knew that warm water wasn't going to wash the look off her face and a change of clothes wasn't going to rid her of the tension rippling through her.
 
   “Uncle,” Katja said, “Kouris, Akela.”
 
   Everyone stared at her, barely nodding their heads in acknowledgement, and I saw how little there was to her. How she was only one person, barely bigger than I was, and how there was so much more anger within me than there was worth within her.
 
   “We'll get cleaned up and have something to eat, shall we?” Atthis asked when Katja continued to stare down at the ground. “Reis gave me plenty of gold for the journey.”
 
   Food was the last thing on my mind with so much to take in around me. It wasn't until I was back in Felheim, in the customs of my old life, that I appreciated how different Canth had been. Felheimish soldiers strolled through the town and no one gave them a second look. I couldn't tell if ships had always scattered the horizon, but all those who made port had their credentials checked by soldiers stationed there.
 
   Beyond that, there were no signs of the unrest in Kastelir. I could almost convince myself that it hadn't happened; we'd seen the worst of it and ran before the ground could cool off.
 
   “Food of actual colours! Now, that is sounding amazing,” Akela said, leading the way.
 
   I spared one last glance towards the ship that had brought us there, frowning at the sailor with his eyes fixed on us.
 
   We took rooms at the first inn we came across. The lack of pirates lingering in corridors confused me, and I glanced around for a danger that wasn't present, convinced that no one in the town could intimidate me. Dropping my things on my bed and resisting the temptation to do the same with my body, I headed straight for the basin, cleaned myself off, and changed into fresh clothes. The moment I started scrubbing at my face, some of my old self came filtering back, as though I finally possessed my own bones again.
 
   We were back in Felheim. I'd got us there, and I wasn't going to wake at any moment and find myself pressed against a hard bunk, corners splintering. I allowed myself to smile, and headed down to dinner with no fear of the company.
 
   Atthis hadn't been exaggerating when he said Reis had left him with plenty of gold. He'd taken a private room at a restaurant beneath the inn and had ordered what looked to be everything on the menu, plus whatever the cooks could come up with on their feet. I didn't know where to start, where to let my gaze linger. Everything was so colourful, the greens of lettuce clashing with the reds of tomatoes, dark brown meat swimming in darker gravy, all the things we'd forced ourselves to forget on the journey over.
 
   “This, everything you are seeing on the table, yes, it is making it all worth it,” Akela said, scooping a mountain of potatoes onto her plate before she'd taken a seat, “If I am rewarded with a feast like this, I am happily sailing beyond Canth. Ah! I am thinking I am never seeing another stew in my life, but look. It is the most beautiful thing you are ever seeing, yes?”
 
   “You were never this excited when I made stew,” Atthis said, cutting the meat and placing slabs the size of roof tiles on my plate.
 
   “You cannot be blaming me,” Akela said gracefully through a mouthful of food, “You are a much better King than a cook, surely you are realising this.”
 
   I smiled, took my place next to Kouris, and didn't watch the way Katja leant over her plate, cutting her meat into tiny, even squares.
 
   “I supposed we'd best be coming up with some sort of plan,” Kouris said, helping herself to the raw meat, “At the rate Akela here is going we're gonna be done with dinner in half an hour.”
 
   Akela grinned, asparagus hanging from the corner of her mouth, and I grabbed the glass of wine that'd been poured for me so enthusiastically that it almost sloshed into my lap.
 
   “There's much we have to find out,” Atthis agreed, “The situation in Kastelir, for a start. Where the rebellion is based. How we might cross into the country.”
 
   Knocking a fist against her chest to force down the chunk of meat she'd torn off with her teeth, Akela demanded everyone's attention and said, “What, you are saying that we are not simply walking into Kastelir and saying, hm, we are not liking what you are doing with the place, and we are taking it back now?” 
 
   “Might actually work if you do it,” Kouris said.
 
   The room set aside for us wasn't large and we kept our voices down, when speaking of Kastelir. It would've come across as nonsense to anyone eavesdropping, but we were unduly cautious. No one would've recognised us, and in the grand scheme of things, we meant nothing; but we had to find a way to use that to our advantage.
 
   It wasn't difficult to convince myself that Katja wasn't there, or that she didn't matter. What I felt for Kouris, Akela and Atthis negated any fear or anger I might've lost myself to, and she sat with her shoulders hunched, eyes fixed on the food she wasn't eating. I doubted she heard anything any of us were saying.
 
   “You know,” I began, and they did know. Our first stop on our journey was obvious, but I hadn't allowed myself to say it out loud until we were back on solid ground. “I was thinking that we could—”
 
   “What were you thinking?” Katja asked, gaze shooting up. She tilted her head to the side, fingers wrapped around her cutlery. “That we might march into Kastelir and you would find Claire there, waiting for y—”
 
   Every dish on the table rattled as I brought my fist down against it.
 
   Even Katja started in her seat. The others had been on the verge of silencing her, but the words rushed back inside them at the sight of me meeting her gaze, teeth grit.
 
   I wasn't going to listen to her. Wasn't going to let her words twist inside of me, forcing their way into my thoughts, pushing out what little comfort remained to me.
 
   “I'll kill you,” I said slowly, not understanding how much I meant it until the words crept out of me. “If you say another word to me, or about me – if you ever say her name again – I'll kill you again. And again. And I won't even use my powers to do it.”
 
   Katja recoiled, awed that I'd had the audacity to say such a thing to her, but it worked. She didn't say anything more to me, couldn't set her eyes on me.
 
   “Uncle!” she whispered, certain he would do something for her.
 
   “Quiet, Kouris,” he hissed back, helping himself to another glass of wine.
 
   I'd scared her. I'd forced her to go back to staring at her plate, lest I catch her eye, but I didn't feel good about it. I hadn't won anything. All I'd done was put myself on her level, spouting threats that terrified me because they hadn't felt empty. Everything I'd eaten stuck to the bottom of my stomach, caught in my throat, and I wished, more than anything, that she'd never twisted the faith I'd once had in myself.
 
   “What were you going to say?” Kouris asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.
 
   I glanced away from the knife trembling in my grasp, saw that her eyes were on me, as well as Atthis and Akela's, and took another mouthful of the wine.
 
   “My father. I want to go see him, and... and I know he'd be happy to have you all stay with us,” I said, drowning out the voice in the back of my head that said I'd been gone for too long, that he'd be angry at me for running away. “It'll be a good place to stop, for a while. To make plans. Our gold isn't going to last forever.”
 
   “Excellent,” Atthis said, moving to squeeze my hand and then thinking better of it. “You said your village isn't far from here; twenty or so miles from the coast? We could leave here in the morning and be at your house in time for dinner.”
 
   I smiled, mood shifting into something brighter, doing all I could to claw at the guilt that said I shouldn't have calmed myself so quickly.
 
   “When I left my village, it was because they'd done all they could to chase me out, without actually chasing me out. Because they were scared. And now, now I'm going back with a pane, a King and Akela,” I said, biting the inside of my cheek. “I don't know what they'll think, but I hope they think Kouris is going to eat them.”
 
   Laughing, Kouris shredded a steak between her fangs, and said, “I'll give 'em my best grin. Maybe lick my lips a bit.”
 
   We ate until our stomachs ached, and Akela kept on eating. Katja seemed to wilt in her seat, drawing away from us bit-by-bit, until she was but a ghost, long-since faded from the conversation, from our thoughts. I folded my hands across my stomach, leant back and closed my eyes, and allowed myself to soak in how wonderful having a mattress beneath me would be.
 
   Full stomachs paved the way to pleasant exhaustion, and stretching out at the table, we all decided it was time to turn in within seconds of each other. I didn't know where Katja was staying, whether she had her own room she was being locked into, or whether Akela or Atthis were standing watch over her, and didn't care to find out.
 
   “It's been a long time since you've seen your father, Rowan. I doubt you'll want us crowding around you,” Atthis said. “Head out with Kouris in the morning. She'll get you there hours ahead of us."
 
   I squeezed his hand, bidding him goodnight, and let my covers swarm me. Blankets. It was actually cool enough to need blankets. I pulled them tight around me, comforted by the weight and warmth, and drifted off to the sound of the sea lapping against Asar, wind carried across the waves all the way from Canth.
 
   The next morning, it all became real. The journey over wasn't a dream I thought I'd never escape and I didn't awaken in Canth, in Reis' hut. Almost two years ago, the opposite had happened; I'd expect to open my eyes, to find that the dragons had all been a dream, and wander back through Isin's castle.
 
   Knowing how distracting such thoughts could be, I didn't waste any time. I double-checked everything was still in my bag, felt for the chain around my neck, and met Kouris down in the lobby.
 
   Travelling with a pane was the best way to go unnoticed. Had someone actually been tracking me down, they would've looked straight over me, attention fixed firmly on Kouris. Other patrons were side-eyeing her warily, whispering things she could clearly hear with ears like those, and the innkeeper was working on building up the courage necessary to ask her to hurry on.
 
   There were a lot of things I was going to have to get used to again about Asar, but this frustrated me the most. 
 
   “Good morning,” I said, making a point of pushing myself up on tip-toes and kissing her. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Are you?” she asked, holding the door open for me.
 
   “No. Really, really not,” I said, shakily laughing it away. “It's been so long since I've seen my dad – more than two years! – so of course it's going to be hard. But I've got to go. Because I just feel like... like I can't leave it a second longer than I have to. As if a few minutes are going to make a difference. That sounds weird, doesn't it?” 
 
   “Not at all,” she said. “I think I understand how you feel.”
 
   Breakfast came in the form of the baker's first batch of bread that morning, and at the edge of Ironash, Kouris knelt down. I climbed on her back, not ready for the miles to fade away in minutes, but unwilling to let myself linger for more than a moment. I couldn't stop now. I'd come back for a reason; to be useful.
 
   With my arms around her neck, cheek pressed against hers, I said, “I feel like I've never been away. But I feel like I was never really here, either. Like it was all a dream. I don't think I'm going to believe it until I'm there, back at the farmhouse. And even then...”
 
   Closing my eyes, I felt the wind rush across my face, felt Kouris chuckle. I'd fallen asleep dull and woken up much the same, and as long as I kept my mind clear and my thoughts focused forward, I'd be able to keep control over it all.
 
   “Can't wait to see the look on your dad's face when you drag a pane home with you.”
 
   “And not just any pane,” I said, leaning back and holding onto her horns.
 
   I'd never been south of my village, had never gone anywhere near Ironash, but it didn't take long for my surroundings to become startlingly familiar. Every tree we passed jogged a memory, too many of them coming to me at once to be made sense of. I'd forgotten how rich the landscape was, couldn't appreciate the wealth of life therein until we were rushing through the long grass. 
 
   A rabbit cut across us as I found myself wide-eyed. I hadn't seen one of those in months.
 
   “What's he going to think?” I murmured a few hours into the journey, knowing we couldn't be far off. “I sent him letters, I let him know I was okay, but that was so long ago, Kouris. It was spring when I left, spring two years ago. He'll know what happened to Kastelir, everyone will, and if Michael wrote to him...”
 
   “He'll be thinking he's so happy to see you that anything he's thought before suddenly won't matter, yrval,” Kouris said firmly. “No point in worrying yourself now; that's all gonna turn to relief quickly enough, trust me.”
 
   I occupied my thoughts with things that didn't matter to me. I wondered how the village would react once they knew I was back, wondered if Thane or any of the other elders would march up to the farmhouse and knock on the door, demanding to know what I thought I was doing. Blaming me for all that had happened in Kastelir, and then some. 
 
   I saw the forest surrounding the valley before the village itself, and planted my hands on Kouris' shoulders, pushing myself up for a better view. There it was, same as it'd ever been: the buildings hadn't rearranged themselves, nor had the streets taken on any new twists and turns. I wasn't close enough to be able to spot anyone in the streets and I gripped Kouris' horns tighter, thumbs pressing into the grooves Reis had carved.
 
   I would've steered her away from the village, into the fields and up to our farmhouse, but something was wrong. We drew closer and closer and still I didn't see anyone. Kouris skidded to a halt outside the first building on the outskirts of the village, and I jumped off her back, running ahead.
 
   I was met with emptiness, with silence. None of the fear or repulsion I'd expected was to be found within the village, and none of the resentment they'd once felt for me lingered in the air.
 
   “Hello?” I called out against my better judgement, spinning on the spot, desperate to find a sign of life.
 
   I reached out with my powers, grasping at nothing. 
 
   The windows of the building in front of me were boarded up, and all around, planks of wood had been nailed across doors.
 
   The plague. The plague had been creeping along the coast, before I left.
 
   It would've been easy for Kouris to catch up with me, but she let me run on alone, up the dirt path leading to the farmhouse. I could've stopped this. Had I still been there, I could've cleansed the plague in a matter of moments. But would the villagers have let me? The farmhouse – my farmhouse – was right in front of me, washed-out red paint peeling off the front door, and I couldn't have ever gone to Canth. 
 
   I barely knew my way out of the valley.
 
   I pounded my fists against the front door, light slipping from my grasp, not knowing what I expected to find within. A note on the table to say where he'd gone, at the very most. I gripped the handle and shouldered the door open. I used more force than I needed to and ended up flinging myself against the opposing wall, knocking over an empty bucket and a shovel in the process. 
 
   Momentum finally lost to me, I crouched down to pick the things back up and fell to my knees, breathless. Coming back hadn't been a waste, I told myself. My father had simply... headed to Kyrindval, where Michael was, or taken refuge a few villages over. Hands twisting in my hair, I did what I could to draw in my light, when a voice from behind me cautiously asked, “Rowan...?” 
 
   My father stood in the kitchen doorway, gripping a hatchet in one hand. All of the crashing about had put him on edge, but the second he set eyes on me, he lowered the weapon, placing it on the ground. He moved to put his hands on my shoulders, but I rushed to my feet, launching myself at his chest.
 
   “Dad!” I said, feeling his arms wrap around me in spite of the glow he didn't understand emanating from me. “Dad, I'm sorry, I'm so, so sorry.”
 
   “Shh, shh,” he said, hand on the back of my head. I clung to him tighter, doing all I could not to shake, and he swayed me on the spot, saying, “There, there, Rowan. I'll get us some tea, shall I?”
 
   I found my way to the kitchen table, and nothing in there had changed but me. I sat with my hands clasped together beneath the tabletop, trembling in what my body had yet to register as relief, and my father stood by the counter, boiling water. He kept glancing over his shoulder, ensuring that I was really there, and my teeth chattered together every time I tried to smile.
 
   “I didn't mean to be gone for so long,” I blurted out. “Really, I didn't. Everything just...”
 
   He placed a cup of tea in front of me, and I stared down at it, biting my lower lip.
 
   “You had to leave home eventually,” he said gently, sitting down opposite me. For as quiet as he'd always been, I could tell he was straining to hold all his questions back. His eyes flickered across me for the hundredth time, and he took in the sight of my darkened skin and said, “Where have you been? Last I heard from you, you were at Isin and, ah. And I know how that turned out.”
 
   “Canth,” I said, and it sounded ridiculous, even to me. “We were in Canth. After the dragons came, we couldn't get past the soldiers and back into Felheim. We ended up along the coast, and it was the only place we could go. Honestly. I didn't think we'd be gone for so long...”
 
   I wrapped my fingers around the cup, taking in the heat as though cold air was causing me to shiver.
 
   “What happened here?”
 
   “Nothing so exciting as Canth,” he said, smiling quizzically at the thought. “The plague reached us a few months after you'd left. It was contained, for the first few weeks, and then we had three deaths in a day. Houses were boarded up, businesses left behind. People took what they could and spread out through the country. I chose to stay here because... well, you and Michael needed somewhere to come back to.”
 
   I stared down at the surface of the tea, at my blurred, bright reflection, guilt sinking into my marrow. My father had been alone for more than a year, waiting and waiting.
 
   “Michael? Is he...?”
 
   “The last I heard, he was in Kyrindval. This was before the business with the dragons, of course,” my father said, sipping thoughtfully on his tea. “Word rarely crosses the border, these days, unless in an official capacity.”
 
   I nodded, though I'd been told nothing new. Michael's fate was uncertain as it had ever been, but I had to believe the pane had been spared. 
 
   “I'm sorry for running away,” I said, pressing my hands to my face. My father had stayed here for me, and yet I hadn't even been able to bring myself to say goodbye. “I didn't know what I was doing. I don't know why I just left, I—”
 
   “I do,” he said. He'd never cut me off before, and I took notice of what he was saying. “It was clear enough how they were treating you. I ought to have said something; ought to have done something years ago, when they thought you were a healer, but you seemed so happy to be helping people.
 
   “I only wish I'd acted sooner. Moved away when the village turned against you. I should be the one apologising.”
 
   I scrunched up my face, eyes dry, temples throbbing, and shook my head. Of course we couldn't have left. This was our home, our life; we had the farm, dozens of animals to look after. We couldn't have left that all behind because of me.
 
   “It's fine. It's fine, I don't... don't think anyone should know how to deal with this,” I said. “It's just bad luck, having a necromancer for a daughter, I guess.”
 
   “It's bad luck having a daughter born into a Kingdom that discriminates against necromancers,” he hurried to correct me. 
 
   I looked away, desperate to scrape together the right words to reply to that, but could only get to my feet, and move over to wrap my arms around his shoulders.
 
   “I wasn't surprised when you left. I was glad to get your letters,” he said, patting me against the back. “Sir Ightham's abrupt departure had the village in a state for days. No one thought to suggest that you'd somehow been involved for the better part of a week. I'm glad you had good company on your journey. This we you mentioned...” 
 
   My arms went slack around him and I stood back up straight, mumbling, “No, Claire, she...”
 
   “Ah,” he said, brushing his fingers against his mouth. “I'm sorry to hear that.”
 
   I fell back into my seat, determined not to let myself sink further.
 
   “My friends are with me, though!” I said, “It's alright for them to stay here, isn't it? Just for a while?”
 
   “Of course,” he said, answer matched by a knock at the door.
 
   My father rose to answer the door and I shuffled over on my seat so that I could peer out into the corridor. The front door hadn't swung shut all the way behind me, and I saw my father pull the door to, saying, “Hello,” before he set his eyes on Kouris. If he'd ever seen a pane in his life, I would've known about it. Kouris bowed forward, ears folded back as she gave him her best smile. After a moment of staring, my father said, “Ah. Mind your head.”
 
   Kouris ducked through the doorway, remaining hunched over once she was inside.
 
   “Cosy!” she said, clapping her hands together, and met my gaze with a grin. My chest tightened at the sight of how pleased she was for me, and I silently thanked her for giving me and my father time alone. “Look at that! It's just like you said it was.”
 
   “Dad, this is Kouris. Kouris, this is my dad,” I said, chin propped on the back of the chair.
 
   “It's good to meet you. Now, let's see...” my father said, shaking Kouris' hand and rushing off to find a chair sturdy enough for her. He dragged it over to the table, patted the seat and said, “Tea?”
 
   The three of us crowded around the table, mugs in hand. I never expected Kouris to meet my father, or indeed for any pane to be in our house, but he was as welcoming of her as he would've been to anyone. Kouris busied herself with looking around the room and out of the window, where the farm's remaining animals had been brought closer to the house. With only my father in the village, there was no need for fields of sheep and herds of cattle; the villagers had taken plenty of them when they left, needing something to pay their way with.
 
   “Kouris...” my father mused, tapping his spoon against the side of his mug once he'd mixed more sugar in. “Like the stories Michael used to tell?”
 
   Kouris ducked her head sheepishly and said, “There are plenty of mistakes in those, Dad.”
 
   I almost snorted my tea through my nose upon hearing her call him that, but my father only lifted his brow, amused, and said, “You're certainly more alive than those stories led me to believe.”
 
   Holding the seemingly tiny mug delicately between her claws, Kouris tilted it back, tipped the whole lot in her mouth and said, “Might be an idea for me to head back and meet up with the others. Sort out living arrangements. Reckon we can use one of those abandoned houses for anyone we don't want hanging around here.”
 
   My father's gaze narrowed at the suggestion of unwelcome guests, but he said nothing. I nodded to Kouris, hoping she might shut Katja up within one of those plague-ridden houses, and leave her to rot. I stood in the doorway, and watched her sprint off down the dirt path, up the sides of the valley and into the trees beyond. 
 
   Lifting his brow, impressed with how swiftly she moved, my father said, “Well. I go all this time without company, and in one day I'm graced by my daughter and a pane. Shall we prepare dinner? How many more are coming?”
 
   “Two,” I said. “Three. But one of them... she's not allowed up here, near you. No matter what.”
 
   My father's face fell and he placed a hand on my cheek, holding his silence as though too many questions might cause me to disappear again. Trusting my decision, he managed a smile, and said, “I hope you haven't forgotten how to make stew.”
 
   We passed the hours in amiable silence, peeling potatoes and washing vegetables, preparing the meat and laying the table as we went. My father always said he found it best to keep busy when something weighed upon his mind, and he didn't stop moving for half a second. After months of cooking for himself, he finally had a chance to prepare something for others, and used the best of what he had.
 
   I chopped carrots, light from my fingertips making the knife gleam, still having trouble drawing it back in.
 
   “You haven't asked why I'm glowing,” I mumbled, “It's kind of noticeable, but...”
 
   “Do you want to tell me why you're glowing?” he asked, tapping the chopping board on the side of the pan, meat sliding into it.
 
   “No. Not really.”
 
   “Then I won't ask you. I'll wait until you want to tell me.”
 
   Assuming it was just a necromancer thing would have to do, for the time being.
 
   It was early afternoon by the time Akela and Atthis arrived. The stew simmered over a low flame, and I'd been knelt on an armchair, looking out of the window for them. Kouris and Katja were nowhere to be seen, and I wondered which dinner guest would be of more of a shock to my father: a pane or a King.
 
   “Northwood! Or perhaps I am saying Northwoods! It is us, we are here,” Akela called as she approached our house. “I am hoping your father is having all sorts of embarrassing tales to tell about you, Northwood!”
 
   I rushed to the front door, held it wide open for her, and saw how shamelessly happy Akela was for me. She gripped my shoulders, knocked her forehead against mine with no small amount of force, and refused to jinx our luck by saying anything out loud. Atthis trailed behind, still at the foot of the hill, and I waited by the door as Akela barrelled my father into a hug.
 
   “Excellent! I am smelling stew, yes? Northwoods, both of you, you are being far too kind,” Akela said, towering over my father once she finally released him. “Yes, yes, and of course, it is good to meet you. My name is Akela Ayad, and we are checking on this stew.”
 
   My father shook her hand, and with a breathy laugh said, “I can't help but feel as though something's missing. Perhaps you'll be able to help.”
 
   They disappeared into the kitchen, and the lively discourse that rushed out into the hallway made it sound as though this was a regular event; as though Akela came over for dinner once a week, and my father already knew to trust her opinion, when it came to food. A cool breeze drifted in as Atthis approached, not wont to rush ahead as Akela was, and he stopped in the doorway, dropping his bags to his feet. 
 
   “Kouris told me the good news,” he said, beaming. “A day into our travels and things are already going our way.”
 
   “And we don't even have to deal with my village,” I said, jerking my thumb towards the valley.
 
   Good riddance to them, I'd decided. I hoped they'd moved on and found themselves a home free of the stigma a necromancer brought with it. 
 
   Atthis laughed and shook his head at the same time, and leaving the stew in Akela's hands, my father poked his head into the hallway to greet the last of our guests. Atthis and my father nodded their heads politely towards one another, and both paused in the same moment, staring at each other, curious, searching.
 
   “... Atlas?” Atthis tried, a little hesitant, but my father's eyes lit up, and he rushed forward, clasping his hand.
 
   “Atthis!” he said. “This really has been a most remarkable day.”
 
   “I had assumed Northwood to be a common Felheimish name, so I'd never thought... gods, man. How have you been?” 
 
   “Well,” my father said, and Akela stepped out of the kitchen at the good-natured commotion. “I hardly have the makings of a King, but home is home.”
 
   They were still shaking one another's hands, caught up in something I didn't understand, and when Akela caught my eye, I could only shrug.
 
   “Um,” she said loudly. “What is happening here?”
 
   “Atthis here, he's an... not exactly an old friend, but certainly an acquaintance,” my father said, and Atthis nodded his head in enthusiastic agreement. “What has it been—thirty-five years? Back when I was a soldier, I was stationed along the wall, close to what was the southernmost territory. We were keeping watch, more than anything else. Sometimes we shared supplies with the southern soldiers.”
 
   “I wasn't always a leader,” Atthis clarified. “My mother made sure I served as the other soldiers did.”
 
   And there I was, thinking the fact that I'd travelled halfway across the world with a King was remarkable, when my father had met him decades before. Deciding it was delightfully absurd, Akela slapped a hand against the door frame and chuckled to herself.
 
   “Northwoods, if this continues, then tomorrow we are finding out that you are cousins with the King of Felheim, yes, and we are sorting this all out over tea,” she said, and headed back into the kitchen.
 
   Atthis and my father belatedly remembered to stop shaking hands, and I tugged at my father's sleeve, saying, “How come you never told me that you knew a King before he was a King?”
 
   “Do you think Michael would have ever shut up about it?” he asked. “By the time he was thirteen he would've been telling the tale as though it was something that happened to him.”
 
   I bit back a smile, nudging him with my shoulder. 
 
   The four of us sat down to dinner, joined by Kouris before Akela was finished boasting about the stew she felt solely responsible for. With Katja out of sight and mostly out of mind, I sat amongst the people I cared about most, and knew that even if we couldn't save Kastelir, our journey hadn't been wasted.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XI
 
   Akela took it upon herself to sort out the sleeping arrangements. Atthis was given Michael's room, Kouris was content to curl up on my floor, and Akela claimed the sofa for herself. Katja, now held in one of the houses I'd spent most of my life passing, was never left alone for more than an hour. If she was subdued, I didn't want to hear about it. All I knew was that either Atthis, Kouris or Akela would head out, the three of them running on some sort of schedule.
 
   For five days, we acted as though my father's house was the end of our journey. I helped patch the stable roofs over, Kouris took to tending to the chickens, while Akela and my father fussed over who was going to prepare the next meal. They'd taken to attempting to improve Atthis' culinary skills, efforts which had yielded a cake that would've almost been passable, had we not all been familiar with Akela's baking.
 
   I slept in my old bed, in my old room, and my house was full of more life than it ever had been.
 
   I was surrounded by people who wanted me around, yet I found myself drifting out into the fields, where the sheep no longer were. We didn't know where we were going, what we ought to do. The only help my father could offer was in letting us know he'd at least heard of a rebellion in Kastelir, when he headed to Birchbridge every other week, and simply strolling into Kastelir without a destination in mind was of no use to us. 
 
   But what did it matter how many days we spent there? We'd been gone for months on end. We weren't going to change anything.
 
   Kouris came to me, bringing lunch with her, and I laid the food out on a tree stump I used to watch the lambs from.
 
   “Anything you want to get off your chest, yrval?” she asked, sprawling in the long grass. “Not exactly hard to miss when something's ticking away inside that head of yours.”
 
   With a shrug that she couldn't see, I propped my chin on my knees.
 
   “We're not exactly going anywhere in a hurry, are we?” I said. “We were barely off the ship a day before we got here, and now we're staying still again. I just thought, maybe... maybe we could do something else. Go somewhere else. It wouldn't take long to get to Praxis, would it?”
 
   “Praxis? What's in Praxis?”
 
   “I don't know,” I replied honestly.
 
   “Well, that settles it then. Let's be off.”
 
   Scowling, I reached a hand beneath my collar and tugged the chain from beneath my shirt. The key dangled beneath my fist as I held it above Kouris' forehead, causing her to push herself up onto her elbows.
 
   “Ah,” she said, understanding. “Claire's key.”
 
   Hiding it back against my chest, I fixed my eyes on the village, waiting for one of the doors to open. Waiting to see Katja strolling through the streets.
 
   “She locked some things away, before we met you. Things she said were too important for her to leave behind. I know we're supposed to be going to Kastelir and I know this is out of the way, but...”
 
   “But they were her things,” Kouris said, when the words didn't come to me. I hummed flatly, and she said, “We'll go, yrval. Won't be taking us too long at all.”
 
   I didn't head back down to the farmhouse with Kouris. I stayed in the empty fields as night fell, not wondering what was in the bags Claire had locked away, but wondering why I thought any of it should matter. They were relics from a time I hadn't known her, the things she'd gathered before she'd known me. And she'd only known me for months, I thought bitterly. It wouldn't make any difference. It wouldn't matter.
 
   I tore handfuls of grass out by its root, telling myself that it'd almost been two years. It shouldn't matter, shouldn't weigh on my mind as it did. The chain around my neck grew hot with anger, seeming to burn into my skin for all the spite I tried turning against myself.
 
   I curled up on the floor with Kouris that night. She was already sleeping by the time I tip-toed up the stairs, and only stirred enough to wrap an arm around me and pull me against her chest. In the morning, she seemed surprised to see me, half-convinced she'd dreamt me curling up against her.
 
   “Off again already?” my father asked as we packed the food he'd insisted on making us. He hadn't asked us where we were going, whether we thought it was a good idea, and despite the fact that no permanence had been assigned to our current arrangements, all of us acted in a way that almost implied it.
 
   “We'll barely be gone for more than a few days,” I reassured him. “Kouris runs quicker than any horse, and we're only going to pick something up.”
 
   I hugged him goodbye and Kouris couldn't resist doing the same. On the way out of the house, we walked into Atthis, back from whatever building Katja was stowed away in. At the very least, Kouris had let him know that we were leaving, and he smiled warmly, saying, “Best of luck, both of you. It'll be a good chance to scout, as well. See what you can learn from the rest of Felheim.”
 
   For hours, there was nothing worth reporting on. I held Kouris' shoulders loosely as we went, searching for a sign that Felheim had changed, but the only difference resided within me; I wasn't terrified of pane at every turn, this time. We passed Eaglestone and it stood strong, far smaller than I remembered it being, and along the road, we met nothing more interesting than merchants and travellers who went out of their way to give us a wide-berth.
 
   We might've had more luck, had we stopped in a town and eavesdropped on the locals, but we took lunch in the shade of an oak tree, both eating in silence. Going to Praxis was, in retrospect, not the best idea. They weren't my things; I had no right to them. I would've asked Kouris to turn back, had I known some way to force the words from my mind and out of my mouth.
 
   Halfway to Praxis, I'd long since grown tired of green hills, green fields, green trees, and green shrubs creeping onto the dirt path, and Kouris slowing was the only thing that caught my attention. Running alongside the towering wall that divided Felheim and Kastelir was the fastest way to the city, and we'd kept enough distance for the soldiers that milled along the top to pay us no heed, pane and humans indiscernible from a distance, but what Kouris had seen was, apparently, unmissable.
 
   Her eyes were far better than mine; it took a handful of seconds, and my curiosity was more than sated.
 
   Part of the wall had been knocked clean through. 
 
   The gap split the wall down to its very foundations, debris scattered as far out as we were. I knew too well that only one thing could cause such destruction, and raising her shoulders, Kouris charged on, not wanting to linger. There was no getting into Kastelir from there. Dozens of workers had been brought in to repair it as quickly as they possibly could, and they were watched over by no fewer than a dozen soldiers.
 
   “They're losing control of the dragons,” Kouris murmured as the gap in the wall was lost behind us. “Maybe it's worse than all this is making it seem.”
 
   They were still using the dragons. Kastelir could've turned to ash within weeks, but after all this time, they continued to find uses for them. Whatever this was, it was far from over, and Kastelir needed us – needed me – more than ever. My powers had grown and I wondered how many dragons I could take down before my mind caved in on itself.
 
   I wondered how much of that would be thanks to Katja.
 
   Distracted by the wall, I didn't think to look out for Praxis. I'd fixed my eyes fast upon it, scanning for more gaps, but we didn't pass so much as a crack. Soldiers continued to stroll across the top well into the night, what had once been an easy patrol leaving them all on edge, and when morning came, Praxis was suddenly before me.
 
   I slipped down from Kouris' back, taking the lead. Praxis was no smaller than I remembered it being, but nothing gleamed as it once had. I scowled up at the statues of King Garland and Queen Aren, half-tempted to climb up on their pedestals and let the truth rattle out of me, but I hadn't been able to bring myself to say anything to Kouris in hours.
 
   There were thoughts in my head, but they were few and hollow. Certainly not worth saying out loud. I listened as we went, scraping together any clues I could, and Kouris' ears perked up, only to droop. Like me, she heard nothing of worth. To hear the citizens of Praxis speak was to believe that nothing worse than a late lunch order had ever unfolded. 
 
   The last time I'd been there, the buildings had all looked the same and I'd followed Claire blindly. Nearly two years on, the buildings all looked the same, and I was trying to find my own way. Having Kouris with me meant that the crowds parted for us, but that was of no use to me when every building I peered into was offering the exact thing I didn't need.
 
   “Maybe here?” Kouris asked, squinting at the sign above the door.
 
   It was the right sort of establishment, but I didn't have a key to any of its safes. Frustration made the next hour stretch out into the rest of the day, until finally, we found the right building, not far from where we'd started. I'd spent minutes of my life in there, but the familiarity managed to twist at me, and I worried I wouldn't be able to speak up.
 
   “Good morning. How might we... w-we...” The man behind the counter started off strong, words deserting him at the sight of Kouris. “How might I be of assistance?”
 
   If nothing else, he had no intention of dragging things out.
 
   Nails catching on the clasp, I unhooked the chain from around my neck, and let the key slide onto the counter. Forcing a smile, the man took the key and opened a book larger than any of the ones Reis kept around, searching for the corresponding safe.
 
   “Ah, yes. Only a few weeks left on this one,” he muttered for his own benefit, folding the book shut and heading into the back. A few guards strolled into view, wanting to see the pane who'd wandered in, but none of them took a step towards us.
 
   I glanced at Kouris, nervous, afraid the man would change his mind – we couldn't collect the things, we were already too late – but in a matter of minutes, he was placing the bags on the counter and thanking me for my patronage.
 
   I drummed my fingers on the edge of the counter, eyes anywhere but the bags. All at once, I realised that getting them back meant letting go of the key, and though I wanted to blurt out that I'd changed my mind, I needed it back, all I could do was dig my nails into the varnished wood.
 
   I needed it back. I couldn't say why. There was nothing more for it to unlock, but the chain felt useless in my grasp, drained of whatever power it had once possessed. I needed it back and my fingers were starting to glow.
 
   “I'll be needing to use that safe,” Kouris said, hand on my shoulder, grounding me. “That exact one, if it's all the same to you.”
 
   I looked down, shoving my hands under the counter.
 
   “... Certainly. And what might you like to store?”
 
   Kouris hummed thoughtfully, slung her bag off her shoulder, and dropped it down on the counter. The man working there raised an eyebrow, but he wasn't about to question a pane, and he certainly wasn't going to argue with the handful of coins she dropped down next to it. 
 
   The bag was taken, the key put in its place. Hands no longer glowing, I snatched it off the surface, metal edges digging into my fingers as I shakily threaded the chain back through it. No sooner was it back around my neck than I was out of there, bags bundled in my arms, walking, and then running, to the gates leading out of Praxis.
 
   Kouris took wide strides to keep up with me, and once we were clear of the city, detouring from the busy road frequented by merchants, I leant against a tree and tumbled towards the ground.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I said miserably, clutching the key. The bags laid in front of me, forgotten. “It's just a key. I shouldn't—it shouldn't matter.”
 
   “Aye. But it does,” Kouris said, sitting front of me. Legs crossed, she reached under her leathers, and produced a scuffed silver coin between her claws. She held it out and I cupped my hands together, carefully taking it from her, staring down at the tiger embossed on the scarred metal. “This is just a coin. Still, it was the first one minted with that sigil on it, and Kidira put it in my hand herself. 
 
   “Things mean something, yrval, because people mean something.”
 
   I closed my hand tight around the coin and passed it back to her. She carefully placed it inside her inner pocket, pressing a hand to her chest to ensure it was safely stowed away.
 
   “But you were with Queen Kidira for years. You were married. I knew Claire for months, and... and it's been two years. It should stop. I should stop...”
 
   The words were hot on my tongue. It was too much to try saying after holding my silence for the better part of a day. 
 
   “Six years I was with Kidira. Twenty-seven years I was in Canth. Should be long enough to forget about a person, aye?” 
 
   I couldn't answer that. I couldn't imagine how any stretch of time could wear away the impact of someone who'd been so real to me.
 
   “For a while, it only ever got worse and worse. Some days were rougher than others; some days I saw her face, whether I closed my eyes or kept 'em open,” she went on to say. “It became a constant. Now, I'm not saying I became used to it. It was as raw to me after ten years as it was after ten days, but I'd reached a limit. Accepted she was gone, that I'd never see her again. 
 
   “I thought that'd be it. I'd be done with my suffering and I'd move on. But one day, just like that, I realised that us being apart wasn't a hard lesson I had to learn. There wasn't gonna be an end to it. I missed her then and I miss her now, and there's no getting away from that. No softening it. A lot's changed, and I know she was lost to me decades ago, but I won't ever love anyone else the way I loved her. Time's got nothing to do with it, yrval.”
 
   I looked away, swallowing the lump in my throat.
 
   “You shouldn't have left,” I said without a hint of judgement, an ounce of blame. 
 
   I shouldn't have left. I shouldn't have run. Claire shouldn't have gone deeper into Isin.
 
   She should've run.
 
   “Wish to the gods I hadn't,” she murmured. “But dying... that does something to you, yrval. I'm grateful for what Iseul did, I really am, but something changed in me.”
 
   Eyes on the ground, I nodded my head. She was right. Something changed, or something was pulled loose, misplaced; it was hard to move on from that moment. 
 
   What Kouris said had been grim – I wouldn't forget Claire, and I couldn't force myself to stop missing her – but I felt better, in a dull sort of way. If nothing else had come of our conversation, my feelings had been validated.
 
   I gathered up the bags I'd so carelessly discarded, slinging them over my shoulders and climbing on Kouris' back, ready to travel back in silence.
 
   As Kouris' feet pounded against the ground, I reminded myself that it hadn't been a wasted journey. We might not have found out as much as Atthis had hoped, but we now knew that Felheim had lost control of at least one dragon; it'd crashed through the wall, and recently, at that. From the hurry they were in to patch it back up, there must’ve been plenty within Kastelir ready to fight, ready to spill in through the gap.
 
   I kept my eyes on the wall as we rushed past. We were at the shattered length of the wall sooner than I'd expected to be, and work hadn't ceased. The more sizeable chunks of debris were in the process of being pulled away, and the workers were further from the wall than they had been. Soldiers on horseback were watching over them, and Kouris sped up at the sight of them without resorting to a full-out sprint.
 
   It wasn't enough for us to go unnoticed. We'd garnered the attention of two patrolling soldiers, and after a moment's deliberation, they set off after us. 
 
   Kouris glanced back, letting out a low rumble from the back of her throat. The horses charged closer, and though we could've out-paced them, the soldiers had bows strapped to their backs. Kouris had thicker skin than anyone I knew – and literally, at that – but a rain of arrows would take their toll on her.
 
   “Alright, yrval. They ain't gonna be causing a problem. What could they even want with us? Probably just feeling like bothering a pane,” Kouris said to me, skidding to a halt.
 
   The soldiers' horses kicked up a cloud of dirt as they caught up with us, stopping either side of us.
 
   Crouching down slowly, Kouris lowered me to the ground, and I stood with my chin up, doing all I could to focus on the soldiers, and not the bags. They were looking for any excuse to rifle through our things.
 
   “Good morning,” one of the soldiers said, remaining atop his horse so that he could match Kouris in height, if nothing else. “We received a raven this morning. Word is, an unauthorised party were seen leaving a Canthian ship in Ironash. A party containing – notably – a pane and a necromancer. Wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?”
 
   “I don't think pane can be necromancers,” I blurted out in an effort to buy myself time to think.
 
   The soldier was far from impressed. 
 
   Someone at the docks – someone on the ship, someone who knew I was a necromancer – had betrayed us. Katja had delighted in telling her guards what I was. A disgruntled sailor had been convinced he hadn't earnt enough coin, lugging us across the sea for eight weeks while we shared their rations and did none of the work.
 
   Luckily, Kouris thought faster than I did.
 
   She leant towards me, bemused, and asked in loud, clear Svargan, “What are they saying? Translate for me.”
 
   The soldiers shot each other nervous glances, reassured at the sight of three more soldiers hurrying over to join their ranks. It took a lot to confront a pane, and they hadn't accounted for a language barrier.
 
   “He says they're looking for a pane who came from Ironash, all the way from... Canth, I think he said,” I told her.
 
   Kouris nodded as I translated, then held her hands defensively in front of her, talking rapidly and covering her chest with her palms as a sign of sincerity. 
 
   “She says she doesn't know anything about that. It's only been a few weeks since she left the mountains, and she's yet to ever see the ocean, let alone go to and from Canth,” I explained to them, “Ironash is where we're heading now, actually.”
 
   The soldiers' reinforcements gathered around us, and a woman wearing a helm that covered all but her mouth came the closest, and looked down at me.
 
   “Ah,” she said, not needing to ask why we'd been stopped.
 
   “What do you think, Captain? This one says the pane's only just down from the mountains and has never been to Ironash, but of course she would.”
 
   The woman looked us both over and said, “Best to confiscate their things. We'll look through them, then question them. I'm certain they won't object, should they have nothing untoward to hide.”
 
   I took a step back. How were we supposed to prove ourselves innocent of the very thing we were guilty of? I tried to catch Kouris' eye, desperate to climb onto her back and run, and all of the soldiers save the Captain dismounted their horses. 
 
   Claire's bags. They were going to take Claire's bags and dig through every inch of them before I'd the chance to even know what they contained. We could run, but they'd litter us with their arrows, following us all the way back to my farmhouse. There was no getting out of this, whether we stayed or fled.
 
   The soldiers cautiously drew closer and Kouris snatched the bags from my back, holding them up out of reach, buying us a few more seconds. It was all for nothing. It wasn't enough.
 
   Until it was.
 
   From the wall, a long, low note dragged itself out into the air. I'd heard the cry of a horn more times than I cared to count in Port Mahon, and it never meant something good was coming. The soldiers turned, all eyes facing the mangled wall, and we stared along with them, gripped by curiosity and a little fear, as though we were all on the same side. 
 
   The cry faded like the last clap of a thunderstorm, and all was unsettlingly silent, until the eruption came.
 
   Horses poured in through the gap, dozens upon dozens of them, riders gripping at reins and weapons alike. They weren't soldiers, not like the Felheimish in their gold-stained armour; their armour was mismatched, and though we were too far for me to make out the banners they rode under, I could tell they were crudely constructed. 
 
   “Rebels from Orinhal!” one of the soldiers declared, scrambling back up on their horse. “Captain, what should we...?”
 
   The Captain grit her teeth, glanced at us and back at the wall, not needing more than a second to make her decision.
 
   “Don't just stand there,” she called. “After them!”
 
   The Felheimish were our enemy, but they weren't. They thought they were protecting Kastelir and Felheim alike; they'd no idea that their King had been responsible for this all.
 
   With what had to be the resistance pouring through, the wall looked more remarkable than ever. The stonework was jagged where it had been rent, like teeth rising up, a maw threatening to swallow the two Kingdoms whole. There were more of the resistance than the Felheimish, chasing the workers away and fighting soldiers, but those stationed along the wall were sounding horns one by one, gathering their forces.
 
   Kouris and I saw our chance and took it. I leapt onto her back, feet already moving, and I watched the chaos unfurl as we charged away from the battle. The resistance wasn't chasing any who fled and I knew the fight couldn't be as senseless as it seemed, from a distance. They'd planned this out. They were trying to keep their way to Felheim open, trying to send a message.
 
   And then, when the shapes of people fighting were almost nothing but an indistinguishable blur in the distance, I saw her: a woman astride her horse, clad in the white of dragon-bone.
 
   “Kouris!” I cried, “Kouris, stop.”
 
   It wasn't that my heart had slowed, or that it had stopped. It'd been torn from my chest, and no amount of beating my fists against my ribs was going to entice what wasn't there to beat again. When Kouris didn't slow, I let out a garbled, unintelligible noise, tugging on her horns.
 
   “Kouris, please, go back, go back!”
 
   “Don't look back, yrval, don't look back,” she growled, breaking out into a sprint. “You know my eyes are better than yours. You didn't see what you thought you did.”
 
   Her words meant nothing to me, nor did the way she charged forward. I let go of her horns, pushed myself off her back, and landed on the hard ground with a bone-breaking thud. I clung to enough momentum to roll to my feet and charged back to the battle, to the woman in dragon-bone armour, the woman fighting for Kastelir, and it took Kouris all of a few seconds to catch up with me.
 
   She snatched me up as I ran, pinning my arms to my sides. I kicked out, dug my heels into her chest, but she didn't flinch. She pulled me to her chest and set off, not listening to me when I yelled, “Let me go, let me go. I have to—put me down!” not caring where I struck her.
 
   For half an hour I screamed my throat raw. I cursed her, repeating the same plea over and over, thrashing until all the energy I hadn't truly had over the past two years was depleted. What I'd said to Kouris stuck in my mind, and what I'd seen became clear to me: it was an illusion and nothing more. I'd seen what I'd wanted to see. How many dragons had been slain in the past two years? Anyone could have access to dragon-bone armour, and I hadn't been able to tell how crude it was, from a distance.
 
   I went slack in Kouris' arms, unable to say anything. She felt the change rush through me and loosened her grasp, but continued to hold me against her chest. 
 
   I groaned as she finally lowered me to the ground, moon high above us, and she placed a hand on my back, keeping me steady.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I whispered, hand covering my mouth. “For what I said. I really thought...”
 
   “It's alright, yrval,” she said softly, crouching down and stretching out her limbs. “If I thought I'd seen Kidira down there I would've cut through every one of those soldiers to get to her ghost.”
 
   “I shouldn't have shouted at you,” I argued weakly, taking a step forward. My legs didn't appreciate it. Knee buckling, I placed my hands against a tree trunk, forehead resting against the knots of the wood for balance.
 
   “Feeling okay there, yrval?” Kouris asked.
 
   “Fine,” I murmured, waving a hand. 
 
   Just a little dizzy, I'd meant to say, but the tree was the only part of the world that hadn't stopped spinning. Shoulders hunched, I heaved, offering what little I had, what little there was, to the twisted roots beneath me. Bile followed when there was nothing else left inside of me, and I gulped down a whimper, forming ruts in the bark. Soft wood caught beneath my nails and I screwed my eyes shut, breathing deeply.
 
   “Yrval...?”
 
   “I'm okay,” I murmured, wiping my mouth on the back of my hand. My stomach felt as though it was cutting into me, but the world had stopped spinning. “I'm okay now.” 
 
   “We'd best be getting you home and cleaned up,” Kouris said, rubbing my back. “I'll boil you up a hot bath. How's that sound?”
 
   I looked down into the valley, but the farmhouse didn't catch my attention. One of the buildings beyond did, though I couldn't say which one, and all at once, a darkness the night couldn't account for swarmed my vision. I blinked and I saw chains, heard them rattling from behind me, above me, all around me, and though I was staring at my village, all of the wrong things were filling my head. 
 
   I knelt down, convinced I had to knock my temple with the heel of my palm until the right images flooded back in.
 
   “I don't want to go down there.”
 
   “Why not?” Kouris asked gently.
 
   “Because Katja's down there, and I don't want her near me,” I mumbled.
 
   Pathetic, pathetic.
 
   Crouching down beside me, Kouris said, “Alright. We can stay here for as long as you're needing to. I don't mind camping out. It's a good night for it. But you need to understand that none of us are going to let her near you, not ever again. You're safe with us, yrval. Safe with me.”
 
   Why did it matter that Katja wouldn't be allowed near me now, or in the future? She'd been near me, near enough to slip her blades in, and that's all that mattered. It wasn't the future I had to fear; it was the past she kept dragging me into.
 
   “You'll feel better once you've taken a bath,” Kouris went on to say, “Then you can lock yourself in your room and look through those bags.”
 
   The bags. I'd forgotten all about them when I hadn't seen Claire.
 
   “It'll just be... books, armour,” I protested.
 
   “It's just a key and a coin,” Kouris pointed out. 
 
   Kouris was good for being patient with me, I thought. She could've snapped, could've been angry at me for yelling at her, but she wasn't. She could've grown tired of all the things that consumed me, but she hadn't yet; but it wouldn't be like that forever. In hours or days she'd give up on me, and I'd feel keenly how childish I'd been.
 
   I stared at the farmhouse, at the ground beneath my feet. What difference would it make if I closed the distance between Katja and me as little as I would by locking myself away in my own home? 
 
   I tried my legs, sighing when they worked. Without a word, Kouris followed me down the dirt path, bags slung over her shoulder. 
 
   Inside, the air was stained by the smell of tea. I'd expected the others to be sleeping, but my father and Atthis were sat up in the kitchen, talking over steaming mugs, surrounded by dim candle light.
 
   “How was Praxis?” Atthis asked cheerfully, and my father didn't show a jot of the relief he was feeling.
 
   “Never mind all that,” Kouris said, “Tell 'em what we saw. I'm gonna go draw this one a bath, if that's alright with you, Dad.”
 
   My father nodded, content to let her find what she needed, and I sat down at the table between them. Atthis poured me a drink and I held it between my hands, considered taking a sip, but realised that they were both looking at me, expectant.
 
   “There's a hole in the wall,” I said carefully, as though it'd been weeks since I'd seen it. “A dragon must've knocked it through, which means they're still using them, and they're losing control of them. But it's not all bad. We saw the resistance. They came charging through the gap in the wall, and...
 
   “Orinhal. One of the soldiers – Felheimish soldiers, I mean – said something about Orinhal. I think that's where the resistance is.”
 
   What I'd said felt like it amounted to nothing, but Atthis could barely hold back a smile.
 
   “Rowan!” he exclaimed. “That's incredible. I didn't expect you to find out anything on this scale. Gods, we're getting closer and closer to being where we need to be. How did you find this all out? I hope you didn't have a run-in with the Felheimish soldiers.”
 
   I told them what had happened without mentioning the woman in dragon-bone armour, tea cooling between my hands. Atthis and my father hung onto my every word, and it was a far cry from the mornings spent sat around that table, where Michael's tales would accompany every breakfast.
 
   Kouris clattered around in the living room as I spoke. She'd found our metal tub and was working on filling it, fire stoked, heading back and forth in the dark to collect water from the well. Once I'd told Atthis all I possibly could and confirmed every question he had to ask, I sat and listened to him and my father slip back into their old conversation about something that didn't interest me at all, but made for soothing background noise.
 
   “It's all yours,” Kouris said half a mug of tea later, sweeping an arm towards the living room.
 
   I thanked her as best I could and dragged my feet in there, keeping the door shut by pulling one of the armchairs across it. There was just enough space for the bathtub in front of the fire, and a great pan of water was being heated over it. I peeled off my clothes, wishing I could've pulled more away, and sunk into the hot water, shivering from the shoulders up.
 
   Kouris was right. I scrubbed at my skin and I did feel better. My body relaxed with the heat, and as the water lapped against me, I felt who I truly was seeping back into me. That hadn't been me, shouting at Kouris; I hadn't thrown up into the dirt, hadn't had things force themselves behind my eyelids; I'd slipped away for a moment and it had all unravelled.
 
   I stayed in the bath until the water was cold and found that Kouris had left towels and clothes for me on the arm of the sofa. I dried in front of the fire, half-heartedly rubbing my hair, and changed into clean clothes. I could hear the others in the kitchen, talking about something broken up by bouts of laughter, and I slipped out of the living room, as light on my feet as I knew how to be as I darted up the stairs.
 
   A tray of food had been left by my door, as well as Claire's bags. I took the tray in first, placed it in the middle of my room, and dragged the bags in after me.
 
   I stared at them, pulling off chunks of bread and chewing slowly to appease my stomach, knowing that I wasn't ready to open the bags.
 
   Knowing, more than that, that I never would be.
 
   I pulled the larger one towards me. If I didn't look inside now, there wouldn't be a waking moment when my mind wasn't fixated on their imagined contents.
 
   Carefully unhooking the straps, I pulled the flap back and opened the bag, peering inside. I'd been right: there was armour in there, and not the usual sort. Dragon-bone gauntlets were wrapped in a thick, rich blue length of cloth, far more intricately decorated than the ones Claire had worn. There were no sharp angles to them, nothing I could cut myself on. Patterns were scored into them like the scales of a dragon, no two the same, all of them fitting together.
 
   I placed them by to my bowl of soup, and pulled out the next thing.
 
   It was a dress, light-blue and flowing, and I hurried to fold it back up and slide it under the gloves. There was a book in the bag as well, and I immediately knew what it was: The Sky Beneath The Sun, in far better condition than the one I'd brought with me.
 
   I folded it open in my lap, expecting to find it different, in some way, but if there were any discrepancies, they resided within the text. All of the pictures were the same, all of the diagrams of phoenixes, the detailed drawings of their feathers and bones. 
 
   I paused to dip bread into the soup, tearing a chunk off between my teeth before moving onto the next bag. 
 
   The first thing I pulled out was a decorative knife, blade and handle alike carved from dragon-bone. I turned it in my hands, remembering it from our first days together. The next few things I pulled out were far less remarkable: there was another dress, dark blue, this time, as well as a handful of white gold chains that were undoubtedly valuable enough to ensure that none of us ever went hungry again. 
 
   The last item was wrapped in cloth, held in place by thick leather straps. Using the knife I'd recently liberated, I cut through the restraints as though slicing the air itself, and carefully sheathed the blade, terrified it'd become unwieldy. 
 
   I peeled the cloth back layer by layer, and what started as something big enough to conceal a chest piece melted away until there was nothing in my lap but a small wooden box, filled with more trinkets. It was unremarkable; nothing was carved into its surface, and while there was a latch, there was no lock. I tilted the box to the side and something rattled within. Another chain or a ring.
 
   Licking a stray drop of soup from my thumb, I opened the box, and found neither silver nor gold.
 
   White met my eyes. Not the pure white of dragon-bone, but white nonetheless.
 
   And more importantly, it was bone. 
 
   The sort of bone I'd spent hours staring at while at sea, lost in the pages of a tome dedicated to the phoenixes.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XII
 
   My father had grown and raised much of his own food, bought anything he needed from Birchbridge, and though there was a small stockpile in the cellar, he hadn't been expecting company of any sort. The supplies he had didn't stand a chance against a pane's stomach – or indeed against Akela's – and began to dwindle noticeably within a fortnight.
 
   Not wanting to get this far only to starve, Akela and I headed to Eaglestone. Our plan was to walk there, buy all we could with a portion of the gold Atthis was holding onto, and pay someone to take us back by cart as close to the village as we could get without drawing suspicion. We could walk the rest of the way, and no one would know where we were going.
 
   Half a day into our journey, a woman taking cages of chickens to a farm beyond Eaglestone rolled past us, glanced back, and said if we didn't want to walk, we'd better hurry up. Beaming, Akela jogged after the cart, hopped into the back, and held out a hand to help me up.
 
   It was a far cry from the carriage I'd taken to Chandaran, as worn as it'd been. Akela and I sat on the same level as the chickens and the sides of the cart groaned as we leant against them.
 
   “Ah, yes. Much better. I am thinking we are getting to Eaglestone a lot faster now!” Akela declared, pushing a finger through the bars of a cage to scratching a chicken atop the head. “Once again, I am directing all my thanks your way, kindest of strangers.”
 
   The coins chimed together in my pocket with every bump in the road, and I kept my mind busy by going over all the things we needed. More flour, for a start; Akela and my father's joint efforts hadn't yet been enough to teach Atthis to bake what they considered to be a worthy cake. Kouris was happy to hunt within the forest, so we didn't have to worry about transporting livestock home. It was a shame she couldn't have come with us, but we were rightly cautious after what had happened on the way back from Praxis.
 
   Eaglestone was a shadow of the town it'd once been, but none within remarked on any changes.
 
   I squinted at the wall around the town, worried I'd come to the wrong place, and Akela waved the woman and her chickens off. She'd insisted on giving her a few coins for her troubles, but we still had more money than I rightly knew what to do with.
 
   “You know, Northwood, I am thinking to myself, I am thinking that once we are being done with all this nonsense, once it is being finished, I am buying a nice house, and I am raising chickens,” Akela told me as we strolled into Eaglestone. “What are you thinking? I am making quite the farmer, yes?”
 
   “I'm not sure having chickens and nothing else makes you a farmer,” I said, stepping onto the busiest street around, heading for the market.
 
   “Then I am also growing apple trees, yes. They are not taking much care, no?”
 
   “Less than chickens,” I said, and she nudged me in the side, almost knocking me into someone.
 
   Two years ago, I'd thought all the world had come to gather in Eaglestone. Now, I was disappointed by what little the market had to offer. There were dozens of stalls, merchants struggling to raise their voices over one another, but it was nothing compared to Mahon in the early evening, goods brought from distant lands in ships that didn't quite remember where they'd been. Everything in Eaglestone repeated itself: the clothes were all the same, only dyed in different shades, and the only variation within the food came in the form of a few coppers.
 
   “I am telling you, Northwood, I am carrying this all myself,” Akela insisted, swinging a sack of potatoes big enough to hide a body in over her shoulder.
 
   “It'll take us days to walk back,” I said, half-tempted to see how far she'd get before buckling. “And if we get a cart, we can get more food.”
 
   Akela hummed, carefully picked out slabs of butter like house bricks, and dropped them into the bag I was holding open.
 
   A flash of gold passed behind the far stalls, and I knew immediately that it wasn't the armour of the city guards. There was no way they'd pick me out from the crowd – I wasn't with a pane, and even if they stumbled across me, I really was Felheimish – but I fought back the urge to hurry out of Eaglestone. The only bags I had were full of food, I reminded myself. It didn't matter if they wanted to look through those.
 
   The soldiers moved towards the outskirts of the market, and I let Akela's curiosity get the better of me.
 
   “We're looking for volunteers,” one of them announced to an audience that was half-listening. People glanced over from their shopping, and having heard it all before, went back to bartering. “The restoration of Kastelir isn't an easy process. We're looking for people willing to help those less fortunate. Your time and hard work will, of course, be compensated in the form of food and shelter.”
 
   It didn't take much to figure out which people their offer was directed at. 
 
   Akela grinned, liking this option a lot more than hoping a dragon knocked another hole in the wall, and held her hand up in the air.
 
   “Yes?” the second soldier asked. 
 
   A few in the crowd looked back towards us, hoping Akela was asking the same question they were mulling over.
 
   “Where are we signing up?” she asked.
 
   “In Benkor, eight days from now. Groups will be organised and taken into Kastelir from dawn until dusk,” the soldier called over, and Akela patted me on the shoulder, grin not yet fading.
 
   The soldiers didn't seem thrilled by the prospect of dealing with a barrage of questions, and eager to get back to their previous patrol, hurried to conclude the announcement. Those who had listened began to murmur amongst themselves, and I bit back a smile; I didn't want anyone thinking I was too eager to march into a wasteland.
 
   Akela and I kept bumping each other's shoulders as we finished up shopping, buying a few things we didn't need, and behind us, people were muttering about the soldiers' announcement, on the verge of being utterly disinterested by it all.
 
   “Wouldn't wanna be stepping into Kastelir. I hear Prince Rylan's having all sorts of problems with the Agadians, and that's not to speak of all the dragons,” one man said. “If they knocked our wall clean through, imagine what they've done to Kastelir.”
 
   “Mm,” his companion agreed. “But those poor sods on the streets would probably go into the Bloodless Lands, if it meant food and somewhere to sleep for the night.”
 
   “Maybe. But you know what everyone says about the Agadian King. Don't pity the Prince one bit, having to deal with that.”
 
   I would've spun around and asked them what they meant and how Prince Rylan was involved in it all, but if I'd been in Felheim these past few years, I would've known for myself. It was no matter, I thought. We had a way into Kastelir and we knew where to go; the resistance would be able to fill us in better than any marketplace gossip could.
 
   Arms full, Akela and I dragged all we'd bought over to the town gates. Akela puffed as she went, carrying the bulk of our purchases, already grateful that she wasn't being made to walk home.
 
   We waited by the stables, where travelling merchants gathered to attach their carts back to their horses, looking out for someone heading in the direction of my village. The first man we asked said he was passing Briarfeld, a village a handful of miles from my own, but the people there had often trekked to my room in the apothecary’s, and I didn't want to risk being recognised. We thanked the man and went back to waiting.
 
   “What do they say about the Agadian King?” I asked Akela, leaning close.
 
   “Hm. Well, as I am a proud Kastelirian, I am only able to repeat the rumours I am hearing,” she said, barely holding back a smirk. “But they are saying that the King of Agados, he is being very, very old. And I am not comparing him to Atthis, no! Older than all that! Centuries, perhaps. Of course, it is only a rumour, so who is able to say what is true?”
 
   “Centuries old? What do you think?”
 
   “I am thinking that no one in living memory is remembering the last King, the last coronation, and I am thinking that no one is ever seeing him,” Akela said, and with a shrug, added, “It is explaining why nothing is ever seeming to change, if nothing else, yes?”
 
   A year back, Atthis had told me that he expected Agados had found a way to involve themselves. The assassination of a King had been enough to draw them out once, so surely the devastation of an entire Kingdom would do the same. We'd all worked hard putting that possibility out of our minds, already having more than enough to worry about.
 
   Two merchants heading for Ironash allowed us to lug our things into the back of their cart. They were transporting a range of rugs, which meant we weren't accompanied by the constant sound of clucking, and we said our goodbyes on the path winding around the valley. It took us three trips to carry all of our things to the farmhouse, and by the end of it, I'd worked up the sort of sweat that merely existing in Canth demanded.
 
   Kouris was behind the house, replacing the parts of the stable that were worse for wear. She held nails between her lips as she hammered newly carved planks into place, tearing the old, brittle ones away with her claws. Kouris had a way of seeming content no matter where she was, whether that meant threatening pirates in Canth or helping out around a farm, and I watched her work for a few moments, well aware she'd heard me approach.
 
   Climbing onto the hay bales against the stable made me slightly taller than her, horns notwithstanding, and I draped my arms over her shoulders, once I had her attention. She smiled at me, a little puzzled to see me in such high spirits.
 
   “Get everything you were after?” she asked, pulling a nail from between her fangs.
 
   “More. We figured out how to get into Kastelir,” I said, buzzing with excitement.
 
   Raising an eyebrow, she said, “I'm not about to carry you over that wall, yrval.”
 
   Kouris was far too pleased with the way I rolled my eyes, but I was in no mood to keep her in suspense as a punishment. 
 
   “Oh, it's better than that. We won't have half the army chasing us!” I told her. “They'll take us into Kastelir. They're looking for volunteers, people to help restore Kastelir. If we can get to Benkor in a few days, then all we have to do is head for Orinhal once we're in.”
 
   Kouris knelt, dropped her hammer onto a hay bale, then wrapped her arms around my waist, lifting me clean into the air.
 
   “We'll be allowed to wander in, just like that?” she asked. “It's that easy?”
 
   “I think so! Unless you've changed your mind. I mean, you can still carry me over the wall, if you want.”
 
   Akela gave Atthis and my father the news, and we spent the evening making a feast of what we'd brought back from market. Kouris ensured that our glasses were always full, and we celebrated as though we weren't fully aware of what awaited us. I was uncomfortable with the thought of leaving my father alone again, but would never put him at risk by taking him along, and he didn't once try to make a place in our plans.
 
   I spent that night packing. No one had asked what'd been in the bags, and I wasn't about to bring it up of my own volition, but I took what I could, hoping I'd start to feel some manner of comfort in having it close. I left the gauntlets in the top drawer of my cabinet, tucked the chains between layers of old clothes, and placed the book, the knife and the box within my bag, hidden under clean shirts.
 
   My father knocked on my door as I was fastening the straps of the bag, and when I grunted in the affirmative, he came in and perched on the edge of the bed.
 
   “I know you don't want me to leave,” I pre-empted him. “But I have to. And I know it won't be safe, but that's why I have Kouris and Akela.”
 
   “That's not what I was going to say,” he said, leaning forward and placing a hand on my shoulder. “I just wanted you to know that I'll be here. That there's a place for you – for you and your friends – no matter what happens in Kastelir.”
 
   Swaying to the side, I leant against his knee. Neither of us said anything, but I stayed like that until I was ready to sleep.
 
   In the morning, my father saw Atthis, Akela and myself off. Kouris had gone on ahead with Katja, leading her out of the valley, leaving me minutes away from having to face her again. Akela said her goodbyes by slapping my father on the back and Atthis spent far too long shaking his hand. My father implored him to write, should he find the time, and I waved as we left, turning back every few minutes to keep waving, until my father was out of sight.
 
   We regrouped at the border of the forest.
 
   Wherever Katja'd been kept, she'd had access to a bed, bath and hairbrush, and was on the verge of looking like her old self. We'd all been eager to leave, but once Katja was amongst us, she was the only one who managed to look cheerful.
 
   “Might I have permission to speak in your presence once again?” Katja asked, as though what I'd said to her in the inn had been nothing but a light-hearted joke.
 
   “No,” I snapped, eyes fixed on hers, waiting for her to say another word. Waiting for her to give me a reason to ball my hands into fists, to lash out at her.
 
   Katja blinked first, turning her head away with a click of her tongue.
 
   The trip to Benkor took less time than I'd expected it to. I'd only approached it from Praxis in the past and hadn't accounted for how much closer we were. Making the journey on foot made me feel as though I'd wasted those first twenty-three years of my life, convinced the rest of the world was out of reach to someone like me, when I could've walked to cities big enough to swallow my village whole a dozen times over. 
 
   We stopped to eat but rarely talked, and passing travellers would look back warily at us, alarmed by the pane, mouthing to ask if we were alright. I found that my village wasn't the only one that'd been hollowed out. The plague had spread far without a healer to temper it, and entire settlements stood abandoned, doors and windows sealed shut, keeping the putrid air inside. 
 
   But it was Benkor that had changed more than anywhere I'd yet to see within Felheim. Trade was controlled more strictly than ever, and supplies only made their way over from Kastelir through Praxis' gate. With their way of life disrupted, the Benkorians had fallen on hard times; shops had been driven out of business and what work there was left to be done had been squabbled over. 
 
   Refugees from Kastelir hadn't been able to get into Felheim – we'd tried all we could, pounding on the barricaded gates included – but the city was cramped with those who'd survived the plague, houses full to the brim, streets overflowing.
 
   I made my way to the centre of town without catching anyone's eye. Benkor reeked of disease more than it ever had, and I wondered if I could cleanse the entire city with a single burst of what was building up in my chest. In spite of the poverty riddling the city, there were more staying behind than offering themselves up to the Kastelirian restoration project, which should've been my first indication of what waited beyond the wall.
 
   “Here we are,” Atthis said, stopping to take it all in. “Remember: we break off into groups, and under no circumstances do you use your real names. Understood?”
 
   Aliases were being employed for the benefit of the others, whose names had once held some weight within Kastelir, but there was always the chance that neighbouring villages had whispered the name of the necromancer who'd deceived them far and wide. 
 
   “Understood,” I said, speaking for everyone. “We'll meet up in Orinhal. No matter how many detours we have to take, that's where we have to go.”
 
   Akela wrapped an arm around my shoulders, lugging me off towards the gathering group of volunteers, and I smiled at Kouris and Atthis, silently wishing them luck. We were barely a hundred feet away from Kastelir. If there was ever a time for things to go wrong, this seemed like it. 
 
   Only a few hours had passed since dawn, and people were still slowly trickling into the city. Akela and I joined a queue of dozens, winding around a severe looking column in the centre of the square, sans any sort of statue atop it. Deciding that it was the perfect opportunity to mull over how terribly things were going to end, I couldn't help but picture myself bursting into light, giving us all away.
 
   Patting me on the shoulder, Akela said, “There, there, Northwood. I am sure we are finding plenty of chances for me to be baking more cakes!”
 
   Free of my thoughts, I focused on the line ahead of me. It led into a tent that had been hastily assembled for this very reason, desks strewn across the width of it. Four people were working behind them, taking down the names of those who filtered in without much regard for them as people. None of those around me had a home to call their own, and half hadn't eaten in far too long; I got the impression that they were being sent to Kastelir to be kept out of the way, rather than to help.
 
   Those taking down names did so with their faces pressed close to their books, and when I was called over, I almost didn't recognise the woman I was stood in front of.
 
   She looked up by chance, brushing her hair out of her eyes and froze at the sight of me. She realised she knew me before she could say from where, and when it suddenly hit her, she leant back in her seat, covering her mouth with her hand.
 
   “You're... you're the healer,” she murmured. “You saved my child, didn't you?”
 
   “I—yes,” I said in a panicked whisper, leaning forward. It'd been years since that day, since I took her baby from her arms and eased the rot out of him. “Please don't say anything. I just want to go to Kastelir to help people, but if they know I'm a healer before I get there, the soldiers will want me to stay in Felheim.”
 
   The woman nodded, eyes flashing as if she owed me so much more than her silence, and said, “Do you remember who I am? I'm sure you've helped countless people, so...”
 
   “I remember! I helped your son, back when he was a baby. His name is James, isn't it?”
 
   She blinked back something dangerously close to tears and shifted to the side, so that I could see behind her. James, almost three years old now, was sat on the ground, eating a sticky bun. I waved to him and he stared blankly, shoving more of the bun into his mouth.
 
   “You both seem to be doing well,” I said. “I'm really glad.”
 
   “After you helped us, I was able to find work. Our luck started when we met you. I doubt either of us would've lasted much longer, had you not been here that day. And now... now James and I have a home of our own, thanks to you,” the woman said, squeezing my hands in her own. One of the soldiers cleared his throat, signalling for her to keep the line moving. I didn't get the chance to tell her that it was alright, that I was only doing what I had to; that seeing her do so well was all I'd ever needed. “I'll need to take your name, if you're to cross the border.”
 
   “Um...” I said, almost tripping into the truth. “Varn. Varn Southsea.”
 
   Committing the name to memory, the woman wrote it down, and a soldier directed me to the gate leading into Kastelir, along with the other volunteers. I'd been distracted by the woman and Akela had gone through first, and I jogged to catch up with her. Hands on her hips, she looked around, scowling. We'd taken that first step into Kastelir, yet nothing felt different.
 
   “Hm. It is not as dramatic as I am imagining it,” Akela hummed. “The sun, there is too much of it. The storm clouds, where are they?”
 
   Laughing, I hooked my fingers around her elbow and tugged her along. We'd intended to break away from the group as quickly as we could, but beyond the wall, there was nothing but open space, and the soldiers had horses. Akela could sprint like a pane, but I couldn't outrun them indefinitely. 
 
   The two-dozen of us on Kastelir's side of the wall were led down to a cart and packed into it like cargo. Those already in the cart coughed like they were trying to be rid of their lungs, and as the cart rattled and groaned, I decided the least I could do was draw sickness into the air and banish it to I knew not where. Akela guessed at what I was doing and squinted playfully at me, but the moment Riverhurst came into view, there were no good feelings left within either of us.
 
   It was what we'd been waiting for, what we'd expected to see, but we still weren't ready.
 
   Riverhurst was but a collection of crumbled walls.
 
   Its foundations remained, but there was hardly any rubble to speak of. I remembered its silhouette, and the memory crumbled as the town had, turning to ash in the wind. The stone roads were smooth, melted and warped by dragon's breath, and I knew this was only the beginning. Riverhurst was half a mile from the border; I didn't dare to think what the cities further from Felheim had been reduced to.
 
   Jaw set, Akela looked at me, then at the soldiers stationed in the ruins of Riverhurst. Those who'd brought us down had returned to Benkor, and the ones tasked with looking over us went to lengths to be distracted by anything at all. In all likeliness, we were going to be there until a sizeable amount of people had been brought over. 
 
   The soldiers leant against what had once been the wall of a house, sharing a flask of what most likely wasn't water between them.
 
   “I don't get it,” one of them remarked. “When did Kastelir ever help us out? Hundreds of years dragons have been plaguing Felheim, and not once did they send supplies or help our way. And now we're rebuilding the damn country!”
 
   His companion grunted, took the flask, and said, “Just be grateful you're not fighting the rebels. Heard they wiped out another squad last week.”
 
   Without a word, Akela pointed to one of the remaining walls. Following her lead, I darted behind it, pressing my back to bricks I half-expected to still hold heat. She stood next to me, counting down from ten on her fingers. She had two fists and no one had come looking for us, had called out for us to rejoin the group, and she decided it'd be best to break away now, before anyone could make the effort to remember what we looked like.
 
   Pointing towards the edge of a forest leading away from Felheim, Akela pushed off the wall, and together, we sprinted out of Riverhurst, down the side of a hill and towards the row of trees that seemed to pull further from us with every stomp of my feet against the grass.
 
   I caught my foot on a protruding root and very nearly cracked my head open on a tree trunk. Hands splayed across the bark, I gulped down a few lungfuls of air, and dared to glance behind me. Riverhurst was still. It'd be hours before they realised we were gone, and by then, they wouldn't care that we were lost to them.
 
   “We did it!” I said, slapping my palm against Akela's when she held a hand out. “We're in Kastelir. We're really here, and... and what do we do now?”
 
   “Ah, Northwood, you are worrying too much, yes!” Akela said, slumping against a tree. “I am knowing my homeland well enough, of course. This forest, it is thick, but perhaps we are passing through in a day. No more, if we are not wasting time. Many settlements are being built on the other side, and I am thinking... I am certain that some of those, they are still standing. We are finding them, and we are buying horses. How is that sounding?”
 
   “Much better than my plan of picking a random direction and hoping we reach Orinhal in less than a month,” I told her, stepping carefully over the next root reaching out of the dry ground.
 
   The forest was as Akela had said. It felt too dense to spread out endlessly, as though a whole Kingdom's worth of trees had been confined to a small scrap of the country. It was nothing like the jungles of Canth. The birds sung to a different tune and the shade of oak trees kept any potential heat at bay. It was, however, just as difficult to navigate. Every so often Akela would stop, place her hand on her chin and hum, and abruptly change direction.
 
   I'd no idea what she was basing her decisions on, but I knew it had to be something other than her whims. 
 
   Other than being a little hungrier than I cared for, I couldn't have felt better about the way things were going. From the moment we'd stepped off the boat, things had gone our way. We'd made it back to my village and found my father – all without having to deal with the villagers – and we'd made it into Kastelir without using an ounce of force. Not only that, but the soldiers spoke of how the resistance was taking down entire squadrons of Felheimish soldiers. At this rate, we'd arrive in Orinhal, find the resistance thriving, and be there just in time to see them reclaim their Kingdom.
 
   Akela and I moved noisily, snapping fallen branches underfoot, causing deer and rabbits to flee, illustrating all the paths we could take. There were no wolves within the forest, nothing any more vicious than sleeping owls, but an hour into our trek, our surroundings shifted around me.
 
   It was so subtle that I couldn't tell what had unnerved me. It was almost as though the sun was setting, causing the gaps between shadows to darken, but it was barely midday, and I didn't think it could get much brighter out. Birds continued to chirp at one another, but there was something in their song that could've been mistaken for a warning.
 
   “Akela—do you feel that? It's strange. It's almost like...” I mumbled, blinking hard. “There's something in here with us.”
 
   “This is a forest, and we are passing through it. Of course we are not the only ones here! What is wrong, are you becoming afraid of rabbits?” 
 
   “No, I just...” I tried to grasp at words that wouldn't come to me. “Nothing. Never mind.”
 
   Glancing back at me, she said, “Perhaps you are getting a headache, yes? Do not be fretting. Soon, I will be finding us something to eat.”
 
   I didn't have time to hope she was right. I came to a halt in the same moment she did, staring at the wreckage ahead of us. Trees had been knocked over – some torn from the ground, others snapped in two – and deep ruts were scored into the earth. Akela held out a hand, trying to stop me from walking into some trap or danger, but I stepped around her, knowing what it was that I felt.
 
   Death and rot swarmed the forest, clinging to the air like a thousand circling flies. 
 
   The ruts in the dirt were deep enough for me to step into, reaching halfway up my shins, and I followed them as Akela said, “Northwood, what you are doing, I do not think...”
 
   The rest of her words went unspoken when she saw what I did. At the end of the forest's scar, beneath torn foliage and snapped branches, was a dragon.
 
   My heart pounded, though it had been dead for a long, long time. Weeks. A month, perhaps.
 
   It was a fhord, but the creature was so young it couldn't have ever come to know its place amongst its tribe. Its body was no bigger than the cart we'd been brought in, and its wings stretched out, worn thin in places. The scales had turned from purple to a murky, festering brown-green, and time had softened its skin. Birds had pecked at it, and holes were torn into the side of the cheek turned up towards us.
 
   A dragon-bone spear dug deep into its side.
 
   Perhaps the Felheimish had still been raising this dragon when they lost control of it and had to put it down; perhaps it had flown as far as it could with a blade dug deep in its chest, before crashing here.
 
   Or maybe the Felheimish were so desperate they were sending young dragons into Kastelir, and the resistance was fighting back.
 
   Either way, none of it was fair. I knelt by the head that was bigger than I was and Akela hissed, “Northwood. That is a dragon. You are stepping away from it right now!”
 
   “It's dead, Akela,” I pointed out, but she wasn't given the chance to reply.
 
   All at once, we had more things to worry about than a decaying dragon.
 
   Cheerful whistling rushed between the trees and branches snapped underfoot. Akela grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me out of the clearing, and backs pressed flat to oak trees, we listened as a group of soldiers approached. The sound of their armour clattering together gave away that much.
 
   “At bloody last!” a woman declared. “A week it's taken us to find this bastard.”
 
   “And look at it. Barely worth the effort,” another soldier added. “What do you think we'll get out of this one? Half a dozen swords? It's already rotting. Anyone know if they're supposed to do that?” 
 
   I glanced at Akela. She was staring at the path ahead of us, trying to discern how far we could get without making a sound. No more than a few feet, I thought, and then the soldiers would be on us. 
 
   “Makes it easier to get the scales off,” a third soldier chimed in.
 
   There was a great deal of fussing as bags were dropped to the ground and the soldiers hummed out loud as they decided how best to approach the task they'd been handed. I would've had to fight to remain hidden, if not for the dragon itself sating my curiosity; I had no urge to turn and look.
 
   What I felt from it was new. Different to anything I'd experienced before, whether I was using my powers to kill, or to bring someone back. It was as though the fear it had been forced to endure in its last moments resonated around it, seeping into the dirt, tangling itself in the leaves.
 
   The dragon had been hunted down and murdered, and now these people wanted to skin it. To hack away at its scales and flesh, and all so that they could make weapons from its bones. Weapons to kill more of its kind. It wasn't fair. The dragon had been young; Felheim probably hadn't even had the chance to corrupt it, not fully. 
 
   It'd been scared, it'd been confused, and now someone was standing over it, saying, “Wanna do the honours? You're the only one with a dragon-bone blade between us.”
 
   My skull throbbed with anger on the dragon's behalf, and I splayed a hand against my chest, knowing too well how it felt to have blades driven in between my ribs. My shoulders shook and my breath came too loudly, and it was hot, hotter than any jungle. Without making a sound or moving into sight, Akela waved a hand, stealing my attention for a brief moment.
 
   She pointed to her eyes, fingers flicking up to mirror the light bleeding from my own.
 
   I was shaking, but my powers weren't out of my control. They were going exactly where they were needed, before the soldier could swing their blade and take away any pieces.
 
   Inside, the dragon was as damaged as its rotting scales suggested. Its organs had atrophied within its chest, but that wasn't enough to hinder me. I reformed the creature from the inside, hearts growing, filling with blood, but what was within its head gave me pause. I could restore almost everything, its thoughts and its vision, but too much of its mind had decayed. There were gaps I couldn't patch over, seams I couldn't pull back together, and so I did what came naturally to me.
 
   I let my thoughts flow into it. I let it know that I ached for what had happened to it and why. What I was flooded the dragon's mind, allowing everything to weave its way back together.
 
   With a rumble, the dragon began to move.
 
   Akela stared at me in horror, not wanting to believe her ears. Neither of us had watched it unfold, but the low, echoing rumble painted a clear enough picture of had happened.
 
   “What the—it's moving!” a soldier said, swearing under their breath.
 
   “Shit. Your blade, give me your blade!” 
 
   “You really think you can kill a dragon? There's no time for that, just...”
 
   The soldiers weren't going to notice us now. I allowed myself to glance around the tree, watching as the dragon swung out its – his – paw, claws tearing a tree trunk straight through. With a swing of his fist, he knocked the tree clean out of the ground, sending it flying after the fleeing soldiers.
 
   Wings spread out, the dragon pressed himself close to the ground, opening his mouth and drawing in a deep breath he didn't need. With a whine, he tried to exhale something other than air, but nothing rushed past his fangs. Perhaps I hadn't been able to fix everything, not straight away. He couldn't spit out so much as a spark, and snarling in frustration, the dragon roared between the trees, ensuring the soldiers didn't dare to turn back.
 
   With the forest free of fire and no one to give chase, Akela took my arm and charged off, heading away from the clearing, where the dragon couldn't follow. I stumbled after her for a handful of steps and tore my arm free, racing back the way we'd come as she bellowed, “Northwood! Northwood!” after me.
 
   I didn't stop, not until I came to the last line of trees between me and the clearing.
 
   The dragon was waiting for me, body low to the ground, nostrils flaring as he tried to remember the taste of fire.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XIII
 
   The dragon wasn't dead, but he wasn't alive, either.
 
   He was caught between two opposing forces, and when he moved, he did so of his own will. It wasn't like the time I'd compelled corpses to move; whatever I'd done to the dragon, whatever I'd pushed into him, didn't counter the fact that he was still himself, still a dragon.
 
   I'd never known fear to silence Akela before, but she'd stopped shouting at me, stopped urging me to back away and disappear into the forest. She stood behind me, either unwilling or unable to leave me facing a dragon alone, and I held out a hand as the dragon stepped closer. No matter how young he was, he could've finished me off in a few bites, and he was skittish, liable to snap his jaws at me.
 
   Fear had yet to leave him, and his death probably felt as though it had occurred minutes ago. The spear was still embedded between his ribs, and he let out a low, rumbled warning when I took a single step forward.
 
   “It's alright,” I whispered, holding both hands in front of me. “I'm just going to...”
 
   The dragon growled louder and louder, claws sinking into the dirt and cracking the ground open, but I kept my eyes on his as I moved closer, hoping he understood that I only wanted to help. His whole body tensed as I placed a hand on his side, inches above the wound, wings fanning out as I wrapped my fingers around the spear.
 
   The handle was caked in dark, dried orange blood, and I gripped it tight, not giving the dragon time to get used to the idea of me removing it. I wrenched it free, taking the dragon's pain along with it, but he still roared out, slamming a paw against the ground. It wasn't until I dropped the spear into the dirt and held my hands out in front of me that he stopped lashing out with his tail.
 
   Falling flat on the ground, the dragon grumbled more than he growled.
 
   “See? That's much better,” I said, carefully stepping back in front of him. “We're not going to hurt you. Are we, Akela?”
 
   “Ah...” was all she managed.
 
   The dragon watched me with giant, glassy eyes, and I tentatively placed a hand on the end of his snout. His eyes widened and his nostrils flared, and my heart hammered in my chest as his lips curled back, fangs sliding apart. I didn't move my hand, and the dragon's long tongue lolled out of his mouth, tasting the air and wrapping around my wrist.
 
   I laughed shakily, sound rattling around my chest, and the dragon tilted his head to the side, tongue slipping back into his mouth.
 
   “It's nice to meet you too,” I said, crouching in front of him. “I'm Rowan. Do you have a name?”
 
   The dragon tilted his head to the other side, nose twitching.
 
   “Would you like one?” I asked, and the dragon swung his tail across the clearing, letting out a growl of a purr. I'd named plenty of sheep but never a dragon, and my eyes darted around the clearing. “Let's see... Oak? What do you think of Oak?”
 
   The dragon shot to his feet, knocked me back, and beat his tail against the floor. He looked as delighted as a half-dead, permanently-decaying creature could.
 
   “Oak it is,” I said, getting to my feet with the help of Akela.
 
   She'd finally torn herself off the spot, but her unblinking eyes remained fixed on Oak as he stretched out. I grinned and Akela looked at me as though I was mad, which I took to be a personal achievement.
 
   “Are you going to be alright? Do you know where the other dragons are?” I asked, and Oak blinked. “Akela and I are going to Orinhal, but you should head for Kyrindval. They'll look after you there.”
 
   Strangely, those few words seemed to mean something to Oak. He straightened out, rocked back on his hind legs and stared up at the sky, growling thoughtfully. Slamming back against the ground, he stretched his wings out, placed his head at my feet, and stared up at me expectantly.
 
   “Um. Do you want us to...?”
 
   Oak's tail swished to and fro, and I didn't allow myself to put any more thought into it. Moving around to his side, I carefully placed a foot against his elbow and climbed onto his back. I hooked my fingertips around the more pronounced scales protruding from his back, settling just beneath the base of his neck, and he didn't shake me off; I'd done the right thing.
 
   “Northwood, please tell me I am hitting my head and you are not really sitting on a dragon in this very moment,” Akela said, and I had no answer for her. I could only beckon her closer, heart in my throat, terrified but trusting. “No, no, this sort of journey, it is not what I am cut out for.”
 
   Oak lifted his head and I clung on tighter, though I didn't slide back. He inched towards Akela, knocking his nose against her chest, and she looked too startled to fall back.
 
   “We won't need to find horses at this rate, right?” I said, giddy with how ridiculous it all was. “We'll be at Orinhal in no time.”
 
   “Northwood, I am certain that even Tizo is coming up with a plan better than this one,” Akela said warily, staring down at Oak when he didn't back off. With a look that said she expected to regret it, Akela lifted her hands and placed them on the sides of Oak's head. His tail twitched but he didn't bare his fangs at her. Humming, Akela tilted her head this way and that, catching her reflection in Oak's eyes. “Ah, what is coming over me? This dragon, he is an overgrown puppy, yes? I am looking at this face and I am thinking, perhaps I am jumping to conclusions.” 
 
   Back to herself, Akela patted Oak on the snout and marched around to his side, chest pushed out. I held out a hand and she climbed onto Oak's back behind me saying, “Sorry, sorry, my scaly friend, I am not meaning to scuff you with my boots,” as she got comfortable.
 
   “Once we take off,” I whispered,” You can cling to me if you want. I won't tell anyone.”
 
   Akela laughed heartily, but now that she was on his back, Oak wasn't wasting any time. Wings stretched out, he set off at a run, kicking off the ground with his hind legs. He flung himself into the air, wings beating hard to push him higher, and for a second, I was convinced that he'd crash back into the forest.
 
   Huffing, Oak pushed through the strain of take-off, seeming to glide higher and higher. My stomach twisted and sunk within me, all of my organs scrambling together as the ground rushed away, and Akela wrapped both arms around my waist, swearing in Agadian, and then in Mesomium, for good measure. I laughed the lump out of my throat, catching my breath, air cooler and cooler around us, and the forest and the wall and Benkor became impossibly small, blurs on a landscape of endless green.
 
   Oak continued his steady ascent until we were closer to the clouds than the ground, not wanting to risk being dragged back down for a second time. The sight of dragons overhead was far from uncommon in Kastelir, and had anyone craned their neck back to stare at the dark shape cutting across the clouds, they never would've seen anyone on Oak's back.
 
   His wings joined his body where his shoulder blades were, just above my knees, and I wrapped my hands around the base of one, leaning over the side to see how far we'd come. The ground rushed by as though a map had been pulled from beneath us, and I couldn't remember ever enjoying fear so much. Akela's grasp on my waist loosened, but she kept one hand at my hip, and her startled curses turned to cheers.
 
   Even on Oak's back, it wasn't a short journey. We were in the sky for so long that I was sure I'd forget how the ground felt beneath my feet, and eventually, my heart settled into a steady rhythm. Hours in and I thought Akela might fall asleep against my back. Oak had a vague idea of where he was headed, in the same way that I did; we both knew to head north-west, towards the centre of Kastelir, and when I thought we were drawing close, I looked out for the ravine cutting through Bosma behind Orinhal.
 
   It was dark when we arrived. Weeks of travelling had flown by in no more than a dozen hours, and we would've headed straight past Orinhal, if not for the fires burning within the city, torches lighting the streets.
 
   They certainly weren't hiding from the Felheimish.
 
   I held on tightly to Oak's scales as we descended, giving the city a wide berth. The wind tore past us and Akela wrapped both arms around me, and we landed on the edge of the ravine, almost a mile from Orinhal. They'd have people watching the skies for dragons, and I didn't want to frighten the resistance; more than that, I didn't want to risk anything happening to Oak again.
 
   “We are making it!” Akela declared, light-headed from the journey, and stumbled when she slipped off Oak's back. He swung out his tail, catching her, and Akela took an unsteady step forward, saying, “You are most kind, my Oaky friend. When the others are arriving, we are laughing. Not even Kouris is making the journey so quickly!”
 
   I swung my leg over and jumped off, having more faith in my feet than Akela's, and stumbled forward as the ground pulled me down. Akela caught me, chuckled, and set me on my course to Oak's side. Lights moved in the distance – members of the resistance brandishing torches as they charged over on horseback – and I pressed my face between his eyes, closing my own.
 
   “You can't stay with us, Oak. You know why, don't you?” I said, brushing my hand along his snout, fingertips grazing the hole in his jaw that hadn't healed over. “Go to Kyrindval. I think you remember where it is. The pane will look after you. And if you see my brother, make sure you give him a scare, alright?”
 
   Oak pulled back, staring stubbornly at me, and Akela knocked a fist against one of his horns, saying, “Go! Go! Look, these people, they are on their way, and they are not as pleased to see you as we are.”
 
   Puffing out a hint of smoke, Oak scampered back, looking at us one last time before picking up speed and launching himself into the sky. With my eyes fixed on him, I forgot about the people charging our way, and felt my stomach leave the ground as he did.
 
   “Good evening!” Akela called as three riders approached, “If we are arriving and this is being the wrong place, well, this is embarrassing! All of you, you are from the resistance, yes?”
 
   They circled us, horses walling us in, and a woman wearing a dragon-bone chest plate and a crudely carved helm stared down at Akela, frowning.
 
   “Do you want to explain what you're doing out here, close to where a dragon just landed?” she asked, glancing my way to see if I'd be any more cooperative. “—you.”
 
   Dismounting her horse, she pulled her helm off, pointed at me and said, “You! You.”
 
   I opened and closed my mouth, pointing back.
 
   “You...” I said. “You tried to kill me!”
 
   “Right!” the woman said, far too pleased that I'd recognised her from that night in the forest, when she stood over me with her axe held high. “And you saved me. What the hell are you doing out here?”
 
   “We came to join the resistance,” I explained, but Akela stood in front of me, arms folded across her chest.
 
   She didn't have her axe with her, but knew she didn't need it. Not even against three armed soldiers.
 
   “Excuse me, what is this we are saying? You are trying to kill Northwood? What is she ever doing to you!”
 
   Placing a hand on Akela's shoulder, I eased her back, saying, “It was a long time ago, and I don't think it was anything personal. She was with the Felheimish, then.”
 
   The explanation cleared absolutely nothing up for Akela, and she frowned at me more than she did the woman on the horse. Her two companions couldn't make much more sense of the situation, but they backed off, supposing that we were no threat to them.
 
   Another rider charged our way, calling out, “Ash! Everyone who knows how to slay a dragon is stationed around the perimeter, what way did the—”
 
   He didn't get the chance to finish his sentence. Akela fixed her eyes on him, and once he was close, she pulled him clean off his horse. Ash reached for her weapon and I went to pull Akela off him, but she didn't tackle him to the ground. She held him up to her chest and he gripped her shoulders, grinning, wrapping his arms around her neck when the surprise was too much for him.
 
   “Goblin! Goblin, you little monster,” Akela said, squeezing him tightly. “You are alright, you really are. You are making us worry so much, I hope you are knowing this.”
 
   She dropped him to the ground and Goblin gripped the side of her arm, saying, “Commander! We thought... you can imagine what we thought. Where have you been all this time?”
 
   “That, hm, that is a very long story. I am thinking, while we are telling it, we are putting our feet up and having a drink, yes? Travelling by dragon is strangely exhausting, I feel as if I am the one flying all those miles, and I am wanting to tell you all about Canth before your father is getting the chance to!”
 
   The method of Akela's arrival went straight over Goblin's head. He clung to her arms tighter, stared up at her desperately, and said, “M-my father? He's with you?”
 
   “Pssh,” Akela said, waving a hand. “He is taking the long way, yes, he is finding a horse and galloping all the way here. In two weeks, he is probably turning up, and by then, you are knowing all of the stories worth hearing!”
 
   Goblin stepped back, bringing a fist to his chest, and I smiled, and not only because I was bearing witness to the good news he was getting. It was a rare day in Kastelir when something beyond reports of another razing reached people's ears, and I let him soak it in before lifting a hand and waving at him.
 
   “Ah, Northwood, this is—”
 
   “Galal,” I said. “I know. We've met before.”
 
   He brought a hand to his forehead; it was all too much for one day, but only in the best sort of way. The last time I'd seen him, Isin had been burning and he'd been desperate for my help. I'd helped pull his husband from the wreckage, helped bring him back.
 
   “Oh,” he said, rushing over to shake my hand. “Oh!”
 
   “What is this?” Akela asked, looking to Ash for answers. “Northwood, I am not understanding how you are having time to be knowing so many people.”
 
   “Your husband, is he...?” I asked.
 
   “He's in Orinhal! Come, come, we should be getting back to the city. I take it there's no threat from that dragon?” Goblin asked, taking his horse by the reins. “You said you rode it here, didn't you? The Marshal will need to hear about that.”
 
   Goblin caught Ash's eye and she nodded.
 
   The other soldiers rushed back towards Orinhal ahead of us, letting those preparing for an attack know that there was nothing to fear, and the four of us headed towards the city together. It was too dark to see much of the outskirts, but I saw the vague shapes of what were fields where the forest abruptly ended, and though Orinhal hadn't been spared dragon's breath, the wall still stood, patched over and rebuilt in most places. 
 
   The resistance wasn't lacking in numbers. Dozens of soldiers worked the night shift, and once we were through the gate, I saw all that I couldn't from the sky. Orinhal had been razed to the ground, but a new city had been built on its ashes. More than a hundred tents were littered along the outskirts of the city – newcomers, Ash said – and beyond that, much of the forest had been sacrificed to build a maze of streets lined with log cabins. 
 
   Life resounded within the city. Light spilt from windows and people walked arm in arm through the streets. There was even a tavern, serving patrons out on the front patio, celebrating the fact that a dragon hadn't made short work of the city. Orinhal wasn't a make-shift base, a camp; the people had made it their home. The smell of grilled meat wafting out of a restaurant nearly caused me to falter, but Goblin and Ash didn't once break their stride, and Akela nudged me on.
 
   I smiled at those I passed, feeling welcome already, and Goblin and Ash led us to a tower in the centre of the city. Calling it a tower was fairly generous: it was one of the few original buildings that remained, and all but the first two floors had been destroyed. In its past life, it had been a clock tower, and a clock had been hung over the arching double-doors to commemorate that.
 
   Ash waited until I was in front of the doors to knock, and Goblin pulled one of them open for me.
 
   I stepped into a dimly-lit office. The furnishings were sparse, save for half a dozen chairs stacked neatly in the corner, along with a bookcase full of undoubtedly important documents. A desk had been placed in the centre of the room, and a woman who looked like Claire sat behind it. 
 
   She was working with her head bowed, hands placed flat on the desk. She gripped the quill in her left hand, three fingers missing from the other, and she was so used to interruptions that she chose not to acknowledge me. 
 
   Candlelight flickered across her blonde hair, casting shadows across the contours of her face I couldn't quite make out. My hands trembled, light spilling through them, threatening to rush out of me with the force of so much blood thundering through my veins. I took a step forward, aware of every inch of the air I moved through, every fraction of every second that scraped by, and the woman relented and said, “What is it?” in Claire's voice.
 
   The light shot up my arms, into my eyes. 
 
   The candles couldn't account for such a blinding flash, and the woman – Claire – looked up at me.
 
   It wasn't true. Couldn't be. I could find my way back to Canth, find my father alive and well. I could slip back into Kastelir without a single problem, and I could bring a dragon back to something resembling life, flying across half a country in a matter of hours, but I couldn't do this. I couldn't step into a room and find Claire, alive, breathing. Living her life, moving through each and every day, existing outside of my memories.
 
   I rubbed my fingers against my burning eyes, certain she'd fade.
 
   She didn't.
 
   I stared at her, breath tangled up in my chest, and saw that as I'd changed, Claire had too. It was her eyes that caught my attention first of all. One was as cold and blue as it had always been, but the other was covered with a milky film, pupil and iris impossible to tell apart. From it, a wave of burns spiralled across her face, covering all but the left side of her jaw, a sliver of her cheek. The burns had changed the shape of her mouth, changed the way shadows fell across her skin, and they spread down her neck, beneath the collar of her shirt, and came back out of her sleeves.
 
   She rose, clutching the cane rested against the side of her desk. It tapped against the stone floor as she moved close, and then, all was quiet, all was calm. The beating of my heart was muted.
 
   Our reactions were so slight, so subtle, that it would've been impossible to tell what we were to one another, unless told; and then it was all anyone could hope to see. The signs were there, scrawled all over us, written in an ink that wouldn't fade at the mercy of time or the elements. The words were etched into my skin, as unreadable as all others, but I made sense of them in what I saw reflected in her.
 
   But the calm faded. 
 
   I was breathing, but not breathing. I was only exhaling, short and sharp, chest stinging with it, vision already blurred...
 
   “I...” Claire said slowly, as though her jaw had been fused these past two years and she was learning speech all over again. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
   I covered my mouth, turning to the side, breathing loudly enough to deafen myself. All that I'd been put through – all that had been done to me – was nothing compared to this. I was standing in front of Claire, Claire who'd brushed her fingers through my hair, who'd taken me away from my old life, but I couldn't bring myself to look at her. I could only tremble, light claiming my body, heart trying to fold in on itself.
 
   “Rowan,” she said gently, voice catching in her throat. Her hand came to rest between my shoulder blades, certain to break me. “Rowan, please. It's me.”
 
   Wrapping my arms around myself, I fell heavily onto my knees, forehead hitting the floor. I'd needed her. I'd needed her when I was in chains, but now that I was in the room with her, I couldn't bring myself to look at her. If I did, if I kept my eyes on her for a moment longer, she'd fade.
 
   This was another dream, another delusion. Someone – something – was doing this to me.
 
   Claire knelt by my side, cane clattering on the floor next to her, and I couldn't believe she was there. I couldn't bear what it'd do to me when I came to and she wasn't with me.
 
   I clutched at my sides, forehead scraping across the stone tiles, and there Claire's hand was, fingers gently brushing across the nape of my neck. I wanted them gone, gone. None of this was real, it couldn't be; but a funny sort of thought worked its way into my mind. I remembered the time I'd exhausted myself healing the masses in Benkor and had gone to bed without a bite to eat; Claire had brought me bread. She'd barely known me, but she brought me bread.
 
   That was Claire. This was Claire. This was Claire, she was here, she was here...
 
   “Claire...” I murmured, turning my head to look at her.
 
   She nodded, helping to ease me up. Knelt in front of her, I lit up every inch of her skin, and saw how every burn had twisted and gnarled her features. She reached out, placing her hands against my cheeks, gaze fluttering away when she realised I felt the void left behind by her missing fingers. Not giving her the chance to pull away, I threw myself against her chest, arms wrapped tightly around her waist, threatening to never let go.
 
   Claire's arms wrapped tightly around my back and I sobbed, clutching the back of her shirt.
 
   “You're alive,” I said, tears soaking her shirt. “You're alive, you're...”
 
   “Shh, shh,” she said, rocking me. “I'm here, Rowan.”
 
   I cried until my head pounded and my body ached, light dimming but not fading. Claire didn't say a word about it – didn't say anything as I trembled in her arms – and when I looked up, I found her eyes red and watery.
 
   “I really did think you were dead,” she whispered. “All this time, Rowan...”
 
   I brought my hands up, pressing them against the sides of her neck. She closed her eyes as the burns brushed beneath my palms, rough like old, misshapen leather. I ran a thumb across the line of her jaw, and she kept her eyes shut, biting her lower lip. How certain she must've been to believe a necromancer dead.
 
   “What happened, Claire?” I asked, as though either of us wanted to dredge up the past. 
 
   “I... I realised you were right, Rowan. I couldn't have taken on the dragons myself. I had slain three, and though I was not unharmed, they had not...” Pausing to take a breath, Claire let go of me to gesture at herself. “I tried to find you. Tried to leave the city. But there were still those needing help, and buildings were tumbling all around us. I became trapped underneath one for days. My armour prevented me from being crushed entirely, but the flames were relentless.”
 
   I should've been there. Should've held myself together after I'd killed the dragon and gone back for her.
 
   “It was Kidira who saved me. She pulled me from the rubble and took me to Kyrindval,” Claire concluded after a moment.
 
   “Kidira? Queen Kidira's alive?” I asked, and she nodded. “Kouris and Akela... they'll be happy.”
 
   Claire's lips parted, forming a silent oh, and she said, “They're...?”
 
   “They're alive! I came here with Akela, and Atthis and Kouris are on their way,” I said.
 
   “That's... I'm glad to hear that.”
 
   It was too much to take in at once. The burns made it difficult for Claire to smile, but she tried, lips twitching before slipping back into something more neutral. Any good news was negated by the years missing between us, and all I could think of were the long days she'd spent beneath that building, fire lapping at her skin. 
 
   “I'm sorry I wasn't there. I should've been. I wanted to find you, Claire, but...” 
 
   “What happened?” Claire asked, needing answers as badly as I did. “Galal said... he said he last saw you with Kouris, facing a dragon. I searched for you, Rowan. Once I was healed enough to move of my own accord, I searched for you, but it was futile. I went to every shelter that had been set up, every camp, and yet... we held a memorial, almost a year ago, for those we'd lost. I—where were you, Rowan?”
 
   “Claire...” I breathed jaggedly, lengths of iron grinding between my ribs, piercing my lungs to know that all I had felt – the certainty of her death, the absence of her in the world – had echoed within her own chest. How heartless I had been to console myself by thinking I meant nothing to her. “Canth. I was in Canth.”
 
   That was it. Two years reduced to a single word.
 
   She repeated it, closed her eyes and brought a hand to her forehead. I smoothed my hands across her shoulders and belatedly realised the floor wasn't the best place to beat our hearts against. I rose slowly, holding out a hand, and Claire picked her cane back up, struggling to rise to her feet.
 
   “Can we sit somewhere?” I asked, glancing at the chairs.
 
   My legs were more unsteady than they'd been upon leaving Oak's back, and Claire tilted her head towards the staircase leading up to the next level. She went ahead, gripping the bannister as tightly as her cane, taking them one at a time. She paused with every step, teeth grit, and though I could tell it was causing her pain, I could feel nothing of the injury she'd suffered. I'd been gone for too long and her crushed leg had settled into a new shape. 
 
   Claire had made her home on the top floor. A small table with two chairs sat in one corner with a bed opposite it, and on the other side of the room, a dresser and wardrobe were pressed against the wall. Her dragon-bone armour hung from a stand between them. The breastplate was scuffed, and while one of the hollow legs was crushed, none of it showed a hint of the fire that had rushed over Claire.
 
   Books lined a shelf, and I thought of my bag with Claire's things stowed safely inside. I brought a hand to my shoulder but it was gone; left on the floor downstairs, most likely.
 
   Gripping the wall, Claire lowered herself onto the edge of the bed, laying her cane across the covers. I paced back and forth, feeling her eyes on me, uncertain how I'd brought myself to look away. The light was rising and rising within me, no matter how seeing Claire ought to have extinguished all that raged within, for I could feel futile trying to find a way to make this all right was.
 
   “Rowan?” she said when I didn't slow.
 
   I shook my head and kept moving. I grasped for words and none of them were big enough. Nothing that came to mind could express all I'd suffered in two years, how I'd spent every day wishing I'd been stronger; wishing I'd gone back for her.
 
   “Start at the beginning,” Claire suggested softly.
 
   The beginning. Hours – minutes – after I'd last seen her.
 
   “Goblin was right. He saw Kouris and me facing a dragon,” I said, staring at the spot where a mirror should've hung above her dresser. “But I killed it. I reached out and it died. I didn't know I could do that; I wasn't trying to do that. I just didn't want to die like that.”
 
   “You killed a dragon,” she murmured, not surprised or sceptical; merely awed, as though she'd never done the same herself. “And then...?”
 
   “I wanted to go back to you. I wanted to wipe out the other dragons, but it was too much. I wasn't strong enough, Claire. It was like something in my head snapped. I remember bleeding and bleeding and passing out. I couldn't use my legs for weeks after that. Kouris carried me out of Isin, but no matter where we went, there were dragons.
 
   “Akela was with us. We kept moving south, helping those we could, but... but then we were at the coast. There was nowhere else to go, and there was only one ship left, so we took it to Canth. We were only meant to dock for a few weeks, to wait it out, but...”
 
   “But the Felheimish army closed the ports,” Claire concluded. 
 
   She tilted her head forward, eyes on the floor, and ran a hand through her hair, brushing it back. I let her absorb the information as best she could, not yet ready to tell her how I'd earnt our passage pack. My mind had been rent in two: on one side were my memories of Canth, of the adventures I'd had, the things I'd seen and the people I'd come to know, and on the other side were all the things I could express to Claire. Each half felt as hollow as the other.
 
   “Queen Nasrin helped us back,” I managed. “I thought about coming back to Asar every day, Claire. I didn't know what I was going to find here, didn't know what I could do to help, but you have to believe that I wanted to be back, to...”
 
   Claire looked up, catching my gaze, and shoulders slumping, I let myself be pulled towards her. I knelt in front of her, hands on her knees, and she placed a hand on the back of my head.
 
   “I thought you were dead,” I whispered, resting my head in her lap. “I thought I'd never see you again, and I couldn't stop missing you, no matter what I did or where I went.”
 
   She hummed softly, fingers trailing through my hair, I only moved to ensure my weight wasn't pressed against her bad leg.
 
   “I spent a lot of time in Kyrindval, healing to the best of my ability. I have been Marshal here for almost a year. Much has happened, and I... I understand. I understand that it is not easy to reflect on, or articulate, but I understand.”
 
   I lifted my head and she eased me up, guiding me to the spot on the bed next to her. I reached for her hand but she pulled it away, finger and thumb curling towards her palm. I gripped my wrist to stop my hands from wandering again, and Claire turned her head from me when she felt my eyes on her. With her head turned, I could see that her ear had been pinned back, fused to her skull with heat.
 
   “There weren't any healers...?” I asked weakly.
 
   “No,” she said bluntly, teeth grinding together. “I don't suppose that you could—”
 
   “I'm sorry. The scars are too old. I'd only make it worse,” I said, hands covering my stomach.
 
   “Ah.”
 
   An uneasy quiet gripped the room, whispering that we'd already said all there was to say. Inches and years divided us, and I knew that Claire wasn't the woman I'd once known; I wasn't the person she remembered. It wasn't fair. I had her back and it still wasn't fair. I wanted to claw the months back and make everything right, for what use was I to her now? My powers were worthless, my frustration even more so, and had I washed her scars away, I knew it wouldn't change anything.
 
   I pressed my hands to the sides of my head, trembling.
 
   “Rowan,” Claire said, still needing to repeat my name, to convince herself I was real. 
 
   She wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. She was still Claire, she was still Claire, I reminded myself; it was simply too much at once. I'd feel better in the morning. In a week. When I'd had time to sleep and understood all that had unfolded in my absence.
 
   I reached up, brushing my fingertips against her hand. She sucked in a breath but didn't pull it back, remaining still and steady as I ran my fingers across knuckles that led nowhere.
 
   “You're glowing,” she stated, after a while. “I read something of the sort, but I took it to be mere metaphor. Is this the result of pushing your limits against the dragon?”
 
   I tensed in her arms and she eased me back, trying to catch my eye. The truth would find its own way out, eventually. It wouldn't take forever for Katja to reach Orinhal, and all that had happened to Claire was so brazenly on display. She needed to know that I didn't want to keep things from her, not even after all this time.
 
   “Someone hurt me,” I said, faced buried in her shoulder. “... Katja. But I don't want to talk about it. Not yet.”
 
   It took all she had not to lash out with her words, to demand to know what had happened. She tensed, wrapped her arms tighter around me, and all I wanted was for it to all stop. For the world to still and for everything to tumble into the void, my thoughts included. In a sense, I knew that everything had been leading to this point, and now that I was here, I had no idea what my next step ought to be.
 
   My eyelids grew heavy, and Claire's lips atop my head made it all the easier for me to slip away, trapped in a dreamless slumber.
 
   *
 
   I awoke with my head in Claire's lap. She ran her fingers through my hair as I stirred, disturbed by the sun filtering in through the window and feet stomping below. My vision was hazy but I could tell my skin had dulled, and the footsteps making their way up the stairs were impossibly loud. I scrunched my face up, trying to rid myself of the sensation of being held underwater.
 
   “O-oh,” came a voice too soft to match the pounding of feet I'd heard. “I'm sorry, Marshal. I'll go, shall I? I'm sorry, I really am, I...”
 
   I bolted upright, greeted by a pane staring down at the tray of food she'd brought. The first thing I noticed about her – the first thing anyone noticed about her – was the scarring across the right side of her forehead, where a horn ought to be. The other curled back, not quite as long as Kouris', though the pane was far taller. Bright red hair contrasted against her pale skin, and if pane could blush, she would've.
 
   “I didn't realise you had company,” she went on to say, and the voice really was hers. It was verging on melodic, with how gentle it was.
 
   “It's fine, Sen,” Claire said, reaching blindly for her cane. “Sen, this is Rowan. Rowan, this is my maid, Sen.”
 
   “Rowan...?” Sen asked, repeating my name before processing it. I caught her eye and she looked away, fangs worrying into her upper lip. I took a step back, lest I was too close for her liking, and she dared to glance at me and Claire, eyes an unsteady shade of gold. “It's nice to meet you, Rowan.”
 
   “You too, Sen,” I said, holding out a hand. The fact that I'd offered it made her skittish, and she reached out slowly, tentatively taking it in her own without looking directly at me.
 
   A day ago, I would've been convinced that if I ever saw Claire again, nothing could tear me from her side. Now, I was ashamed of how eager I was to leave. I came up with a dozen excuses for her; she had things to attend to, and I'd only get in the way; she needed time to process this, as I too did; she needed to clear things up with Sen, to start making sense of it all; and I inched towards the stairs.
 
   “I should find Akela,” I blurted out. 
 
   “Indeed,” Claire said, holding out an arm for Sen to help her up.
 
   I watched as Claire grimaced to stand straight again, body aching with the strain of moving after having sat for so long, and I realised one thing hadn't changed. 
 
   She hadn't got any sleep.
 
   I left without another word, found my bag on the floor, and snatched it up, feeling like a thief as I shouldered the doors open. I was a thief, taking Claire's things with me. I moved quickly, not stopping to take in my surroundings, and it didn't take me long to find Akela. All I had to do was follow the sound of an axe cracking something in two.
 
   She was by Orinhal's wall, making herself useful. Dozens of logs were stacked in a pile, and Goblin sat atop one of them, watching Akela as she made short work of the wood. He caught sight of me first, tilted his head my way, and Akela lowered her axe to the ground and rushed over.
 
   “It is true?” she asked. “Ightham, she is alive?”
 
   “She is,” I said, hearing awe seep into my voice. “She's alive. Claire's alive.”
 
   Akela beamed for me, but I couldn't fix my eyes on anything in particular. Akela's face and Goblin's face blurred together, and there were too many people around me making far too much noise. It roared in my ears and finally, I caught sight of the axe, blade glinting against stone.
 
   “I want to help,” I said. “I want to help, so...”
 
   Bemused, Akela took a step back and handed me the axe. She swept an arm out, proudly displaying the wood she'd already cut down to size, and I understood what I needed to do. I stepped in front of the log she was working on, lifted the axe above my head and gripped it so tightly that there was no room to tremble. With one swift, vicious motion, I brought it down, chopping the wood clean in two.
 
   “Almost as good as the Commander!” Goblin cheered, and a curious sort of heat crept over me.
 
   There hadn't been any relief in the motion.
 
   I swung the axe again and again, not caring to cut the wood cleanly; not caring to strike it at all. The whole world could splinter, for all I cared, and the thock of the wood being struck over and over was the only thing louder than the blood pounding in my ears. I brought the axe down one final time, blade getting caught in the wood, not releasing when I tried to pull it back. I stumbled, dully aware that someone had been calling my name with every swing of the blade, and landed hard against Akela's chest.
 
   She pulled me close, murmuring, “It is alright, it is alright. Claire, she is alive,” as I trembled.
 
   Staring down at the mangled log, I murmured something about having to use it as firewood.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XIV
 
   Goblin's house was a modest building in the heart of Orinhal. He lived with his husband, but was more than happy to give Akela and me somewhere to stay, while we settled in. The room we were given was bare, save for a single chair, but Goblin had plenty of spare blankets and pillows to offer. Akela made a mountain of them in the centre of the room and I placed my bag beneath the chair. With that done, we stood, taking our surroundings in for all of a second.
 
   “Northwood, you are not worrying,” Akela said, “In a week, I am building us a new house, yes? Or, I am being busy, and I am making beds, real beds!”
 
   Not doubting her in the least, I fell atop the pile of blankets, flattening it as I stared at the ceiling. Goblin had insisted upon preparing lunch for us, and there was nothing to do but wait, and—
 
   I bolted upright.
 
   “Did you hear?” I asked. “About Queen Kidira?” 
 
   Elbows on the windowsill, Akela tore herself away from staring at the tower and smiled at me, bowing deeply.
 
   “My Queen, she is alive. I am never doubting this, not truly,” she said. “Goblin, he is saying, that a month ago, they are hearing from Queen Kidira. But she is attending to business of her own, yes, finding some new way to help. When she is wanting to be found, I am not losing a second.”
 
   I was happy for Akela, but that happiness was distinct from any news pertaining to Queen Kidira. I didn't wish her ill; I didn't wish anything on her.
 
   Goblin didn't keep us waiting for long. An assortment of plain but well-prepared food was set out, two chairs pulled out for us, and Goblin's husband sat at the other side of the table, already eating. I hadn't expected gushing gratitude from him, but I'd hope for some kind of acknowledgement. A wave, a tilt of the head. I would've settled for a grunt.
 
   “Ghost!” Akela said, falling into her chair. “You are not seeing me for years, and you are sitting there, staring at your plate instead! What is so interesting that is hiding under your potatoes, hmm?”
 
   Ghost looked up slowly, trying to conceal a smirk. If I hadn't known who he was, I wouldn't have recognised him; his face was far less distinctive when his skull wasn't caved in.
 
   “Sorry, Commander. Didn't expect company,” he said, putting his fork down. “Worked a long shift and thought I'd be able to relax.”
 
   Akela laughed, and I took my seat, asking, “Are you a soldier, too?”
 
   Without looking my way, he said, “I am a baker,” affronted by the suggestion.
 
   Never mind, I thought. Goblin fussed with the cutlery, poured me a drink and sat down next to Ghost. 
 
   “We can't not take people in! And besides, they're hardly strangers,” Goblin whispered as he got comfortable. “So! Rowan. How are you finding things? I expect it's all quite the surprise...”
 
   I hadn't eaten since we'd arrived in Benkor and Goblin's question caught me with a mouthful of chicken to work through. With all eyes but Ghost's on me, I hurried to swallow it down, mulling over an answer but only managing, “Right. Didn't expect to see any of you,” when it came down to it.
 
   An expectant silence followed, but I could say no more. What did they want to hear from me? That I had thought Claire dead, not burnt; gone with Isin, not leading the survivors in Kastelir? I busied myself with eating, forks scraping against plates as Ghost drummed his fingers on the tabletop. 
 
   “Ah! Goblin, you are giving more thought to my offer, yes?” Akela said, rekindling the conversation.
 
   “We'd be more than happy to count you among our numbers, Commander,” Goblin said, smiling. “Although we can't make you commander, just like that. You'll have to earn your place in our army, lest we fall back on Kastelir's unsavoury habits.”
 
   Akela bit into a baguette, shrugging.
 
   “You are giving me a week and they are having to invent a new title for me,” she announced, and no one in the room expected it to take a moment longer.
 
   There should've been no shortage of things for us to say to each other, but the meal trundled on in uneasy silence. I was so eager to disguise the fact that I wasn't speaking that I didn't think twice about how much I was eating. I focused on dishes scraping across the table, cutlery being set down and picked back up, the sound of my teeth constantly coming together, and tried to drown the discomfort out in that way.
 
   “If you're going to keep eating like that,” Ghost said, over his far more modest pile of food, “You'll have to work for it, you realise.”
 
   “Give her a break. She's had a long journey,” Goblin said. “You'll fit in well here, Rowan. You used to be a farmer, didn't you?”
 
   Dully grateful that Ghost had waited until I'd eaten my fill to speak up, I nodded, but a knock at the door interrupted any defence I was about to muster for myself. Goblin rose to answer it, and I sat with my hands clasped under the table, dreading what Ghost might say next. I turned to Akela for support, but she was busy battling the baguette with her teeth, not pausing to slather on butter, or fill it with any of the meat on offer.
 
   “Rowan, it's for you!” Goblin called. 
 
   Wanting to be out of the room, I didn't bother finding out who it was first. I left the kitchen, passing Goblin in the hallway as I darted towards the front door, and was met by Sen, standing out in the sunshine.
 
   I stepped out of the cabin so that she didn't have to duck beneath the door frame to speak to me, and from the way she was fiddling with her long braid, still not looking directly at me, I could tell she'd been building herself up to this for the last hour, at the very least.
 
   “H-hello, Rowan,” she said softly, “I'm sorry if I've interrupted your lunch. Would you like me to come back later? Or wait?”
 
   “I'd just finished,” I assured her, but she still seemed hesitant. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Oh, no, not at all...” she said, running her claws against the side of her neck. “I thought we could talk. If you'd like to. Ash is... she's going to scout the forest. Rylan's soldiers are always trying to sneak in that way, and, ah. We'd be hunting too. Would you like to come?”
 
   “I would,” I said, agreeing readily.
 
   There was only one thing Sen and I had to talk about, and I didn't feel the need to brace myself for it. After all I'd witnessed in the tower, I doubted anything else could stir guilt and regret within me. Sen smiled brightly, tusks longer than Kouris', and she took a step back, ready to lead the way.
 
   All of the cabins had been built to the same specifications – slightly elevated off the ground, two steps leading down onto the streets – and I was about to set off when Akela filled the doorway, still chewing on the last of the baguette.
 
   “Northwood! Already, you are making friends,” she said through a mouthful of bread. “Good morning, my tall friend. I am sorry that Northwood, she is not thinking to call to me, so that we are introduced, but we are all having our faults, yes? Other than that, you are not asking for more in a friend. Except for when you are busy eating one dish, and she is already devouring all of the meat. But it is a rare situation, yes, and I am not holding it against her! It is not Northwood's fault that the bread, for some reason, it is absurdly long.
 
   “Ah, I am forgetting my point. I am Akela Ayad, and it is a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   Akela held a hand out, and I expected Sen to back away and mumble her greetings under her breath, but she took Akela's hand in her own, doing a poor job of not looking amused.
 
   “I'm Sen,” she said, voice as quiet as Akela's was loud. “It's—it's nice to meet you. And, um. I think it's the afternoon.”
 
   “Sen's Claire's maid,” I hurried to explain, and Akela nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “Perhaps I am paying Ightham a visit,” she said, pointing to the tower. “Here, correct?” 
 
   If Sen considered telling Akela it wasn't the best time, she quickly realised it was futile. Akela headed off without waiting for confirmation, waving over her shoulder as she went, and Sen and I set off in the opposite direction.
 
   Orinhal was a well-chosen location for the resistance. The ravine behind provided a natural defence, now that the bridge crossing it had been destroyed, and the dragons had done nothing to touch the wide, flowing river that had caused the city's original founders to choose the spot. Outside of the city, farmland stretched on as far as even a pane could see, full of crops and cattle alike, and dense woodland stretched west.
 
   I stepped over tree stumps as we made our way towards Ash in the distance, and said, “Do we really need to hunt? It looks like Orinhal has more than enough to go around.” 
 
   “The pane, we... eat more meat than the humans,” Sen explained, ears twitching. “S-so they prefer us to hunt for our own food.”
 
   I stopped atop a stump, causing her footsteps to falter. The country had near-enough been destroyed, and still humans were unwilling to share with the pane. 
 
   “That doesn't seem very fair.”
 
   “I-it's fine! We make sure there are no other predators, and we... cull responsibly,” Sen murmured, glancing over to Ash, who was waving us over, “There's enough for all of us, like this.”
 
   I didn't see the need for division in the first place, but Sen wasn't the one I ought to be pushing in the matter. Taking the lead, I hurried over to Ash and peered into the forest beyond. A bow and quiver too big for anyone but Sen were rested against a tree and she crouched down, slinging them over her shoulder as she apologised for being late.
 
   “Don't get your hopes up too high,” Ash told me. “We've already had a few patrols pass through this morning, coming up empty-handed, as ever. Looks like Rylan's soldiers are learning not to try sneaking in, if nothing else. Honestly, this is just an excuse to slack off—but don't tell the Marshal I said that. Someone's gotta keep an eye on Sen, right?” 
 
   Sen headed into the forest, quieter on her feet than either Ash or me, and pushed back branches high above us so that they didn't catch on her horn. I almost forgot that I'd been brought there to discuss something, instead losing myself in the forest, watching out for twisting tree roots and dead dragons.
 
   Ash walked with her axe at her hip, wearing nothing as unnecessary as dragon-bone armour, and checked her surroundings as part of a familiar routine. Giving Sen space, I fell back and said, “How'd you end up here, anyway?”
 
   Ash shrugged defensively. Having a sword pushed through her chest and being left tied to a tree wasn't one of her fonder memories, and I didn't ask again. Once we were deep enough in the woods for it to start darkening, she spoke up.
 
   “I was cut free a few days later by some of the resistance. They said they'd get me back to Felheim, if I took a letter to the King and Queen, explaining what was going on in Kastelir. Ended up a couple of miles away from the wall, and you can probably figure out the rest: dragons, fire, my opinion of our rulers rapidly changing. So here I am. On the right side, this time. Hopefully.”
 
   Sen spun around, bringing a finger to her lips, and her ears drooped for having been so forward.
 
   Ash and I quieted down immediately, taking extra care not to snap any twigs underfoot. Sen ducked down low, took her bow in her hands and pulled back an arrow, and crept along to the outskirts of a clearing. We crouched behind one of the thicker shrubs, watching Sen, bow creaking as she took aim.
 
   A stag had wandered out to drink from a meandering stream, and in my eagerness for Sen's arrow to fly before it could flee, I leant forward, scuffing a rock free of the dirt. The stag lifted its head, ears perking up, and though Sen released the arrow, it was too late. It shot clean past the stag, liable to escape before Sen could take aim for a second time and I balled my hands into fists, willing the stag to come back.
 
   It'd been nothing more than a thought, yet the stag tumbled to the ground, not given time to cry out. 
 
   Sen and Ash looked at each other as it came crashing down, and then at me. Staring at my palms, I couldn't decide whether I was losing control or tuning my necromancy to my needs; either way, Sen and Ash both knew what I was, so there was no need for me to explain myself. Ash cleared her throat awkwardly and Sen rose to her full height, glancing between the bow in her hands and the stag crumbled on the floor.
 
   “Er. Is that safe to eat?” Ash asked, shooting to her feet. “Sen, can your lot eat, er. Necromancered meat?”
 
   “It's safe!” I said, with nothing to back up my words. I clutched my hands behind my back, resisting the urge to revive the stag, and Sen and Ash didn't move, as though waiting for the creature to make its escape. “I think. I didn't—”
 
   I bit the inside of my mouth, thinking better of admitting to having accidentally killed something.
 
   “I didn't mean to frighten it, and I didn't want it to get away. Sorry, Sen.”
 
   My word was good enough for Sen. She stepped over the shrub, retrieved her arrows and knelt by the stag. She brushed a hand across its side, ensuring it truly had stopped breathing, and bowed her head, murmuring something I couldn't hear and wasn't meant to.
 
   “That's some messed-up stuff, Rowan,” Ash huffed, slumping against a tree. “Good thing you're on our side. I wouldn't want you plotting against us.”
 
   I shouldn't have felt the need to defend myself against comments of the sort, but I found myself saying, “Don't worry. I'm with Kastelir until we get this sorted.”
 
   “Kastelir?” Ash asked, laughing. “Don't tell me you didn't hear. Come on! The resistance was founded by a group of people the Kings and Queen used to call rebels. Do you think they'd set out to restore Kastelir to what it was? Nah. Plan is, we make it better. Back to the territories. Not exactly sorted out the divisions yet, but everyone's more willing to cooperate when we're up against dragons.”
 
   “Really?” It shouldn't have been a surprise. The land was in ruins; there would never be a better time to rebuild as the people wanted to, but it made me uneasy to think that everything Kouris had been through was a waste. 
 
   “Yep. Turns out Marshal Ightham and Kidira agree, so the resistance had no squabble with them,” Ash said. “Thing is, everything runs a lot smoother with someone who knows what they're doing in charge. The Marshal decided that farmers should run the farms, and what do you know? We're suddenly producing a hell of a lot more food. Funny that, eh.”
 
   Sen came back over with the stag held across her shoulders, straining as much as a dog with a rabbit in its mouth would. Ash decided that the forest was as secure as it was going to get and led the way back to Orinhal, scowling at every branch that lashed out at her.
 
   “You wanted to talk about something?” I said to Sen.
 
   Ash took the hint and hurried on a few yards ahead, but Sen still looked hesitant.
 
   “You can tell me,” I said in Svargan. 
 
   Sen's ears rose with her brow, and she said, “A-ah, you're friends with... Kouris.”
 
   “That's right,” I said, “It's about Claire, isn't it?”
 
   I'd thought Sen picked her words so timidly because Mesomium was new to her, but even in Svargan, she didn't exude much more confidence. I made an effort to pay extra attention to all she was saying, not speaking until she was done.
 
   “I-it's nothing. I just thought I should say that... the Marshal doesn't talk about anything but work very often,” Sen said, using the Mesomium word for Marshal. Rank had little bearing, amongst the pane. “But I know that she missed you very much, Rowan. So even if the Marshal doesn't... doesn't seem like you remember her, just know that she's been getting better. Little by little. I think working here helps a lot.”
 
   Sen managed a faint smile, but I couldn't bring myself to mirror it.
 
   “Have you been with her long?” I asked.
 
   “Almost two years,” she said, bringing her fingers up to the scar on her forehead. “We were taken to Kyrindval together.”
 
   “I'm glad she had you,” I said to the ground.
 
   I remembered Katja's words, the way she'd mocked me for expecting to find Claire unchanged. She'd been right. I'd imagined Claire dead, and I'd done all I could not to picture her alive, but I never considered the way Kastelir's struggle would take its toll on her. 
 
   We headed back to Orinhal without another word. Ash was aware we'd been talking about Claire but knew better than to ask what we'd said, and at the gate, she insisted on taking the stag off Sen's hands. There were butchers to deal with this sort of thing, and Sen was supposed to be a maid, Ash reminded her; she shouldn't work herself so hard.
 
   A few soldiers rushed to help Ash, and she grunted in appreciation, muttering about needing to get to bed. Sen and I walked through Orinhal together – the pane district was north of where I was staying – and though people didn't gawk at her as much as they had done so to Kouris in Praxis and Isin alike, no one wasted a moment getting out of her way. The streets fell just quiet enough for us to notice it, and we hurried on, neither of us saying anything to one another.
 
   I wanted to ask her more about Claire, but I didn't know what to say; what I had any right to say. Sen too was distracted, likely worried that she'd betrayed Claire's confidence in telling me as little as she had, and I knew that the past two years couldn't have been easy on her. 
 
   I hadn't been looking forward to returning to Goblin and Ghost's, but Akela was back from the tower and had lugged a mountain of wood along with her. She was sat out in the street, hammering planks into place and whistling loudly. Making the beds she'd spoken of, as promised.
 
   “Northwood! Sen! You are back from the forest,” Akela said, waving us both over. Sen glanced off to the side, having plenty to attend to, but Akela proceeded to make a convincing argument. “You know, I am thinking, there is nothing that is helping me settle in like my own bed, yes? Well! Except for a cake, that is. And if I am getting help from somebody, and they are as strong as a pane, then I am making this cake all the faster. And of course, there is not a drop of chocolate in sight.”
 
   Sen looked off to the side again, but this time, she was smiling.
 
   “I don't... have anywhere to be, until this evening,” she said with a decisive nod, heading over and sorting the wood into piles. 
 
   I sat out in the street with them, given the highly important task of handing nails to Akela. She said nothing of her visit to the tower, and though I suspected that Goblin had told her what had happened to Claire, seeing it for herself was another matter altogether. Akela and Sen chatted as they worked, and oddly, Akela didn't talk over Sen; they both had just enough to say to one another.
 
   I was considering heading out to one of the farms and finding where best to make myself useful when Sen scampered to her feet, blurting out, “M-Marshal, is everything alright...?”
 
   Claire was behind me, drawing the attention of those passing by. She wore her shirt buttoned up to the throat, leather gloves on both hands and an eye patch over her bad eye, but there was no mistaking it. She was really Claire, and I hadn't imagined all that had unfolded in the tower last night.
 
   My heart couldn't decide whether it wanted to rise or sink as I stood from my spot on a half-made bed.
 
   “Everything's fine, Sen,” Claire reassured her. “Rowan, might we...?”
 
   Claire tilted her head down the street, some destination in mind, and I hurried over to her side. Akela waved us off with her hammer and Sen continued to fret, only to have Akela point out that she could channel that worry into something useful and distract herself by chopping more planks down to size.
 
   Walking with Reis meant I was used to walking slowly, but even they would've seemed fast, compared to Claire. It filled me with an odd sense of hope for her; if Reis could learn to live as well as they had with a missing leg, then surely Claire could come to do the same with a shattered one. As we went, more and more people stopped what they were doing and politely tilted their heads towards their Marshal, while I revelled in how wonderful it felt to be doing something so simple with Claire.
 
   “I admit I half expected to leave the tower and find that last night had been but a dream,” Claire said, and I darted around her, so that her good eye was to me, “I apologise if you felt that you had to leave in a hurry. It was a lot. For both of us, I'm certain.”
 
   “That wasn't your fault. It was just finding you like that, and Sen turning up, and... you,” I said.
 
   “That sounds like it was my fault,” Claire said lightly.
 
   “You know what I mean. It was a lot to take in, and so much has happened since I last saw you. I don't know where to start, what to tell you first. Everything feels like it's going to be too much, or not enough.”
 
   Claire hummed as we went, but made no reply that didn't come from the tapping of her cane. She hadn't strictly said that she was taking me somewhere in particular, but I doubted she would've walked this far purely to have an excuse to talk, and so I looked ahead eagerly, trying to guess at where we might be going. The further we went, the slower she became, but I thought it best not to ask if she was alright. I matched her pace without a word, hoping she'd tell me if it was all too much for her.
 
   “When we first met, Rowan, we did not tell one another everything of our past,” she said, having had time to mull it over. “We ought to treat this situation in the same way; we shall tell each other what we must, when we must. When we are comfortable with it, and when we want to. I believe we're allowed to talk about the present, or even the future; there will be plenty of time to reflect on what's happened.”
 
   That last part sounded like a promise.
 
   “Alright. I'll tell you something,” I said, grinning. “The others probably won't be here for a few weeks, even though we all left at the same time. Do you know why?”
 
   “I couldn't say,” Claire replied, “I doubt there's much of a scenic route to take, nowadays.”
 
   I took a step closer to her, not wanting any of the onlookers, as respectful as they were, to overhear me.
 
   “Akela and I came by dragon,” I stated matter-of-factly.
 
   Claire stopped walking, purely to frown at me, both hands folded atop her cane.
 
   “By dragon. Really.”
 
   It took all my willpower not to laugh, despite it not being untrue in the least.
 
   “Really! He'd been killed by Felheimish soldiers, and I thought it was so unfair that I... brought him back. Accidentally. Sort of. And he was a little weary of us, but once he realised we weren't going to hurt him, he was more than happy to help! Oh, and his name is Oak.”
 
   Claire huffed something like a laugh, and said, “I can't wait to hear what you're going to tell me once we have a measure of privacy.”
 
   Tales of Kondo-Kana were best saved until we were alone.
 
   Distracted by dragons and our destination alike, Claire stared straight ahead as she went, and I thought it best to let her focus. I wasn't certain whether offering my arm out to her would've been a slight, and so I kept my hands buried in my pockets, settling on enjoying her company for a distance of a few inches. A building emptied just in time for us to pass it, and children poured out, running into their guardians' arms on the other side of the street. The resistance had set up schools, it seemed, and one child almost ran straight into Claire's legs.
 
   I grabbed him by his shoulders, gently easing him to the side, and when he looked up at Claire, he let out a startled cry. Claire blinked at him, and the boy's father ran over, apologetically taking the child into his arms. 
 
   “There, there. It's only Marshal Ightham, lad. She keeps us safe,” the man said, patting his son's head. “Awfully sorry about that. You know how kids get.”
 
   Claire nodded sharply, walking faster past the school.
 
   “I don't often leave the tower,” she said dryly.
 
   “I know how that feels. When I started glowing, I couldn't go out for almost a month,” I said, “I thought I'd be inside forever.”
 
   “And yet you seem perfectly capable of controlling it now and wandering unnoticed whenever you please,” Claire said, words rushing out of her. Hearing her speak so bluntly caused my shoulders to rise to my ears, and after a moment, she said, “I apologise. I am merely bitter. I know nothing of what you've been through.”
 
   “No, no. I shouldn't have compared our situations,” I said, doing my best to smile.
 
   It had unfolded and been resolved within a minute, but I found Claire's gaze wandering as we went, as though this part of Orinhal was new to her, as well. The number of cabins thinned, replaced by storehouses, and at the very end of the street, by a gate leading out of Orinhal, stood a stable.
 
   “Go ahead,” Claire said, sweeping a hand out towards it.
 
   I remained where I was, hoping she'd give me another hint, but all I got was an expectant look. Cautiously stepping away from her, I went on ahead and into the stable, and peered at the mostly empty pens. The soldiers' horses were stabled elsewhere, outside of the city itself, and when Claire didn't catch up to me immediately, I said, “Er—hello?” and felt foolish for doing so.
 
   No sooner was the word out of my mouth than I heard a familiar whinny. 
 
   Spinning around, I caught sight of Charley in the back of the stable, stomping his front hooves against the floor. Narrowly avoiding a wooden pillar on my way over, I flung myself against the front of his pen, arms wrapping tightly around his neck. He continued to whinny and neigh, trying to knock the door open, and I buried my face in the side of his neck, laughing fondly.
 
   “Charley! Oh, I missed you so much,” I said, mussing his mane. “I didn't think I'd see you again!”
 
   I leant back and he knocked his head against my chest, ears twitching when I scratched behind them.
 
   “Claire brought you all the way here, did she?” I asked as I heard her slow, heavy footsteps behind me.
 
   “You'll have to thank Kidira for that, actually,” Claire said, making her way over to us. She patted the side of Charley's head and he stepped back, rushing forward to nudge his nose against me, thinking Claire had somehow failed to realise I was there. “She took the first horse she came across, when it became clear that the castle couldn't be held. I kept Charley with me, thinking you would want that.”
 
   “I'm glad you had each other,” I assured her, fussing endlessly over him.
 
   I turned to her, smiling as brightly as I wish I had when I found her in the tower. If I only knew where I stood, I would've kissed her. But I couldn't risk it. I didn't know where the lines had been drawn and whether or not I was allowed to cross them.
 
   He hadn't changed, hadn't been lost without me. All he knew was that I'd been gone and it'd taken a while for me to return; for once, I didn't have to strain to make sense of the situation. I was nothing short of happy, and he was the same, endlessly nuzzling me, shuffling on the spot in surprise.
 
   I could've stayed there all day with him, but I saw Claire grimace from the corner of my eye and knew she'd been on her feet for too long.
 
   “I'll be back in a bit, alright?” I said to Charley, and he whinnied indignantly. “Oh, shush. I'll bring carrots with me. You'll have nothing to whine about then.”
 
   “It's fine,” Claire said. “I can make my way back on my own.”
 
   “I know that,” I said, offering out my arm. “But I'd like to walk with you. I know, I know, I'm probably saying too much, and there's so much I'm probably not saying, but honestly, I just want to talk to you, Claire. Please. Please put up with me a little more.”
 
   Claire glanced down at my arm, weighing her options, and with a flicker of a smile said, “You needn't make it sound like a chore.”
 
   We went back through the town arm in arm, and while I didn't act as a support for her, I was there, in case she needed me. Pain ran up and down her leg, seeping into the rivets left behind by breaks, and without a word, without looking at her, I drew it out of her, feeling a sickly reflection of it settle beneath my shin and thigh for half a moment. She raised her brow, said nothing of it, and pulled me a little closer.
 
   Our journey back to the tower wasn't a swift one by any stretch of the imagination, but the moment we were stood before it, I wanted to turn back, to keep walking in another direction. I was selfish; Claire had already put more strain on her leg than she should've, but I wanted to keep her by my side.
 
   “It would appear my break was far too long,” Claire said, sighing. A queue had formed around the tower, made up of soldiers and citizens alike, some of them impatiently trying to peer through windows. “If it isn't Agados and Rylan then it's a missing sack of potatoes; it never ends.”
 
   “Sorry,” I said, letting her reclaim her arm. “Sort of. I'm glad I got to see you.”
 
   At the sight of Claire, those standing closest to the tower door straightened, clearing their throats and silently mouthing whatever requests they'd built up the courage to make. 
 
   “Indeed,” she said, pausing. “Sen is in the habit of bringing me dinner each night at eight o'clock, and she's yet to adjust to human portions. I expect to be working late tonight, but should you wish to join me some other time...”
 
   “I'll be there!” I told her, beaming.
 
   “Only if you wish to. Don't feel you're obligated to keep me company.”
 
   “Stop making it sound like a chore,” I said. “I'll be there! Eight o'clock, tomorrow night.”
 
   Claire left with a nod of her head, and I watched her make her way back to the tower. People rushed to hold the door open for her, greeting her warmly; they respected her, trusted her. The citizens of Orinhal knew who was keeping them safe, knew she had been fighting for Kastelir in her own way, as the rebels once had. 
 
   Not forgetting my promise to Charley, I went out in search of a market. There were still a few coins in my pocket, given to me by Atthis for the journey to Orinhal. Certainly more than enough for a sack of apology-carrots. I didn't have to go far: there was no designated area where market was to be held. Instead, the Orinhalians had taken it upon themselves to sell their wares down residential streets, anywhere they could set down a stall and raise their voice.
 
   A group of children running errands for their parents queued in front of me, holding an empty sack between them. This was all par for the course of an average day, and the woman selling vegetables seemed to be on a first-name basis with all those who came to barter with her. The children ran off with their turnips and well-wishes for their parents, and the woman stared up at me from her low stall, trying to place my face.
 
   “I'm new,” I said, smiling. I held out a handful of coins and said, “I only need a few carrots.”
 
   The woman scowled at the silver pieces, shaking her head.
 
   “That ain't gonna be much use to us here. Not got anything worth trading for?” she asked, and I shook my head apologetically. “Say. Didn't I see you walking around with the Marshal a little while ago?”
 
   “You did! That was me,” I hurried to reassure her. “We were friends before... before everything.”
 
   The woman hummed in understanding.
 
   “Back from the dead, eh?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   The woman held her hand out, gesturing for me to drop the coins into her palm.
 
   “There's a bunch of fools who sometimes go sneaking off to the cities that haven't been burnt to a crisp. Suppose this'll help them out some. Here, take what you need,” the woman said, tilting her head towards the carrots. I grabbed half a dozen by the stems, and the woman said firmly, but not unkindly, “You'd best be finding a way to make yourself useful. Though the Marshal will be finding you something to do, no doubt.”
 
   “I want to work on the farm. On one of the farms, anyway. Do you know who I should talk to?”
 
   “Head out into one of the fields and talk to whoever looks like they know what they're doing. Can always do with more hands down there. Plenty of mouths to feed, and all.”
 
   I thanked her for her help, and not wanting to hold the queue up anymore, hurried off. I spent the next few hours with Charley, feeding him carrots that wouldn't make up for a two-year absence but were certainly a start, telling him more than I'd been able to tell Claire. He listened intently, knowing he'd be rewarded for his patience, and I leant back on a hay bale, mulling over how much I already had to tell Kouris.
 
   If she was moving alone, it wouldn't take her much more than another week to get here. I'd have a better grasp on things, by then.
 
   Bidding Charley goodbye, I left for the fields a little before dusk. Hundreds of people were out there, all hard at work, and after being asked if I was just going to stand there gawking, I had the chance to explain that I wanted to help out. I told an important looking man that I'd grown up on a farm and knew what I was doing, and he said that if I came back at sunrise tomorrow, he'd find me some work that wasn't too hopelessly mind-numbing.
 
   Feeling better for knowing I could make myself useful, I headed back to Goblin and Ghost's, smiling at the prospect of getting to see Claire tomorrow. She'd been right; so long as we didn't force ourselves to say too much too quickly, it'd all work out.
 
   Akela was nowhere to be found, but she'd built one of the beds. I assumed it was mine, for my bag had been placed neatly atop the makeshift mattress, and I fell onto it, knowing I'd have to take Claire's things to her tomorrow. I'd have to explain that I thought I had some right to not only collect her things, but to go through them, to decide what I'd take along with me as though they were mine.
 
   Groaning, I scrubbed at my face, willing myself to focus on far more pressing things, like the fact that hunger was gnawing at me. I got as far as the bedroom door, fingers around the handle, when I heard the front door slam shut, raised voices filling the corridor.
 
   “It's not the fact that we have guests that's the problem, Galal. Surely you know I've no problem with the Commander staying with us. It's just...” Ghost muttered, followed by two thuds as he kicked his boots off.
 
   “This again? Really, now? She saved you, you must realise that,” Goblin objected.
 
   “I didn't ask anyone to take me away from... from...” Ghost trailed off, drawing in a deep breath. “Some days I feel as though what I saw in the Forest Within was better than all this, and I can't even remember it without straining my mind. It isn't right. Being taken from all that, being made to feel as though...”
 
   “You don't mean that,” Goblin said sternly, “You aren't the only one who feels as you do, and it has nothing to do with the fact that you were brought back. All of us are doing our best to get through each day with a smile, because it's all we can do in a world like this.”
 
   I backed away from the door, not wanting to hear any more. I'd already taken in far more than I ought to have, and I fell back on the bed, hunger forgotten. This wasn't my village, but it wasn't Canth, either; once more, I had to hide what I was, and far too many people already knew the truth.
 
   As I laid there, staring at the ceiling, I moved a hand beneath my shirt, fingers pressing to all the ridges Katja had left across me, had made a part of me, and wondered why I always had to bring out the worst in people.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XV
 
   Someone left earlier than I did, the next morning, but I couldn't tell whether it was Goblin or Ghost. I seized the chance regardless, hopped over Akela, curled up on the floor, and grabbed bread from a basket in the kitchen before slipping out onto the street. At that hour, Orinhal was alive, but not lively.
 
   People yawned with each step they took, blinking and stretching themselves awake as they went about their allotted tasks. There were bakers and butchers setting up for the day, soldiers and crafters wordlessly sharing tea before work, along with those leaving their homes to care for their elderly neighbours. The farms were as busy as they'd been the previous evening, and the man I'd spoken to about work hadn't forgotten me. I was directed to a group twenty-strong setting up for the day, and told to do as they did.
 
   The heat from the sun couldn't compete with the coolest day in Canth, but it was hard work regardless, and I was sweating within the hour, fingers wrapped around the rough handle of a shovel. It'd been years since I'd worked on a farm but I fell straight back into the rhythm, reminded, all at once, of how exhausting and rewarding it was. We worked in companionable silence straight through to lunch time, and those I'd been tilling the fields with shared their food with me.
 
   The people I worked with had been driven from all corners of Kastelir. Some were older than my father, while one boy was thirteen, if he was a day. He worked the fields while his older sister apprenticed under one of the army's smiths, and all knew better than to ask about his parents. They were a tight-knit group, all looking out for one another, and though Kastelir had been divided into its territories once more, none cared where the others would end up, once this was all over.
 
   By the end of the day, I was almost as excited to work again tomorrow as I was to see Claire. I had just enough time to rush down to the river to clean myself off, and stopped by the cabin to grab my bag on the way to the tower. The clock above the doors told me I had five minutes to spare, but I couldn't see how much of a difference it would make. I pulled the door open and slipped inside, not wanting to make Claire come downstairs if she was already at the table, and found her behind the door, arguing with someone.
 
   They both stopped mid-sentence at the interruption, and Claire wouldn't have taken the intrusion lightly, had anyone else wandered in without knocking. She opened her mouth to shout and promptly shut it, and took my presence as a much-needed excuse to wrap up whatever debate she had no intention of losing.
 
   The woman she was arguing with – a high-ranking soldier, perhaps a general – was the first to speak again, not caring that she now had an audience.
 
   “Marshal, surely you see the benefit of having allies. We're outnumbered three-to-one, yet you continue to overlook the potential of negotiating with—”
 
   “Were he to give us ten thousand soldiers and rations to feed Orinhal for a decade I still wouldn't work with the King of Agados,” Claire scoffed. “What makes you think this isn't a trap? How many times have we heard that Rylan's working with the Agadians? Anything to get me out in the open, beyond the safety of Orinhal. Now go, go. I've dinner to attend to, and this conversation is going nowhere.”
 
   The woman grumbled under her breath, straightened, and snapped a salute.
 
   “... Enjoy your dinner, Marshal,” she said, glancing at me as she left the tower, closing the door quietly behind her.
 
   Claire rested her mouth against her knuckles, sighing as she stared down at the mess of paperwork on her desk. I saw her eyes scan across it, and for a moment, thought that she meant to sort through it, tying up all the loose ends in the process. She almost proved me right, but after a few seconds spent straightening a stack of parchment, she grew weary of it all and looked up at me with a smile.
 
   “You came,” she said, a little surprised that I hadn't found some excuse not to be there. “We ought to head upstairs before someone else bombards me with their terrible plans.”
 
   Claire locked the tower doors, and no sooner were we upstairs, sat around the table that wasn't designed for two, than the doors opened again. Sen made her way up, glasses rattling on the tabletop-sized tray between her hands, and when she set it down on the table, I saw that Claire hadn't been exaggerating. Even the plates were bigger than the sort I was used to. I could've spent the better part of an hour deciding where to start.
 
   “I hope you like it,” Sen said, bowing her head. “I p-probably made too much, but the Marshal always needs to eat more...”
 
   I grinned and Claire exhaled sharply, saying, “Thank you, Sen.”
 
   “Ah, I'll just...” she murmured, scurrying off to fetch the pitcher of water she'd left downstairs. “There. If there's anything else you need, you can let me know, and I'll...”
 
   “That'll be all, Sen,” Claire said gently, in Svargan.
 
   “It looks great,” I said, continuing the theme of Svargan, “Thanks! I'm sure I'll finish anything Claire doesn't want.”
 
   Her ears perked up, and with a nod of her head, Sen took a few steps backwards, finally content to excuse herself. Claire stared at me as though she didn't understand the words that had just tumbled out of my mouth, and I picked up a fork, not certain whether I wanted to start with the chicken breast or the roasted vegetables along the side.
 
   “You learnt Svargan?” she asked, ignoring her meal in its entirety.
 
   “Kouris taught me. I learnt Canthian, too,” I said, seamlessly switching between the languages. I wasn't beyond showing off, especially not in front of somebody who understood what I was saying. “Sort of had to, really. Living in Canth and all.”
 
   “You'll have to excuse me. I haven't practised Canthian in far too long to be anything but rusty,” Claire said. There was nothing wrong with her choice of words, though they were very carefully picked, each one deliberated over. “We're going to confuse ourselves if we keep switching languages.”
 
   Agreeing with her, I decided my mouth ought to be full of food, not words, and cut off a chunk of chicken, smearing it in the sauce it had been cooked in. I took my first bite and couldn't help but let out an appreciative hum. Claire raised her brow as if to say I told you so, and for a few minutes, I was content to smile around forkfuls of food while she ate at her own pace.
 
   “Is there anything else to drink?” I asked, already halfway through a tepid glass of water.
 
   She shook her head, and focused on cutting her chicken into smaller pieces.
 
   “Really? The Marshal doesn't even get any wine?” I asked.
 
   “There's nothing,” Claire snapped, and frowned at her dinner. Her knife slid across the plate, poorly anchored between her finger and thumb, and I didn't know if I ought to look away as she clicked her tongue in frustration. “... I don't have any wine. I apologise.”
 
   “It's fine,” I rushed to explain. “I'm fine. I was only wondering.”
 
   Claire nodded her head, and went back to her meal. A little ashamed, perhaps, though I couldn't say why. I busied myself with eating, atmosphere not as warm as it'd been moments ago, and I had a horrible, unsettling feeling that I'd finish up my dinner and leave, all without saying anything more to her. 
 
   At least there was an absurd amount of food. I paced myself, eating as slowly as I could without stopping, hoping I'd find my voice, and noticed that Claire wasn't eating so much as she was cutting her food into smaller and smaller pieces and moving them around her plate. She stared at it, caught somewhere between disinterest and contempt, and looked up when she felt my eyes on her.
 
   I ducked my head and went back to eating, but she placed her cutlery on the side of her plate and cleared her throat.
 
   “I'd like to hear about Canth,” she said. “If you wouldn't mind telling me.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, setting my cutlery down. “Well... what do you want to know?”
 
   “Anything. Where you lived, who you stayed with. How you filled your days, what you learnt; anything you're comfortable with telling me.”
 
   It took a few words from Claire to make me forget the past two years of my life. Too many things came to mind at once, each flash of a memory blinding the last, until there was nothing but a cluttered blur for me to focus on. She said she wanted to hear anything, but I didn't want to bore her. Didn't want to confuse her.
 
   “We lived with Reis. Kouris was always talking about them, back when we were travelling to Isin, so I know you already know a little about them. Turns out they run a place called Port Mahon. It's a sort of... pirate town, made by women, but there are lots of other people there, too. Not many men, though no one had a problem with Atthis,” I explained. “And I worked on the fishing boats a lot. I liked it. More than farming, I think. And, um. I guess I helped Reis with the accounts, when I could, or went to the tavern, out to market...”
 
   I chewed on the inside of my cheek, shoulders rising as I reached for my cutlery. 
 
   Claire stopped me and covered my hand with her own.
 
   “Rowan. I want to hear everything you have to say. We've all evening. Don't feel as though you ought to rush, or skip details. I'm listening,” she told me.
 
   I moved my hand so that I could cling to hers, squeezing it as it hit me, once again, that Claire was alive, and that I was sitting down to dinner with her.
 
   “Okay. But you're not going to believe half of it,” I said, mouth slanting into a smile. Rising to a challenge she hadn't set, I went about proving my point by saying, “I mean, I met Kondo-Kana, and that's not even the weirdest thing that happened.”
 
   Claire spent a moment studying my expression, hand still wrapped around my fingers, as though trying to discern whether or not I was serious.
 
   “You met Kondo-Kana. The Kondo-Kana of legend, or a woman who happened to be called Kondo-Kana?” she asked, just to make certain.
 
   “The Kondo-Kana,” I clarified, and said so much so quickly that I couldn't have been making it up. “I met her by accident, actually. Tizo – a captain in Mahon, one of the newer ones – bought a map from me, so that she could take a crew on a treasure hunt. Only you don't call them treasure hunts in Mahon, apparently it's bad luck. So I went on an expedition with Tizo, and Akela came along, because everyone always wanted Akela on their ship. Anyway, we ended up at an ancient temple in the middle of a jungle, and all of the golden phoenixes were still there. Everyone worked on getting those back to the ship, but I decided to take a look inside and, well.
 
   “It was strange, but it wasn't strange. Kondo-Kana was there, looking at what remained of the temple, and I felt as though... as though I knew her. And not because of all the stories about her. I suppose it's because we're both necromancers! But she had these eyes like... like mine were, but the light wasn't trailing up. It was just trapped there, in her eyes. Like stars, or the moon, or... Anyway, I didn't know who she was then. Didn't see her for a few months after that, until I got an invitation from the capital. I thought it was from Queen Nasrin – kind of embarrassed myself a bit, actually – but Kondo-Kana was living in the palace, working in the temple.”
 
   Claire threaded her fingers with mine, and I worried that my heart was pounding so loudly in my ears that I wouldn't be able to hear anything she said.
 
   “As a child – foolish though I was taught it was – I believed that Kondo-Kana hadn't met her end in the ocean,” she said, leaning forward to confide in me. “Something about the stories didn't sit well with me. And now I know why.” 
 
   With her thumb brushing against my palm, the stories flowed out of me. I told her about the problems in Canth, about the attacks the port suffered in my time there, and I told her about the other expeditions I'd been on, and what became of those who challenged Reis' authority. She listened as though my voice was the only sound in the world as I told her about the temples, flooded with people on a daily basis, the murals painted across Mahon, along with all the people I'd met.
 
   For the first time since returning to Asar, I understood how far Canth was behind me, how much I missed it; and had a ship been waiting for me, I still wouldn't have chosen to be anywhere else.
 
   Claire hadn't taken her eyes off me the entire time, and I let it make me brave.
 
   “I have something for you. I have something that's yours, that is. I know I should've given it to you before this, but I just worried that you'd be angry...” I said, smiling weakly.
 
   I pulled my hand free of Claire's and reached for the bag between my feet. I moved my plate to the side, dinner long-since cold, and Claire took it upon herself to stack her plate atop mine, food barely touched, and placed them both on the floor.
 
   “What is it?” she asked, doing what she could not to let curiosity get the better of her.
 
   “I went to Praxis. To the place where you kept your things,” I explained, fingers hovering over the straps of the bag. “I know they were your things and I shouldn't have gone through them, but I thought... you know what I thought. I hadn't planned on going there. That's not why I kept the key. Having something of yours, it just... I'm sorry. Here.”
 
   I pushed the bag over to her, but she didn't take it. Not right away. She brought a hand up to the collar of her shirt, fingers dipping beneath the fabric, and fished out her necklace, phoenix wing pendant swaying on the chain.
 
   “I understand,” she said, and I blinked hard, every memory of the Phoenix Festival claiming me at once.
 
   She let the necklace rest over her shirt and carefully opened the bag, taking the knife out first. She turned it in her hand, ran her thumb over the carvings, and smiled at the memories it brought with it. Placing it on the table, Claire smiled briefly up at me, and eased the box out of the bag.
 
   It clipped against the table, and Claire placed her hands on her knees as she stared down at the top of it. The corners of her mouth twitched and she said, “A gift from Queen Aren. I take it you've seen the contents. It once belonged to a noble family who claimed the phoenix for their sigil. They fell on hard times and out of memory some centuries ago, but this was amongst the possessions used to repay their debts to the royal family.”
 
   “Do you think they're real?” I asked, unable to contain myself. “They look real. They're just like the pictures in the book.”
 
   Claire ran her fingertips across the edge of the box, laughing softly to herself.
 
   “I was absolutely convinced, when I first received them—the day I was knighted,” she said. “If I didn't have the slightest amount of faith in their authenticity, I likely would've left them behind.”
 
   She couldn't resist opening the box a fraction of an inch and peering inside. From the way Claire's eyes fixed on the bones, I could tell she had more faith in them than she let on, and I knew that I'd done the right thing in bringing her possessions to her.
 
   “The rest of your things are at my house. We can pick them up once the territories are back in order,” I said, and she met my gaze, smiling.
 
   “I never did get to see inside, last time.”
 
   Claire thumbed through the pages of The Sky Beneath The Sun, skimming over passages and reacquainting herself with the images, and I told her about the copy Atthis had bought for me, how I'd studied it over and over again on the ship, fascinated by every diagram. Both of us were surprised by the sound of the tower doors unlocking below, and when Sen made her way up to the room, Claire's first question was, “What time is it?”
 
   “M-midnight, Marshal,” she said. “I thought you'd be done by now. Shall I come back later...?”
 
   “Don't. I should probably be going! I didn't realise it was so late,” I said, getting to my feet before she could argue. “Thanks for having me over, Claire. And thanks for dinner, Sen. It tasted even better than it looked.”
 
   Sen smiled bashfully and knelt down to pick up the plates. Claire didn't rise to see me off and I understood why well enough, but I'd gathered courage enough to duck down and kiss her on the cheek. She didn't flinch. Her fingers brushed against my wrist, and she smiled more than she realised she was, saying, “Should you ever care to come over for dinner, I always eat at the same time, and Sen always makes far too much. You won't have to give prior notice; there'll be plenty here for you.”
 
   I left with the biggest grin on my face, in no rush to get back to the cabin. I walked with my hands in my pockets, enjoying the warm, still night air. I was far from the only one outside. Most of the candles within cabins had been snuffed out, but the taverns were still serving those who'd only just finished work, and soldiers patrolled the streets. I smiled at those I passed and they nodded politely, bidding me a goodnight.
 
   Goblin and Ghost's cabin was in sight when I walked into someone who wasn't wearing mismatched-armour. I could've sworn he'd come to a halt outside the cabin, but at the sight of me, he carried on down the road. I stepped to the side as he approached but he stopped and stared down at me.
 
   I was in too good of a mood to be intimidated.
 
   “Can I help you with something?” I asked.
 
   “You Rowan?” he asked, curling his upper lip.
 
   I nodded, hands slipping into fists, but that was all he wanted. He hummed, shoved his hands into his pockets, and kept on walking. I stared at his back as I went, certain I didn't recognise him. Then again, I'd met a lot of people today. He could've been someone from the farm, or perhaps he'd been working at the stables when I was there the day before.
 
   Either way, I put it out of my mind, tiptoed through the cabin, and stepped back over a sleeping Akela. 
 
   Over the next week, I had dinner with Claire three times. I didn't wish to make a nuisance of myself by never giving her an evening free of me, but I found it increasingly difficult to stay away when I knew how close she was; when the alternative was eating alone in mine and Akela's room, in order to avoid any run-ins with Ghost. Claire and I didn't talk as much as we had that first night, but even when we had nothing to say to one another, it was nice to be able to spend time together. I moved from telling her about Canth to talking about work down on the farm, though I couldn't help but notice the way she never said anything of the past two years.
 
   I didn't push her. I knew there was little good to speak of, and the resistance's problems were ever at the forefront of her mind. Still, I think she was glad of my company, for it meant getting to focus on something other than Prince Rylan's next move or the whispered Agadian threat for a short while.
 
   Akela, as she'd predicted, had managed to move up through the army's ranks, and had convinced one of the smiths to craft an axe to her exact specifications. I spent my days down on the farm, working until my back ached pleasantly, muscles soon smoothing themselves over. In the evenings, the first thing I did was check for word of Kouris, aware that she couldn't be far off. I focused on her imminent arrival, rather than Atthis and Katja's. 
 
   If Akela was around, I made dinner with her, though increasingly often, she was busy helping Sen out after her shifts. It wasn't until my ninth day in Orinhal that the sense of safety I'd built up in the beginnings of a routine was torn from me.
 
   I headed out at dawn, as I always did, and greeted the other farmers with a sleepy wave. I was too busy stretching my arms above my head to pay much heed to the lack of good mornings I received, but once I was done scrubbing my eyes, I couldn't miss the way they were looking at me.
 
   They were gathered close together, shoulder to shoulder, each one of them fixing their eyes on me, waiting for someone braver to say the words burnt into their minds and branded on their tongues. But they didn't need to say anything. I'd seen this before; I'd been here before. My village had gathered together in the very same way, silently passing their judgement, passing a sentence I'd never get the chance to defend myself again.
 
   “What's wrong?” I asked in spite of all I knew to be true, desperate to believe I was wrong.
 
   It couldn't be happening again.
 
   “We were just thinking,” one of the men started, gripping a shovel between his hands. “Maybe it'd be best if you weren't working here. Around the food. Around children.”
 
   It couldn't, it couldn't.
 
   The small group nodded in agreement, hardly daring to blink.
 
   “What? Why?” I said, stepping forward.
 
   The crowd flinched, moving two steps back for the one I'd taken.
 
   “You are Rowan Northwood, aren't you? From Felheim?” an elderly woman asked, protectively clutching the shoulders of the boy I often shared my lunch with.
 
   “I am, but...”
 
   But what? I wasn't the one they'd been warned about?
 
   “We don't want any trouble here,” the woman went on to say. “Go on. It'd be best for everyone if you left the work to us.”
 
   Again, they nodded in unison, as though the same thoughts ran through all of their minds. They weren't just angry; they were frightened. Frightened of what they imagined I could do and what they didn't yet know I was capable of, frightened of all that I'd surely subjected them to in the time they'd spent around me. And how could I argue my case without scaring them further; how could I explain that I'd used my powers to kill, but only because I'd convinced myself it was my only choice?
 
   I backed off.
 
   I took wide strides out of the farm, fighting not to sprint. Everything behind me faded into nothing, torn from my hands the moment I had it. Stolen from me, as everything eventually was. It was all I could do to keep the light within me. 
 
   I marched back to the cabin, not crying – not giving them that satisfaction, not like I had back in the village – and shouldered my way through the front door. I didn't care if I ran straight into Ghost; I wanted to confront him, to know why he'd done this. What he'd said to who. There was noise coming from the kitchen and I stomped into the room, hands still balled into fists.
 
   Goblin was sat at the table, hands wrapped around a mug of tea, and I walked right up to Ghost at the counter, before he could greet me.
 
   “Did you say something about me?” I asked, and Ghost stared down at me, blinking. “Everyone at the farm knows, which means everyone in the city's going to know soon, if they don't already.”
 
   “Slow down,” he said, raising his hands defensively. “I didn't say anything. Why would I?”
 
   “Because... because you clearly hate me, you've made that much obvious enough.”
 
   Goblin rose to his feet, about to interject, but Ghost closed the gap between us, more offended by the suggestion that he'd been responsible for spreading rumours than in acknowledging the fact he'd gone out of his way to make me as unwelcome as he possibly could.
 
   “Rowan. I'm hardly the only one acquainted with your... condition, and what's more, letting people know wouldn't be in my best interest,” he said bluntly. “I'd only have to explain how I came to know of it.”
 
   There were dozens of ways I should've defended myself, but my thoughts were swirling within my head, forcing the room to spin along with them. I gripped my hair, unable to make myself say that I'd brought him back to life, that it wasn't some dark secret he ought to be holding onto, but in the end, all I could do was escape the kitchen and throw myself onto my bed.
 
   I'd lost it all. It didn't matter that Claire and Akela knew what I was and didn't care; it'd spread through town faster than dragon's breath, then I'd be on my own again, locked in my room, trapped in my head. Goblin and Ghost were arguing in the kitchen, but I didn't want to hear it. I wrapped my pillow around my head, determined not to cry.
 
   It didn't matter how far I'd come, what I'd been through. Two and a half years on and there I was again, terrified of the people who made me out to be a monster.
 
   I had to go to Claire, had to tell her what was happening. This was her city and she needed to know if there were going to be yet more problems. I was determined to leave the room, but it grew dark around me and my stomach growled, to no avail. It took me hours to bring myself to stand, and I didn't know how I was supposed to march to Claire and tell her I'd made another mistake.
 
   That I had to leave.
 
   It was ten o'clock when I stood at the tower doors. Sen would've come and gone with dinner by now, and Claire would be up in her room. Not sleeping. Reading, maybe. However she passed the long hours when work no longer consumed her. Expecting resistance, I tried the handle and the door swung open easily.
 
   I ducked my head in and found Claire sat behind her desk. One temple was rested against her palm as she scrawled furiously across a map, murmuring something under her breath. She didn't hear me when I closed the door behind myself, and I look slow steps towards her, wondering why her head kept slipping from the heel of her palm.
 
   “Claire...?” 
 
   Her head snapped up, and instead of belatedly realising that she ought to have been paying attention to her surroundings, she narrowed her gaze and pulled her eye patch up. It became caught in her hair and she shook it off her fingers once it was free, leaning back in her seat and blinking up at me as though I couldn't possibly be there.
 
   “I, ah. My leg, my leg was hurting...” Claire said slowly, clearly, answering a question only she'd heard. “It was hurting, so I—well. It doesn't hurt anymore.”
 
   She placed her quill down too hard and it slid off the table. A second after it hit the floor she scrunched up her face, moved as though to lean to the side, and I darted forward to pick it up for her. I placed it by the inkwell and she watched me intently, then abruptly turned her head, a hundred miles away from me.
 
   “Are you alright, Claire?” I asked softly, kneeling at her side.
 
   Claire turned away, exhaling heavily through her nose.
 
   “Am I alright...” she mumbled, bringing up what remained of her right hand, pressing a finger to her cheek. “Am I...”
 
   I wasn't oblivious to what was happening. I could smell spirits in the air and on her breath, and Claire's leg – the injured one – was trembling beneath the desk.
 
   “Shall I get Sen?” I asked, completely at a loss for what to do.
 
   Claire murmured something about hummingbirds, and her head tilted forwards.
 
   I backed out of the tower slowly, but once I was outside, I set off at a sprint. The pane district wasn't easy to miss; the cabins were at least twice as big as any others in Orinhal, and the humans were in the habit of ensuring newcomers knew where not to go. I rushed from cabin to cabin, glanced at the sigils, and pounded on the door with a hummingbird hanging above it.
 
   Akela answered, not Sen.
 
   “Northwood! I am not expecting you, not at this hour. Come in, come in. We are drinking tea! You are knowing that Sen has many birds, yes, because I—”
 
   “Sorry, I need to talk to...” Sen poked her head out of the kitchen and I caught her eye, saying, “Sen, can you come with me? Please.”
 
   I didn't have to ask twice. Sen pushed past Akela, and set off at a pace I couldn't match. Akela looked at me, puzzled, and I shrugged, as though it was nothing. 
 
   “Well. I suppose I am keeping an eye on the birds,” Akela said, waving as I rushed after Sen.
 
   By the time I reached the tower, Sen was already knelt by Claire's side. Claire was slouching with her elbow against the arm of her chair, face buried in her hand, muffling her words. Sen was endlessly patient but nothing short of pained to see Claire like that, and I hovered in the doorway, watching as Sen hooked her fingers around Claire's arm and Claire batted her away.
 
   “Marshal, please. Y-you should get to bed,” Sen said gently, and Claire turned to her, teeth bared, looking as though she might snap at her, or worse.
 
   All of that anger drained from her the moment she met Sen's eyes, and I swallowed a lump in my throat as Claire too did. Reaching out, she wrapped her fingers around Sen's horn, not objecting when Sen put an arm around her waist and helped her to her feet.
 
   “Oh, Sen...” Claire said softly, resting her head against her chest. “One day you shall leave me too, shan't you?”
 
   “D-don't talk like that Marshal,” Sen replied, leading her towards the stairs. “You'll feel better once you've slept, I'm sure...”
 
   Sen glanced over at me from the foot of the stairs, and tried to smile.
 
   I closed the door behind me, knowing I'd only be in the way. Claire had Sen, the farm didn't need me and Ghost didn't want me around; perhaps I'd be better off in Kyrindval, with the pane and my brother.
 
   I crawled back into bed, nails dug into the back of my wrist beneath the covers, and when sleep came to me, it came in uneven, jittery spurts. A restless hour of sleep felt like a day's worth of dreaming, until I attempted to get up, causing exhaustion to reclaim me. The sun rose and still I didn't move. The thought of Kouris arriving soon was the only thing keeping me afloat, and even that one glimmer of hope turned sour whenever it occurred to me that she should've arrived already, that she should've made it to Orinhal yesterday or the day before.
 
   I wasted the day away, not wanting to see anyone, not wanting to do anything. Akela offered me lunch and I did nothing but grunt, and the next time she came into the room, long hours later, I rolled onto my side, back to her. 
 
   “I am understanding that this is not a good day, yes, but you are wanting to get out of bed now, little Northwood. Kouris, she is arriving!” Akela declared.
 
   I bolted upright, apathy rushing out of me before I had the chance to be sceptical.
 
   “What? Really?” I asked regardless, and Akela grinned. 
 
   “I am speaking to her by the gate! Hah, she is not believing how we are getting here. Her face, hopefully she is still making it for you to see. Go, go! I am thinking you are missing her, yes?”
 
   I didn't have to be told twice. It was harder to be afraid when Kouris was with me, and surely she'd have room for me in a cabin of her own, out in the pane district. I rushed through Orinhal, regretting having declined Akela's offer of lunch, but not about to waste any time searching for anything in the kitchen. It wasn't hard to find her. She'd headed into the centre of town, rising above the masses milling around the tower, and my heart pounded in my chest at the sight of her.
 
   I couldn't stop grinning. It didn't matter that someone murmured necromancer as I pushed past them.
 
   “Kouris!” I called out, giving her fair warning before I crashed into her.
 
   I hit her chest, and before I could wrap my arms around her, her hands were on my shoulders, easing me back.
 
   Kouris stared down at me, eyes blazing, as though more than a handful of days had come between us. Everything I'd had to say went quiet, and her gaze burrowed into me as though I understood what was roiling through her mind.
 
   “What did you do?” she asked accusingly, desperately.
 
   “What did I... what do you mean?” 
 
   “The dragon, yrval. Akela told me what you did to it.”
 
   She'd leant in close to hiss her words out in a whisper, and they grazed across my skin. Carefully knocking her hands back, I stepped away from her, arms around myself.
 
   “I-I helped him. He'd been killed, and I wanted to give him another chance to—”
 
   “How? How could you do that?” Kouris asked, anger simmering into hurt. “This has all happened before. Fifteen hundred years ago. I shouldn't have to be telling you that, yrval. You know what they did, how that hurt the pane.”
 
   I opened my mouth but no sound came out. Of course I knew the stories of necromancers raising pane and dragons for their armies – Kondo-Kana had told me as much herself – but this wasn't like that. I'd wanted to help Oak, not hurt others. I'd given him back the life stolen from him and patched him up as best I could; never had I thought to use him.
 
   “It's not like that...” I managed.
 
   “Not like that? Yrval, what are people going to be thinking if they see that dragon? Do you really think that the humans weren't blaming the pane for what happened, when the dragons first came down? Do you really think they're not gonna use this as some kinda proof, that things aren't gonna get worse for us?”
 
   In all the time I'd known her, Kouris had never thought any different of me because of my necromancy, and yet there she was, so wholly disappointed in me that she may as well have taken her claws to my chest and cracked my ribs open. I hadn't planned any of this, hadn't wanted to cause any more problems for the pane; it'd just happened, and she had to understand that.
 
   “Kouris! I was only helping him. You should've seen him. He was a fhord, but he was so, so young, and they'd put a spear in his side. I didn't know what else to do.”
 
   “You should've left him there,” Kouris growled, voice rising. "Let him rest with some dignity."
 
   People were starting to pay attention to us, and not purely because of what we were. A gap formed in the crowd. The people were intent on giving a pane her space, but it wasn't hard to tell that we were arguing about something worth listening in on. The braver of them edged closer while others stared plainly at us, and all I wanted was to be gone, far from here and back in Canth.
 
   “I couldn't. I wasn't thinking, I—”
 
   “You have to be thinking with power like that,” Kouris said in a low rumble, and the devastation I felt at being confronted by her faded to anger in less than a second. She didn't care who heard us. She was so wrapped up in what I'd done that she was acting as though we were still in Mahon, as though she could say anything around anyone. “I'd thought you'd know better than this. I thought you'd know how this would hurt the pane.”
 
   I couldn't comprehend why she was saying these things to me. What did she want from me? Did she expect me to find Oak and return him fully to death once more? The only thing clear to me was that all the time we'd known one another, all the months we'd lived to together and the love we’d shared added up to nothing; she couldn't overlook this single thing. 
 
   “How I've hurt the pane?” I snapped at her, hands balled into fists. I was more upset than I was afraid, and couldn't think clearly enough to measure my words. “What about you, Kouris? You killed. You gave the whole of Asar all the proof they needed to turn against the pane! You're not... you're not even one of them, not really. You live and work and sleep with humans. You don't look after the dragons, and you don't get to tell me that I've done something wrong.”
 
   It was too much. Even as I spoke the words, I knew they were too much; that I couldn't take them back. Kouris' eyes went wide and her face paled, but it wasn't me she was looking at. The tower doors were open, and Claire had stepped out to see what the growing turmoil was about. Ash followed her out and Sen stood behind them, holding the door open.
 
   “Oh, yrval...” she murmured, not taking her eyes off Claire as her ears fell.
 
   She reached for me, only now willing to offer me comfort, finally realising that I'd needed her more than ever these past few days. I flinched at her touch, causing her to draw her hand back.
 
   “Leave,” I said bluntly, and the worst thing was that she did.
 
   I set off in the opposite direction, determined to lose myself in the crowd. I made it five paces before charging into someone, and the crowd seemed to spread out and try to confine me all at once. I was pushed from one person to the next amidst a rising murmur of necromancer, necromancer, torn apart by a sea of bodies until Claire slammed the tip of her cane against the ground and said, “Enough.”
 
   There wasn't a soul who dared to disobey her. The crowd broke apart, space pulsing around me, and my vision and thoughts cleared; they were people, just people. They weren't simply arms reaching out, trying to tear away parts of me.
 
   Trembling, I caught Claire's gaze. She tilted her head towards the empty space next to her and with my gaze burning into the ground, I rushed to her side.
 
   “But Marshal!” someone cried out. “That's the necromancer, that is.”
 
   “I am aware of that fact, thank you,” Claire said bluntly, meeting their gaze. She challenged the whole of Orinhal and not once thought of lying about what I was. “And she has a name. No harm shall come to Rowan, lest you wish to answer to me. I would recommend that you continue with your business, for having her here will do nothing to impact the routine and stability of your lives. We did not break apart Kastelir in order to cling to its old, brutal laws when it suits us.”
 
   The crowd had grown since I'd tried to push through it. The Marshal being outside of the tower was enough to draw people's interest, and the fact that a necromancer was by her side was enough to secure it. None of them knew how to react. They respected Claire on a deep, unshakable level, but I was still a necromancer, still enough to make them question her judgement.
 
   “How'd you know she's not a spy? You know what they're saying about Agados, and how the King has a... you know,” someone else dared to speak up, stood squarely behind two people taller than himself.
 
   “Stop concerning yourselves with rumours about Agados. Thus far, they have not made a single move against us. Even if the King of Agados had an army of necromancers, he has proven that he is more than intent on staying behind his walls. Worry about Rylan instead,” Claire said sharply.
 
   Disquiet rushed through the crowd, and seeing that they were far from convinced, Claire began to pace back and forth.
 
   “Then, if I may, a question: who here has been harmed by necromancy? Directly harmed, by a necromancer themselves. Not merely scared by vicious hearsay,” Claire said, and patiently waited for an answer.
 
   She paced back and forth three times, and not a single person spoke up.
 
   “I see,” Claire said, nodding to herself. “And who here has been helped by a necromancer?”
 
   Ash stood with her arms stuck firmly by her sides, intent on remaining perfectly still, until Claire turned to stare at her.
 
   Grinding her teeth together, she hissed, “Oh, whatever,” under her breath, hand shooting into the sky.
 
   The crowd wasn't stunned into silence, not exactly.
 
   “What?” one man called out. “But you told us about her in the first place!”
 
   Claire and I both turned to Ash, who was busy cringing and shaking her head, well aware that it was already too late to avoid a world of trouble.
 
   “Listen to me,” Claire said, reclaiming their attention before the buzz of conversation rose to a roar. “For almost a year you have helped me keep Orinhal running. I have kept us safe from dragons and Felheimish soldiers alike; I have liberated the few cities that remain, and I have kept our soldiers clear of Rylan as his army marches through the territories, lest he adds them to his own numbers; and all I am asking is for you to trust me one more time, as you always have. I will not lead you astray. I would not invite danger into the city. Rowan will harm none.”
 
   Claire's words came out strong but there was no agreement to be found within the crowd. There was nothing but a hint of consideration within the people gathered close together, as though numbers would protect them from a necromancer, and Claire turned from them, not about to waste her breath any further.
 
   I didn't know how to thank her. She hadn't once dismissed what I was; she'd been upfront and defended me as she'd promised she would, years ago. Everything within my chest was twisted and tangled from what had unfolded with Kouris, but I smiled when I met Claire's eye, not caring what Orinhal thought of me, so long as Claire was there for me.
 
   I was about to say something, to whisper words that barely meant enough, but the clatter of her cane drew an awful silence out of all those around us. She'd caught the tip on the corner of a paving stone and it'd slipped from her grasp, sending her tumbling down with it.
 
   A collective gasp filled the air, and there Claire was – there the Marshal of Orinhal was – flat on her face, unable to get up of her own accord.
 
   Sen rushed over, and picked Claire up before anyone could be certain of what they'd seen. One moment Claire was lying there, and the next she was inside the tower, door bolted behind her. The crowd had forgotten about me. Light slipped between my fingers, and with Claire safe inside, safe with Sen, I took my chance to escape, mind racing as my heart did.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XVI
 
   I sat out on the front step of Goblin's cabin, too frustrated to hide away.
 
   I watched people pass and wordlessly dared them to approach me, to say something, but they only walked faster when I didn't blink. Claire's words had stirred something within them, and though that something was enough to stop a mob from flooding the street, it wouldn't last long.
 
   I didn't care. Let them come for me, let them say what they would. They'd always be frightened of me, no matter how I fought to prove myself, and so I might as well use that to my advantage. I'd lasted months in my farmhouse, in the fields, and none had come for me. None had dared to lay their hands on me, convinced they were safe, so long as they kept their distance.
 
   I rested my chin on my knees, eyes fixed on the tower. Claire would be less inclined than ever to leave its walls, and though what had happened would never turn the Orinhalians against her, the fact that she'd sided with a necromancer might. She was the whole reason I was staying, and yet I couldn't bring myself to walk up to the tower, to see if she was alright. I was too busy convincing myself that she didn't need me.
 
   Goblin, having heard what had happened, brought me dinner, but I couldn't make myself eat. I couldn't even bring myself to be angry at Ash for starting this all, despite having absolutely no intention of ever apologising to Ghost.
 
   “Yrval...” a voice came, dragging me from my thoughts. Kouris was stood over me, blocking the setting sun. “I'm sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”
 
   I grunted and she crouched in front of me, tilting her head to the side in an effort to meet my gaze.
 
   “I needed you, Kouris. It's been hard here. Everyone knows what I am, and it's all happening again. And Claire, she's...” I paused, exhaling sharply. “I thought I'd feel better, seeing her. But everything with Katja's still right there and... and I needed you. You marched in here, and you looked at me in exactly the same way as everyone else always has.”
 
   “I can't begin to apologise enough,” she said, and I lifted my chin, not about to avert my gaze any longer. “I got ahead of myself. I was too wrapped up in what had been done, not the fact that you'd been the one to do it. I know you, yrval. Of course you'd never want to hurt the pane. You never want to hurt anyone.”
 
   I let a hand fall to the side, gesturing for her to sit next to me. No matter what she'd accused me of, I needed to lean against her.
 
   “I'm sorry. For what I said,” I murmured, burying my face in the side of her arm.
 
   “Don't be. You were only voicing what I've thought plenty of times,” she said, tensing in a way that said she was fighting not to put her arm around me, uncertain of how much was too much. “Guess I've got to be owning up to my past now and again.”
 
   I wanted to forgive her, but things still didn't feel right. She'd love Oak, if only she'd meet him, yet I couldn't help but say, “You still think I did something wrong, don't you?”
 
   Kouris shuffled, fingers knitting together.
 
   “Can't be saying I think it was the right thing to do, all things considered,” she eventually said. “But I'm not holding it against you, yrval.”
 
   I sat back up straight and Kouris said, “Claire told me about Kidira. Told me she's still alive. I'm gonna be heading up towards the mountains, towards Kyrindval. Word is, she left a month ago, looking for another way to help. Now, I understand that you probably don't want to be tracking her down with me, but come with me, yrval. Come to Kyrindval. You'll be safe there. They're not gonna care whether you're a necromancer or not.”
 
   She was leaving already.
 
   She'd been in Orinhal for a matter of hours, and yet she was already moving on, off to find the woman she'd left alone for decades. She was angry at what I'd done but not at me, which likely meant that I ought to stop feeling nauseous, and as much as I longed for the warm welcome Kyrindval would doubtlessly offer me, I couldn't go with her.
 
   “I need to stay here,” I said. “For Claire.” 
 
   “Just paid her a visit. Can't say she's in the most talkative of moods,” Kouris hummed. "That pane of hers filled in most of the gaps in the conversation."
 
   “Sen,” I said. “And I'm not surprised. I... don't know how to help her, Kouris. I don't know how to help myself.”
 
   Kouris placed a hand on my back, rubbing between my shoulder blades.
 
   “It's not all up to you, yrval. Just be remembering that.”
 
   I fell back against her side, and none dared to wander too close to a necromancer and a pane. I understood why she felt compelled to leave, but wished that she wouldn't; I wished that this was the end of our journey, but more than that, I wished that Orinhal felt like as much of a home as Mahon had.
 
   “Are you sure you're really wanting to stay here?” Kouris asked, rising to her feet. I nodded, not forcing myself to voice the right answer, and she swooped down, hesitating before kissing me atop the head. “I'm sorry about what I said, yrval. Honestly. You know how much I love you.”
 
   The corners of my mouth twitched into a faint smile, and I said, “Charley's alive, too. He's over in the stables.”
 
   Kouris grinned in earnest, fangs showing, and within a handful of seconds, she was gone, horns no longer visible over the thinning crowds.
 
   I decided that there was nothing for it but to pick at my food. I took the tray inside, set it down on my bed, and ate a little at a time, waiting for the thoughts that rushed through my mind to give way to sleep. My head was full of flashes Claire and Kouris, and it was late out – close to midnight – when it finally occurred to me to sink beneath the covers.
 
   I pulled them back and there was a knock at the door. I ignored it, fell down on the bed, but it sounded again, more urgent than before. I listened out for sounds within the cabin, but it seemed I was the only one around. I waited for a third knock before dragging myself down the corridor, only to be met by Sen's worried eyes.
 
   “Rowan. You need to... need to come with me,” she said, not taking the time to apologise for coming at such a late hour. I was out of the door before she'd finished explaining. “I, ah. Made the Marshal dinner, but when I returned for the dishes, the doors were bolted from the inside. It's happened before and I tried not to worry, but... a-after today.”
 
   I ran to the tower doors and pulled on the handles. The doors rattled in the frame, refusing to budge more than an inch.
 
   “I don't know what to do,” Sen admitted, eyes stained a pale silver.
 
   I beat my fists on the door, calling, “Claire! Claire, open up!” but there was no response.
 
   I stepped back, kicked the door for good measure, and rushed around to the side. The windows were big enough to climb through, but shutters had been pulled across from the inside. From where I stood, I couldn't knock them off their hinges.
 
   “Sen. Break the shutters.”
 
   “B-but—”
 
   “Are you more worried about Claire being angry with you or something bad happening to Claire?”
 
   I hadn't dared to think that something had happened, and saying it out loud caused us both to freeze for the briefest moment. Setting her jaw, Sen stepped forward and knocked the shutters clean through with a single strike. Wood clattered against the floor and Sen helped me climb through.
 
   “Go. Go home. I'll come find you once I know everything's alright,” I said. 
 
   I didn't think I was brave enough to head up the stairs if I knew Sen was there, waiting, and she saw it in my expression. Bowing her head, Sen stepped away, and I stared at the stairs, telling myself that Claire was asleep. She'd wanted to be alone, locked herself in, drank too much and passed out; that's all that had happened.
 
   I took the stairs slowly, gripping the bannister tighter than I needed to.
 
   “Claire,” I called out. “Claire, it's me.”
 
   I was going to find her in bed, sleeping. I'd worried for nothing.
 
   A single candle burnt low on the table, casting just enough light for me to make out the grain of the room.
 
   Claire wasn't sleeping.
 
   She was sat on the edge of the bed, grasping her dragon-bone knife between both hands.
 
   “Claire...” I said softly, not daring to blink, lest tears spill out. “I came to see if you were alright. And I can see that you're not, but that's okay. Can I have the knife? Please?”
 
   The blade pointed at the ceiling, no more steady than the rest of her. I stayed exactly where I was, glanced at the empty bottle rolled halfway across the table, and Claire shook her head, over and over. I took a single step forward and she clutched the knife harder, leg trembling more than ever.
 
   I could wrestle the knife out of her hands, if I moved quickly enough. I was confident of that much, but I didn't want to have to pry it away from her. I held my breath, counted down from ten, and took another step. She didn't flinch, and I took another, and then another, until I could slowly kneel down in front of her.
 
   “Don't,” she said, screwing her eyes shut. “Don't...”
 
   “Don't what, Claire?” I asked softly, doing all I could to keep my eyes on her, and not the unsteady blade inches from my face.
 
   “Don't look at me, I...” she murmured, and once those words were free, the rest clawed their way out of her. “By the time we found a healer, it was far too late. But if the scars were fresh...”
 
   My chest ached as though everything within it was too frail to hold onto for much longer, and Claire released the knife with one hand, reaching up to touch the burns across her face. I brought my hands up, gently rested my fingers on her wrists when her hand fell back into her lap, and she said, “Please. Please, I cannot—I am trapped.”
 
   “I can't do that, Claire. You can't do that. I want to help you, more than anything, but this isn't the way to do it. I understand, I really do, but you can't heal yourself by hurting yourself. Not properly. Do you remember what you said to me, after you'd slain that dragon and returned to Isin? You said that sometimes, you expected the scars to still be there. You'd look in the mirror and not understand why you looked the way you did. It's not going to go away, Claire. And if you do this to yourself... you'll never get a chance to let it feel even a little bit better,” I said, brushing my thumbs across the backs of her hands.
 
   Opening her eyes back up, Claire looked as though she wanted to laugh, but could only grimace.
 
   “You understand? Of course you don't, Rowan.”
 
   “Listen to me, please,” I said, head bowed forward. I grazed my lips against the back of the hand holding the knife and said, “I told you that Katja hurt me, didn't I? She thought I could make her into a necromancer. When I wouldn't, she decided to practise on me. She hurt me Claire. She put knives in me, over and over. In my chest, in my stomach. It went on for days, and I can still feel them, as though the metal's stuck inside of me. But that's not it, that's...”
 
   I paused, having to look away for a second. My throat was closed and my thoughts became dense, unsearchable. My chest heaved and I said what I could, what little I could, to make Claire understand that I knew something of what she felt.
 
   “She said she was going to make me a better necromancer. She wanted to show me what I was capable of, so she... she cut off my hand. She cut off my hand and she was right. There's so much I can do. It grew back, but... But it's not my hand. I look at it and I know it's not my hand. I curl my fingers and it doesn't feel like my hand. I touch you and it's not my hand, it's not my hand, and I want to cut it off again but—”
 
   I was breathing heavily through grit teeth, eyes stinging.
 
   “It still wouldn't be my hand. It's never going to be my hand, it's never going to feel like it should. It's like... like it weighs too much, or too little, and when I grip it, it's almost like it's her hand. I don't...” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I wish it had never grown back.”
 
   Claire was looking at me, seeing me through the haze that had enveloped her. She freed a hand from my gentle grasp and brought it to my cheek. My heart quickened with everything I wasn't feeling. I'd said all of that and nothing like shame ran through me; I didn't feel as though I was worth less because the words had finally left me.
 
   I placed both of my hands around the one clasping the knife and Claire's grip loosened. The knife passed into my hands and I rose shakily to my feet, stepping back to place it on the table. 
 
   When I returned to Claire, I didn't crouch down again. I pulled her close and she slumped against me, face buried in my chest. I clasped her shoulder with one hand and carefully ran the tips of my fingers through her hair, feeling the unsteady rise and fall of her chest as she let herself be anything but still.
 
   “I'm sorry. I don't know what to say, Rowan. I want so much to be of comfort to you, and yet...” She bit down on her lower lip and I held her closer. “I expect everyone says that they're sorry, or that... that it was awful, or. Or, I could say that I would've protected you, but that feels selfish. I think I have spent so much time thinking of how I could've avoided all this that my thoughts have been poisoned against the present. I hope you know that I...”
 
   She stopped short, and I leant forward, kissing the top of her head.
 
   “I wish I knew why you – why you – tolerated any of this. You ought not to suffer for my vices.”
 
   “Because...” I began, but I couldn't say it. Not while Claire was like this. Not while we were like this. “I'm here, okay? I'm here because I want to be.”
 
   “I think,” Claire murmured, “That this is how it should be. If I had not failed Kastelir so, all this death, this war, it wouldn't...”
 
   “You can't blame yourself for this, Claire. You did what you could to help Kastelir, what no one else was willing to. You gave up so much – your status, your wealth, your home – and you gave Kastelir enough to fight back,” I said, “And look at all you sacrificed to protect Isin, at the very end. This isn't a punishment. It just... isn't fair.”
 
   Claire said nothing more, and I could only hope that my words had reached her. I sat next to her on the bed and kept my arms around her, and colourless exhaustion took her all at once. She didn't sleep peacefully, but she did sleep, heavy in my arms. The whole night through, into morning, my eyes didn't once grow heavy. I shuffled back, leant against the wall, and she barely stirred enough to move with me.
 
   I kept my hand – my new hand – on the back of her head, fingers trailing through her hair. If I was to convince Claire there was a way to live in what her body had been twisted into, I had to do the same for myself. I had to believe that the hand was part of me, and that it was Katja who caused my thoughts to wind back with little rhyme or reason; I was merely trying to place the blame upon myself.
 
   When Claire began to wake, she did so groggily, groaning under her breath. I prepared myself for how she might act, now that the alcohol had been given time to seep out of her system, and placed my hands on her shoulders to help her sit up straight.
 
   “Morning,” I said, and her sole reply was to lean forward, face buried in her hands. “I'll get you some water.”
 
   I poured a glass from the pitcher, tasting a drop for myself to ensure that it was water. I stood in front of her, glass held out, and one hand remained plastered against her face as she reached for it.
 
   “How are you feeling?” I asked as she downed half of the glass in one go, and then looked nauseous for it.
 
   “I am still...” she said in a hoarse voice, “I believe I shall not feel it quite so keenly once I have eaten.”
 
   I pressed my fingertips to her temple, certain her head must be pounding, but she took hold of my wrist and pulled my hand away.
 
   “No. No easy way out,” she said.
 
   She didn't have to suffer to prove herself to me and enduring a headache would hardly teach the longest lasting lesson – it wouldn't even be the first time she'd learnt it – but I let her be. 
 
   “Shall I get Sen? She'll probably make a better breakfast than I can,” I said, and Claire stared down at the glass she was clutching between both hands and nodded shallowly. “I should just go, shouldn't I?”
 
   “It is not that I object to your company,” Claire said, looking up at me. “But I am ashamed of myself. Embarrassed beyond all reason. It is difficult enough to be alone with myself, let alone with you here. I need time to sort my thoughts out. To find a way to better myself.” 
 
   “Alright,” I said, pointedly taking the dragon-bone knife from the table and slipping it into the waistband of my trousers. Claire grit her teeth together and said nothing. “I'm going to keep coming over, though. To make sure you're alright. You don't have to let me in, if you don't want to. I just need to know that you're safe.”
 
   “That may be wise,” Claire said darkly, and looked away from me.
 
   Her cane was at the far side of the room, thrown there, more likely than not, and I picked it up before I left and laid it across the bed. Claire said nothing to me, and I told myself I understood why she wanted to be alone; what she said must've been coming back to her word by word, and she needed time for her own voice to stop resounding quite so loudly within her head. 
 
   I was almost afraid to leave her alone, but watching over her every minute of the day wouldn't have been good for either of us.
 
   I unbolted the tower door, feeling the full weight of my exhaustion when I stepped out into the early morning light. I wanted nothing more than to bury my face in a pillow or my hands and sob until my body had no choice but to sleep for a week, but I had to fetch Sen first. 
 
   I walked with my head down, but keeping to myself wasn't an option for me anymore. A handful of those going about their business around the tower recognised me, and word spread quickly. Someone observed that I'd been in the tower all night, but I knew better than to engage them. I didn't stop until I was at Sen's cabin, and knocked half a dozen times.
 
   She answered the door within seconds, having waited up all night for news, and once again, Akela was with her. I smiled weakly at them both, relieved that Sen hadn't been alone and said, “Sorry it took so long. Claire fell asleep and I didn't want to disturb her.”
 
   Sen covered her hearts with her hand and Akela patted her on the back, saying, “See, what am I saying? If Ightham is in trouble, then Northwood, she is coming to find us right away.”
 
   Akela's usual booming confidence didn't reach her voice. She was almost as relieved as Sen was to see me, having spent all night being positive enough for the two of them.
 
   “She wants breakfast,” was the only thing I could bring myself to say, and seeing my shoulders hunched up by my ears, Akela hurried to excuse herself.
 
   “Well, now that I am knowing Ightham is fine, it is time for work. Yes, yes, the fun, it is never ending! We are going on a scouting mission. Rylan, he is heading somewhere to do something, that is what the rumours are saying. He is getting to a town and just in time, he is saving it from dragons, it is being most convenient,” she said, shaking her head. “I am returning in four days. You are not allowing Sen to work too hard, yes?”
 
   “I'll try my best,” I assured her, and she left us with an exaggerated bow.
 
   The counters in Sen's kitchen were too high for me to offer much help. I had enough trouble climbing onto one of the chairs around the table. Sen continued to frown as she set about preparing a meal, ears low and trembling, and I looked anywhere but at her. Wooden birds lined the windowsill and the backs of the counters, all of them meticulously well carved, and I managed to smile, thinking that Reis would like them.
 
   Birds chirped and clucked from the tiny garden Sen had to call her own, and she peered out of the window, concerned, already having far too much to attend to.
 
   “How long has Claire been drinking like that?” I heard myself ask.
 
   Sen stopped scrapping butter onto toast and said, “Since I've known her. I-I've tried to stop it. I never t-take anything to her and I always make sure there's... there's nothing her room, but, s-s—still, s-she...”
 
   “It's alright,” I rushed to assure her, and she took a deep breath, stuttering stilling her tongue. “It's been a problem for a long time. Before I knew her. We just have to look after her as best we can. Even if she gets angry at us, even if it feels like we're taking away her privacy. She won't get any better, otherwise.”
 
   It was as much as Sen could do to nod in agreement. Her nerves were all but frayed, and she went about finishing up breakfast with unsteady hands.
 
   “Claire's lucky to have you,” I said. “I can see how much you do for her, Sen. She couldn't ask for anyone better.”
 
   “I-I hope that's true,” Sen said, embarrassed. “Thank you, Rowan.”
 
   I held the doors open for her, and Sen thanked me far too much for that, too. We parted ways, Sen heading for the tower, but when I thought of returning to Goblin's cabin – to streets filled with humans – I couldn't bring myself to move. I sat down on her front step, not knowing what to do with myself, now that I had no work to attend to.
 
   I caught the attention of plenty of pane. Unlike the humans around Orinhal, they didn't stand there and gawk, whispering things about me to their friends. They smiled and waved, asking me if there was anything I needed. Asking because they wanted to help, not as a means of telling me that I had no business there. A few of them had yet to master Mesomium and fumbled over their words, grinning in pleasant surprise when I replied in Svargan.
 
   It was midday before Sen returned. Claire's day had got off to a slower start than usual, setting Sen's usual schedule back a few hours, and she looked down at me with concern she couldn't place. She'd just come from the tower; she knew Claire was fine.
 
   “Can I stay here?” I asked. I hadn't thought it through, but it felt like the right thing to do. “I'm only causing trouble at Goblin's, and Akela did tell me not to let you work too hard. I can help out! I can cook. Maybe not as well as you, but I can cook, and you have chickens, don't you? I know how to look after them and—”
 
   “Rowan,” Sen said through a smile, hand on my shoulder. “You can stay here. I'd like that.”
 
   The cabin only had one bedroom, which Sen apologised for profusely, but the sofa was more than enough for me. It was the size of most of beds I'd ever slept in, swamped in cushions and deerskin blankets. The room was cosy by pane standards and far too big for me, and Sen truly had done all she could to make it her home. A mantelpiece ran over the fireplace, covered in yet more tiny wooden birds, and books were stacked on the shelves around the room. One was lying open on what I presumed was a low table – it came up to my hip – in the centre of the room.
 
   “Did you make all of these?” I asked, running my fingers along the mantelpiece, barely brushing away a speck of dust in the process. “They're really good. I know a friend who's always carving things like this and they'd definitely be impressed.”
 
   “I like birds...” Sen murmured, scratching the back of her head.
 
   “So does Akela!” I said. “She wants a chicken, actually.”
 
   “I know,” Sen said, brightening a little. “I was thinking, the next chicken I hatch, m-maybe she'd like that...”
 
   “Definitely!” I said, glad to see her beam.
 
   Remembering herself, Sen cleared her throat and said, “I'll find a step and you can help me with lunch. I-if you want to.”
 
   Claire was far from the only person Sen cooked for. There were a handful of younger pane whose cabins were left empty throughout the day, guardians working around the city, and Sen made meals for them, as well as a handful of older humans throughout Orinhal. I helped her prepare the meals, sizing down the humans' portions, and took to feeding the chickens and raven chicks while Sen made her deliveries.
 
   It was close to impossible to send a raven anywhere of worth without the Felheimish shooting them down, but Sen was convinced that there'd be a use for them, by the time they were grown.
 
   For two days, I was content in Sen's cabin. I wandered the streets freely, for I was the only human with any business in the pane district, and I visited Claire without warning, taking breakfast to her or stopping in between meetings for a few minutes. She wasn't resistant to seeing me, not exactly, but she wasn't always as welcoming as I'd hoped. Still, I knew I needed to be there, knew that shame and stress mingled within her, and did what I could to look beyond all that.
 
   “Do you want to have dinner with the Marshal tonight?” Sen asked as I peeled carrots with a knife that could've doubled as a short-sword. “N-not that I don't want to eat with you, ah. But you've been here the last two nights, and... do you think this is too much?”
 
   “It looks fine,” I said. It wasn't perfect; there was more than I could eat, definitely more than Claire could get through, but Sen was learning. “I think I'll go to Claire's. I'll take the tray and you can finally finish up that book you were reading.”
 
   Sen was getting a little better about taking time for herself, too.
 
   “It's getting to the good bit...” Sen said, grinning around her fangs. “The main character, she's trying to save her mother from...”
 
   A knock at the door made her ears stand up.
 
   “Sen! It's me!” Ash called. “You got Rowan in there?”
 
   I put the knife down at the sound of my name, carrot-half peeled, and left Sen to keep an eye on the stew. I hadn't spoken to Ash since the incident outside of the tower, and I found myself eager to confront her. I wasn't angry. I hadn't had the energy for that those past few days, but I burnt with curiosity. I needed to know what had led her to tell people about me.
 
   I pulled the door open and Ash sighed in relief.
 
   “Thank goodness! Been looking for you all over. Marshal's too busy to be bothered and Akela's off who-knows-where, but we got a couple of new arrivals claiming to know you,” she said, leaning against the door frame. “Now, we're not in the habit of turning anyone away, but I thought I'd check out their story and let you know they're here.”
 
   Atthis and Katja.
 
   When I was in Orinhal, I could forget about the war raging through the territories, but I hadn't been able to put Katja out of my mind. I'd spent so long dreading her arrival that I'd let myself believe that anxiety and apprehension had been the worst of it.
 
   “Sen,” I called into the kitchen, “I'm heading to the tower now. I'll be back as soon as I can.”
 
   “Listen, Rowan. Wanted to explain about the whole—”
 
   “Where are they now?” 
 
   “Down by the gates. But listen, I—”
 
   “Bring them to Claire straight away,” I told her, setting off, “Seriously. Right now.”
 
   There was still a good half an hour before dinner, and Claire was sat down with three soldiers, studying a scroll one of them had brought. I burst through the door and they all turned to look at me, soldiers scowling, and Claire furrowed her brow. I had minutes at most before Ash arrived with Katja and Atthis in tow and needed everyone but Claire out of there.
 
   “Sorry. Sorry, but I need to talk to you,” I said, eyes wide and pleading.
 
   One of the soldiers scoffed, aware of who I was, and Claire said, “If you could wait a few minutes, Rowan, I'm certain we'd all appreciate it.”
 
   “Please. It's important, Claire.”
 
   Claire held my gaze, and relented after a few seconds. She dismissed the soldiers with a tilt of her head, saying that they'd continue the discussion first thing in the morning, and each one of them glowered at me on the way out. I made sure the door was firmly closed behind them, as if that was enough to keep Katja out, and Claire rose to her feet, knowing I'd never interrupt her like that unless it was urgent.
 
   “What is it?” she asked. “Has something happened?”
 
   “No, I'm fine, it's just... Atthis and Katja are here. They're at the gate with Ash, and...”
 
   The way Claire was looking at me caused the words to dry up in my mouth. She wasn't glaring, nor was she scowling, but there was something deeply discomforting in her expression, as though it masked an anger that had never been spoken of.
 
   “Katja,” she said dryly. “Katja is here, in Orinhal?”
 
   “Yes? She was being brought here by Atthis. You knew that, you knew she was...” I paused, bringing a hand to my mouth. “You didn't know that.”
 
   Claire sat back down, clasping her hands together.
 
   “I thought she was in Canth. Imprisoned or escaped. I did not want to presume to press you on the matter,” she said in a frighteningly even tone.
 
   I'd assumed that Akela had told her, but a look told me how wrong I'd been. She stared at the centre of her desk, not blinking, and I was certain a word from her would knock me back. 
 
   “You can be mad at me later,” I said, glancing at the door, willing it to remain closed. “What's going to happen with her?”
 
   “I should like to execute her,” Claire said, words recoiling against my chest.
 
   Time was running out. Any moment now, Katja would be there. She'd be in the room with Claire, and after all she'd said to drive her blades in deeper, I couldn't stomach the thought of how she'd relish in what Claire had become. 
 
   “Claire,” I said firmly. “You can't execute her. And even if you did, how would that look? Executing a healer to protect me. To protect a necromancer.”
 
   Claire's gaze broke away from whatever scuff in the wood had claimed her attention, and meeting my gaze, she said, “There is room in the prison, I suppose.”
 
   Relief hammered in my chest. I barely felt as though I had my own freedom when Katja was denied hers, and I don't know how I would've endured knowing she was free to come and go as she pleased.
 
   It didn't take much longer for Atthis and Katja to arrive. I stood by Claire's side, wrist clasped behind my back as the handle turned, and Ash pulled the door open. She showed Atthis and Katja inside, and I stared at them, unable to focus on anything or anyone for a moment.
 
   I wanted Claire to see what a monster Katja was, but she was remarkably well put together. The signs of a journey wore on her, but there wasn't a smudge of dirt across her face; her hair was recently cleaned and braided back, loose strands framing her bright, cheerful face. She sat on the other side of the desk, perfectly attentive. Not once did her attention wander, nor did her lips twitch or her fingers rub against each other, as mine now did.
 
   “Ightham,” Atthis breathed, bringing a fist to his chest. “I can't tell you how glad I am to find you alive.”
 
   “The same to you,” Claire said, nodding politely. “Galal's been talking about nothing but your return for weeks. Where is he now?”
 
   “On duty,” Ash chimed in, “I've sent someone to track him down.”
 
   As if she hadn't heard Ash, Claire turned to Katja. She stared at her without a word, silently goading her to say all that must be roiling behind her perfectly placid expression. Katja leant forward, and folded her hands together in her lap. With a smile so effortlessly sincere that even I was at risk of being taken in by it, Katja took the initiative and began speaking her venom.
 
   “Sir Igh—goodness, I do apologise. It's Marshal Ightham now, isn't it? Marshal, in the weeks it took Uncle Atthis and me to travel through Kastelir, I believe we expected many things from Orinhal. Plenty of which we didn't dare to voice out loud, for fear that our hopes would desert us once we reached the city. I believe I speak for the both of us when I say we never dreamt of finding something this grand, this extensive. The city and the people within it are thriving, thanks in no small part to your efforts, Marshal. You've done Kastelir a great service.”
 
   She was still smiling at Claire. She actually dared to smile at her, while I went unnoticed. Try as I might, I felt nothing seep from Katja; her oily fingers didn't move unseen through the air, grasping for my throat, my chest, my wrist. 
 
   “I do all that I can for the people of the territories,” Claire said flatly. She spoke as though Katja was a stranger; as though I hadn't tasted bile in my throat to speak of her. “If you're to reside within Orinhal, the first thing you'll have to accept is that Kastelir as you knew it is no more. The country has been disbanded.”
 
   Katja was startled by what Claire said, there was no getting around that, but nothing like outrage resounded within her. She took time to digest the news while Atthis strode forward, one hand clamping down on Katja's side of the desk. I looked away, unable to face him. After being forced from his own country for years on end, he'd returned to find himself nothing but the memory of a king long since presumed dead.
 
   “You have done what, Ightham?” Atthis demanded.
 
   “Marshal,” Ash corrected him from the door.
 
   Atthis ignored her and leant forward, while Claire remained perfectly calm.
 
   “You rend my kingdom into mere shreds and then tell me that I must accept it?” Atthis spat. “Who are you to do such a thing?”
 
   Claire kept her lips pursed together, giving Atthis a moment to stew in his anger. She meant to answer him Katja beat her to it. Pivoting in her seat, Katja clung to the back of the chair, eyes flashing with what could've been embarrassment at his outburst.
 
   “Uncle. Do you hear yourself? The Marshal has dedicated years of her life to protecting this land and its people, and you ask her who she is to make such a decision,” she said sternly. Atthis seemed to shrink from her, only then realising what he'd said. “Ask yourself this: what's more important to you, to all of us? Reclaiming your title of King or protecting the countless people suffering across these lands? Kastelir was in no fine shape before the dragons came. This is our home, and it is better that we allow it to divide itself, rather than see it fall to pieces.”
 
   Atthis rubbed a hand across his mouth, and nodded his head in slow, shallow motions. He wouldn't risk shouting at Claire again, not with so many people to witness his ignorance. He'd spent all that time in Canth thinking the world would wait for him; we all had. 
 
   “I... apologise, Ightham. I have been away from my... from these lands, and understand nothing of what any of you have endured,” he said, hand clamping down on Katja's shoulder. “I should like to be brought up to speed, once I have seen my son.”
 
   “Reforging the territories was a decision made by the people, not myself. Kidira has been nothing but supportive of the notion,” Claire explained, for the sake of not letting Katja say it all. At the sound of Kidira's name, Atthis' face paled and Katja gripped the arms of her chair, leaning forward. For all Katja had done to me, to all of us, I didn't resent the relief that was bestowed upon her. Claire looked between the two of them, nodding in confirmation. “Kidira is alive and well. However, she doesn't currently reside within Orinhal. She left Kyrindval almost two months ago, in order to attend to other matters.”
 
   Katja had been controlled thus far. I knew it was a fleeting façade, engineered to make me look like a liar. She knew how I'd been forced to handle what she'd done, knew what I wouldn't have been able to help but blurt out to Claire; yet there she was, calm enough to see clearly when a King could not. More than that, she was defending Claire and all she'd striven for. How could she have done all I'd accused her of? The only genuine thing she did throughout that entire meeting was suck in a shaky breath, trembling as she wiped her eyes on her sleeves, overwhelmed by the knowledge that her mother was alive.
 
   “Thank the gods,” she said with a trembling laugh. “Oh, dear me. Listen to that. I really was in Canth for far too long.”
 
   Claire was far from moved by her open display of emotion.
 
   “Galal ought to be with us momentarily,” Claire assured Atthis, and turned to Katja, saying, “And as for you, Katja, the guards shall escort you to the prison.”
 
   Katja's expression didn't darken, but every tense muscle in my body unwound. Claire believed me. She'd seen Katja at her best and chose to believe me regardless.
 
   “Please, Marshal. My name is Kouris. Nobody calls me Katja,” she said calmly, forgetting the tears she'd just shed for her mother. “And might I ask why?”
 
   “You are more than aware of what you've done,” Claire returned.
 
   Sighing, Katja propped her jaw up on her fist and said, “Well, of course I am. I suppose there's no getting around that much; and indeed, there is no denying what I did, or excusing it. But I should like a chance to speak for myself, if I may.”
 
   “You might,” Claire said. Had she taken half a second longer to reply, I would've beaten her to it; I would've demanded to hear her out, desperate to know how she'd lie to defend herself.
 
   “It's plain to see how much you've endured in our absence, Marshal. Before returning to Asar, we didn't dare to imagine that you might be alive. We certainly couldn't have fathomed all that you've suffered through in order to survive, and I doubt we may never understand the true extent of it. In the same way, you have no clear understanding of what I have been through.
 
   “I was forced to leave my home burning behind me. I found myself in a land without money, without connections; I didn't even speak the language. All I had was the constant, gnawing knowledge that those I loved – my mother, my friends – were dead, and that I ought to have remained behind in the same way they did. 
 
   “Naturally, it got a little better, in time. I began to understand my surroundings, found people I considered family, and worked as a healer to pay my way. Yet all I knew was that the people of Kastelir, my people, were suffering. Suffering at the hands of Felheim; the hands of my fiancé's family.
 
   “Surely I should've been able to do something. I had spent plenty of time within Thule, and... and the last time I visited, Marshal, Alexander had seemed so distracted. Goodness. At the time, I thought he was having second thoughts, though he assured me nothing was wrong. But of course, it's so clear now; it was your absence, wasn't it? I never did get to meet the sister he spoke so fondly of. 
 
   “I lost myself somewhere along the way, Marshal. Lost myself in the blame I'd convinced myself I deserved, and acted atrociously. Desperate times, and whatnot. I only ever did what I believed would help Kastelir—these four territories, rather. It has never truly been about me.”
 
   None of us spoke, none of us looked at each other. None of us took our eyes off Katja, and I knew of no way to scream that she was lying, lying, lying; every word she said was the truth. I didn't doubt that she believed every last syllable that slipped from her tongue. When I was chained to her stove, it wasn't about me, either; it was about what I could do, and how that power could be harnessed to save Kastelir. 
 
   Claire's expression didn't change throughout any part of Katja's story. Not even when she mentioned Prince Alexander. 
 
   “A touching tale, but you still engaged in torture,” Claire replied bluntly. “To speak nothing of murder.”
 
   “I did,” Katja admitted, swallowing the lump in her throat. It was all wrong; why didn't she deny it, claiming that I'd lost myself in a darker way than she had? Without taking her eyes off Claire, she raised a hand and pointed at me. “Then how is it that you're so freely excusing her actions?”
 
   I stepped back, mistaking her finger for a blade. 
 
   “Rowan acted in self-defence,” Claire said plainly, not needing to point out that her death hadn't been of the permanent sorts.
 
   “Oh, goodness. She hasn't told you, has she?” Katja said, utterly delighted. Her lips curled into something more sinister than any smile she'd offered up thus far, and I wanted to cling to the front of her shirt, to cover her mouth with my hand and keep it there, no matter how she bit and bit. “I do wonder how many secrets she's keeping from you.”
 
   “Hasn't told me what?” Claire asked, impatience finally seeping through.
 
   “How do you think we bartered for passage back to Felheim? You're a smart woman, Marshal. You must know that it would never have been a matter of gold,” Katja said, pausing to hide her smile beneath her fingers. “She murdered someone and delivered the head to Queen Nasrin herself. Assassination on behalf of royalty is still assassination.”
 
   Nothing was said. Katja's words hung in the air, and Claire couldn't find a way to reply to her. I watched Katja spill what I'd tried to make into a secret, powerless to stop her. What could I have done? Leapt on her and beat silence into her? I'd illustrate whatever point she wanted to make better than she could ever hope to.
 
   Eventually, Claire managed to say, “It is not my responsibility to punish crimes committed in Canth,” setting her jaw the moment she realised what she'd said.
 
   “Exactly,” Katja said, pleased.
 
   Claire didn't falter again.
 
   “Very well. I see you've delighted in making your point,” she said. “I shall have accommodation set aside for you, with guards to watch over you. At such a time as I feel comfortable letting you wander the streets of Orinhal, you will be the first to know.”
 
   “I suppose I cannot ask for more, at this very moment,” Katja said, sighing. “Do keep in mind, Marshal, that I still know these lands and the people therein better than most. Please, don't feel you ought to hesitate to request my help. I want so very much to be of assistance, to save my people. Orinhal may be safe, but your brother's soldiers still roam the territories, garnering support beyond its borders.”
 
   No longer listening to Katja, Claire raised a hand when Ash stepped forward and said, “Not you. Find Barns and Minoa and have them handle the transfer. And should I find that this information has spread, you will spend the rest of your days serving Orinhal amongst a pile of dirty laundry.” 
 
   Ash fumed, close to trembling for the faith Claire had lost in her, but after all she'd heard – after all she now knew about me – she didn't dare to speak her mind. 
 
   She brought back the soldiers Claire had requested, and I didn't hear a word that passed between them all. They were there for close to half an hour, being lectured on the severity of the matter, but time seemed to have stilled inside my head, only moving when it could slosh from side to side. The sooner the soldiers were gone, Katja taken along with them, the sooner I was going to have to face Claire.
 
   The soldiers marched Katja out, slamming the door behind them and taking all the air in the room as they went. With Katja gone, the spell was broken; I could move again. My body tried to do too much at once. I was pacing and stomping my feet, tugging my hair and knocking my temples with the heel of my palm, teeth grit, grinding together.
 
   “Rowan,” I finally heard, voice breaking through the mulch beneath my skin.
 
   “What she said, I... she shouldn't be like that. Shouldn't be that calm, that... she thought this through. Thought it all through. She's trying to make it look like I'm a liar, like I lied, and she's, she's... she should be crying. She kept crying, you know, kept pulling at her hair and going on about how awful it was, screaming and shouting. The whole way over, she'd howl a-and...”
 
   “Rowan,” Claire said again, and I gulped down a deep breath, jaw trembling to see the worry written across her face. “Rowan, she admitted to what she'd done. And even if she had not done so, it is endlessly clear how cruel and manipulative she intends to be. I believed you when you told me, Rowan. I trust you. She isn't ever going to change that; especially when she refuses to look at you, refuses to call you by name.”
 
   Claire was right. Katja had confessed to her crimes, yet I'd convinced myself I'd be made to look like a fraud, despite all that. Taking hold of her cane, Claire rose to her feet, meaning to cross the room. Meaning to come towards me, to reach out to me.
 
   I stepped back, shoulder blades hitting the door frame. I didn't realise I was shaking my head until Claire said, “It's alright, Rowan. It's alright. I'm going to sit back down.”
 
   I clutched my hands together, nails scraping across knuckles.
 
   “B-but she said...” I said, voice cracking.
 
   Sat back behind the desk, Claire asked, as softly as anyone could, “Who did you kill, Rowan?”
 
   “Gavern. He was... he was a pirate,” I said, screwing my eyes shut as I spoke. “He'd been causing trouble at Port Mahon and all over Canth for years. And the Queen, she was his sister. Half-sister. He was trying to take the throne from her, even though she's doing her best to fix Canth. He killed so many of our people, attacked our home over and over again. It was our only way back here. I never would've got out of Canth if I hadn't done that. We would've been trapped there for years and years, Claire, I had to do it, I—”
 
   Tears forced my eyes open. I rubbed my fingers against them, trying to shove them back in.
 
   “Why did I do that, Claire?”
 
   “None of our hands are clean,” Claire said, words soft not because she wanted to be gentle, but because she couldn't bring herself to raise her voice. How much easier this would've been for her if I could stand to let her wrap her arms around me. “Do not think that you have no choice but to let this define you, Rowan. You have been hurt in ways that few can imagine, and you have continued to fight, no matter the cost.”
 
   I slumped down onto the floor, spine pressing between the planks of the door. The hard surfaces helped to calm me, stopped me trembling, and with my arms wrapped around my knees, I kept my eyes on Claire. How much would I have done for Queen Nasrin – for anyone – had I known that she had been alive all that time? Not so very much that she could no longer stand to look at me, I chose to believe.
 
   “Is there anything I can get for you, Rowan? Water, perhaps?” she offered. I shook my head, sniffing loudly. “Very well. Should you change your mind, I'm not going anywhere. I shall stay with you for as long as you need me to.”
 
   I deflated, anger and fear washing out of me, replaced by nothing but shame. If Claire had been embarrassed by what had come to pass nights ago, then what she felt was the spark that had set a fire blazing within me, feeding on every warm thought I'd ever had. I couldn't even have a conversation without one thing within me tumbling loose and pulling everything else out along with it.
 
   “I should... you have a lot of work to do, I'm sure,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. My legs felt light, as though I hadn't eaten in days, and I blinked hard, clearing my vision. “I need to go. I need to... sleep, or rest, or something.”
 
   “Rowan, you don't have to leave. It's no trouble to me, and—”
 
   I was gone, door closed behind me. It was cruel of me, I knew; all she wanted was to help, and there I was, brushing her off. Unable to bring myself to hear her out, to say goodbye, when she was doing all she could to reach out to me, patient as no one else ever would be.
 
   My eyes stung all the way back to Sen's cabin. If anyone glowered at me as I went, I didn't see it, nor did I feel it. Their words were lost to the wind, meaningless whispers that rushed right through me. How could I have ever let myself believe that they could hurt me in some way when Katja still existed in the world? 
 
   Sen greeted me at the door. I think I mumbled out what had happened and she left soon after, taking Claire her long overdue dinner. I did all I could to distract myself. I fed the chickens and sat amongst them in Sen's garden, not crying into my hands, not crying into my hands. They pecked at the seeds I'd scattered in the grass, clucking busily around me, spreading their wings in alarm when I abruptly rose to my feet.
 
   I'd meant what I said before. All I needed was to sleep.
 
   I'd feel like myself in the morning.
 
   Sen had rearranged the pillows on the sofa for me and folded the deerskin blankets on the arm. I fell down, burrowing between the seat and the back of the sofa, and clinging to myself, I felt the pillow become damp as I drifted off. It didn't take long. As I fell into sleep, I was already exhausted by the thought of ever waking again, and the prospect of dreams demanded more of me than I had to offer.
 
   Mind hearing my pleas, for once, there was nothing but darkness behind my eyelids as I slept. I tossed and turned, convinced I was back in Canth; the heat rose more than the blankets ought to have allowed, and I rolled onto my front, grumbling into a pillow. Sen tended to sleep later and rise earlier than I did, and while she'd always done her best not to disturb me, the corridor was alive with sound.
 
   Something cracked, a puff of a roar eating up the air.
 
   Light reached me, though my eyes were still closed, and when Sen called out, “Rowan!” I had already breathed in a lungful of smoke. I scrambled back on the sofa, startled by the ripple of flames spreading from the door frame. Sen kicked the door clean off its hinges, fire blazing behind her, making short work of the walls.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XVII
 
   We made it out while the cabin was still standing, shutters splintering against Sen's shoulder as she gathered me in her arms and fought her way out. Smoke coiled in my lungs and I coughed out phlegm, clinging to Sen's arm like an avalanche in motion. She wanted water, cared nothing for what she'd inhaled, and I scrambled after her, ripping out what rattled within her.
 
   The cabin blazed within, flames filling the windows like all the burning, hate-filled eyes that had been turned towards me over the past few days. Smoke seeped out between logs, so thick and heavy it ought to have spilt across the ground, and the neighbouring pane hadn't wasted any time at the first sign of trouble.
 
   They came with buckets and pitchers, anything they could find, causing the fire to do little more than hiss. The supports creaked and twisted with the heat, tumbling in on themselves and taking the roof along with them. The cabins had been built with space in between them, but if the wind chose to pick up on a whim, the flames would spread beyond our control, eating the city of a felled forest within minutes.
 
   “Don't just stand there!” I called out. The humans still awake hadn't missed the flames rising in the distance, and as the pane rushed between the crumbling cabin and the wells, onlookers gathered to gasp and clutch at each other's arms. “At least get out of the way!”
 
   I threw myself against the crowd, forcing them to part, and my vision flashed between the flames and the dark. Some of the pane were throwing all the pans and buckets they owned from their windows, but barely enough people were rushing forward to help. I made a grab for one, but couldn't put myself to use.
 
   “Sen!” I called out. “Sen, where are you?”
 
   I caught a glimpse of her long red hair, vanishing around the side of the burning cabin.
 
   “Sen!”
 
   I charged off after her, bucket thumping against the ground behind me. The fire turned the air around it against me, scorching my skin though I'd yet to touch a flame, and I called out her name over and over, hearing the birds squawk in the garden. I turned the corner and found her kneeling, cloth covering her mouth, fumbling with the front of a chicken coop.
 
   “Sen! You've got to go, it's about to come down,” I yelled over the roar of the flames, the pathetic hiss of water.
 
   “My birds...” she choked, gathering them in her arms, losing two for every one she picked up.
 
   I grabbed her shoulder, unable to move a pane even with all the back-breaking work I'd done in Canth, and said, “Go, go! I'll get as many of them as I can. I can do it.”
 
   “R-Rowan—”
 
   “Rip it out of the ground and run!” 
 
   Without taking her eyes off me, Sen wrapped an arm around the coup, and tore the struts clean out of the dirt. I didn't know what I was doing, why I'd offered myself up to the pyre her house had become, but it was my fault. No one was trying to hurt Sen. No one could ever want to hurt Sen. It was me they were after, and I had to fix this.
 
   Had I not been a necromancer, I don't know what would've happened to me. I forced the ravens' cages open, steel bars hot to the touch, and pulled the young birds into my arms, frightening them as much as the fire did. The front wall came down with a terrible thud, flames letting out a hungry gasp, and though I wasn't in the building, wasn't beneath the fallen walls, tears dried in my eyes as quickly as they formed.
 
   I pulled out the front of my shirt to cradle the ravens and ran, healing the birds as I went, tearing smoke from my lungs like a length of old, sodden hair that had twisted all the way down my throat and deeper still. 
 
   The ground scraped the skin from my knees as I collapsed by Sen, making sure she was alright over and over. It occurred to the humans who'd come to gawk at the spectacle that if the fire spread to the pane district, it wouldn't take long for it to reach their own homes, and all gathered did what they could to fight the fire back, spurred on by concern for their families.
 
   Keeping the birds close, Sen and I watched as the flames conceded to death by drowning, having taken what they'd come for. There was nothing but a pile of charred wood left, smouldering with sated hunger.
 
   “We have to go to Claire. We have to tell her what's happened,” I said, shaking Sen's arm and failing to tear her eyes from the wreckage. “Someone did this because of me. I'm so sorry, Sen. Please. Let's go to Claire. She'll know what to do.”
 
   Trembling, Sen rested her forehead atop the chicken coop still in her arms, and I thought better of reaching out to her when a growl rumbled in the back of her throat in time with the jagged breaths she was taking.
 
   With the fire gone, all eyes were on us.
 
   “You saved them. You saved all of your birds, Sen. See, they're safe! Can you leave them with one of your neighbours? It won't be for long. We just really, really need to see Claire. Come on—we don't need all these people staring at us,” I said softly.
 
   Unable to help but overhear, one of the pane came over and knelt in front of Sen. They held their hands out slowly, murmuring something about having always taken care of the birds, back in their tribe, and uneasily, Sen passed the coop over. 
 
   I rose to my feet, shirt still held out to carry the ravens. Sen glanced up, not seeing anything until her eyes finally focused on the scars scattered across my stomach. That was enough to make her move. She took half of the birds in her cupped palms and together, we followed her neighbour to their cabin, setting the birds down in the hallway.
 
   I took her hand, knowing she was in no state to recall where the tower was. I'd taken the smoke from her lungs but it still masked her eyes, covering her thoughts in something thicker than a starless night sky. There were none awake in Orinhal who didn't know what had happened, none who didn't blame me for what had just unfolded; there wouldn't be any who counted me innocent, had I stood alone in a room.
 
   With the threat of fire over, people turned to fearmongering of a new kind. What had once been used against necromancers suddenly became one of our tools, and the Orinhalians stepped back, as though I was about to burst into flames, not light.
 
   “Excuse me,” said the one woman who dared to block my path. I came to a halt, burrowing the words out of her with my gaze, no longer content to let people push me around simply because they were scared. “My family and I – and a lot of our friends – we don't think this is right. What's happening to you. You're a nice woman. The Marshal likes you well enough, and even if she didn't, even if you were horrible, you still wouldn't deserve this. I know that probably doesn't mean anything, after what's happened, but I wanted you to know.”
 
   The woman's words reached me like the sea against a cliff, wearing away the hardness, carving out something new. There were no flames to keep tears at bay, only ocean spray.
 
   “No, that... it means something. It means everything,” I said, fingers tightening around Sen's. “Thank you. But you should go. If people see you talking to me, they'll get ideas.”
 
   Realising I was right, the woman left with her best smile. 
 
   There were fewer people around the tower itself, though some had followed us from the pane district, and I stopped outside, waiting for Sen to unlock the door. She remained by my side as if waiting for something herself. Either that, or she thought we were still moving.
 
   “Sen, have you got the key?”
 
   “Ah...”
 
   I spotted a ring of them hanging from her hip and I grabbed it, not expecting her to be in any state to answer as I resorted to trying each one, until the lock finally twisted open. I guided her inside, leaving her to sit on the bulkiest chair I could find as I rushed up to Claire's room.
 
   A candle burnt low on the cabinet by her bed, book folded across her lap. The ruckus outside and our abrupt intrusion hadn't escaped her, and as I reached the upper floor, she was doing what she could to sit up against the pile of pillows that had been supporting her.
 
   “Rowan? What's happening?"
 
   I hadn't considered the state I must be in, sweat and soot smeared in equal measures across my skin.
 
   “It's Sen,” I said, stepping forward to offer my arm out and help her sit up properly, “There was a fire. They burnt down her cabin, Claire. Someone was after me—they had to be. Why else would anyone ever want to hurt Sen?”
 
   Claire had settled down into bed in a long nightshirt, and when she swung her legs over the side, the fact that I'd dared to speak of fire made my throat turn dry. Believing that the burns ended at the hems of her collar, her sleeves, was a kindness to no one but myself, and I saw, too clearly, how the bones didn't sit right in her leg.
 
   Claire didn't look away, didn't pretend I hadn't seen all that had consumed her. The thought of harm coming to Sen outweighed the rage that would've become her had she heard that Rylan was at Orinhal's gate, and she reached for her cane and tilted her head towards her dresser. I brought the trousers folded over the back of the chair to her, neither looking at her nor looking away as she began to dress.
 
   Frustrated, breathy sounds left her lips as she pulled them on, leaving most of the work to one hand, struggling to stand without the cane. I held out my arm and she leant against me, buttoning her trousers without a word, picking up her cane and taking the stairs down far too quickly.
 
   Sen was where I'd left her, hunched over in the darkness. She trembled, face buried in her hands, and Claire took tentative steps towards her.
 
   “Sen...” she whispered, placing a hand against her back.
 
   “M-Marshal...” Sen said, rubbing her knuckles against silver eyes as she looked up. “They burnt my house, Marshal. They took my home.”
 
   “I know, Sen,” Claire said with a heartbroken smile. “I won't let them get away with this.”
 
   Claire laid her cane across the desk so she could wrap her arms around Sen's shoulders and draw her close. Sen balled her hands into fists, digging the heels of her palms against her knees, and Claire ran her fingers through her hair, gently murmuring much of nothing as she pressed her face to the top of her head.
 
   There was no way for me to make this right. I couldn't bring back the home Sen had made, couldn't recreate the birds she'd put so much time and care into. All I could do was ensure it never happened again.
 
   Claire stayed with Sen until she stopped shaking. Easing herself back, she said, “Go. Get some rest, Sen. You won't feel like it, but it'll be for the best. Take my bed. And before you object, consider it an order.”
 
   But there was no energy left in Sen to argue with. She got to her feet without a word, shoulders hunched, and took the stairs up to Claire's room one at a time, feet thudding dully against them. For a long time, neither Claire nor I said anything. The floorboards creaked overhead and Sen dragged her feet across the floor, but soon enough, a soft thwump told us she had no intention of pacing back and forth.
 
   Exhaling heavily, Claire claimed the chair Sen had been sitting in, not knowing how she ought to start dealing with any of this.
 
   “I think I need to leave, Claire,” I said. The words had been pressed against the back of my teeth and there was no holding them in. “It's only going to get worse and worse.”
 
   Claire turned to me, expression settling into something that couldn't quite grasp at anger.
 
   “I shall put an end to this at once. I shall ensure the people know that they cannot get away with harming anyone within Orinhal.”
 
   “You tried that,” I said. “You told the people about me, and they still did this. Even if most of them listen, there's always going to be people determined to be rid of me. And the ones that don't act are only going to resent you for it. I've barely been here for a few weeks and look at all these problems I've caused.”
 
   Claire furrowed her brow, unable to counter me. She knew I was right. I should've gone to her, should've put my arms around her and told her I didn't want to leave her side again, but I could only stand there, head full of flames.
 
   “If... that is how it must be,” Claire said, nodding slowly. “I only regret that I could not do more to ensure your safety.”
 
   Darkly resigned to what had to be done, Claire returned her attention to her desk, eyes darting around to find a document that may well have not existed.
 
   “I don't want to leave you, Claire,” I said, taking a single step closer. “I've just found you after all this time, and... if it was just you and me, if we didn't have a whole city to worry about, I'd say we needed each other. But I can't stay here. Everyone knows what I am, and that won't be the last fire they light for me, Claire. I can get someone to help me to write to you. I'm sure one of the pane will be willing to help me. It doesn't have to be forever, right?”
 
   My words got through to Claire. Instead of raising her shoulders and defensively digging through the never ending pile of work strewn across her desk, she turned to me, holding out a hand.
 
   “I don't want you to go, Rowan. I truly don't,” she said, taking my hand in hers once I was close enough. “I thought that if I found you again – if you had survived – I should never let you out of my sight. But things have changed for both of us. We are not the people we were two years ago, and that cuts deeper than anything else.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around her shoulders, letting her pull me close.
 
   “We're not,” I mumbled into the top of her head. “But that doesn't have to be a bad thing, does it?”
 
   Her fingers tightened in the back of my shirt, and my heart sank deeper with every second she held her silence.
 
   “The world has been cruel to us both. I neither wish to hold you back nor force you to endure it alone,” Claire said, “I am not... I shall be here, for as long as you need me. I do not know if your letters will reach me, but write. I shall certainly do the same, even if I have to wait until next we meet to read them to you.”
 
   Taking her face between my hands, I leant back, knowing there was still so much for me to say. Too much. I reined it back in, remembering what Claire had told me: bit by bit, and when we were both ready.
 
   “Can I kiss you?” I asked, trying to smile as I used up the last of my courage.
 
   “Kiss me...” Claire repeated dryly, as though it was the most ridiculous notion she'd ever heard and couldn't fathom why I'd ask such a thing.
 
   “You're beautiful, Claire,” I said, proving myself wrong and dragging up the last few dregs of bravery. “You've always been beautiful, and you always will be.”
 
   Her knee-jerk reaction to scoff was buried beneath a smile. She glanced to the side, nodded shallowly, and I didn't waste a moment. I bowed my head and pressed my lips to hers. I breathed in as she did. The shape of her mouth had been forever altered, the edges of her lips made rough, but there hadn't been a single moment scattered across the past two years where I felt so wholly at peace. 
 
   Claire lifted her hands, holding my face as I held hers, and I cursed everything that conspired to keep us apart. I looked at her and didn't believe she'd been forged by fire and force and fear.
 
   “You'll go to Kyrindval?” Claire asked, not breaking her lips from mine. I nodded, foreheads coming together, and she said, “The way there ought to be safe. If you encounter any Felheimish soldiers on the way, they'll genuinely wish to aid you. Let them help and they shan't cause you any trouble.”
 
   Before I could stand back up straight, Claire brought a hand to the back of my head and kissed my forehead.
 
   I couldn't say anything more to her. Couldn't give her the goodbye she deserved without reducing myself to tears. Desperate to spare us both from that, I fled the tower before I could change my mind, and rushed out into the open where the air wasn't cool enough to soothe me.
 
   There wasn't much I could take with me. Claire's dragon-bone knife was in my pocket but would've survived the fire regardless, and I'd have to worry about finding food on the way. I needed to collect Charley and head north before the entirety of Orinhal knew what happened and decided to retaliate against the threat of fire; but even more than that, there was something else demanding my attention.
 
   Ash wasn't hard to find. She was doing her best to calm the humans taking it upon themselves to feel personally targeted by a fire in the pane district and came running over at the sight of me.
 
   “Rowan! Rowan, hey,” she called out, as though I'd wandered across her by chance. “Listen, you've gotta talk to the Marshal for me. All of this trouble with the necromancer thing, you know I didn't mean for any of it to happen. Thing is, I took that stag you offed back to the butcher, and he wanted to know how it'd been killed without leaving a mark on it, an—”
 
   “I don't care. I don't care what you said, or to who. People have been saying things about me my whole life, and it always ends up like this,” I said, determined to not let her get another word in. “I need to know where Katja is. Take me to her.”
 
   “You know the Marshal didn't want m—”
 
   “But you still know where she is. You owe me, Ash. You owe me twice.”
 
   Swearing under her breath, Ash cringed and set off without another word. There was a chance I could've found Katja myself, had I wandered down every street and felt for her presence, but there was no telling whether she'd be hiding from me or not. 
 
   The cabin Ash led me to did nothing to stand out. The guards watching over Katja were stationed inside, and from the street, I could've convinced myself that a family like any other lived in there. Curtains were pulled across the windows but candlelight ebbed gently through them. It was as though she'd been waiting for me, I thought.
 
   “C'mon, Rowan, if you could say something to—”
 
   I headed into the cabin and closed the door before Ash could finish her sentence.
 
   The guards within leapt to their feet, causing me to break my stride. 
 
   “What do you think you're doing?” one of them demanded, and I had no answer for them.
 
   I didn't know what I was doing there, or why I thought I could face Katja. Being in the same room as her earlier had reduced me to a trembling mess, and I couldn't speak for the forces that had driven me to seek her out. The guards had made themselves comfortable, playing cards and drinking at a table, but that wasn't to say they weren't taking Claire's orders seriously. They were ready to throw me out onto the street in a heartbeat.
 
   It was Katja who saved me.
 
   “Goodness. Is that Rowan, come to visit already?” she asked, not sounding half as pleased as I'd expected her to. With a sigh, she said, “Oh, do let her in. I'm entitled to some entertainment beyond these dreary books, aren't I?”
 
   The guards didn't look pleased about it, but they relented, letting me pass. Already under her command.
 
   Like the guards, Katja had made herself comfortable. She was sat in a high-backed armchair, blanket draped across her lap and knees tucked up beneath her, and half a dozen books were carelessly dropped on the low table in front of her. She'd flicked through them all and settled for the least dull, which clearly wasn't bringing her much joy.
 
   Despite all that, she took no pleasure in seeing me. I braced myself for her reaction, did all I could to steel myself against what she'd say about Claire, but all she said was, “It's terribly late, dear. Do you think you might give notice, next time?”
 
   If there was no fear within her then I wouldn't let her draw it out of me.
 
   Gripping the back of the armchair, I towered over her, aching to make her lose her calm façade and sink into the cushions.
 
   “You can act like this all you want. You can pretend that you're... that you're better, that you only want to help, but I know what you are. Claire knows what you are. So do Kouris and Atthis and Akela,” I said slowly, words chipping my grit teeth. “If you even go near Claire, just remember: I can kill you with a thought.”
 
   “And I can kill you with a knife,” Katja replied blithely, snapping her book shut. “I wonder. Which one of us is more likely to go through with our threat, hm?” 
 
   My nails dug into the back of the sofa. I could've wiped the smile off her face for good. I could've wrapped my fingers around her throat, beat my fists against her face; I could've done a lot of things, if only I could've moved.
 
   “Let me ask you, dear. What did you see when you slipped away from Bosma?” she asked, eyes searching my face for an answer she already had. Bringing her hands up, she wrapped her fingers around the collar of my shirt and pulled me close. “I was gone for mere moments, but goodness, I remember it so clearly: the boughs of a great tree, warming me with its shadow. I was sorry to have been brought back to this troubled world.”
 
   I'd seen nothing when I died and she knew it. There'd been darkness within the darkness and silence beyond all that.
 
   It was the only thing I'd been able to hear.
 
   With a shaking hand, I ripped my shirt clean out of her grasp but couldn't bring myself to move away.
 
   “Really, Rowan. I want nothing more than to help these lands. I honestly am feeling so much more like myself, now that I have something to focus on. What happened to you was... unfortunate, that much I'll say. Had you only been more cooperative, darling. I wanted so much for you to be better, to be all I saw in you.” She heaved a long-suffering sigh, teeth worrying into her lower lip. “But that's all behind me. You ought to do the same. All this wallowing can't be healthy. You were a worthy enough distraction, down in Canth, but that was half a world away. I'm only sorry it can't mean as much to me as it obviously does to you.”
 
   I pushed myself away from her. I stormed out of the house quicker than I'd forced my way inside, knowing it was stupid, stupid, stupid to have confronted her. I hadn't known what I'd wanted to say; I'd just wanted to see her, as pathetic as it was, to know that she was really there. As close to imprisoned as could be until she lashed out at me again. I almost wanted her to lose control and follow through on any twisted, impromptu plans that swarmed inside her skull, all so she'd be locked away, key thrown out.
 
   I'd survived her once. I didn't know if I could do it again, but I knew I couldn't be nothing to her. 
 
   “Hey!” Ash called out after me. “Talk to the Marshal next time you see her, yeah?”
 
   Maybe I nodded. Maybe I kept on charging down the street. Either way, Ash didn't follow, and I found myself at one of the supply units, shoving what food I could grab into an enormous canvas bag. I should say goodbye to Goblin, to Atthis, to Sen, I though. No, no. I should go. I should go, before anything else burns down around me. I marched through the streets, only breaking my gait when Charley met me with all the resistance and stubbornness he could muster.
 
   He saw the bag slung over my shoulder, smelled the food within and clopped his hooves against the floor of the stable, shaking his head every time I went to put the reins on. 
 
   “Come on,” I hissed, one arm slung around his neck. “You'll get to see Claire again later, okay? We've got to get back to Kyrindval. You remember the way, don't you?”
 
   I saddled him up, got the reins on and tugged on them; nothing. I promised him apples, carrots, all the pears on the planet; nothing.
 
   Exasperated, I scrubbed at my face, stomping a foot against the floor. “Gods! Charley, we've got to go. Claire's going to be alright. You'll see her before you know it, you'll...” 
 
   I didn't realise I was crying until Charley bumped his forehead against my chest. My palm was slick with tears and my nose kept running, no matter how much force I put into sniffing, and Charley kept nudging me back, as if his disobedience had made a blubbering mess out of me. I laughed through the tears, scratched him behind the ear, then led him out of Orinhal.
 
   A handful of people caught sight of me as I left. Everyone would've heard the rumours by the next morning; the necromancer had done one decent thing, had packed up and left. They'd feel justified in it. They'd reassure themselves that chasing me out had been the right thing to do; after all, who was to say how far the next fire would spread? Who was to say I didn't have at least a little to do with it? 
 
   With the bridge no longer crossing the ravine, the journey was almost a full day longer than it otherwise would've been. Avoiding villages and towns this time didn't lead to the zigzagging across Kastelir it had before. There was a noticeable dearth of them. The wind howled where buildings had once stood, and a chill crept up my spine as Charley galloped over the closest things to graves those people had been given.
 
   I watched as ravens flew overhead, and waited for Felheimish soldiers to shoot them down.
 
   One landmark I couldn't avoid was Isin. It had been home to hundreds of thousands of people and even in ruins, the city stretched from one side of the horizon to the other. I saw what remained from the hills; saw the trampled buildings and the shattered wall, the charred ground around it; saw birds swoop in, squawking, building their nests amidst the decay and couldn't imagine a castle once standing in the centre; and even then, I was too close. 
 
   I'd imagined dragons would still crawl through the wreckage they'd created, would blaze trails of fire across the sky as they circled the city they'd destroyed, possessive over much of nothing, but the stillness, the finality of it all, was worse than all that. 
 
   Isin had fallen.
 
   I did what I could to not linger. The mountains began their steady ascent from the horizon within a matter of days, and the taller they became, the less lonely I felt in the wilderness that had once been Kastelir. I started to see people. There were Felheimish soldiers and former Kastelirians alike; the Felheimish army was nowhere near the mountains but soldiers were scattered along the roads in groups of three or four, nodding to me as I passed, offering directions whenever I scowled at the map. 
 
   The citizens attended to life around their villages and towns as though they'd never been given a reason to cower in the past. I passed a settlement by the name of Isos and found the town was thriving, in spite of all else. Felheim's dragons never went near the mountains, lest the dragons living there were given reason to lash out against them. It was strange to think that only dragons were keeping them safe from, well—dragons.
 
   “Can I help you, miss?” a soldier asked as I approached the foot of the mountains. A small hut had been built at the opening of the road leading to Kyrindval, and she sat outside it with another soldier, some years her junior. She greeted me with a smile, spear rested against the hut a few yards away.
 
   “It's fine, thank you,” I said, bemused by the disconnect between the Felheimish soldiers that were spoken of in Orinhal and the ones I'd met on the road thus far. “I'm heading to Kyrindval, and I know the way.”
 
   I gestured to the crumpled map in my hand and the soldier furrowed her brow. She took the map from me, glanced at it, and murmured, “Looks solid enough.” Handing it back, she made an effort to frown. More at the situation than at me. “What brings you to Kyrindval, anyway? Not too many Kastelirians are all that eager to get closer to the dragons.”
 
   I'd had my story worked out for days.
 
   “My brother's up there. He's been... studying the pane,” I said. It was true, for all intents and purposes, but I patronised the pane more than I would've liked to; anything to make it seem like my goal was to meet up with my brother, location entirely incidental. “I'd been living in Yastin, but I'd heard there might be trouble with the rebels...”
 
   Yastin had been in fine shape when I passed it two days ago, but the mention of rebels was enough to earn the soldier's sympathy.
 
   “Go ahead,” she said. “I'm on duty until sundown. If you need anything, come back this way.”
 
   I thanked her and went on my way, trying not to hurry. I'd done it. I'd got past the Felheimish checkpoint with a simple lie, and all that remained was to wind my way up to Kyrindval. The thought of scaling the mountain wasn't so daunting, now that I'd strolled past the soldiers, and I couldn't wipe the grin off my face at the thought of seeing my brother. The thought of seeing Michael was actually making me smile. For the first twenty-three years of my life I'd seen him almost every day without fail. I never imagined a time would come where we'd be parted long enough for me to miss him.
 
   Charley and I made our way up the mountain at a slow, steady pace. When the path began to narrow, I hopped off his back and lead him by the reins for as long as I was confident I could keep him safe. I left him in a small clearing when his hooves started to slip against the steep terrain, and scattered what remained of the food in the grass around him. 
 
   “Won't be for long, boy,” I promised. “I'll get the pane to come down and help you up as soon as I reach Kyrindval.” 
 
   More interested in chomping down on an apple than hearing me out, Charley let me leave without complaint.
 
   I plastered my hands against the mountain face as I continued on my way, able to feel how high up I was. I didn't have to look down; the wind felt different here, somehow older and wiser, and each step I took pushed Bosma further from me. It was by no means an enjoyable process, but my heart didn't leap into my throat in the same way it had the first time I'd visited Kyrindval. Perhaps I had more faith in my abilities. Perhaps climbing a mountain was nothing compared to what I'd been through. Either way, within an hour I'd made considerable progress.
 
   It was around then that voices drifted down to me. I couldn't have been far from Kyrindval itself, but I knew a pane when I heard one, and I wasn't about to walk into anyone with horns. 
 
   I caught one man saying, “Hate this part. Always feel like I'm gonna tumble off the edge.”
 
   Another man grunted. 
 
   “Waste of time. The pane are always oblivious to everything going on. Why we trusting anything that comes outta Orinhal, anyway?”
 
   I glanced around, working out what my options were. I had a handful of seconds before our paths crossed and nowhere to go but forward; if I rushed down the mountain I'd do just what the soldier feared, and the side was too steep to scale. It'd be alright. It'd be no different that the run-in I'd had with the soldier at the foot of the mountain. I braced myself, hand on the mountainside, waiting for the soldiers to turn the corner.
 
   There were five of them, and at least three started when they near-enough marched into me. I pressed myself flat against the mountain, gesturing for them to pass, but only one did. Their leader, the man who'd been grumbling about the downward descent from the sound of his voice, said, “On your way to Kyrindval, are you?”
 
   “I am,” I said. 
 
   Nothing to worry about, nothing to worry about. 
 
   “Got a name, lass?” he asked. One of the soldiers seemed grateful for any manner of break, but the others fixed narrowed gazes upon me, passing a strip of parchment between themselves.
 
   “Varn Southsea,” I replied a second too late.
 
   The soldier nodded, reclaiming the parchment and tucking it back into his pocket. “It's her,” he said, hand going to the hilt of his blade as the other soldiers' rang out in the air in unison. “Don't make direct contact with it.”
 
   “Wha—” I began, only to have a sword jabbed towards me. It stopped inches from my throat, wavering in the air at the mercy of an unsteady hand. I pushed my back harder against the mountainside, trying to become part of the stone itself.
 
   “I think there's been a mistake,” I tried again, voice hoarse.
 
   “Rowan... Rowan—it didn't say what your last name was,” the leader of the soldiers continued, and I knew what had happened. Of course I wasn't safe, just because I'd left Orinhal. Of course information was bound to spread further than the city limits. “We're to escort you to His Highness Prince Rylan's camp. Might as well make this easy for yourself.”
 
   I glanced around, searching for an escape. The soldiers' stances weren't strong; they were uncertain of what I'd do, and they weren't quite standing shoulder-to-shoulder. The blade was no longer threatening to spear through my throat. I could push myself off the mountainside and barge between them, but then what? I probably wouldn't be able to skid to a stop before bolting off the mountainside, let alone turn towards Kyrindval and outrun them.
 
   Trying to buy time for myself, as though it'd make a difference, I asked, “Why?”
 
   “Why?” a different soldier repeated. “The crime of necromancy.”
 
   A tumult of sickness washed over me, as though Katja herself were there. I did the only thing I could think to. I held my hand out and the soldiers flinched, as if I'd struck them. They were as ignorant as Gavern had been, as everyone always was; they thought they were safe so long as I didn't touch them, and they raised their swords higher, thinking that would save them. 
 
   It'd be easy. It'd be too easy. All I had to do was push my thoughts out towards them. It wouldn't have to last for more than a minute. I could tie them up and run, I could get to Kyrindval before their legs were steady again, and yet my fingers were trembling. 
 
   Katja had been right. She was always right about me. I couldn't just kill them. No matter what I told myself, I'd never go through with it. These soldiers thought they were doing the right thing. They thought they were taking in a murderous necromancer. I was the villain here. 
 
   “How did you find me?” I asked, yet again stalling for time. My hand was still outstretched, like I was going to drown them in death.
 
   “Prince Rylan has ears everywhere. Orinhal most of all. Couple days ago, we got word that a necromancer was fleeing the city, along with a few helpful suggestions as to where you might head,” the soldier said. “Come quietly and it'll be easier for you. His Highness is a lenient man. Might even find a use for you.” 
 
   My hands were grasping at nothing, death not rushing forth at my command. Katja remained right. Of course I wasn't going to kill them.
 
   But I wasn't going to let them take me, either. I couldn't. I remembered the chains around my wrists, binding me to the stove. I couldn't be imprisoned again. Couldn't, couldn't, couldn't. 
 
   And so I did the only other thing I could.
 
   I charged forward.
 
   Swords swung out towards me, slicing the air, the back of my shoulder. I barrelled into one of the soldiers, hoping the impact would negate the force I'd pushed off with, but it was all for nothing. I rushed right off the edge of the mountain, and for a moment – for a single, all-consuming moment – I didn't fall. I hung in the air, free, fearless, and the ground roared beneath me, like a hungry maw. 
 
   The mountains blurred and the sky slipped away. I told myself that I might die, but I wasn't going to stay dead; it was going to hurt, but I'd been hurt before. I could gather my broken bones and cracked skull back together. This was my choice, I was doing this. I had control here.
 
   But the mountain sloped. I didn't just hit the ground; the rocks rushed out towards me and I crashed into them. Everything darkened more than once, and I healed in the time it took for me to slam into another rock. After that, I tumbled through the swirling darkness, bile in my throat as I prepared for impact, heart giving out and beating itself back into a shallow rhythm over and over. 
 
   I hit the ground, disappearing in a cloud of dust.
 
    
 
   There was pain, there was darkness, and there was little else.
 
   For a time, there was nothing.
 
    
 
   The pain and darkness crept back to me for seconds at a time as my body tried to heal; it would fade away, and I'd return for a flash of a moment, stronger, more determined. My fingers—I could flex my fingers. My hands were still under my control. And my elbows, I could use those.
 
    
 
   Where did it hurt?
 
   I tried to think, but thoughts split my skull from the inside.
 
   Darkness. Darkness. 
 
    
 
   Pain. 
 
    
 
   Pain in my chest, gathering there.
 
   I reached out but it wasn't my chest. Something hard, slick under my palms.
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My eyes rolled open. The world was bright and grey, upside down.
 
   I was caught on something. Pinned to the ground to stop me falling into the sky. 
 
   I put my hands out again, bleary gaze following my touch.
 
    
 
   Rock.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rock where my chest should be, rising up, up. Skin and sinew pulsing around it, thrumming through the ground, trying to repair.
 
   Splattered organs smeared, torn from me.
 
   Ribs twisting, cracking back into shape.
 
   All of it failing.
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My ears worked. There was something sliding, squelching. Hands on my shoulders, tugging, tugging. I opened my eyes, tried to see, but—
 
    
 
   Silence. Silence, silence, silence.
 
    
 
   It wasn't nothing, it was—
 
    
 
   I was thrown into the dirt. My shoulder hit the ground and the hole in my chest healed, closed over, and I gasped for breath. Alive. I was alive. My body ached with it, light seeping from every pore, and I screwed my eyes shut, forehead pressed to the dirt. I gripped at my chest, rocking on my knees, not throwing up, not throwing up.
 
   I wasn't healed over, not completely, but those same hands that had pried me off the rock took hold of my shoulders and forced me onto my back. My eyes flashed open, thick with colourless fire, and I saw a boot at my throat, a dragon-bone spear poised to split my head in two.
 
   And at the very end of the weapon, covered in my blood and gore, stood Kidira, eyes hard.
 
   


  
 

PART III
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XVIII
 
   I didn't care about the blade. It was Kidira's eyes that sent me scrambling through the dirt. The hole in my chest had closed but my insides were still twisted around one another, nothing but pulp with no definable shape, unsure of its purpose. My chest was heavy with a lack of everything; my heart didn't pound, my lungs didn't expand, but I was moving, palms grazing against the ground as I pushed back, back. 
 
   Kidira took a step forward, following me with her gaze and spear alike, and I collapsed onto my side when there was nowhere else to flee to. My back was against a mountain and I put my hands through the hole in my shirt, flesh soft and tender, unblemished, discomfort giving way to a pang of guilt so raw I could've choked on it.
 
   “Nnng.” I tried to speak but there was blood in my throat. Kidira pulled the spear back and my heart surged. “Don't!”
 
   I'd come back from the dead. I'd been impaled on a rock the width of my ribcage and my body had pulled itself back together in seconds. Yet there I was, staring up at Kidira, seeing Katja and all she'd done to me, all too aware of how weak I could be made to feel. 
 
   “Don't hurt me, don't...” The words rasped out of me, lungs burning with their first breath. I held out a hand, pleading as though I already knew how useless it was, but something in my voice reached Kidira. Her grip loosened, knuckles no longer white around the spear, and it struck me how I must look to her: raised from the dead and as pale as the moon, eyes blazing with light, skin glowing.
 
   “I'm not going to hurt you,” Kidira said, teeth all but fused together. She lowered the spear and I stared at her; she was the Queen I remembered in everything but costume. She was dressed like a pane, tough leathers and purple cloth draped around her, wolf pelts wrapped around her shoulders. “Well? Get up.”
 
   I didn't move. Slinging the spear across her back, Kidira held a hand out to me. I took it for fear of where my non-compliance would lead, unsteady on my feet. The world swayed and there wasn't much feeling beneath my stomach – had that been recreated, too? – as though I was still falling and the wind had numbed me. I stared down at my feet and then up at the mountain, where Kidira's gaze was fixed. The fall looked further than it had felt, so far that I should've lost myself on the way down, and at the time I had believed I might never strike the ground. 
 
   I stepped forward, not knowing where I was going, and walked face-first into a wall of rock. Kidira grabbed my shoulder, steadying me, and used what remained of my shirt to pull me closer. I stumbled but her grip was tight, and though I was looking down at her, I was still forced to swallow a lump in my throat. She was searching my expression for something, eyes darting back and forth, but I was light-headed and my fear had soured into a dank sort of amusement. I smiled. She gripped the front of my collar, and shook me, hard. 
 
   “Does Claire know? Does she know that you're not...” She pressed her lips tightly together, taking a moment to find the word. “Not dead.”
 
   Claire! I thought. Claire was alive, and so was I; though I hadn't been, minutes ago. Kidira freed me from her grasp and I swayed but didn't stumble. I dropped to my knees of my own accord, face pressed against the ground, rocking. Everything inside of me was cramping, one organ pressing against the next, fighting for its place within me. And Kidira, she'd saved me. She'd saved me and she hadn't called me necromancer, hadn't left me on that rock; she'd asked me about Claire and she'd called her Claire, not Ightham or Marshal or Sir. She asked because she cared about her, and I promised myself it would be enough to get me through this. 
 
   “Claire's alive,” I said, but it wasn't what I meant. I pushed my face into the dirt, groaning. “I'm alive. Claire knows I'm alive.”
 
   Kidira said nothing. I couldn't tell whether it was the ground spinning or my head; it could've been both, though they didn't rush in the same direction. I clawed at my chest, desperate for it to stop, gasping and laughing and trembling with nausea. The muscles contracting within my chest weren't my own, just like the damn hand I was trying to tear them out with. Had it been like this for the lambs I'd fixed, once the wolves had made off with their guts? I was sorry. I was so, so sorry. I would've taken it back, if I could.
 
   I wondered how much more I'd lose. Wondered what Claire would think of me when I stumbled back, heart and hand not my own.
 
   There was one last jolt within my chest, throughout my ribs, and a web of veins settled into place. My head cleared and disjointed thoughts were washed away, relief rushing in through my every pore, overwhelming me.
 
   *
 
   It was night when I came to. I'd been dragged into a cave, fire burning beneath a low, sloping ceiling. I blinked my eyes open, not daring to move, trying to understand my surroundings. Trying to piece together what had happened. The blood and all else had been washed away and I'd been wrapped in the purple spool of fabric Kidira had been wearing. She sat on the other side of the fire, tending to the pot over it. She knew I'd woken up, but she said nothing, giving me the time I needed to sit up.
 
   I scrunched my nose, working my jaw. My face felt odd. As though it should've hurt, but didn't. The whole of my skull must've pieced itself together, not letting my memories slip out through the cracks. My teeth were tingling and I realised that the cave smelled incredible. Kidira was stirring whatever she'd concocted in the pot, and the thought of food gave me the strength I needed to face her. She wasn't her daughter, I told myself. She'd saved me and spoken Claire's name. I was going to be alright.
 
   “How long...?” I mumbled, pushing myself up. I glanced down at my hands; they were still outshining the fire.
 
   “Three hours,” she said sternly, as though I was running late for something. “I would've thought you dead, if not for...”
 
   She gestured vaguely towards me, willing to pull the wreckage of my body off a rock, but unable to say the word necromancy. Kidira said nothing more. She let the stew simmer and leant back against the cave wall, not asking where I'd been or who I'd been with. It took me too long to realise that it wasn't because she didn't care about the others, wasn't because they weren't at the forefront of her thoughts; two years was a long time to get used to the idea of people being dead, that was all. And I, I was no ray of hope. I was a necromancer and they weren't.
 
   “What are you doing down here?” I asked, glancing over at her things. There was a bag next to her spear, packed full enough supplies to last another handful of days in the wilderness. 
 
   “What am I doing down here?” Kidira asked, but didn't go so far as to scold me for my lack of gratitude. A moment passed and she said, “Scouting,” as though spilling all of her secrets in that single word.
 
   “Oh,” I said. “I was heading to Kyrindval.”
 
   “Did you decide to take a detour?”
 
   I scowled at her but couldn't bring myself to answer. Any explanation would lead to more questions, questions I didn't have the strength or clarity to answer. I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them, trying to hide my new flesh from myself, trying not to meet Kidira's eye. Here was the woman who had saved Claire, who had saved me – and my horse, by all accounts – yet I was full of an untenable anger towards her. I knew she wasn't to blame for her daughter's actions. I knew she wasn't expected to speak to Kouris a mere handful of days, weeks, months, after she'd disappeared for decades on end. I knew this and still, it did nothing to help.
 
   “I was in trapped in Canth,” I said slowly, “With the others.”
 
   Kidira hesitated. I saw her open her mouth and snap it shut, dropping her gaze to the side as she reined in whatever words had tried to leap forth. 
 
   “... The others?” she finally asked, too cautiously for me to risk wasting any more time.
 
   “Akela, Atthis. Your daughter,” I said, rushing to distance myself from Katja. “And Kouris. We're all back. Everyone's in Orinhal, except for Kouris. She came looking for you a while ago.”
 
   It wasn't my place to tell Kidira so much at once, but I had even less of a right to keep it from her. She stared into the fire, cleared her throat, then became unduly focused on stirring the stew over and over. I turned away and busied myself with adjusting the cloth Kidira had wrapped around me, giving her a moment to herself. I knew that if I saw anything like weakness ripple across her expression she wouldn't be able to come back from that. I'd she was doing her best to convince herself I was lying; my words wouldn't truly sink in until she'd seen everyone she'd counted dead with her own two eyes.
 
   “Kouris thought you were dead, you know,” I added, against my better judgement.
 
   “Good,” Kidira replied briskly. “Then she knows how it feels.” 
 
   My heart gave a jolt at the words, still settling into place. It beat too hard and I brought my hand to my chest, fingertips sliding cloth over smooth skin. Oh, Katja: would you be proud of me now? Had I finally reached my potential, or at least scratched the surface? 
 
   I kept my gaze low, willing to deal with the brunt of Kidira's scorn so that Kouris didn't have to. Kouris wouldn't wouldn't hear any kind words from Kidira no matter how much I endured, but I thought I could take off the edge while the sting was fresh.
 
   “Canth, again?” Kidira murmured. “No points for originality there.”
 
   “We had no choice,” I said, looking up, eyes fixed on her shoulder. “There were dragons everywhere, the whole country was burning and—”
 
   “And you got on a ship and sailed away to safety,” Kidira said, and I wanted to scream that her daughter had been saved because of whatever cowardice she imagined had fuelled us, but couldn't. “Save your excuses. I was in Kastelir; just like you, just like Kouris. I didn't run; Claire didn't run.”
 
   My throat was raw with all the yelling I wasn't doing. I couldn't tell her not to breathe Claire's name as I had to Katja, because when it came down to it, Kidira was the one who'd been there for Claire when I hadn't. She was right. We'd run, we'd saved ourselves. It didn't matter that I was carried onto that ship. We left Kastelir and watched it burn from the ocean, while Kidira had stayed amongst the rubble of Isin, pulling bodies out of the wreckage.
 
   There were burns on her hands, up her arms. I watched her ladle the stew into wooden bowls taken from her pack, and stared blankly at it when she placed it in front of me. 
 
   “Eat,” she said bluntly, and I took hold of the bowl for fear of what she might say if I refused her orders. I brought it to my lips, sipping it. My tongue was old and worn and the taste didn't overwhelm me, but when I swallowed, I felt it slip from my throat and trickle into my chest, as though I was riddled with holes and it was about spread throughout the entirety of my body. I choked it back up, stomach turning for the first time, and couldn't stop coughing and heaving.
 
   My hands were in the dirt as I rocked forward, glowing brighter than ever, all the nothing I had inside me mixing with bile, splattering on the ground. I groaned, gasping for breath, and Kidira sat there, watching. Unmoving. She didn't slap my back, didn't offer me a drop of water. It was as though she was in on this with Katja; she was ignoring me, acting as though what I was going through was nothing. 
 
   “She was dead,” I mumbled, just as soon as I could mumble.
 
   “Pardon?” Kidira asked, more disinterested than wary.
 
   “Kouris. She was dead,” I went on, and as the words slipped from my tongue, I knew how bad an idea it was. It wasn't my story to tell, but Kouris never would do so, not if Kidira forgave her a thousand times over. More than that, I thought I might finally get a rise out of Kidira. I wiped my eyes, mouth, and chin with the back of my hand and continued. “She went to them. She went to the people who wanted to punish her for what she'd done and she let them cut off her head. All because you made her think it was the right thing to do. They made her kneel at the gallows and they took her head. 
 
   “She didn't ask for anyone to bring her back. A necromancer pieced her back together and when she returned, she was in Canth. And do you know why she stayed? Because she thought keeping Kastelir together was more important to you than she was.”
 
   As I spoke, I felt justified in what I was doing. I had steeled myself; my words came out slowly and clearly, too strong and certain to be anything but the truth. But when I finished and the crack of wood burning was the only sound to fill the cave, I wanted nothing more than to draw the words back into my chest.
 
   Kidira stared down at her open hands. She didn't move. She didn't breathe. I saw two years pass across her in a flash; the downfall of her country, the certainty that her daughter and Commander were dead, the knowledge that the Kings she had ruled alongside for thirty years were gone, along with the weight of Kouris' absence once more pressing down on her. I saw that she was a person, a person who had suffered as we all had. 
 
   I'd been patient with Claire. I'd forced myself to understand how she could be so distant, so blunt. Why she could only face herself while intoxicated, some days, and all the little things that had changed between us. And yet I'd been cruel to Kidira because she'd been short with me. She'd saved my life and I'd blamed her for losing Kouris. I would've apologised, if saying sorry wouldn't have made Kidira felt weaker than she already did.
 
   She rose to her feet, leaving the cave without looking at me, without taking her spear.
 
   “Stay,” was all she said to me, and I obeyed. She needed time to process what I'd said in whatever way suited her, though I couldn't imagine her crying or screaming. It was pitch-black outside and I was ablaze; I'd only garner the soldiers' attention if I wandered out in the dark. There was no drawing my light back inside, not now. I didn't even try. 
 
   I hadn't seen much during my brief spate of consciousness at the foot of the mountain, but I knew we were somewhere with no roads. The soldiers wouldn't be able to take such a direct route down. It could take them days to find the spot I'd fallen to, and Kidira and I would've moved on by then. We'd be back on our way to Kyrindval, avoiding all the soldiers because... because Kidira would be there. I'd seen her at her lowest points, when Kouris had first returned to her, when Jonas had been lost, and now, yet I knew she could cause an army to tremble.
 
   I tried the stew again. Took small sips and let it settle in my stomach. Hours passed before Kidira returned, and I drifted not quite to sleep in the interim, but felt numbed to the passage of time. She came in quietly, piling more wood onto the fire that had died down, despite me doing a fine job of keeping the place bright. Once there was life in the flames again, Kidira stood back up, staring down at me.
 
   “I shouldn't have said any of that,” I said, looking up at her. “And I really shouldn't have said it like that.”
 
   Kidira shook her head. 
 
   “I pulled your body off a rock and you've spent much of the day vomiting and lapsing into unconsciousness. You're allowed to be insensitive this once,” she said, and I knew it was the only time I'd ever get away with it. “Why did you leap off the mountain?”
 
   She sat down in front of me. I took it to mean that I was being given the chance to start over with her and made the right choice in holding nothing back.
 
   “There were soldiers on the way to Kyrindval. At first they were letting me pass without a problem, but then there was a whole party of them. And they knew who I was,” I said, thinking back to that slip of parchment they'd been glancing over. The way they looked at me was enough to tell me what it said: necromancer heading to Kyrindval, here's what you need to look for—be careful! “It happened on the path. There wasn't anywhere to run, so I did the only thing I could. I jumped off the mountain. I wasn't about to let them catch me.”
 
   “Couldn't you have killed them?” Kidira asked bluntly, testing me.
 
   “I could've,” I said, trying to shake the light out of my fingertips. “But I couldn't.”
 
   Kidira paused, sorting through the information. Whatever conclusion she came to wasn't given away by her demeanour. Nothing in her expression changed; she merely went on with her questions.
 
   “Why were you headed for Kyrindval? Did something happen to Orinhal?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, hurrying to elaborate lest I concern her. “Yes and no. It's just... me. The people found out what I was and it didn't go well for me. Again. I was causing too many problems for Claire, for Sen, for everyone. I thought it would be best to get away from Orinhal.”
 
   She barely paused.
 
   “And Canth?”
 
   I told the story of our arrival and stay in Canth in clear, concise terms. It wasn't the rendition of the tale I'd told my father or Claire; I stuck to the facts, to the bones of Canth. I told her how we'd headed there out of necessity, meaning to regroup and return to Kastelir the moment we could. I told her how the Felheimish army had blocked our way, how we'd done everything we could to get back to Asar. I told her how Kondo-Kana had found me and she didn't care to question me. I told her how I earnt our passage home and she nodded slowly.
 
   “And I take it you can't do anything about that?” Kidira asked, waving a hand towards me.
 
   I'd almost manage to forget about the glow. She hadn't.
 
   “I can, but it might take some time,” I admitted, rubbing my hands against my forearms.
 
   “You may continue towards Kyrindval, if you wish,” she said, pausing. “Or you could make yourself useful.”
 
   How the years must've tempered her to make an offer come out in lieu of an order. I leant towards the fire in anticipation of what she was going to say, asking “How?” though she didn't answer me. Not right away. She kept her lips pressed into a tight, thin line, and looked hesitant to say any more. She was torn between regretting what she'd already said and being unwilling to ever doubt herself.
 
   “I will trust you because Claire trusts you. Do not let her down,” Kidira finally said, staring up from the flames. “I have spent the last few weeks in the Bloodless Lands.” 
 
   I almost toppled forward. For a moment, for a single split-second, I wondered how she even knew about it, as though it had been some secret between Kondo-Kana and myself.
 
   “The Bloodless Lands? How did you—why aren't you... you know?” 
 
   Kidira tilted her head to the side, mildly irritated. Not so much with my questions, but with the fact that I didn't automatically know these things, being what I was.
 
   “The Bloodless Lands don't reach the mountains. Not quite. There's a stretch of unscathed land between the Bloodless Lands and the mountains; fifty feet wide, perhaps,” she explained. “Its effects aren't instantaneous. Discomforting at a glance, yes, but if one averts their gaze and employs a blindfold...”
 
   I nodded over and over, showing that I understood, all of a sudden aware that I should've been asking her why she was there.
 
   “I shouldn't be the one to do this: tracking down those responsible for manipulating the dragons. But circumstances compel Claire to be where she is, leading the people, and so I must act in her place,” Kidira went on to say. “I did mean to head back to Orinhal for reinforcements, but I should think you will do better than any soldier I could've fetched, and I rather wouldn't waste any more time.”
 
   “Me? Because I'm a necromancer, you mean?” I said, determined to get the word out around Kidira without my voice cracking.
 
   “Exactly that.”
 
   Nothing ever changed. What I was had seen me exiled from my village and now a city, had sent me running across countries, but as soon as I was useful, as soon as I became a means to an end, then people could tolerate being in my vicinity. Canth accepted necromancers, uplifted them, but I'd still had to abuse my powers to deserve Queen Nasrin's help. And now Kidira thought she could make use of me; thought I could wipe out those who stood in her way.
 
   “I'm not going to just kill the soldiers for you,” I said firmly.
 
   “Is that what you think of me? Kouris does me no kindnesses, as is usual,” Kidira said, sighing, but paused, as if taken aback by how easily she'd spoken Kouris' name. “I will not make an assassin of you. This is to be a rescue mission, of sorts.”
 
   Kidira returned any offence I'd dealt her by way of a stare, making me feel small.
 
   “A rescue mission...? Is there anyone in the Bloodless Lands?”
 
   “As I said, the edges are safe enough. Where better to twist and warp dragons?” 
 
   She had a point. There wasn't anywhere on Bosma as desolate as the Bloodless Lands, and all on Asar grew up knowing that to draw close to the Bloodless Lands was to succumb to the madness of necromancers. Back when I was a child, I let myself be convinced that the Bloodless Lands were to blame for making the pane as I was told they were, and the elders would often murmur that the settlements close to our side of the mountains weren't as safe as they ought to be.
 
   “I'll go with you,” I said, still desperate, in a way, to prove myself worthy of my own life. “What do you need me to do?”
 
   Kidira was already packing away her things, pouring out the last of the stew neither of us had really touched. She hummed flatly, back to me, slinging her bag over her shoulders. I followed her lead, extinguishing the fire without having to worry about fumbling in the dark, knowing there was an answer coming and doing my best not to be too anxious about it. She wasn't going to have me kill anyone; I wouldn't have to prepare myself for climbing onto pirate ships and stealing heads.
 
   “You'll see when we get there,” Kidira eventually said as she stepped out of the cave. I didn't have it within myself to press her any further. I followed, knowing we couldn't afford to linger in any one place for too long. “Here. Put this on.”
 
   Kidira retrieved a hooded cloak from her bag and I wrapped it around myself without any fuss. Dawn had yet to break and I would've led any wandering soldiers right to us. I pulled the hood up so that it covered my blazing eyes, vision fixed on the ground, the backs of Kidira's feet. I'd taken enough clothing from her already, what with the sash of purple cloth she'd had to give up to provide me with a makeshift cloak; only tough leathers and furs remained, arms, back, and body strengthened by years spent amongst the pane, wandering the mountains. 
 
   We headed back on ourselves, passing the rocks I'd crashed into. I wouldn't have recognised them, for much of the landscape repeated itself around the mountains, but the rock and dirt I'd plummeted to had turned white; whiter than dragon-bone. The fact that it was still dark had no bearing on it. The white stood out as though night had forgotten to fall across it, no shadows marring the surface. The few dark spots were made of blood and all else, and I did my best not to focus on them.
 
   “Look,” Kidira said, driving the blunt end of her spear into the ground. I started, certain she meant to ask me questions I didn't know how to answer, but when I followed the direction of her spear, I saw Claire's dragon-bone knife thrown off to the side. My hands went to the small of my back, where it'd been tucked into my trousers, pulse spiking when I realised it wasn't there; when I realised I would've lost it, if not for Kidira's sharp eye. I lunged forward, snatched it up, and checked it for scratches, of all things.
 
   On we went. To the best of my knowledge, it'd been two months since Kidira had set out from Kyrindval. I hoped that much of that time had been spent searching, to no avail, and that we weren't going to march for a solid month through the Bloodless Lands. We weren't even through the mountains and I could see no end in sight; just mountain after mountain cutting valleys into the horizon. Kidira walked at a pace that was hard to match, and I began to regret that I didn't have—
 
   “Wait!” I called out. “My horse, I left him halfway up the mountain. I need to go back! What if the soldiers have him?”
 
   “If the soldiers have Charley then there's nothing you or I can do about that,” Kidira said, not slowing her pace. I ground to a halt in protest, and as if no longer able to hear my footsteps following her, Kidira said, “But I very much doubt that the soldiers would go to the lengths required in order to guide a horse down the mountains when they're clearly so very distracted by their hunt for you. The pane will find him, sooner rather than later. Enough of them will recognise him.”
 
   I frowned at her back, not wanting to relax, to believe that it would really be alright, but softened regardless. I took wide strides in order to catch up with Kidira, wishing I could bring myself to turn and run back up the mountain path without feeling as though I was plummeting again at the mere thought. 
 
   Dawn painted the sky an angry, muted shade of red and I prepared for the elements to turn against us. When it was as light as it was going to get, I pulled the hood back and shook my head, dried blood clumped in my messy hair. I wasn't going to contest the sun, wasn't going to stand out to anyone tracking us from a distance. 
 
   The mountains and their valleys weren't at all as I'd imagined them to be as a child. The ground wasn't dry and barren, the air wasn't bitterly cold, and my surroundings came to me in more shades than stone grey; there was a wealth of life there, more than I'd been able to catch a glimpse of from Kyrindval. The grass grew tall and wildflowers tangled with it, and deer sprang about in the distance, ears perking at the sound of us passing through. There were a thousand insects trying to scream over each other, and it didn't take more than a few minutes for us to catch a rabbit.
 
   We skinned it, cooked it, ate and moved on. I managed to keep the meal down without gagging; my body was already used to itself, even if I wasn't. Kidira and I continued to march between the mountains, down sloping valleys and up sharp inclines, rocks tumbling out from beneath our feet. It was peaceful out there. Conversation came by way of laboured breathing and the calls of birds above served to emphasise the calm and quiet of the place. There weren't any other humans around for miles, and there was warmth to be found in the shadows of mountains.
 
   I'd been wrong about the weather.
 
   But all the while, I was overly aware of where we were heading and what awaited us. I was anxious, but none of my muscles tensed and my chest hadn't tightened; there was nothing I could shake out, nothing for me to focus on.
 
   The wall came into view. A valley a mile-wide stood between the Bloodless Lands and us, space between the mountains filled in by my ancestors hundreds upon hundreds of years ago. The scale and age of it were the only impressive things about the wall. From a distance, I could tell how crudely it had been put together. It was more a pile of rocks than any wall I'd ever seen, as if meant to serve as more of a warning than an actual obstacle.
 
   “Why did you pull me off that rock?” I asked when we stopped by a stream to refill Kidira's waterskin. “I mean, you must've known what I was, otherwise you wouldn't have bothered.”
 
   “I knew what you were because Claire told me what you were,” she said, handing over the waterskin. 
 
   Which didn't answer my question. I kept my eyes on her as I drank, having softened, hours ago, at the thought of her saving Claire. But now, all I could think about was the first time I went to Orinhal, and how the necromancer had been dragged from his home.
 
   “So you saved me because of Claire? Is that it?”
 
   She met my gaze and stepped towards me, saying, “I saved you because you were clearly not dead, not completely. You were suffering and I saw how best to put an end to that.”
 
   Kidira took the waterskin from me but didn't break eye-contact. I expected her to say something more. Expected her to shout, to put me in my place, but she just waited. Waited for me to say whatever it was that was driving me to clench my hands into fists and grit my teeth at her.
 
   “But you—you're asking me to go into the Bloodless Lands with you and I don't even know why! Maybe you just want to...” I paused, throwing my hands out to the sides. Kidira didn't flinch, didn't step back. She seemed patient, if anything. “The first time I went to Orinhal, they took a necromancer from his home because of you, and you made a spectacle of his execution for the Agadians ...” 
 
   “Why is it so very important to you that I am some manner of monster?” Kidira asked. “I save your life and instead of thanking me, you demand to know what my ulterior motives are. Kouris has had your ear for too long.”
 
   I would've told her all about burning necromancers, if not for her comment about Kouris. It seemed more pressing, somehow, that she had spent all this time thinking Kouris had turned against her. I let my own frustration slip away in favour of defending Kouris, and doing that only brought anger around in turn.
 
   “Kouris has never said a bad word about you,” I said, and it drew a stony silence out of Kidira unlike anything I'd said before. I flinched at the thought of what was swirling behind her eyes and so said, as quietly as I could without murmuring, “... Thank you for pulling me off that rock.”
 
   Because I'd still be there, if not for her. I'd still be blacking out and coming to, a little more aware of my surroundings each time; maybe I would've been able to pull myself off the rock within day, but I doubted my mind would've recovered as it barely had. Kidira turned with a sharp nod but all I could think of was the necromancer tied to a post, burnt over and over until only ash remained; all because the woman before me had willed it so. 
 
   I didn't ask her why she'd done it. No explanation could've excused her actions.
 
   We carried on towards the wall. I had divided the last few years equally between the ocean and sand and had trouble finding my footing on steep, rocky inclines. More than once Kidira turned to me, offering out her hand to help hoist me up, and each time I took it, looking away from her as I did so. I didn't want to resent Kidira, but I didn't want to fall into the trap of trusting her, either. The fact that Kouris and Akela loved her did nothing to sway my thoughts. So many of us had loved Katja, and that had done nothing to shield me, in the end.
 
   We stood side-by-side at the foot of the wall, and without turning to me, Kidira said, “What you said earlier, about Kouris—is it true? Did they really execute her?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, and knew I needed to say no more. Kidira was looking down at her open hands again, fingers curling, very slightly, towards her palms. As if she saw something she'd once held.
 
   She cleared her throat and I looked towards her. Her eyes focused on her surroundings as she returned to the present, staring up at the rubble that passed for a wall. Throughout the fifteen hundred years that had been and gone since the end of the war, moss had grown atop the rocks and creeping vines and gnarled tree trunks had twisted free from between the chunks of wall in search of sunlight. Birds had made their nests there, and a handful of goats had beaten us to it. They were already halfway up the wall, chewing contentedly on leaves.
 
   I squinted up at the top, but the sun rested along the edge of the wall, brighter than I was. The glare punched holes of light into my vision that I had to blink away, but I was certain that nothing grew or lived upon the top of the wall. 
 
   Kidira went ahead, leaving me to follow her lead. We could walk across the wall in places, hop from one rock to the next as easily as taking a single step on solid ground, but in other parts the moss had made the rocks slippery. We clung to low-hanging branches and gripped onto rocks above, Kidira never looking back at me in the same way I never looked back at the ground below. The rocks made my hands dusty in places, dug into my palms in others; I expected that Kidira's feet and hands were being torn as mine were but didn't dare to offer to heal her.
 
   The thought of the Bloodless Lands awaiting us behind the rock kept me in a trance, kept me moving. I could feel it. What's more, I could hear it; it sounded like every note Kondo-Kana hadn't sung to me. As we neared the top, I reached behind myself, making sure Claire's dragon-bone knife was still there. Tracing my nails across the grooves of the pattern, I meant to conquer the last stretch of the climb, meant to pull myself up across that last layer of rock, but Kidira took hold of my shoulder, stopping me.
 
   “Rowan,” she said calmly and clearly, looking right at me. I pushed myself back against the last of the rocks keeping me out of the Bloodless Land, terrified, for the first time, that I'd look down and wouldn't be able to help but return to the ground. “Rowan, I am going to ask a lot of you. I am going to ask to you be strong, to be what others cannot, to be brave—”
 
   My mind screamed jump! jump! and Kidira put a hand on my shoulder, grasp firm but not tight.
 
   “But especially to be brave,” she added in more of a murmur than anything else. “Do you understand? I won't stop you from turning back, from heading to Kyrindval.”
 
   Head back to Kyrindval. Take the easy way out. Never know what was in the Bloodless Lands, never know what Kidira needed of me. Have fallen all this way for nothing, have run my heart through just because I could.
 
   “I've come this far,” I said. “Might as well keep going.”
 
   Kidira didn't wait for hesitation to take its place upon my expression, nor did she ask me if I was certain. She carried on to the top of the wall, eyes fixed on the rocks as she climbed into the Bloodless Lands.
 
   I should've faltered, but my hands were grasping at the rocks, even as I told myself that I was woefully unprepared for what I was about to see. The destruction that hollowed out half a continent, three entire countries, was certain to have left scars scorched across the landscape; there would be crumbled ruins, angry red marks across the ground, and beyond all that, emptiness.
 
   When I pulled myself up over that last rock, emptiness was what I saw.
 
   Cities and cities of emptiness.
 
   My eyes scanned the horizon and I took it all in without processing any of it. The Bloodless Lands were pristine. From a distance, I saw spires and towers rising towards the sky, twisted into bizarre shapes, but far from warped; the architecture was strange to my eyes, familiar but all at once removed from anything I'd seen before. Nothing had cracked or crumbled; it was as though the cities had been frozen in time when they'd fallen out of memory.
 
   If darkness and shadow had fallen across the Bloodless Lands, they would've been perfect. If night could claim the Bloodless Lands for its own, I could've been fooled into thinking there was life there. All I saw before me was pure, brilliant white, as though the light that surged through me had been made solid, tangible. I'd seen it before; the rocks I'd fallen to had been drenched in it, the floor of Katja's apartment had been riddled with the same, and before, the bridge of Isin's castle had cracked with the first signs of it.
 
   A single person was responsible for this. A person like me.
 
   I had died, I had been tortured, and yet the emptiness had not spread much further than my arms could reach. I couldn't fathom what Kondo-Kana had been forced to endure throughout the war. What had driven her to this.
 
   Kidira climbed down, back to the Bloodless Lands. I went on ahead, leaping from one rock to the next with no sense of caution, making each jump purely because I didn't think it through, because I let adrenaline push me down, down. I landed hard on the stretch of dirt that hadn't been touched by the corruption or cleansing that had taken the Bloodless Lands and charged off the very edge of it, where the ground abruptly turned white.
 
   “Do not stare at it,” Kidira called from behind me.
 
   “It's fine,” I murmured, unable to take my eyes off it. “Kondo-Kana said...”
 
   I crouched down, hands pressing to the border of the Bloodless Lands. It felt—it felt like nothing. I should've been touching dirt. The dry, untouched ground shifted beneath the toes of my boots as I knelt, but all that was white refused to shift. It wasn't made up of individual grains anymore. I ran my fingers across it and knew that every tree, every building and every book that had been whited out would feel the same.
 
   Kidira grabbed my shoulder, pulling me back. 
 
   “We don't have time to waste,” she said, not letting go until I was on my feet. She was looking away from the Bloodless Lands, blindfold wrapped around her forehead, pulled down over her left eye, ensuring that nothing of the Bloodless Lands slipped into her vision. “Now,” Kidira snapped, and I realised that my feet were being uncooperative, body trying to drift into the Bloodless Lands. There were answers out there, I knew it. All that silence had to be burying something. 
 
   But I marched on alongside Kidira, because the pull of her fingers wrapped around my collar was stronger than the pull of the Bloodless Lands.
 
   “How far do we have to go?” I asked, miles in. 
 
   We were walking along the edges of what must've once been Myros; everlasting indeed. How curiosity didn't eat Kidira from the inside I couldn't say. Cities and towns came into view, along with the roads that once led through the mountains. We passed a village that I could've run to before Kidira thought to shout at me. From the path we took I could see characters carved into the gate at the entrance to the village. I wanted to grab Kidira's shoulder and ask her to read it to me, but even if she could stare into the Bloodless Lands, she still wouldn't have been able to read Myrosi. 
 
   “Far,” she eventually said. “We need to reach the mountains behind Thule. It'll take us weeks and we'll have to cross back over for food, but this is the quickest way.”
 
   Somehow, the prospect of spending weeks in the Bloodless Lands didn't feel like any real stretch at all. They hadn't changed since they'd been frozen over at the end of the war, and in the same way, time around them seemed to have slowed to a stop. We could've spent an hour or a month there and I wouldn't have noticed a difference.
 
   I wondered if Kidira felt it too. I couldn't comprehend walking along the edge of Myros and noticing nothing but the way the mountains all seemed eager to stand out from one another without ever crossing into the Bloodless Lands. I couldn't understand being unable to tear disease and rot from a body either, and that was an impossibility to most people. I didn't linger on it, didn't ask Kidira how she bore it all. In the silence of the Bloodless Land, her words were of no comfort. They rose up into the air, scattering out into cities that were neither living nor dead, spreading out as if to drive in how immense the Bloodless Lands were; greater than all of Felheim, the territories and Agados put together.
 
   The words slipped away as though they'd never been spoken. When I heard a low rumbling, a pounding in the distance, I thought I'd imagined that too, until the noise remained, ricocheting off the mountains. Kidira came to a sudden stop, arm held out to prevent me going any further, spear at the ready. 
 
   We held our breaths, watching the edge of the mountain we roamed close to, noise growing ever-faster, ever-louder. I convinced myself that it was soldiers, a hundred or more, all marching in unison, knowing there was only one place a necromancer would run. I didn't breathe a word of my suspicion, for Kidira only would've sneered at my paranoia, and with good reason; a strangled cry twisted itself into the air and a series of claws cracked into the mountainside, splitting the rock in its grasp. 
 
   A wing stretched out, and for a moment, I was back in Isin. A dragon as large as any fishing boat that had ever pulled into port spread out its golden wings, crawling around the mountain that warped into a castle tower, ready to crumble. 
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XIX
 
   Kidira raised her spear as though it would do any good, then looked to me to banish the creature. The kraau had its head tilted back and a screech of a roar pierced right through me. I couldn't think, couldn't raise my hands to send death surging through the dragon. I had barely put myself together; my heart wasn't in the right place. I met Kidira's gaze and slowly shook my head.
 
   We ran. We charged towards the mountains, fuelled by some half-formed plan of being able to duck and take cover, but it was no good. The kraau was smashing its knuckles into the ground, using its winged arms to drag itself along after us, while we were heading towards mountains that would pose no obstacle to it. Stupid, stupid. Why was I leading it away from the Bloodless Lands?
 
   “Keep going!” I shouted to Kidira, gritting my teeth and regretting all the momentum I'd built up as I ground to a halt, flying in the opposite direction like an arrow let loose.
 
   “Rowan!” Kidira called after me. I could imagine the way her eyes were flashing and knew she expected to be able to order me back to her side without another word. But I kept running towards the dragon, hoping I could confuse it for long enough to slip under its wing and head into the Bloodless Lands. Surely its mind wouldn't be able to withstand what resided out there.
 
   I ran as fast as I could, but the dragon was two steps ahead. It slammed a boulder of a fist into my path and I stopped too sharply, losing my balance in narrowly avoiding it. I skidded across the dirt on my palms and knees, grit in my wounds, skin growing over it, tearing back open. I rolled onto my side, and my head cracked against the ground. I meant to push myself up, but the dragon peered down at me, smoke coiling from its nostrils. Smoke that would never lead to fire; why incinerate what it could eat? It sneered, jaws creaking open, tongue flicking into the air between us.
 
   The dragon lashed out at me and something finally pounded harder than my heart. A crack of a thud filled the air, covering the kraau's cry of pain, and I was convinced a mountain must've thrown itself against the creature to send it off balance. Still on my side, I saw a blur of a shape fly towards the dragon for a second time, sending it toppling over the border of the Bloodless Lands. I pushed myself back to my feet but didn't run. I just watched, doing what I could to catch my breath, staring until I suddenly realised what I was seeing.
 
   Another dragon.
 
   My dragon.              
 
   He was small, but the kraau recognised him as a fhord in spite of all that. In spite of the shroud of death that kept his wings beating. They scuffled as stray cats for as long as it took Kidira to run to my side, and the dragon that had attacked us hissed out a thin stream of fire between its front fangs. Oak needed to do little more than huff, sending the other scampering back off with a beat of its wings.
 
   I ran towards him, panic seeping out of my system, clearing the last of the fog that had formed when I'd tumbled and hit my head, and saw that he wasn't alone. A figure climbed from his back, dark horns stark against the white of the Bloodless Lands behind them. Kouris! I could've thrown myself into her arms, but I wasn't given the chance. Oak leapt towards me, head knocking against my chest.
 
   I laughed, arms wrapping around his horns. Kidira, not knowing what to make of the situation, still had her spear raised, but her eyes were fixed on Kouris. I leant against Oak's head, glancing between the two of them. My mouth went dry to look at Kouris, yet I ached for Kidira more than her. I buried my face between Oak's eyes, where the scales were discoloured, perpetually going to rot, and felt the reverberations of his soft, comforting growls rattle through me.
 
   I couldn't bear to watch them reunite. Not again.
 
   “Kidira...” Kouris pleaded more than said. All of the laughing she'd done upon learning Kidira was alive, all the joy and relief that had rushed through of her, all of it was for nothing; she sounded as I must've when I sobbed Claire's name out on a bloodied floor.
 
   But something more remarkable than a dragon arriving in time to save us happened: Kidira responded. 
 
   “Kouris,” she said quietly, evenly. If only she'd spoken to the dragon in that tone: it would've roared and whined its way into its own grave. 
 
   They said nothing more and they said it too loudly. I kept my head down but the air was thick with all that continued to go unsaid between them, and I wished that they'd shout and scream at each other and be done with it. The words would float up into the air, finally free, yet they said nothing. 
 
   I looked up and saw that Kouris' eyes were more moonlight than silver, and Kidira stared not at her, but off to the side, into the Bloodless Lands. I had to clear my throat twice in order to drag their attention towards me, grasping for something to say once they were looking my way. Kidira shook her head, pressing the heel of her palm against her temple, and I wrapped my fingers around one of the dragon's horns.
 
   “How did you find him?” I asked Kouris. At least I knew he'd understood me and made it to Kyrindval after all. 
 
   “By chance, more than anything. Reckon he recognised me,” she said, voice slowly coming back to its usual strength as she went on. “Came up and bumped his head against me. Kind of reminded me of you, if I'm to be telling the truth.”
 
   I nodded, glancing down at Oak. He rolled a dark eye up to look at me, and I continued smoothing my hands along his snout as he settled down on the ground, torn wings folding against his back, tail swishing along the edge of the Bloodless Lands. He knew who Kouris was because I'd showed him; I'd changed him when I'd only meant to save him. How many of his thoughts echoed my own I couldn't say, but when Kidira stepped closer he let out a low, rumbled growl of warning. 
 
   I wrapped my arms around his muzzle, whispering, “No, no. It's okay, it's okay.”
 
   “What did you do to that dragon?” Kidira asked, upon recalling that she had a voice after all.
 
   “I brought him back. That's all I did,” I said, glancing off to the side at Kouris. “I gave him another chance and let him do as he pleased.”
 
   “Yrval, come now,” Kouris pleaded, exasperated. Kidira turned her head sharply and looked at her, brow furrowed in scrutiny, able to fix her eyes on her once more. She folded her arms across her chest, as if waiting for either Kouris or me to explain what had really happened with the dragon, but he wriggled free of my grasp before I could even consider answering. 
 
   He shook his head, tilted it back to let out a piercing yawn, then plodded off towards the mountains. We watched him wander off, too tense to speak to each other, hoping he'd do something to keep us distracted. He fell down on his side at the foot of a mountain, close to what remained of a stubborn old tree. He wrapped his jaws around it, idly tearing chunks of bark away.
 
   “We're going somewhere,” I told Kouris, eyes still on Oak. “Through the Bloodless Lands, to where they're keeping the dragons. We'll be able to get there a lot faster now.”
 
   “I'll be coming with you, then,” Kouris said, and took the joint silence Kidira and I produced to mean that we had no objections. As if making a peace offering, Kouris quietly added, “He got a name, yrval?”
 
   “Oak,” I said quietly. “You should've asked before.”
 
   The four of us headed back into the mountains, as quietly as we could with a dragon clambering over the wall. We were a good ten miles from where we'd started and the wall there was more refined, though there were plenty of footholds to be found. Kouris walked up the wall without having to grasp to keep her balance, and though she didn't offer to take me on her back, she'd hold a hand out to me, when I needed it. 
 
   Whenever I wrapped my fingers around hers, hoisting myself up a steeper part of the wall, I couldn't help but notice the way she wasn't looking at Kidira, wasn't giving herself the chance to endure Kidira scorning her outstretched hand.
 
   I helped Kidira, when the rocks became too tall to clamber up alone, and Oak even used his snout to gruffly nudge her along, far from having warmed to her. Kidira had decided that we'd make camp before heading to our destination, and so we made camp; she muttered something about the Felheimish losing control of their dragons, and we accepted her explanation. Neither of us wanted to engage with her, much less argue, and we weren't yet privy to her plan.
 
   She marched with such strength between the mountains, never once faltering, in spite of the exhaustion that riddled her. Kouris and I let her choose the campsite, let her head off to hunt dinner, and quietly set about gathering wood to burn. It was late evening and staying still left me restless, as though Oak's arrival hadn't seared weeks off our journey already. I said nothing of it, shoulders hunched, and while we were alone, Kouris didn't try luring me into any conversation. I'd glance over at her but she'd be miles away, head full of all the weighty things Kidira hadn't said to her. 
 
   There was goat for dinner. Kidira prepared it, silently putting a portion of the meat to the side that went uncooked, and placed it in front of Kouris once our own meals were prepared. Oak toyed with the carcas between his jaws as we ate, licking the bones clean more for the taste than out of hunger. I looked up at the sky, trying to will Isjin into existence so that she might take pity on me and bring the night crashing down upon us. 
 
   I curled up next to Oak, after a time, trying to convince myself as much as Kidira and Kouris that sleep would come to me. To my relief, I felt a lot more relaxed with a dragon forming a barricade between the three of us, and was able to let a little of my glow trickle away from me. It was far from gone, and I wondered when it had become such an integral part of me; Kouris hadn't asked what had happened, if I was alright. I took a deep breath, telling myself that I didn't want to slip a hand under my shirt to see if my skin really was as smooth as it'd once been, more than a decade ago. The tension pushed through my veins, urging me to clamp my hands together, to tug on my fingers, but when Kidira spoke, I didn't dare to move an inch.
 
   “You no longer use your claws to pick meat from between your fangs,” she said.
 
   I tried to picture her sitting there, arms wrapped loosely around her knees as she stared into the fire.
 
   “I knew you always hated it,” came Kouris' quiet reply.
 
   “I didn't hate it,” Kidira said bluntly. “It annoyed me. That's all.” 
 
   Kouris made no reply. All I heard was the sound of one of them shifting, rearranging themselves in front of the fire, until Kidira spoke again.
 
   “Do you want to hear something funny?” 
 
   “Will it make me laugh?” Kouris asked dryly.
 
   “No,” Kidira said, and I suppose Kouris must've nodded, because she went on speaking. “For years – for a decade, perhaps – I spent every day wishing that you'd come home. I'd entertain all manner of absurdities: the people deciding that execution wasn't a fit punishment, you finding a way to atone with the rest of the life they'd allowed you to keep. I even imagined that you might've slipped through their fingers, and told myself that it wouldn't matter to me how you'd dishonoured us both. As those days turned into months and then years, it was harder and harder to believe that you'd come home. I'd tell myself you'd escaped and had gone into hiding, over in Felheim or Agados, or that you'd returned to your people, but one day, I had to stop. 
 
   “My mind would still wander. I suppose I used it as a... reward, of sorts. Get through the day, return to my chambers and allow myself to imagine that you were something other than dead. Every time, Kouris. Every time somebody knocked at the door, every time a raven came, every time I saw horns in a crowd; every time, I thought it was you. 
 
   “And then you return to me. After twenty-seven years, one day you are suddenly there, knelt before me. Just as I'd always imagined, just as I'd always wanted. And the funny thing is, Kouris, the funny thing is that it does matter. All of it, every last bit, matters to me. I do not wish to see you, I do not wish to be near you, and so I do not know who I have been these past twenty-nine years, or before all that.”
 
   I turned my head, face pressed into the dirt. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter, fingertips pressed to the ground, pretending I couldn't hear Kouris' heavy breathing, the growl rattling around the back of her throat. 
 
   “The pane aren't my people,” Kouris eventually managed, “You are. You were the only one who—”
 
   “Yet still, you left,” Kidira said, cutting her off. “You left me.”
 
   “I know,” Kouris murmured, voice muffled by her hands or arms or something else. “I know.”
 
   In the morning, we returned to the other side of the wall. Once we were back within the Bloodless Lands, there was no more putting it off: the three of us had to find a way to settle down on Oak's back together. Weight wasn't the issue. He'd carried Akela and myself together and had been fine with Kouris on his back, and Kidira hardly took up much space, but I couldn't comprehend the least awkward way to arrange ourselves. 
 
   Eventually, Kouris decided to take the reins and I settled down behind her. Kidira sat behind me, and once Oak took off, you would've thought she'd spent her life on dragonback; she placed her hands on my shoulders but didn't cling as if for dear life, nor did she press up against me.
 
   We travelled close to the ground, hidden by the mountains, though there wasn't much call to hide; no one stood vigil over the Bloodless Lands and no human wandered closer to the mountains than they had to. Kouris had fashioned a blindfold for herself and like Kidira, covered both eyes as we flew, but I looked out on the Bloodless Lands, watching Myros unfurl like a scroll as we flew past. There were cities, dozens of them, villages and towns and open fields between, rivers and lakes turned still and white, as though ripples and waves had been carved from something quite unlike stone. 
 
   The journey was a little longer than the one to Orinhal had been, made longer still by the breaks we took to stretch our arms and legs. When nothing in the scenery had changed – the Bloodless Lands were still to the left while the mountains rose and fell on our right – Kidira said, “Here. We walk from here.” It was hard to argue on a dragon's back, and so Kouris gestured for Oak to land. 
 
   “What's so special about here?” Kouris asked, pulling up her blindfold and squinting at the mountains.
 
   Kidira, blindfold already half pulled up, began to press on.
 
   “Nothing,” she said without looking back, “But I rather wouldn't announce our arrival, should anyone be awaiting us.”
 
   Kouris and I remained where we were for a moment, sharing sceptical looks. Oak, deciding that his help was no longer required, slumped down on the dusty ground, wings stretched out at his sides. I looked around, trying to find whatever landmark it was that Kidira had spotted and came up empty.
 
   “All she's said is that we're going to the place where they keep the dragons,” I mumbled, “She says I need to go with her and be brave, for whatever reason, but she won't tell me anything else.”
 
   “Of course she won't, yrval,” Kouris said, patting my back as she hurried to follow Kidira. “But this is Kidira: she doesn't do anything lightly. Whatever this is, it's important and she's sure to be having a plan.”
 
   I could've refused to follow along, ruining whatever plans Kidira might've formed, but I couldn't bring myself to be quite that petty. Better to get it over with as quickly as was possible. Admittedly, I was more than a little curious. The last leg of our journey lasted well through midnight, though darkness didn't fall on the Bloodless Lands themselves. The sky had long since turned black, while the Bloodless Lands teemed with light, as I too did. 
 
   “Reckon we're not far from Thule,” Kouris murmured, eyes ever on the mountains.
 
   “Kouris...” I said, but didn't know what else I wanted to say. I thought back to our first journey together, from Praxis through to Kastelir, all the way to Isin and placed my hand in hers.
 
   A building came into view, a dozen miles from where we'd left Oak. It didn't belong to the Bloodless Lands and its design wasn't Myrosi; it was old to be sure, but compared to the wall and what laid beyond, it'd barely seen a day in the sun. The round, domed building sat in the centre of a clearing, with no glass in the small, square windows carved into the stone. Instead, light poured out; light that caused me to curl my fingers towards my palm, light that made Kouris look between Kidira and myself, on the verge of demanding answers. Kidira put up a hand to preemptively silence her, observing for a few moments more before speaking.
 
   “I stood watch here for days. The dragons are kept further down; it's the pane who bring them here in shackles, muzzles about their snouts, led by guards. For the longest time, I didn't understand what I was seeing. I only knew that I couldn't head into that building alone,” Kidira explained, eyes fixed on me as though the weight of her stare could rip the light from my bones. “Until I found you, and it became painfully clear.”
 
   “You mean...?” I tried, leaning towards the dome, trying to feel their presence.
 
   “Necromancers,” Kidira said. 
 
   “But this was supposed to be a...” I squeezed Kouris' hand tightly, doing what I could to keep my voice level. “You said it was a rescue mission. But you just want me to... to stop them?”
 
   Kidira let out a heavy breath, tilting her head towards the building. 
 
   “We are going to stop them, Rowan. But considering the state I found you in to entice such a glow, I doubt they will scorn our help.”
 
   With that, Kidira marched towards the building, while Kouris and I stood frozen.
 
   “Come now, Kidira. Shouldn't we be waiting for a few more of us...?” Kouris said, trying to reason with her.
 
   She didn't break her gait. She could see as well as we could that there were no soldiers around, for what good were guards when it came to necromancers? If they were there of their own free will, then a fleet of soldiers could offer them no better protection of their own powers; if they were truly being kept there, the soldiers wouldn't have stood a chance. 
 
   I recalled what Claire had told me. That necromancers were involved, though she didn't understand how. I ran to catch up with Kidira, knowing beyond all reason that there were necromancers within the building. 
 
   That feeling of warmth, of understanding, made me braver than I rightly should've been. I pushed past Kidira, eyes fixed on the dome, breaking out into a sprint. I could feel something beneath all that unspoken familiarity. There was something ringing in the back of my head, too high-pitch for me to hear; something making my nerves pull taut. Kidira was right. Whoever was in there needed help. 
 
   They needed help and I understood that. Once a necromancer had been bound, they were trapped; they could kill their captor but they'd still be in chains.
 
   “Wait,” Kidira said, grabbing hold of my shoulder. 
 
   I shook her hand off without looking back. “I'll go first,” I said, barely aware of my surroundings. All I knew was that I had to keep going, had to see what was behind those doors. I don't know if Kidira responded to me, if Kouris said anything. I wrapped my fingers around the handles, saying, “You wait,” as I pulled them towards me.
 
   They might've brought pane to the building but the doors weren't designed for them. The doorway was so low that Akela would've had to duck to get in, but the room opened up, up, bright light making the domed ceiling into a sky. In that first flash of light, I saw the building as it once must've been; saw all the depth the faded carvings once had, the colours the peeling paint had once shone in. But then my eyes adjusted and it was nothing more than a weather-worn collection of bricks, unfit to house anyone. 
 
   I didn't find a group of necromancers within the building. Chains hung from the ceiling, pulled taut around the wrists of one man; not quite long enough to allow him to kneel, though to look at him, I knew he'd forgotten how to stand years before. Light peeled off him in sheets and I saw what I might become, saw an echo of what those who laid their eyes on me must've seen.
 
   Light bloomed from his eyes like white fire, coiling up into the air and never burning out, skin glowing as though he had been carved from the same stock as the rivers and lakes in the Bloodless Lands. If he knew I was there, he didn't register it, at first. 
 
   “A-ah... ahh,” he whined breathlessly in a plea for freedom that never ended. Hands trembling, I stepped closer, and he seemed to flinch; but he was used to people coming in and demanding things of him, and so hung his head and went back to whining.
 
   It wasn't until I knelt before him that I really got his attention. “Can you hear me?” I asked, reaching back for my dragon-bone knife. “It's going to be alright, just...”
 
   His eyes went wide, embers dying down for half a heartbeat. “You're a... you're a...” he tried. “Go, go! You must...”
 
   His words lapsed into a mumble, and then more groaning. 
 
   “It's fine, Aejin. We'll get you out of here,” I said, trying the knife against the chains. It was like cutting through brittle wood.
 
   “Aejin? No, no, my name...” he murmured, slumping as the first of the chains broke. “They'll take you, take you as they took me, they'll...”
 
   “Shh,” I said, working on the second chain.
 
   It finally snapped, and though I went to steady the necromancer, Kouris had already rushed in and caught him in her arms. 
 
   “Iseul!” she said, kneeling with his head rested against the crook of her elbow. He gasped shakily, as though we'd pulled him out of the chains and into a bed of ice, fingertips twitching as he remembered what parts of his body were his. A lifetime without food, without water, without sleep, and there he was, reaching up to Kouris' face.
 
   “My Queen!” he said, fingertips trailing across Kouris' cheek when she bowed her head towards him. “I didn't—oh, they took me. I fought and I fought, but... but they said... if I brought the dragons back, if I... showed them where to fly—”
 
   His words faded into raspy breaths and I felt as though I was bleeding light for him, for Iseul. The blood in my veins slowed to a crawl, thick and sticky, and I understood; Oak had found Kyrindval because I'd slipped the image beneath his skin, he'd recognised Kouris because I too knew her.
 
   “Oh, Iseul,” Kouris murmured, “You must've known they wouldn't ever let you go.”
 
   Iseul tilted his head back, eyes closing, light not fading. Kidira stood in the doorway, stony-faced, not telling us to hurry as I'd expected her to.
 
   “I tried! I tried to help. The pane, did they find you?” Iseul asked. “I sent them to you, my Queen... sent them to Canth. That's why you're here, isn't it? But it must've been weeks, only weeks...”
 
   “That's right, Iseul,” Kouris said softly, trying to keep him from shaking. “That's why I'm here. You brought me back. Don't be worrying about any of that anymore.”
 
   Iseul seemed to smile and murmured, “Then it isn't too late.” Eyes blinking open, he pressed his fingertips to Kouris' closed eyes. “Your eyes grew back, Your Majesty. I was so worried they wouldn't...”
 
   “Aye,” Kouris whispered. I met Kidira's gaze and wished I hadn't. “That they did.”
 
   I looked at the ground, at anywhere but her. The change in her expression was so slight that it should've gone unnoticed, but there was a sudden sting in her eyes that she knew I'd seen. Slowly, Kouris rose to her feet, lifting Iseul up with her.
 
   “Don't expect we'll be having long before somebody turns up,” she said, arm around his waist to keep him steady. “We'd best be getting out of here.”
 
   Kouris took slow, steady steps, guiding Iseul out of the building, and Kidira waited until I was outside to leave, doors closing behind her. I didn't know how often they sought out Iseul, but I knew the Felheimish only came when they needed something of him. A dozen times a year, perhaps. The Felheimish had fewer dragons than ever, and some part of me doubted that they were going to any lengths to give them specific targets, anymore.
 
   “The other necromancer...” Iseul murmured, as though I was nothing but a distant memory. “Don't let them take her.”
 
   “Never,” came Kouris' steely reply.
 
   I watched Iseul stumble on feet he hadn't used in countless years, wishing there was something I could do for him. Wishing there was something I could say that would get through to him; he had no real concept of when or where we were, and continued to turn to Kouris, breathing out her name and title as though it was the first time he'd seen her since bringing her back to life.
 
   The fog would clear in time. It had to. When it did, Iseul would feel what I did, would have the comfort of another necromancer, if nothing else. There'd be so much I could learn from him, so much we could learn from each other. I wouldn't be the only one lighting up the dark.
 
   “Queen Kouris,” Iseul said, one hand on her chest to push himself back. Kouris held her arms out, ready to catch him, but as unsteady as he was, Iseul didn't stumble or fall. “I am sorry. So sorry for all of this. But I...”
 
   And then he was moving, marching towards the Bloodless Lands. His light had died down to little more than a gentle thrum, though his eyes continued to blaze. Kouris stormed after Iseul but seemed reluctant to grab hold of him and pull him back. He walked as though drawn into the Bloodless Lands by some greater purpose, and though she kept her eyes screwed shut, there was only so far she could go without snarling.
 
   I rushed in after him, reaching his side just in time to catch hold of him.
 
   I knelt down. He was heavier than all the light had led me to believe, and he looked up at the sky without taking in the darkness, eyes fixed on the moon. His body trembled, and I realised that the light pouring out of him wasn't simply a necromancer's way of screaming; it was life leaving his body, strength that'd been lost him for years upon years.
 
   “What was your name?” he asked, eyes closing. “... Aejin?”
 
   I smiled though he couldn't see it, wrapping my arms around him a little tighter.
 
   “That's right,” I said, “Let's get back to Kouris, okay? We'll take you out of here, Iseul.”
 
   “No, no, Aejin,” he said, using a finger to beckon me closer. I leant down and he said, “Don't you hear it?”
 
   “Hear what?” I asked, gaze slipping from his face when I noticed the ground around us. The white of the Bloodless Lands was fading around him, slipping through shades of grey, desperately grasping for colour.
 
   Iseul only repeated himself. “Don't you hear it?” he asked, one hand clasping my shoulder. The ground beneath us turned to dirt, rich and earthy.
 
   I fixed my eyes back on his closed ones, drew down a deep breath and answered him honestly.
 
   “No,” I said.
 
   “No,” he echoed, smiling. “Neither do I.”
 
   Iseul's body reflected that insignificant scrap of the Bloodless Lands around us. The solid white of his glow retreated, skin grey then brown, fading to gold, desperate to remember how it had once been. I tightened my arms around him, saying his name, louder and louder each time, as though it was something he could stop, and found that he felt less solid, less real. Each time I tightened my grasp there was less and less of him; he'd drawn the light so deep down inside of him that it had replaced his bones, his muscles, all that I could cling to. 
 
   “No, no, Iseul, stop,” I murmured, clinging to him, clinging to nothing. I didn't know him beyond what he'd done from Kouris, but I knew him in the same way that I'd known Kondo-Kana's song, in the same way that I knew which parts of my body were no longer mine. 
 
   I could learn from him. Could understand him. If he'd only stay, if he'd only—
 
   My arms were clinging to nothing. Tendrils of light slipped through my fingers and the white ground I knelt upon yielded to the pressure of my knees. There was warmth there, green grass for me to tear at. I didn't understand what was happening. I didn't understand.
 
   I rose to my feet, storming towards Kouris and Kidira. They were looking without looking, and I marched straight past Kouris, putting myself between Kidira and the mountains, leaving her with no choice but to look at me.
 
   “What was that? What the fuck was that?” I practically screeched, hands thrown out at my sides. “You bring me here without telling me why, and then—this? You make me come here to... why did you even need me? Did you just want to make me watch him die? Is that even what happened?” 
 
   Kidira stared at me evenly, and said, quite plainly, “I didn't know how the necromancer would react. I thought your presence would be necessary. Evidently, I was wrong.”
 
   I stomped a foot against the ground, turning it white. That wasn't an answer. That wasn't anything. Eyes stinging, I reached out and pushed the heel of my palm against Kidira's shoulder. “What's happening!” I demanded. Kidira rolled her shoulder back but didn't stumble for all I'd done to shove her.
 
   Without anything betraying her expression, she said, “I couldn't tell you, Rowan, but I would've thought you'd understand better than most.” She paused, straightening out the leathers around her shoulder. “Wouldn't you sooner let go of your own life than defend yourself?”
 
   She said it as though it was an insult. As though I should've been ashamed for not taking a handful of lives when there were other options available to me. I stepped forward, went to grab her shoulder, but I'd wasted the only chance she was willing to ever give me. Kidira pulled back her fist and with a burst of pain around my eye-socket, I found myself on the ground. 
 
   I covered my eye with one hand, seething. Kidira stood over me, so still that it was as if she'd convinced herself that she'd knocked me down with nothing but a stare. 
 
   “It wasn't the first time,” I hissed as Kouris rushed over, kneeling at my side. 
 
   “Excuse me?” Kidira asked.
 
   “Yrval, not now,” Kouris warned, holding out a hand.
 
   The throb around my eye pumped some sense back into me. I sneered up at Kidira, breath rushing between my teeth, but I said nothing. Kouris was right; it wasn't the time, and I didn't want Kidira knowing, didn't want her looking at me and thinking that it explained everything I did wrong, everything I was, in her eyes.
 
   “... Canth was rough,” I eventually managed, hearing Kouris let out a sigh of relief. 
 
   Kidira glanced between us both, deciding that whatever it was could wait. In nothing close to a peace-offering she held out her hand and I took it, stepping close to her once I was on my feet. Our eyes met and I turned as sharply as I could, heading back to Oak.
 
   Kouris and Kidira matched my pace, though neither of them quite caught up. I stormed ahead, torn between returning to Oak and losing myself in the Bloodless Lands where none could follow. I could hide in those cities for as long as I needed to, could hide there forever, if that was how long it took me to understand what had happened. I couldn't count it as a victory; we'd broken Iseul free, but he'd become nothing more than light. Who was to say they didn't have someone to replace him? Who was to say it wouldn't cause them to hunt down another necromancer and put them in the same chains?
 
   “Rowan,” Kidira said, but I didn't turn to her. I continued striding ahead, but that didn't deter her. “Kouris. You both saw the condition Iseul was in. I believe he recalled who Kouris was with more clarity than he knew himself. He was bound, his freedom taken from him and forced to do unspeakable acts, yet think of how very important he must've been to the Felheim. In their plans, his value was immeasurable. He could've asked for anything in exchange for what he was doing and I doubt it would've been denied to him; yet he was in chains. That was his choice.
 
   “Iseul fought against them. He did not submit after years, after decades. He was brave. None of us ought to forget that, and we must all learn from it.”
 
   The light around my eyes became as nothing. I was left with burning embers, and though neither Kouris nor I said anything, the words were seared beneath our skin. The rest of the journey was made in silence. Oak rose to his feet when he saw us approach, bowing his head once we were close enough for him to discern that something had gone awry. I leant against his muzzle, ran a hand across one of his horns and whispered that we'd like to go to Kyrindval.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XX
 
   I turned away from the Bloodless Lands, on the way back. I leant against Kouris, arms wrapped tightly around her, light slowly seeping out of my system. The sun rose, and there was little to see amongst the mountains. I knew there were tribes both bigger and smaller than Kyrindval scattered across the plateaus, but none were built with a view of the Bloodless Lands.
 
   Whenever I saw another wall, I tried to imagine the space that had once cut between the mountains, and the droves of people fleeing from a light that came at them like a tidal wave. The one time I looked towards the Bloodless Lands, when our journey was nearing its close, I saw something beyond the emptiness; a light shone on the horizon, a spark of gold, slipping out of view as Oak flew on. 
 
   He set us down behind the wall, close to what Kouris assured us was another path to Kyrindval. 
 
   “You can come with us,” I said, but he only shook his head, and crawled back over the wall once we were on our way. He butted his head against Kouris' chest before leaving, and though Kidira thanked him for his assistance, he paid her no heed as he trundled off. He'd found his own place, and that place was in the Bloodless Lands themselves, for all I knew.
 
   Our journey up the mountain was as exhausting as the rest of it had been. We walked for miles before reaching the path itself, and I was too worn out to succumb to the justified paranoia of encountering any soldiers. I felt as though I needed to sleep for a week and didn't doubt my ability to do so. The Bloodless Lands were behind us, out of view, but I was wandering through the heart of Myros, doing what I could to map a path to the Phoenix Fire.
 
   We reached Kyrindval without any fuss. The tribe spread out before me, distantly familiar landmarks gently reminding me that it was where I'd been headed all along. It hadn't changed. The same dragon-bone arch stood at the entrance, and the tribe extended beyond that, as lively as it had ever been. 
 
   The first time I came to Kyrindval, I had been naïve; I had expected the pane to be simple creatures with little material wealth and no culture to speak of. Now that I had seen so much more of the world and understood the workings of my own mind better, it wasn't their complexity that surprised me. It was the peace they continued to thrive in, no matter how humans changed the world around them.
 
   “This is where I'll be leaving you, then,” Kouris said, not bold enough to step into Kyrindval. Not this time.
 
   “It is,” Kidira said. 
 
   A terse reply was still a reply, I supposed.
 
   Kidira and I headed into Kyrindval, and though I matched her pace, I made sure we weren't walking side-by-side. I looked around, hoping to find a familiar face, and was met by the smiles of strangers. The pane would stop what they were doing and incline their head towards me, or else greet Kidira, relief and curiosity entangled in their tones. The enormity of the place, the width of the streets and the sheer size of the buildings, wasn't lost on me, as it had been in Eaglestone and Praxis. I walked through Kyrindval as though walking back through time, smaller and younger with every step I took. 
 
   Kidira headed straight for the great lodge at the centre of the tribe, and it seemed as good a place as any for me to go. Any pane there would be able to tell me where the resident human was. It wasn't until that moment, already halfway to the heart of Kyrindval, that I fully acknowledged I was minutes away from seeing my brother again. My heart skipped, hands growing clammy, and I felt the amount of time we had been parted for, certain I had changed into someone he would no longer recognise as family, if at all.
 
   As I passed the fire pit, a rumble of a voice called out “Rowan!” from behind me, too surprised to make a question of it. I turned on my heels and saw a mountain of a pane bounding towards me. My lips parted, and before I could speak, a smile took over, doing much to ease my fears. 
 
   “Kravt!” I called back as they skidded to a halt in front of me, eyes gleaming.
 
   “My little friend!” they said, hands on their knees as they crouched, putting theirself on my level. “It has been years, many years, and terrible things I have heard. But look! You are here, little friend. I am glad of this.”
 
   For all the fangs and tusks it put on display, there was little more reassuring than seeing a pane grin in earnest. A twist of guilt rose within me, and I told myself I couldn't be blamed for it, because I'd fought and I'd fought to get back to Asar. I hadn't wanted anyone thinking I was dead, least of all Michael and Claire. Kravt understood that there was an explanation for my absence. The pane might've maintained their peace, but that wasn't to say they were ignorant to as what had happened to Kastelir as a whole.
 
   “I'm happy to see you, too,” I said, relieved to see that they hadn't changed. To a pane, two years didn't count for terribly much. “Do you know where my brother is? I was going to go down to the lodge, but...”
 
   “Ah! Michael, yes, of course. Come, come, this way!” Kravt sprang back to their full height, waved a hand and gestured for me to follow. I set off after them, unable to find any excuses to delay the inevitability of tracking down Michael, now that I had a guide. Kravt moved with little concern for the fact that I was half their height, but I just about kept up with them, skidding to a sudden halt when they did.
 
   Michael had gathered quite the crowd.
 
   He stood in the amphitheatre, pane of all ages sitting in a semi-circle, attentively taking in his words. Scrolls and slates were spread across their laps, and they only looked away from him to scrawl down something that sounded particularly interesting. It was fine enough weather to have school outside, I supposed, taking a seat in one of the top rows.
 
   Two pane shuffled to the side, giving me more room than I needed, and one held out a spare strip of parchment. I declined it as politely as I could, whispering thank you anyway under my breath, and turned all of my attention towards my brother.
 
   Time had done little to change him. He certainly didn't look any older, not to my eyes, but if there was one thing different about him, it was how happy he seemed. How caught up he was in what he was saying, surrounded by people who wanted to listen. He dressed as the pane did, taking on red for his colour, and his Svargan was much better than mine. There were only a few words I didn't understand from context alone, but everything he said came out far more fluidly than anything that had ever passed my lips.
 
   “If we look at a record by, say, Kagoni – or any of the human scholars relevant to that era – it becomes abundantly clear that the colonisation of pane land wasn't even documented,” he was saying, “Before coming to Kyrindval and studying your extensive texts, I simply had no idea that land had been stolen from your people. From the perspective of humans, pane simply are mountain-dwellers, here of their own accord. No one even makes the paltry effort to pretend that the lands were willingly given up, or traded away; it's important to remember what humans are taught of the pane before we... before we can...”
 
   He'd been looking around as he spoke and had finally caught sight of me. Had we been sat on the ground, Michael never would've seen past the pane in front of me, but I rose just high enough above their horns to wave at him. He lifted a hand, not remembering how to wave for a few long seconds, and when he did, his fingers curled towards his palm. 
 
   The pane sat around the amphitheatre pivoted in their seats, uncertain of what could've possibly distracted Michael from a lecture. I gestured with my hand for him to continue, and he worked his jaw without a single word slipping out. I laughed, beaming, and with a clap of his hands, he said, “Well. Now, where was I?”
 
   He went on speaking about the theft of the pane's territory, taken from them for crimes necromancers had forced their dead to commit, more animated than before. He made the most of the space available to him, darting from side to side, answering questions and asking plenty of his own. 
 
   The group was dismissed earlier than Michael'd intended on, and he apologised to those wanting to speak to him as he ran up the side of the amphitheatre two steps at a time.
 
   “Rowan!” he said, holding his arms out to the side. “What? How?”
 
   Eloquence and articulation abandoned him.
 
   Getting to my feet, I wrapped my arms around his waist, but he was too stunned to do anything but stand there with his arms held out wide.
 
   “It's really me,” I assured him, and with a startled laugh, he patted me on the back.
 
   “Yes, I can see that, Rowan, I simply...”
 
   He faltered, squeezing me tightly when the words wouldn't come to him. 
 
   “Do you know how many problems you've caused?” he asked, lifting me off the ground. “We thought you were dead, you know. But that seems stupid now, doesn't it? Look at you!”
 
   Michael lowered me back down but kept a hand on my shoulder, lest I fade right in front of him.
 
   “I have so many questions that I don't know where to start,” Michael said, proving himself wrong half a second later. Eyes going wide, he grabbed my other shoulder, shaking me as he said, “What about Claire? Have you seen her?”
 
   It was a good thing I had. That was hardly the way I wanted to find out that she was still alive.
 
   “I have. I spent a lot of time with her in Orinhal,” I told him, “I didn't want to leave, but there were problems. Problems with me.”
 
   Michael nodded in understanding, hand slipping from my shoulder to my wrist. He tugged me down as he took a seat, in no fit state to be standing, and said, “Well? Come on, Rowan. I can't believe you've yet to tell me all about whatever you've been doing these two years.”
 
   I laughed, taken aback by the invitation to speak freely, and of all the things I hadn't counted on happening, this one caught me off-guard the most: Michael actually listened to what I had to say. He was attentive, nodding along as I spoke, and didn't once try to interrupt me or presume to correct me. He wasn't itching to add in anecdotes of his own; he was patiently enthralled, hanging onto my every word.
 
   I told him about Canth, about my time in Port Mahon and the people I'd met there. He clapped his hands together, delighted to hear that Kouris was alive, pleased to know that Akela, Atthis and Katja were in a similar condition. I said nothing more of Katja, kept her out of the story entirely, and spoke too quickly for him to notice any gaps in my tale. 
 
   Michael might've kept his words to himself, but his expressions were a different matter altogether. I watched his face twist through the stages of surprise, disbelief and awe as I told him how Kondo-Kana had found me, being as blunt as I could about what had happened with Gavern. When I spoke of Queen Nasrin and the ship she'd put us on, he sensed that my story was coming to a close, and when he finally spoke up, it wasn't to ask about pirates or royalty, or about necromancers whose names had passed into myth.
 
   “Then you saw our father?” was the first thing he said. 
 
   “I did. He's the only one left in the village. The plague chased everyone else out,” I said.
 
   “That's... unfortunate, but hardly unexpected. You get rid of the village's necromancer and look what happens! But I'm glad you got to see him, Rowan. Glad he got to see you. I've been trying to write to him, obviously, but the Felheimish have this misguided notion that they can protect us by shooting ravens out of the sky. Something about the rebellion, as if there's a message hidden in Dear dad, living with the pane. Just wanted to let you know I wasn't set on fire with the rest of Kastelir.”
 
   Springing back to his feet, he held out a hand to me. I took it and he tugged me against his side, slinging an arm around my shoulders as we headed into the tribe.
 
   “Canth, hm? My sister, the pirate necromancer—imagine that. No doubt I'd have a heart attack knowing a fifth of what you really got up to. Meanwhile, here I am, rarely leaving Kyrindval itself, spending much of my time reading and writing. Novel!”
 
   “I'm sure you've been doing more than that,” I said. 
 
   If the lecture he'd been leading wasn't proof enough, plenty of the pane we passed waved warmly, looking as though they'd like to get a word with him.
 
   “Oh, I suppose. I've been teaching here and there. There aren't many who can compare pane records to what humanity has managed to scrounge together,” he explained. “The pane have an amazing collection of literature and historical texts. Absolutely incredible. There are volumes spanning back prior to the Necromancy War, when Myros was at the height of its power. I spent over thirty years of my life believing that all records of Myros had been lost when really, humans had either chosen to bury them or hadn't taken care of them properly! Not to mention that... Sorry. I'm rambling, aren't I? Should I be talking this... normally? You're recently back from the dead, in my estimation, and I'm not sure how I'm supposed to react.”
 
   “Me neither,” I admitted. “I've found Claire and you, and I still haven't worked it out. It'll probably all sink in later.”
 
   “Indeed. Well, for now, we ought to get something to eat!” he decided. “I'll even let you pick the tavern.”
 
   After the past handful of days, curling up in bed and sleeping peacefully wasn't a possibility, no matter how exhausted I was, but an evening spent at a tavern surrounded by food and drink was sure to help my mind reach a more even plateau. I chose the first tavern we came across. A glass big enough for me to drown in hung above the enormous door, garnished with a pair of dragon horns. 
 
   Inside, the tavern was busy, but far from full. The pane working there weaved around me, carrying a plate on each palm miles overhead, and though some of the patrons nodded in greeting, our presence barely caused a stir at all. The scent of roasting vegetables filled the air, and I would've let that guide me, if not for the way Michael grabbed the collar of my shirt and led me to one of the tables.
 
   It was considerably lower than all the others in the tavern, designed with humans in mind. I didn't have to worry about scaling the sides of one of the stalls and sat down opposite Michael, greeted by a pane who'd rushed out from behind the bar before I had the chance to say anything to him.
 
   “Good afternoon, little friends,” the pane said in Svargan, “What would you like today? The little friend special, hmm?”
 
   “That sounds perfect,” Michael replied.
 
   “And a couple of ales,” I added. 
 
   The pane hurried off as quickly as they could, pulling clean glasses down from a shelf. Michael sat there for five, six seconds before realising something was amiss, starting in his seat.
 
   “Wait—you understood all of that?” he asked, “Hah, don't tell me. Kouris taught you Svargan, did she?”
 
   “Svargan and Canthian,” I said, not giving him the chance to point out that naturally, he'd had far more practice than me, and was willing to help out if anything escaped my understanding. “What is the human special, anyway?”
 
   “It's exactly the same as the special, only they actually cook the meat.”
 
   Our food was brought to us so quickly that I was worried they hadn't bothered putting a flame to the meat, until it was placed down in front of me. The table and chairs might've been designed with humans in mind, but the plates and steins certainly weren't. I thanked the pane who'd brought it over without taking my eyes off the food, grateful that my time with Sen had more than prepared me for this.
 
   Michael fell quiet as he ate, the day's events already catching up with him, and I took the opportunity to eat without interruption. I caught fragments of the conversations unfolding around me without meaning to; one of the pane was bemoaning the latest hatchling to find their way into their cabin and their tendency to gnaw on everything, and another was worried about a delivery of wheat due in the morning from Jorjang. I rocked forward on my elbows, tearing Michael's attention away from roast potatoes the size of two fists.
 
   “I need to ask you something. What you were saying about books about Myros, from before the war...” There was no need to ask him if he'd actually read them. “Before I got here, I was in the Bloodless Lands. With Kidira.”
 
   Michael shuddered, saying, “A terrifying woman indeed. I'm hardly surprised that she'd head there.”
 
   “Right?” I agreed. “Anyway, I think...”
 
   A passing pane caused me to trail off, and I leant in closer, lowering my voice.
 
   “I think we might've stopped the whole dragon-control problem. They were using a necromancer.”
 
   “A necromancer? I can't say I'm terribly surprised. Claire said something along the lines of them being involved, though she didn't know how,” Michael hummed, tapping his fork on the table. “But if you've dealt with the problem, what's become of the necromancer in question?”
 
   “Long story,” I said, frowning. “But they were using necromancers to control the dragons. Have you ever read anything about that?”
 
   Michael leant back in his seat, arms folded across his chest.
 
   “The obvious answer is yes, it's what your new friend spent much of the Necromancy War doing,” he said. “I suppose that might be where they got the initial idea from, though it's certainly been refined since then.”
 
   “Mm.”
 
   People had blamed a lot of things on necromancers. Failing crops, poor weather, dragons and plagues. They had to be right about one thing, I supposed.
 
   After the meal, Michael insisted on paying, and said there was plenty of room for me in the cabin he'd been staying in for the past few years. Turning in for the night meant being alone, thoughts growing louder and louder, but I could've leapt at the opportunity to be off my feet.
 
   The fire pit caught my eye as we passed by, but I knew there'd be other nights for that. I was in no rush. I had nowhere to be other than Kyrindval. Michael walked ahead, numbed to my presence, and I followed him closely through the streets, eyes flitting around the streams of blue and gold and green that hung from windows, the animals carved over doorways, as Sen's cabin had once proudly displayed a hummingbird. 
 
   “You'll have to speak to someone about more permanent arrangements,” Michael said, abruptly remembering I was there. “Zentha should be able to help you. But for a few nights, my place will have to do.”
 
   Michael took wide strides to tackle the steps leading up to the cabin he'd brought me to. The door had been painted red with a weasel running the length of the arch, but something caught his eye, stopping him from making a grab for the handle.
 
   Kidira came marching up the road, leading Charley behind her. 
 
   I'd had every intention of looking for him once we reached Kyrindval, but my brother had been enough to distract me from all that. I ran over to him, meaning to take the reins from Kidira, but she continued to stride on as though I had no right to take him from her.
 
   “I was right,” she said flatly. “Half-right, at least. He was brought to Kyrindval, but went unrecognised. He was being kept in someone's garden.”
 
   “Thank you for finding him,” I said.
 
   Minding my manners around Kidira earnt me no favours.
 
   “I'll take him to the stables,” she said.
 
   Unlike Oak, Charley was more than content to follow Kidira, and I didn't want to cause a fuss. Kidira made it three steps away from me before pausing, deliberating for far too long whether she ought to turn to me.
 
   “You said Akela is in Orinhal?” she eventually asked. “Atthis and Kouris as well?”
 
   “They are. Akela was on a mission for Claire when I left, but she should be back by now.”
 
   Kidira nodded sharply.
 
   “Once I've attended to business here, I ought to visit Orinhal. I've plenty to report to Claire that wouldn't do to send in a letter.”
 
   I didn't know how to respond. Kidira was making excuses for herself, making excuses to me, and so I watched her head down the road with Charley, standing there until she was out of sight.
 
   “See what I mean?” Michael said. “I think she just said more to you than she's said to me in two years.”
 
   In the morning, I took Michael's advice. Not wanting to overstay my welcome, to drift aimlessly from one cabin to the next, I headed to the great lodge to see about making myself a true resident of Kyrindval. Any unwelcome dreams that'd come to me were banished by the acceptance of the tribe, greeted heartily by the pane Michael was living with, offered more breakfast than I could eat in a week.
 
   Kyrindval hadn't been burnt to the ground, but that wasn't to say that it hadn't changed, when I really paid attention to my surroundings. Neighbours shared news with one another – rumours from other tribes, from travelling merchants – troubled by what it would mean for the pane, once all the dragons were dealt with. Plenty there knew of Prince Rylan and spoke far more freely of the man marching through the ruins of Kastelir under the guise of liberating it than Claire ever did.
 
   I hadn't been exactly sure how I'd go about expressing my interest to join Kyrindval – Michael was gone by the time I woke up – but there were plenty of pane gathered around the lodge. I asked one if he had an appointment and he furrowed his brow, looking at me strangely. I thought I'd used the wrong word until someone behind him was kind enough to tell me that so long as I waited, I'd get my turn.
 
   I was there for a better part of an hour. Pane chatted about everything from needing to ask an old, retired farmer who now worked within the lodge whether it was best to expand the field to the east or west, to requesting space to set up a workshop for younger, restless pane. 
 
   A pane whose horns had yet to pierce through their forehead kept glancing at me from around the corner of their cabin. I did my best to pretend I hadn't noticed them but couldn't hold back a smile for long, and when they gathered the courage to rush over, it turned out they'd learnt a handful of Mesomium from Michael and wanted to test it out on me. They couldn't do much more than say good morning and ask me how I was, but I asked the question in return, and they told me they were very well, thank you! before bolting off, beaming.
 
   “Who are you after?” the pane at the door who'd been directing people in asked.
 
   “It's about housing. I was told to see Zentha.”              
 
   Humming under her breath, the pane leant back, and glanced around the room.
 
   “They're just about ready. Go ahead, on your left,” she said, waving me inside.
 
   Tables were set out within the lodge with plenty of space between them, chairs of equal size flanking both sides. Eight pane were there to counsel the people of Kyrindval, and all of them were taking exactly as much time as they needed. They chatted away cheerfully, some of them discussing their problems and plans over tea and biscuits the size of plates, others having clearly gone off-topic.
 
   Zentha was shaking hands with a man who'd come to see them, and I hoped my spirits were as high as his were, once I'd spoken to Zentha.
 
   They beckoned me over with their claws, hardly surprised to find a human amongst the pane, and I pulled myself up into the chair opposite them, feet barely dangling off the seat, once I was flat against the backrest. Zentha's horns were impressive as ever, curving back with hundreds of years of growth, ridges pronounced in lieu of lines across their forehead.
 
   “Good morning,” I said, taking the initiative. “I'm Rowan, and I hope I'm in the right place. I came to ask about staying in Kyrindval.”
 
   “You didn't know Svargan the last time you were here, did you?” Zentha asked, letting me know that they recognised me. “Well, you're in the right place. Biscuit?”
 
   They gestured to the plate in front of them and I held both hands up.
 
   “Usually, yes, but I think I just had three meals for breakfast,” I said, watching as they picked up a biscuit for theirself and snapped it on their fangs. “Thank you anyway.”
 
   “Some of the pane think your lot will grow if they feed you enough,” Zentha said, laughing softly. “Well, we've got room for you. You're, ah... you're the sister of Michael, aren't you? He can vouch for you. The question is, little friend, what would you like to do here? Where would you be happy?”
 
   Zentha's ears stood up as they awaited my answer, and I tried not to reply to eagerly, lest it sound as though I had no clear direction in mind. Where would I be happy, they'd said. Not where would I be useful.
 
   “I like working with my hands. I've done a lot of farming and fishing, but I think your tools might be a bit too big for me,” I said, humming. “Oh! I could help teach the pane Mesomium, if they wanted to learn. Or Canthian! Which might not be the most useful thing for them, but learning's learning, right?”
 
   Agreeing with a smile, Zentha tapped their claws against the arm of their seat and narrowed their gaze at me.
 
   “About that. Where did you learn Svargan?” 
 
   “From... from Kouris,” I said cautiously, not knowing whether the answer would draw anger out of them. Nothing of the sort flashed across their features; they'd been given the answer they'd asked for and nothing more. Before I could read too much into it, a question barrelled its way into my mind. “Why? Is there something wrong with it?”
 
   “Oh, not wrong, per se,” Zentha said, rubbing their chin. “A little dated, perhaps...? It makes you sound older than you are. It's no matter, of course. I'm sure you'll pick things up within a matter of weeks. You seem more than capable enough.”
 
   Zentha left me alone with that thought, and headed to one of the cabinets at the back of the hall. Two of the pane to my right broke out into laughter and I couldn't help but glance over, eyes fixing on the statues raised up towards the ceiling as a result. I hadn't spent nearly long enough in there, last time.
 
   “Let's see...” Zentha hummed, taking their time in turning the pages of the book they'd dragged over. Just because the pane moved freely between households didn't mean that their actions weren't well-documented. “I'd probably put you in gold, with the wolves – nothing permanent, mind, but you get a feel for these things after the first few decades – and if you head to... three streets on your left, there's a cabin with a wolf for its sigil and blue banners. They've two rooms spare there. I don't see any reason why they'd object to you staying with them.”
 
   I grinned, but it was short-lived. Foolish as it was, I shuffled to the edge of my seat, feet hanging above the ground, and lowered my voice.
 
   “I'm a... a necromancer. Is that going to be a problem? Because other than Canth, it's been a problem everywhere else I've ever lived. I don't want to get settled down again, only to have to leave. Or run away.”
 
   Zentha folded the book closed, took another biscuit and snapped it in half. Brushing the crumbs off the table, they popped both pieces into their mouth and chewed thoughtfully.
 
   “It's never been a problem. Not amongst the pane,” Zentha said, holding up a hand to silence me when my mouth snapped open to protest. “The pane have had problems with necromancers, not necromancy. We've had endlessly more problems with humans of other sorts, yet we still opened our doors to your, ah... brother, did we not?”
 
   “You did,” I said, wanting to smile for what Zentha had said and frown for doubting the pane in the first place. 
 
   “Use your powers responsibly. Use them to help us. And the next time you speak with Kouris, ask her to teach you the word necromancer in Svargan.”
 
   Zentha used Kouris' name easily, and had they not continued to speak, I would've blurted out, wanting to know whether there was a chance of her ever being allowed back in Kyrindval. They told me how I could go about gathering students. There were noticeboards scattered around the tribe, and once I'd decided on a place and time, I was certain to be inundated with interest.
 
   I left with a neatly drawn map from Zentha, pointing towards the cabin I was to call home, along with a biscuit they'd insisted I take with me. I didn't have difficulty finding it, wolf sat proudly atop the awning, head held back in anticipation of a moon that had yet to rise, but after knocking a few times and tentatively pulling myself up to look through the windows, I found that nobody was in.
 
   I headed straight for the dragon-bone gate at the at the entrance of Kyrindval, making my way into the fields beyond in search of Kouris. A few young pane were playing nearby, chasing around a goat and then letting it chase them, laughing delightedly every time it rammed its head into their legs. Kouris watched from atop a rock, reminding them to be careful. The goat had far bigger horns than the two of them put together.
 
   I'd little doubt that tales of Queen Kouris were as popular in Kyrindval as they were in Felheim, and though the young pane in all likelihood had been warned against turning out like her time and time again, they had no idea that the woman on the rock had stepped straight out of a story. And why should they: Queen Kouris was dead, and Zentha gained nothing in setting the record straight.
 
   “Morning, yrval,” Kouris called. 
 
   Having spent the night staring into the warmth of a tribe she couldn't set foot in hadn't done anything to dampen her spirits.
 
   “Morning,” I said, taking her hand and letting her pull me atop the rock. The young pane lost interest in the goat and stared up at me, and the goat lost interest in the pane and went back to chewing the long grass. “Looks like I have a place to stay and something to do. Zentha says it's alright if I help the pane learn Canthian and Mesomium.”
 
   “That'll be a change of pace for you,” Kouris said, waving off the young pane when they kept staring, “Reckon you won't be half bad at it, either.”
 
   I slumped against her side, not holding onto my smile for long.
 
   “I'm really sorry about Iseul, Kouris,” I said. “I wish I could tell you what happened to him at the end, but it made as much sense to you as it did to me. Maybe Kondo-Kana would know...”
 
   “It's not so much the end that's troubling me. That sort of release... well, it's what he needed. Problem is, I can't stop thinking about how much they put him through. He was there for decades, yrval. Longer than you've been alive. If he'd only stayed in Canth with me,” she murmured. “He was just so eager to get back home. Never did like the sun much.”
 
   “Gods. No wonder they never executed necromancers in Felheim,” I said, astonished that I'd once believed Kastelir treated us worse than my homeland. “If they executed them, people would want to watch, and they'd really have to kill them. They wouldn't be able to use them.”
 
   There had to be more necromancers involved, somehow. I'd met two in as many years and hadn't even been looking. Surely the King and Queen could find dozens of them with a whole Kingdom on edge, ready to turn against a necromancer at the slightest provocation. 
 
   “What are you going to do now? You can't sit here staring at Kyrindval forever, and you know Kidira's safe,” I said.
 
   “Reckon I ought to be finding some way to do right by the pane,” Kouris said, slowly. I could tell she'd mulled it over, and more than once. “When I say all I've ever tried to do is help the pane, there's nothing but truth in that. I've just not gone about it in the best way, in the past. But maybe I can do something that won't make 'em turn their backs on me.
 
   “What with Kastelir being taken apart, I was thinking... what's to stop me doing what I can to reclaim our land? The humans haven't even been using most of it. They just don't want us down there. Suppose I should be heading back to Orinhal, where I can be of use.”
 
   I looked up at her, a little proud.
 
   “As long as you can find a way to do it without putting a sword through anyone, I think the pane would appreciate that,” I said. “Are you still angry at me? About Oak?”
 
   “Now, yrval,” Kouris began, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me onto her knee. “I was never angry. Not at all. Just being back in Kastelir – or what's left of it – reminded me of all I'd done wrong, and I wasn't thinking clearly. Wasn't being fair about things. I know you did nothing wrong.”
 
   “Because you saw how useful Oak is,” I said flatly.
 
   “Because I know you'd never do anything to hurt anyone,” Kouris replied without missing a beat. “Not if you could help it. I got ahead of myself, that's all. I was stuck in a past that wasn't even mine.”
 
   Sighing, I knelt in her lap and pressed my lips against her cheek. Kouris wouldn't have been the first pane to pick up a sword if she didn't have such a short temper, from time to time, and I'd been unkind to her in the past, too. I knew she had no intention of ever repeating her actions; what was more, I knew she loved me as much as I loved her.
 
   Not needing to tell her that I didn't want her to leave but wouldn't stop her from doing what she had to, I tucked myself against her side, taking in the view of the mountains all around. Only the tallest were dusted with more than a sprinkling of snow at their very peaks, and as the dragons slumbered deep within the mountains, fledgeling birds swooped from branch to branch.
 
   The landscape was timeless, unobstructed, until Akela came running into view, waving her arms above her head.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XXI
 
   “Northwood! Kouris!” Akela called, voice bouncing between the mountains.
 
   The stomping of her boots was almost enough to wake the dragons. She skidded to a stop in front of us, dropped her axe to the ground and placed her hands on her knees as she leant forward, gasping for breath. I'd only ever seen her cheerfully exhausted before and jumped out of Kouris' lap, not missing the dried blood splattered across the blade of her axe.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, grabbing her shoulders and helping her stand up straight. “Has something happened to Orinhal?”
 
   “Yes. No. It is...” Akela placed her hands on the small of her back, puffing out a heavy breath towards the sky. “I am running alongside a pane, I am not being made for this.”
 
   Kouris slipped off the rock, handing Akela the waterskin hanging at her hip.
 
   She wanted to know what had happened – or hadn't happened, as the case may have been – as much as I did, but remained silent as Akela fumbled to get the cap off the waterskin, tilting it back and ending up with water escaping the corners of her mouth, running down her chin.
 
   “Ah. That's better, yes,” she said, wiping the water from her mouth. “The town I am going to investigate, it is a trap. We are returning to Orinhal and Rylan, he is there. He is claiming the city for himself.”
 
   “How do you take a city like Orinhal?” Kouris asked, growling from the back of her throat.
 
   “You are having a bigger army, and you are also taking a dragon,” Akela said, teeth grinding together. “And are you knowing what the worst thing is? He is saying that he is there to help, that Ightham, she is committing crimes against the crown in Felheim, and this is why she is spreading rumours about his intentions. And people, they are believing this! After all that Ightham is doing for them, they are taking that man's word!”
 
   “What about Claire? Where is she?” I asked, gripping Akela's arm.
 
   Claire had been through too much already. If Prince Rylan had taken her along with Orinhal, I was ready to storm down there with a dragon of my own. 
 
   Akela tilted her head towards her axe.
 
   “There are riots, of course. I am having to cut my way through Rylan's soldiers, but I am reaching the tower, and Sen, she is helping Ightham escape. Right now, they are making their way up the mountain. I am running ahead and making sure all is safe here.”
 
   I ran my fingers through my hair, turning on the spot. 
 
   “Okay, okay. Claire's coming here? To Kyrindval?” I said, barely having had the chance to start missing her. “We should tell Zentha or whoever's in charge. If Rylan's after her, then nothing's going to stop the Felheimish getting up the mountain.”
 
   There went my plans of settling into Kyrindval in my own time. I hadn't yet secured a place to stay and already trouble had found its way to the tribe, as if it had been hot on my heels all along. I did what I could not to make it all about me. I reminded myself that Kyrindval had long since had ties to Claire, that I couldn't be blamed for what Prince Rylan had chosen to do.
 
   Claire was safe, and that was what mattered. Orinhal might've been taken, but the city remained and its inhabitants didn't have to face fire once again.
 
   “Go ahead,” Kouris said. “I'll keep an eye out for 'em.”
 
   Akela left her bloodied axe behind, not wanting to alarm the pane. Exhausted though she was, I had to jog to keep up with her wide strides. The streets were busier than they had been when I left, and Akela weaved between the pane, lodge fixed firmly in her sights. I mumbled apologies for the both of us, doing what I could to avoid being stepped on, and made it to the lodge a few paces behind Akela.
 
   The queue had died down, but a few stragglers remained around the doors, debating whether they actually wanted to trouble any of the pane within. Akela made straight for the door but the pane standing there held out a hand, informing her she had to wait her turn like everyone else.
 
   Not understanding a word of it, Akela said, “What? I am needing to speak with Zentha, yes, and it is more important than anything these pane are coming to say.”
 
   The pane similarly didn't understand what Akela was saying. I stepped forward, about to translate for them both, when the pane's ears perked up. Hearing someone approach, she moved to the side to let them pass, and all urgency deserted Akela as Kidira stepped out of the lodge.
 
   She was distracted, busy sorting through the scrolls she'd put into her bag, and near enough walked into Akela as she pulled the straps tight.
 
   Kidira clicked her tongue, about to ensure whoever had blocked her path never made the same mistake again, but when she looked up, all the hardness and spite etched into her bones was filed away until I barely recognised her. She didn't blink, didn't breathe, but it was like watching the wind relinquish its strength.
 
   “... Commander,” she managed after a long moment, and none missed the way she was forced to swallow the lump in her throat first.
 
   Akela let out a heavy breath, hands forming fists, releasing, reaching for Kidira.
 
   She didn't get that far.
 
   Falling to her knees, Akela placed her hands on Kidira's hips, her forehead against her stomach.
 
   “My Queen,” she murmured, clinging on tighter when Kidira's hands found their way to her shoulders, the back of her head. “I am home.”
 
   Kidira stared down at the top of Akela's head, fingers twisting in her hair, ponytail coming loose.
 
   “I am no Queen,” she said gently, cupping Akela's face and guiding her back to her feet. “Do not kneel before me.”
 
   Akela laughed, and the sound trickled into my chest.
 
   “And I, I am no Commander.”
 
   Bowing her head, Akela kissed Kidira's forehead, eyes closing as though they need never open again.
 
   “Akela,” Kidira said, correcting herself.
 
   “Kidira,” Akela said in turn.
 
   Hands still cupping Akela's face, Kidira brushed her thumbs beneath her eyes and drew her close, bringing their lips together. Akela placed one hand against the back of Kidira's head, and I shoved my hands into my pockets, kicking a loose rock and watching it tumble towards the fire pit. The pane who'd been guarding the door caught my eye and laughed mutely. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” Kidira said, letting me know it was safe to turn back around. She was standing away from Akela, as though the distance between them had never been breached. “I was about to leave for Orinhal.”
 
   Akela moved away from joy, face greying as she shook her head.
 
   “Orinhal, it is standing, but I am having to flee here, I am having to bring Ightham and Sen,” Akela said. “Come, come. Zentha, they are needing to know what news I am bringing, so that Kyrindval is remaining safe.”
 
   “Rylan?” Kidira asked coldly, turning back towards the lodge.
 
   “Rylan,” Akela confirmed, and the pane at the door knew better than to tell Kidira she had to get in line. 
 
   “Zentha. We need to talk. Now,” Kidira said, stood in the centre of the lodge. “Everyone else. Out.”
 
   Not a single pane thought twice about questioning Kidira. Chair legs scraped across the floor as the pane rose to their feet, tea left to go cold, biscuits gathered up on the way out. A few of them looked towards Zentha, aware of what discussions with Kidira brought, these days, and Zentha gestured for them to be on their way.
 
   “You don't have to snap out orders like that, Kidira,” Zentha said, pushing the plate of biscuits towards her when she rested her hands on the edge of the table. “They'll listen to you regardless.”
 
   “There isn't any time for niceties,” Kidira stated. There was, apparently, time for biscuits. She bit into one as though it were somebody's throat. “Claire's on her way, along with Sen. Rylan has Orinhal.”
 
   Akela was busy dragging chairs over for what was soon to be the five of us, but Kidira refused to take a seat. Zentha sighed, dragged a hand across their face, unaware of how they'd managed to become so entangled with little friends and their troubling penchant for war.
 
   “Akela, explain what happened,” Kidira said as Akela made herself comfortable. 
 
   I put a hand on the arm of my chair, considered pulling myself into it, but ultimately headed over to the doors in order to keep an eye out for Sen and Claire. Akela hadn't encountered any problems on her way up the mountain, but I hadn't been so lucky. The soldiers wouldn't have stopped looking for me just because I'd jumped, and all within the Felheimish army would've recognised Claire from her burns alone, had they not known her in her past life.
 
   “Ightham, she is receiving word that the Felheimish, they are targeting another city. One of the cities that is not being touched by the dragons, not yet. This is happening quite often, yes? Orinhal is being built up and up because Ightham, she is sending troops and they are liberating the cities and the people, and where they are wanting to go, that is up to them. 
 
   “Three hundred of us are heading straight into a trap. We are not losing many soldiers, of course, but we are losing time. We are back in Orinhal, and already it is almost too late. There is a dragon outside, and Prince Rylan, like a gutless weasel, he is writhing through the streets, spreading his lies, saying that Orinhal, it is safe, if Claire is surrendering.
 
   “And so we are running. We are coming here.”
 
   “Lies?” Zentha asked. “And what of the dragon?”
 
   “Yes, yes, lies. Rylan, he is saying that Ightham, she is wrong. The Felheimish are not controlling the dragons, they are not sending them to fight. Rather, they are taming the dragons, they are stopping them from spreading more fire, more chaos. And that it is Ightham who is opposing this, who is wanting Kastelir to suffer longer, so that Felheim is punished. Because she is a traitor,” Akela said, teeth grinding together. “I am not knowing what is becoming of the dragon. I am thinking it is subdued. Shackled, perhaps.”
 
   I pushed myself up on tiptoes and gripped the side of the door, but there was no sign of Sen and Claire in the crowd. Kouris would've started making her way down the mountain, by now. If there was trouble, she'd dispatch of it in a way Sen never could. 
 
   “I'm truly sorry for what's happened and outraged by Felheim's continued mistreatment of the dragons, but I don't know what you expect of me, Kidira,” Zentha said. “Claire is welcome to stay here for as long as she needs to, of course. You all are. But beyond that, I cannot aid you.”
 
   “What I want is to know that the pane are willing to defend themselves, should the Felheimish march on Kyrindval,” Kidira said. “I know you will never fight, and I will not ask you to. But if enough pane gather, a growl alone will be enough to send most soldiers running.”
 
   Zentha shook their head slowly, and I saw time slip back decades. I saw Kouris pleading her case to Zentha, begging them to help stop the slaughter of pane all across Asar.
 
   “We are not inclined to war, to violence,” Zentha reminded her. “I understand that Kouris was your introduction to the pane, but Kouris was our introduction to humanity; none here could bring themselves to act as savage beasts living high up in the mountains, no matter what your people may believe.”
 
   Kidira brought a fist down on the table but made no reply.
 
   At the very end of the street, a shock of red hair flickered into view. The pane going about their business stepped to the side, letting Claire and Sen pass. I hurried to meet her halfway, but Claire didn't turn towards me. She kept her gaze fixed forward, bringing her cane down as though she intended to split Bosma in two. 
 
   “Are you both alright?” I asked. “Akela told me as much as she could.”
 
   “I do not believe we were followed into the mountains,” Claire said, stepping far too heavily on her bad leg. “But that is not to say they will not think to look for me here.”
 
   Sen shared my concern, but there was no telling Claire to slow down. They had only made it up the mountain because Sen had carried her, and we needed to let her walk the rest of her way for her own sake, no matter how she suffered for it.
 
   Sen had brought what she could from Orinhal with her. Three bags were slung over one of her shoulders – the one I'd brought Claire's things in amongst them – and when I put a hand on her arm, it took all her willpower not to lean against me.
 
   Kidira greeted Claire at the entrance of the lodge, and I closed the door behind me, lingering there for a moment.
 
   Claire and Kidira were already deep in conversation, speaking purely of what had happened, not needing to voice concern or sympathy for one another. Sen placed the bags on the floor and pulled out a chair for Claire. As I watched them gather around, I saw the way things had been for a long time; I saw the bonds that had been forged in the two years I'd been away.
 
   I hadn't wanted to leave Claire, hadn't wanted to be away from her again, but I didn't want to see her again at such a cost.
 
   She'd poured all she had left into Orinhal and she'd been driven out in a matter of hours. Her people had even turned against her.
 
   “Claire. I'm sorry to meet you again under such circumstances,” Zentha said, and I quietly stepped forward, taking a seat behind the group. Kidira had resigned herself to sitting along with the others, and she glanced back at me, holding my gaze for a second longer than I could bear without shuffling in my seat. “If you weren't aware that you were always welcome here, you wouldn't have come. I've already explained to Kidira that the pane aren't likely to change their way of life overnight, but nobody wants the dragons freed more than we do.”
 
   “I should never ask such a thing of you, Zentha. I assure you, I shall move on at the first sign of trouble,” Claire told them, and Akela looked to me, brow furrowed, confused by all the Svargan suddenly being thrown around. “If nothing else, we know the Felheimish will not bring their dragons here, for fear of retaliation from those that remain free.”
 
   Zentha rested their chin on their fist, sighing. For all that had just unfolded, they didn't seem particularly troubled. To them this must've been nothing but a human squabble that was bound to resolve itself, eventually. Even if that meant ending in the way most human squabbles did: with a sword through someone's gut and no lessons learnt.
 
   “If you'd excuse me, I believe I would rather stay out of your schemes,” Zentha said, rising to their feet. “Should you need me, you know where I'll be.”
 
   Zentha was twice my height, but as they moved across the great lodge, they didn't diminish the size of it. Akela discovered the biscuits as we waited for the door to thud closed behind Zentha, and Claire ran a hand through her hair, staring blankly ahead.
 
   “What are we to do about this? Orinhal was mine one moment, and now... now my brother has claimed it,” Claire said, left leg trembling. 
 
   “The fact that we held Orinhal for as long as we did was more than any of us expected. It grew too large; any number of people within the city could have been working for Rylan,” Kidira said. “What became of Atthis and my daughter? Are they still within Orinhal?”
 
   Akela and Claire couldn't help but glance my way.
 
   “I believe so,” Claire said slowly, assuming that Kidira must know far too little about Katja. “We could attempt to extract them, but to what end? For now, they are safe enough. Ash, Galal and the other soldiers are still there. We have plenty of undoubtedly loyal to us in Orinhal. If we are to attempt anything, we must plan and coordinate properly.”
 
   Agreement came in the form of flat hums, and Claire leant forward, face buried in her hands.
 
   “How could I let this happen?” she asked, and the heel of her boot clipped noisily against the floorboards as her leg shook and shook. “I sent my soldiers into an obvious trap, and I fled, once more...”
 
   Fingers curling against my palm, I moved to the edge of my seat, but Sen's hand was already sprawled across Claire's back.
 
   “I-it's not your fault, Marshal. Prince Rylan, he's b-been trying to take Orinhal for... for longer than you've been there,” Sen said gently. “This doesn't mean it's over. We'll just... we have to work from Kyrindval, now.”
 
   “Yes, yes. You are listening to Sen, Ightham. Now that our vacation in Canth is ending, Northwood and I, we are helping set this all right,” Akela declared. “It is taking months – it is taking years – and still, it is not a problem! There are obstacles, and still, we are setting this right.”
 
   Even Kidira had words of comfort for Claire.
 
   “It isn't all bad news,” she said dryly, and turned to me, having already put far too much effort into soothing her. “Rowan...?”
 
   I gripped the arms of the chair and sat up straight. I'd yet to come to terms with what had happened in the Bloodless Lands, and though I knew keeping it locked within me, making a secret out of it, would do nothing to help me process the events, I had to fight back the urge to fuse my jaw shut.
 
   “We went to the Bloodless Lands,” I said, getting it all out at once. Disbelief flashed across Claire, Akela and Sen's faces in the same instant, and now that I was talking, I didn't want to stop. “Me, Kouris, Kidira, and Oak. The, um. Dragon. His name is Oak. We went into the Bloodless Lands to stop the Felheimish from doing whatever they were doing to dragons, and you were right, Claire. They were using necromancers.
 
   “A necromancer. Iseul. They were using him to... I'm not sure, exactly. He was pushing his memories into dragons killed for that very reason and controlling them in that way, maybe? It's like... as soon as they're risen again, all they can think about is what the Felheimish want them to do, where they want them to go. But they'd had him locked up for decades. I don't think he even understood who he was, by the time we got there. And if he was the only one, that means they're going to have to stop using dragons, sooner or later.”
 
   The flood of questions I'd been expecting didn't come. The others simply stared and stared at me, not having the faintest idea of where to start. Had this news come a week before, when Orinhal was still ours, it would've been a sign that we were pushing forward, that we were winning; now it barely took the edge off what had happened.
 
   “What happened to the necromancer?” Claire eventually asked. “To Iseul?”
 
   “I... I don't know. Not really,” I said, frowning. “But he's gone. Dead.”
 
   That put a halt to any more questions rushing out of anyone.
 
   They continued to keep their eyes on me, missing the part where I'd said that Kidira had been with me, and Akela rubbed her chin, saying, “So—” only to be abruptly interrupted by the doors swinging open.
 
   We looked up, saw only clear skies and the tops of cabins, and adjusted our sights. The young pane who'd been playing with the goat came charging in, skidding to a halt and trying to hide behind one another when they realised that Sen was the only pane amongst our numbers.
 
   “Zentha recently left,” Claire said, before the pane could escape. “What is it?”
 
   It took them a few seconds to gather the courage to open their mouths, and a few more to find the right words.
 
   “There are... more little friends outside the tribe!” one of them declared. “I think they're soldiers.”
 
   Akela didn't need to speak Svargan to understand that there was trouble. Had the chair she was sat in been any smaller or lighter it would've been knocked over with the force with which she rushed to her feet, but she was still exhausted from the journey to Kyrindval, and I managed to overtake her in the streets.
 
   The pane watched us rush by, supposing it was just a human thing they didn't understand. The soldiers, by some luck, were too far from the tribe for any within it to have spotted them, hidden by a curve of a hill at the edge of the plateau that led down to the path.
 
   The sun glinted along the blade of Akela's forgotten axe, but she didn't need to pick it up to ensure the situation turned in our favour. There were six soldiers in all, brandishing spears, tips pointed in Kouris' direction. She'd risen to her full height, pushed herself up on the very tips of her clawed toes, towering over them like a wave about to break. 
 
   The soldiers took two steps back for every one she took forward, growling all the while, deep enough to send rocks tumbling from the mountains around. There was the Queen Kouris the stories had always spoken of, lies kindled to life by a hint of truth. One slash of her claws and they'd be gut like fish; one snap of her teeth and she'd swallow them whole.
 
   “Look!” one of the soldiers called, spear doing all it could to leapt out of his hands. “Humans! Get over here, would you? Can't you control this one?”
 
   Akela and I glanced at each other, losing all momentum. Arms folded across my chest, I walked towards the soldiers, placing myself at Kouris' side as Akela propped herself on a rock behind.
 
   “Put down the spears,” I said. “She's not going to eat you. Not unless you keep coming towards Kyrindval, that is.”
 
   Kouris' mouth slipped into a smile so wide it was as though it had been split into her cheeks by her tusks. She continued to growl, unwilling to speak a word, to let them think she might be reasoned with. 
 
   “We've got no qualms with the pane,” another soldier said, jabbing his spear in Kouris' direction and flinching when she didn't step back. “We've got some business with a Felheimer. Name's Ightham. We just want to speak with her, that's all.”
 
   The soldiers had only glanced at Akela and me for long enough to discern that we didn't have horns. Their eyes remained firmly fixed on Kouris' jutting fangs, but I recognised some of them. Three of them had been sent to track the necromancer through the mountains, and I stepped forward, wrapping a hand around one of their wrists.
 
   He rolled his shoulder back, trying to shake me off without dropping his guard. 
 
   “What're you doing?” he barked, and one of his companions lunged forward.
 
   Kouris caught the spear in one hand, snapped it easily in half, and I clung tightly to the soldier's arm.
 
   “Remember me?” I asked. 
 
   He looked at me for half a second, then back to Kouris. It took a moment, but realisation settled in. 
 
   Like so many people, he was convinced that a necromancer could only cause harm if there was contact.
 
   “Shit!” he said, and I let him pull his arm free. “Shit, shit. It's the necromancer.”
 
   The soldiers weren't pointing their spears at Kouris anymore.
 
   I moved towards them, and the ones that had cornered me on the mountain path stepped back. And why wouldn't they? They'd watched me throw myself off a mountain. After that, throwing myself against their blades to get to them would be as nothing.
 
   “You know, I think you're probably all good people. Well, you're probably not terrible, right? You think you're helping Kastelir and Felheim by doing what Prince Rylan tells you to, but anyway, that doesn't matter,” I said, holding my hands out in front of me, staring down at my palms and letting my eyes blaze. Taking a deep breath, I lifted my head, not about to blink. “Don't come back here. Don't bring more soldiers. This is the only time I'll tell you—just don't, okay? 
 
   “If you hurt the pane, if you ever think about hurting or taking Claire, then I'll kill you and have your corpses march themselves back to Rylan.”
 
   The words were my own, but came out with a strength I didn't know I had. I felt no shame in what I said, did not for a moment try to convince myself that I was letting my powers twist me into something cruel. I was doing what I could to protect Kyrindval and Claire, and the soldiers only had to believe that I'd go through with the threats I'd issued.
 
   Akela clapped her hands together, laughing in time with Kouris' continued growls.
 
   “My friends, I am not thinking that you are getting paid nearly enough to deal with a pane and a necromancer, yes?” she asked the soldiers, slinging an arm around me. “Go, go. You are telling your Prince you are putting up a fight, but all is in vain! You are leaving us alone, and we are very kind, yes. We are doing the same.”
 
   The soldiers didn't need to be told twice. Half of them dropped their spears, not wanting anything to weigh them down, and set off at a sprint they wouldn't be able to maintain once they reached the path down the mountain. Kouris chased them a dozen feet for good measure, and I grinned, watching them disappear because of me.
 
   People were going to believe what they wanted about necromancers, regardless of what I said and I did. There was no reason I shouldn't use that to my advantage. 
 
   “Hah! Northwood, with you, we are not needing an army,” Akela said, crouching down to retrieve her axe. “We are telling the others the good news, yes?”
 
   I let her go ahead, wanting to talk to Kouris.
 
   “You almost scared me,” I said, “You're not hurt, are you?”
 
   “Not a scratch on me,” she said, holding up her hands. “Go on, yrval. Get yourself back to Kyrindval, back to Ightham. And tell her she'd best be visiting me, sooner or later.”
 
   I wanted to drag Kouris through Kyrindval, to Zentha's cabin – to the cabin of anyone who'd been responsible for exiling her from the tribe – and scream that she was protecting Kyrindval in ways that the other pane couldn't, or wouldn't. I settled for squeezing her hand, aware I had to take things one step at a time.
 
   “Oh,” I said, stopping after a few strides. “What's the Svargan word for necromancer, by the way?”
 
   “Necromancer? It's fairly literal. Life-giver,” she said, and then repeated it in Svargan.
 
   “Life-giver,” I said, smiling around the word on the way back into the tribe.
 
   Claire, Sen and Kidira had moved to the outside of the lodge, and Akela was busy telling them what had just unfolded. Kidira seemed no more or less enraged to hear about my necromancy than she ever did and Sen's ears had drooped low, hands clutched together in front of her chest. The ordeal with the soldiers had energised Akela and she spoke every word with a grin, leaning against the side of the lodge and puffing out a heavy breath. 
 
   “I think we'll be safe for a while,” I said as I approached, taking my place next to Claire. “Kouris is keeping watch.”
 
   I expected to head back to the lodge, to make a real start on planning our next move, but Kidira caught Akela's eye, and after deliberating over it for a moment, said, “We are no good to each other exhausted, or indeed with the events so fresh in our minds. We ought to rest, that we might be of real use to Orinhal and all else.”
 
   Akela nodded firmly, and pushed herself off the side of the lodge.
 
   No goodbyes were shared. The group split in two without a word: Kidira and Akela headed in one way, while I remained by the fire pit with Sen and Claire. Once they were almost out of sight, I saw Akela reach for Kidira's hand, and Kidira had no objection to the motion, leading her to what I could only assume was her cabin.
 
   “Would you mind taking my things to my room, Sen?” Claire asked, and Sen couldn't gather the bags in her arms quickly enough. “I believe it is still set aside for me.”
 
   Sen bounded down the street, and before Claire and I could lapse into silence, I said, “I wouldn't really kill them. I just wanted to scare them, so they didn't come back.”
 
   “I know that, Rowan,” Claire said, distracted by something only she could see in the distance.
 
   As we stood there, Claire swapped her cane between hands, searching for some new way to rest her weight. Her leg continued to tremble, even as it endured the strain of standing, and I wondered whether she meant to head for her cabin, or if she was waiting for Sen to return for her. It was immediately clear to me that Claire was in no mood to talk, and I thought back to the cabin Zentha had suggested I might find space for myself in.
 
   I'd no intention of leaving her standing there, but wanted to give her all the tools necessary to be rid of me, if that was what she needed.
 
   “I went to see Zentha this morning, and they said—”
 
   I hadn't thought she was listening to me, but she cut me off before I'd finished forming the thought.
 
   “Stay,” she said, finally turning away from whatever dark thought had ensnared her attention. “That is, come to the cabin with me. If you wish to.”
 
   “Claire...” I said, stepping towards her, taking her arm. Her jaw was trembling, now.
 
   “I should not like to be alone, with only temptation for company,” she mumbled, eyes closing. “Only if you do not mind.”
 
   “Of course I don't, Claire,” I said, leading her in the direction Sen had headed.
 
   The cabin wasn't far, and one side of the steps had been converted into a ramp, as they had on many of the buildings. Claire kept hold of my arm as she made her way in, and we were met by a short pane with horns that rivalled Zentha's. She greeted Claire fondly, but knew better than to make a fuss. She shook my hand, welcoming me to Kyrindval and welcoming Claire back, introduced herself as Haval, and said she'd be in the kitchen, should we need anything.
 
   I followed Haval's lead and didn't say a word as we headed to Claire's room. She didn't want to talk about what had happened, not yet. What she needed was a distraction, not an interrogation.
 
   Sen wouldn't have left, had I not been there, and she shuffled into the kitchen, stopping to talk to Haval before leaving.
 
   Claire's room hadn't changed in the year she'd been gone. The bed, built for a pane, had steps leading up to it, but the rest of the furniture had been made with humans in mind. Two armchairs surrounded a table in the far corner, opposite a chest of drawers, but Claire took a seat on the bed, placing pillows between her back and the wall. 
 
   I busied myself with unpacking her things, putting the few clothes she'd brought into the drawers atop those of a less human-minded design, slid her copy of The Sky Beneath The Sun between the other books, and left the wooden box of bones between the carvings of birds taking up the rest of the shelf.
 
   All the while, Claire's eyes remained fixed on me. 
 
   “Why are you dressed in Kidira's colours?” she asked. “Those lengths of cloth aren't supposed to substitute shirts, you realise.”
 
   I hadn't had the presence of mind to change last night, nor had I had anything to wear in place of the shirt Kidira had crudely constructed for me. The edges were already fraying, and though I'd washed since, there were dark stains between the creases. The sooner I was rid of it the better.
 
   “I know that,” I said, hooking my fingers around the hems, hoisting the fabric up.
 
   Claire didn't look away. 
 
   The purple cloth unravelled, and slipped from my shoulders once I'd tugged it free. I gripped it with both hands and made a tight ball of it, unable to settle on something to feel as Claire's gaze swept across me.
 
   Embarrassment at standing there, half-naked, without prompting, without warning. Sickness at the new scars lining my gut, ridges raised by Katja's blades. More than anything, perhaps I ought to have been ashamed by the way my skin had regrown, soft and unblemished, while Claire was stuck with her scars.
 
   “Rowan...” Claire said, when I could not speak. “What happened?”
 
   I had no answer for her, none that my body couldn't give. Shoulder blades jutting out, I turned, showing her the jagged circle of flawless skin amongst the rest of my rotten scars. I didn't have the words to tell her how the stone had speared right through me, how I still remembered the scraping of my ribs regrowing against rock.
 
   I wrapped my arms tightly around my chest, darkness creeping into my blind spot, but none of the anger I wished to raise and draw into myself was reflected in Claire. She held a hand out to me and my new heart lurched.
 
   She guided me onto the bed and pulled me close, arm wrapped around me, right hand placed against my chest. She kept it there, broken as it was, finger and thumb grazing lightly across my smooth skin, and I buried my face in her neck, breathing out of time with her.
 
   “Someone in Orinhal let the Felheimish know who I was. What I was,” I murmured. “I wasn't going to let them take me.”
 
   Kissing the top of my head, she said, “Do you think it was Katja?”
 
   “No,” I said bitterly. “She doesn't care about me anymore.”
 
   “I should like to ignore this all,” Claire said, leg still trembling. My hand went to her knee, taking the pain from her leg and ribs and staying there. “To call this the end of our journey. To stay in Kyrindval, where we would never have to fret over war and violence again, and the biggest problem would be what to name the hatchlings at the end of each winter.”
 
   I managed a smile, lifting my head to press my lips to her cheek. She exhaled, ridding herself, if only for a time, of some burden that had been weighing on her mind and caught me in a kiss. With my hand on her cheek, Claire kissed me and let herself be kissed for almost a whole minute, before the reality of what she'd become caught up with her.
 
   I didn't push her. Didn't tell her she was beautiful, though she was, because it wouldn't have made a difference.
 
   “Read to me,” I said, untangling myself from her arms. I crawled across the bed, hopped off the edge and reached for the shelf. “I've spent weeks looking at the pictures, but I've no idea what any of it says.”
 
   I lugged The Sky Beneath The Sun back with me, falling down on the nest of pillows Claire had made. Taking hold of a thin blanket, she draped it over her shoulders and held her arm out wide, wrapping it around me when I shuffled against her side. I placed the book in her lap and she opened it with her free hand, flicking through the pages, not content to start from the beginning.
 
   “I recall a passage that might be of interest to you,” she explained, finger running along the lines of text as her eyes scanned for familiar words. I placed a hand on the corner of the book, keeping it open.
 
   “Here: It has long been speculated that the phoenix population was not merely on par with humans and pane within Myros, but socially speaking, they were revered in the same way that necromancers were. There are countless records that have survived the creation of the Bloodless Lands, brought south through the mountains during the great exodus, pertaining to the partnership and unity between phoenixes and necromantic Priests of Isjin. 
 
   “Indeed, in one account, a phoenix by the name of Sino-Toku is stated to have '... achieved Priesthood on the dawn of the thirty-ninth anniversary of [his] most recent rising.' Sino-Toku is one of the most widely documented phoenixes, believed by many to have worked alongside Kondo-Kana, who many scholars have argued fled Myros at the end of the War...”
 
   “Those scholars will be glad to know they're right,” I said, grinning. “I wonder if that's true. The part about Sino-Toku. I'll have to ask Kondo-Kana.”
 
   Claire rested her head atop mine and said, “When I met you, you'd never seen so much as a town. Listen to you now.”
 
   Claire kept reading, finding passages on famous phoenixes and paragraphs dedicated to their physiology, and I listened with my eyes closed, mind rolling back from her words to the golden phoenixes of Canth, thoughts settling on the first time I'd seen the phoenix pendant hanging from her neck.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XXII
 
   “Anyone in?” I asked, door creaking on its hinges as I stepped into the corridor. “Zentha sent me. They said you might have a spare room.”
 
   The buzz of conversation died down in the living room and a pane, no older than twenty, poked his head out of the doorway. One of his horns was growing faster than the other, but I didn't get to see much more of him. He disappeared into the room, as if by moving quickly enough, I wouldn't have time to have seen him in the first place.
 
   The pane blurted out something about little friends, and a gruffer voice said, “You're kidding.” The floorboards creaked as the pane rose to their feet.
 
   A much older pane turned the corner and stood with his hands on his hips, grinning down at me.
 
   “Thought that was a small voice I was hearing,” he said, shaking his head so that his long braids fell over the backs of his shoulders. “Been hearing all kinds of rumours about an influx of little friends, lately. What can I do for you?”
 
   “Zentha said you might have room for me...?” I said, smiling as best I could manage, fiddling with the cuffs of the shirt Claire had lent me, collar far too stiff for my liking. “I'm going to be staying in Kyrindval for a while, and they said I'd be a good fit here.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” the pane said, resting his shoulder against the wall. “What are you planning on doing here?”
 
   He asked because he was curious; he wasn't demanding I pay my own way.
 
   “I thought I could help teach Mesomium and Canthian, for anyone interested,” I said.
 
   “That so?” He tapped a claw against one of his fangs, and bellowed out, “Hafor! Get back out here. Our new housemate's gonna teach you that Mesomium you're always prattling on about.”
 
   Hafor sheepishly dragged his feet behind him, took refuge behind the older pane, and managed a wave.
 
   “I'm Rowan,” I said, holding out a hand to Hafor. “It's nice to meet you both.”
 
   When Hafor only blinked at my hand, the older pane took it, saying, “Draeis! Good to meet ya. Hafor here will show you to the empty rooms. Had a few move on lately. One went off to Jorjang, actually. It'll be nice to have some life in the place again. All you need to know is that everyone has their own day to do the cleaning, we take breakfast and dinner together, and if you want cooked meat, you're gonna have to see to that yourself. No offence meant, of course. I just don't think you'd appreciate charcoal for dinner.”
 
   Moving in to a cabin wasn't as big an event as I'd built it up to be, and I preferred it that way. Hafor shuffled down the corridor, showed me the unoccupied rooms at Draeis' behest, and I chose the smaller of the two, lest another pane show up. The room had all I needed in it – somewhere to sleep and somewhere to put the clothes I didn't yet have – but when Hafor left me with a mumbled goodbye, I was hesitant to take another step in.
 
   I hadn't had much luck making myself at home of late.
 
   I spent most of the morning getting to know the household. Draeis was a brewer and had spent years building an extensive cellar beneath the cabin, and while Hafor wanted to work around the sca-isjin, one day, he was currently apprenticing for a tanner several streets over. The third occupant was an energetic woman by the name of Maedir, who tended to sickly dragons when they sought out aid.
 
   Claiming that he didn't like to presume, Draeis asked if I happened to know the other humans who'd been in Kyrindval lately, and I explained how I knew them as best as I could. Mentioning a brother earnt me puzzled looks, though they'd had the concept explained to them before, and Maedir chimed in that she'd spoken with Michael a few times in the past, and that he'd always had plenty to say for himself.
 
   None of them were adverse to the notion of a second breakfast, and I even tried a chunk of raw meat, when Draeis goaded me into it. It wasn't the worst experience I'd ever had, but it felt far too slimy in my throat to consider repeating. I did my part, washed the plates with the aid of a step, and headed out into Kyrindval, hoping to find something in the shops that might fit me.
 
   I stepped outside of the cabin and saw my brother heading in the opposite direction.
 
   “Michael!” I called out.
 
   “Ah! There you are,” he said, hurrying over to me. “Zentha said you'd be somewhere around here. Getting all settled in, are you? I hear you had quite the day, yesterday.”
 
   “Does word really get around that quickly?” 
 
   “I spoke with Kouris this morning. Excellent to see her again,” he said, aimlessly taking the lead. “The pane don't care much for all this nonsense, honestly. They likely think we're being petty. Well, they're not far wrong, are they?”
 
   I didn't think there was anything petty in trying to defend a city against invading forces, but it was too early to get into an argument with Michael. I had no chance of holding my own in a debate with him now that we'd spent years apart.
 
   “Claire's in Kyrindval now. I don't know whether that's a good thing or not,” I said, “Have you seen her yet? She's back at her old place.”
 
   Michael frowned, humming flatly.
 
   “Well, you see...”
 
   “Did something happen?” I asked when he trailed off.
 
   He shrugged and I jumped in front of him, blocking the path. A shrug from Michael never indicated that he didn't have the words, or that he didn't care; it meant he was avoiding giving an answer.
 
   “You didn't see her after Isin, Rowan. She was angry. Hell, of course she was angry. She was hurt, and far worse than you can image. She couldn't get up for months. She handled it all as well as anyone could be expected to. That is to say...” He paused, sighing. “We did not part on the best of terms. A lot of her anger was misguided, and a lot of it was not. Surely you know about the drinking. She would go from blaming herself for Felheim's actions to blaming me for not being a good enough brother to you a dozen times a day.
 
   “Which, in her defence, may have had some grain of truth to it.”
 
   That said, he stepped around me and carried on walking. 
 
   I set off after him a few seconds later, and dropped my gaze once I was by his side. How easy it had been to imagine that Claire had been like this since Isin fell; that she hadn't yet started to get better, and this was the very worst of it.
 
   “You could've been worse,” I grumbled. “Remember when you found me putting that dead lamb back together? You could've panicked, could've told the entire village that I was a necromancer, but you only cared because you thought it was impressive. Like something out of a story, you said.”
 
   Laughing under his breath, he said, “That was, what—seven, eight years ago? I'm surprised you remember.”
 
   “Of course I do! You were the first person who knew I was a necromancer. I'd only been working as a healer for a few years, but if I'd had to keep it to myself for much longer, I don't think I would've been able to take it. And it kind of made me feel like it'd be okay if other people figured it out, too.”
 
   My hands were slick with blood when he'd found me and the lamb's coat was stained the same colour. He'd taken refuge behind a crumbled wall when he'd encountered a wolf on the way back from the village late one evening, and after I'd chased it away and fixed the lamb, he'd knelt next to me and used a handkerchief to wipe the blood from my fingers.
 
   “And look how that turned out,” Michael said blithely, tugging on the collar of my shirt. “This doesn't suit you at all, for what it's worth.”
 
   He took me to one the busier streets in Kyrindval, home to a dozen shops, as well as a library. I spent a tedious half an hour staring at book spines covered in squiggles that meant nothing to me, and once Michael was finished attending to his business, he didn't have so much as a single book to show for it. We headed to the tailors, after that. Pane clothes were vastly different to anything humans wore: bulkier, thicker, and far better made than anything I'd owned throughout the first twenty-three years of my life.
 
   Had a Canthian set sights on anything a pane wore they would've fainted on the spot.
 
   Two walls of the tailors were dedicated to showcasing spools of fabric in every colour, arranged by hue, stretching from the floor to the ceilings. Pane tended to use leather and fur for most of their clothing, but after a few minutes spent chatting with my brother, the seamster agreed to put together some more human-looking shirts for me. I held my arms out and he used a stick with hundreds of tiny black lines scored along one side to measure me, but insisted on only using the colour Zentha had assigned me. 
 
   The pane worked quickly and precisely and we left within an hour, two new shirts folded over one of my arms.
 
   “Can you help me with something?” I asked.
 
   “Something else, you mean?” He grinned, not missing a beat. “What is it?”
 
   I kept my eyes on the ground as I went, hopping between giant flagstones, made dizzy by the enormity of the world around me. The longer I was in Kyrindval, the deeper I went into the tribe, the smaller I became.
 
   “I'm going to start teaching Mesomium and Canthian, for any of the pane who want to learn,” I explained. “Zentha said I should leave a note on one of the noticeboards.”
 
   “What—you want to teach, Rowan?” he asked, incredulous. “No offence intended, of course. You speak it well enough, but what about grammar! What about different kinds of adjectives and irregular verbs and prepositions and writing?”
 
   I stopped on the spot, raising my brow.
 
   “I'm not going to use any of those words, which I think already makes me a better teacher than you,” I said, frowning. He could've been speaking Agadian, for all I'd understood. “Are you going to help me or not?”
 
   He mulled it over, rubbing at his chin as though holding me back would be a service to Kyrindval, but ultimately couldn't pass up the chance to be helpful, if it involved a quill and parchment. 
 
   We gathered supplies from his cabin, and I sat opposite him at the dining table, swinging my legs back and forth as he wrote out four copies of what I assumed were the same notice. Screwing the lid back on his inkwell, he lifted each piece of parchment, ensuring the words no longer shone in the sunlight.
 
   “There we are. I trust you'll be able to post them yourself. There ought to be nails by all of the noticeboards,” he said, clicking his tongue when I gathered the pieces of parchment up and bent one of the corners.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, glancing down at the meticulously neat script. “What did you put?”
 
   “Don't say you don't trust me, Rowan,” he said, rocking on the back two legs of his giant chair. “... tuition in Mesomium and Canthian available from a native Mesomium speaker. If interested, speak to Rowan Northwood at the fire pit any day this week, around eight o'clock, is the gist of it. And in parentheses: look for the smallest little friend within the tribe.”
 
   Michael was far too pleased with himself over that last remark, and I didn't give him the satisfaction of rolling my eyes. Folding the parchment in half and slipping it in my pocket, I got as far as the door before saying, “Actually, I'm pretty sure I'm taller than Kidira.”
 
   Michael opened his mouth as if to refute the point, but soon realised there was none to be made.
 
   “I always manage to forget that she's short,” he said. “Do you want me to change it? I'd hate to be indirectly responsible for troubling Kidira.”
 
   “It's fine,” I said, “I'm meeting Claire soon.”
 
   I succeeded in posting three of the notices. The board was far too high up for me to nail it to any part of it but the very bottom, and I hoped it wouldn't become lost beneath a sea of parchment scraps that were undoubtedly more interesting than anything I had to offer.
 
   I kept the last piece of parchment folded in my pocket, and decided to track down a fourth noticeboard after I'd seen Claire. We were meeting with Akela and Kidira to discuss our next move. I'd expected them to make plans without me, but Claire hadn't even asked if I wanted to come along. My being there was a given. She'd simply told me where to head.
 
   I dropped my new shirts off in my room, didn't take the time to change, and followed the map Claire had drawn for me that morning. We'd been lucky to have the great lodge to ourselves yesterday and couldn't expect to claim it two days in a row. Claire had assured me there was a study room in one of the libraries we could make use of. 
 
   I didn't understand why Kyrindval needed more than one library until I got there. This library was a world away from the severe building Michael had taken me to that morning. It was made from stone, surrounded by beds of tulips brighter than any I'd ever seen before, and inside, the books were as much for decoration as the paintings of mountain and coastal landscapes lining the room. There weren't any rows of bookshelves; rather, they ran along the walls, creating a wide, open space.
 
   Cushions bigger than I was were strewn across the floor, and pane lounged against them, reading or napping with a book folded open against their chest, their head in someone's lap. Three doors led off the larger one, and I would've asked the pane who weren't too immersed in their books if they'd seen any other humans pass through, if not for the way Akela snuck up behind me.
 
   “Northwood!” she said far too loudly for our current surroundings. “Northwood, my friend, a very good day to you! An excellent day to you! You are most certainly deserving it, yes?”
 
   “Hello...?” I said, convinced I'd missed something. When she only grinned toothily, I said, “Are Claire and Kidira already here?”
 
   “Yes, yes, they are through this way,” Akela said, hands on my shoulders as she guided me between piles of pane to the door on the left. “They are talking about something dreary, I am not doubting this. It is a good thing I am having you for company, yes?”
 
   The room was set aside for writing, more so than reading; there was a table in the centre, surrounded by an assortment of armchairs, and the scrolls in the room were all blank. Inkwells, quills and candles were placed atop a cabinet in the corner, and a wide, high-up window let in sunlight. Claire and Kidira were waiting for us, one more patiently than the other, sat opposite each other at the table.
 
   I pulled out a chair between them, inching it towards Claire.
 
   “Did everything go well?” she asked.
 
   “I have somewhere to stay, and Michael helped me with the notices,” I said, keeping it brief as Kidira drummed her fingers on the edge of the table.
 
   “Now,” Kidira said, bringing her hands together. “What is our next step? Do we retake Orinhal, or consider it lost to us indefinitely?”
 
   Kidira wasn't wasting any time. If she was susceptible to a fraction of the cheer Akela was, she buried it deep, kept it hidden beneath her blunt words.
 
   “There are plenty of good people still there. Atthis, Ash, Galal. They will fight for Orinhal from within, but may be relying on our intervention,” Claire said. “Over the past two years, the resistance has done little more than defend itself and liberate a handful of cities. I sent soldiers through the gap in the wall hoping to send a message to Felheim, but we have never launched an offensive. It may be time to consider other options.”
 
   That was what Akela had been hoping for.
 
   “Excellent! It is about time that we are truly fighting back. We are finding where they are weakest and hitting them there, yes?” 
 
   The three of them spoke of strategy, which was more a process of eliminating bad ideas than anything else. I'd been pleased when Claire invited me along without a second thought, but I had nothing to offer up. I didn't recognise the names of any of the cities Rylan's soldiers had captured, any of the bases he had built, and didn't know which parts of the terrain would offer us an advantage.
 
   Thinking out loud, I said, “What was the plan before? Before... before we lost Isin?”
 
   “Irrelevant,” Kidira said, “Whatever plan we may or may not have formed would've involved an entire Kingdom's worth of resources, along with an army. Of which, you may have noticed, we no longer have either.”
 
   My chair legs scraped on the floor as I turned towards her, not about to be dismissed without getting an answer first.
 
   “But you didn't want a war. You weren't going to march entire armies into Felheim, were you? I know King Jonas' death sort of got in the way of planning, but there must've been something you were going to do.” I pleaded my case, but was met with stony silence from Kidira. I turned back around, imploring Claire and Akela to listen. “Claire—remember when we were going to run away from Isin? Nothing was getting done, and you felt we were running out of time. We were going to go to Thule, weren't we? You said there was someone who could help us get into the castle.”
 
   Only now did Kidira say something.
 
   “You were going to run away, Claire?” she asked, sounding more amused than I'd ever heard her. “You didn't tell me that.”
 
   “It was a complicated time,” Claire said, then fixed her eye on me, mind glossing over all the reasons why it wouldn't work. Shaking her head, she said, “That was a long time ago, Rowan. The castle will be more guarded than ever, and I do not even know if she resides within Thule still. And if she does, there is no reason why she would help me; the entirety of the Kingdom knows of the treacherous Knight who stands against Prince Rylan and all the good he wishes to do.
 
   “And how would we get into Thule? Soldiers patrol every inch of the wall, and even the borders that run between the mountains are guarded.”
 
   I was halfway through a shrug when the answer came to me.
 
   “I have a dragon. We could go through the Bloodless Lands to get around the mountains,” I said.
 
   Akela cleared her throat to cover a laugh.
 
   “Might we have some serious suggestions,” Kidira said, sighing.
 
   “It was a serious suggestion,” I said, unwilling to let her dismiss me so easily. “I can go to the Bloodless Lands. You were fine there, with your blindfold. If we took Oak, we could get close to Thule in no time, and we wouldn't have to worry about more stray dragons.”
 
   “Very well,” Kidira reluctantly allowed, rubbing her right temple with two fingers. “Say this ridiculous plan of yours works. Say we get into Thule. What then? We take our chances and have Claire write to her contact, declaring our intentions, and hope that they help us force our way inside? And what next? Claire talks to her father and sweeps all this trouble under the rug?”
 
   Holding my hands up, I slumped back into my seat.
 
   “I don't hear anyone else coming up with any plans,” I muttered, well aware that she'd treat a suggestion from anyone other than me with some degree of civility.
 
   “There might be some merit to it,” Claire said. “I fail to see how we can rectify the issue without going directly to the root of the problem; there is no use in flailing at branches. There are too few of us to spread ourselves effectively. If Rowan can get us into Thule, I cannot promise that King Garland will want to listen to me, but it is better than biding our time here.”
 
   “If he is not wanting to listen, he is always being made to listen,” Akela added helpfully.
 
   Kidira clicked her tongue, unable to believe that she was really going through with this.
 
   “And who is this person to you, Claire?” Kidira asked. “Are you certain we can trust them?”
 
   “If she has not been poisoned against me, I would like to believe that she will keep our intentions to herself, at the very least,” Claire said. “We were engaged, many years ago.”
 
   I'd offered up a plan more solid than I'd first realised, yet Kidira wouldn't be happy unless someone handed Felheim over to us. Hands on the table, she got to her feet, and left the room without a word. Her presence lingered. Akela, Claire and I remained silent, sharing glances for mere fractions of seconds before finding some scratch upon the tabletop to occupy ourselves with.
 
   Kidira returned with an armful of books, some the size of her torso, making a mountain of them atop the table. She left again, this time bringing a set of three steps used by pane to reach the higher shelves, and stood atop them to properly pore over the books.
 
   They were all full of maps, some of the individual regions in Felheim and others of Asar as a whole, though the maps showing Agados were always strangely devoid of detail. Kidira turned the books away from her, sliding them across the table so Akela and Claire could see them, and said, “Well, Claire. Where do we cross into Thule, after our little trek through the Bloodless Lands?”
 
   For an hour, Claire, Kidira and Akela studied maps, trying to make sense of the mountain range, while Akela jotted down the names of the busiest towns and roads in the surrounding area; anything Claire could recall from the top of her head. Kidira frowned at every suggestion, intent on assigning failure to it, until Claire came up with something better. 
 
   “To me, it is seeming that if we are not rushing, if we are planning this properly, then there is a chance. I am thinking we could be reaching Thule, and the Felheimish, they are not realising until it is too late,” Akela said, once the seventh route to Thule Claire had proposed hadn't been immediately dismissed by Kidira.
 
   “And what then? What if we are successful in overthrowing the King and Queen in their own castle? We barely held onto one city, let alone an entire country. Look at us,” Kidira said, shaking her head. “We have but the three of us, a pane far too eager to fight, and a necromancer unwilling to lift a finger.”
 
   “What?” I blurted out.
 
   I couldn't say what drove me to anger the fastest: what she was implying, or the fact that she'd brazenly failed to include me in the us she spoke of. 
 
   “You know the answer to that,” she said, eyes fixed on one of the maps. “You would sooner ensure things were easy for yourself than fight; you would sooner throw away one of your many lives than take a moment to think about what you are doing.”
 
   “Kidira,” Claire said sharply, but I didn't need her to defend me.
 
   I rose to my feet, and the scraping of chair legs wasn't enough to get Kidira to turn my way.
 
   “You think that was easy?” I asked. “I was... I was—”
 
   “You were what?” she asked, feigning interest when the words wouldn't come to me. "Unwilling to fight? Uninterested in surviving? Selfish, ultimately?"
 
   She still wasn't looking at me, still wasn't using my name.
 
   Stepping closer, I grabbed the shoulder of her shirt.
 
   Teeth grit together, she said, “Do you not remember what happened the last time you put your hands on—”
 
   “Go on,” I hissed. “Go on. Hit me again.”
 
   It seemed Kidira had no interest in doing such a thing when I made the initial offer. I saw Akela rise to her feet from the corner of my eye, not knowing who to pull away from who, and Kidira was finally looking at me. Her eyes locked onto mine as she took a single step down, not knocking my hand away, and there it was. The last chance I'd get to spit out the fire that twisted in my chest every time her gaze slipped through me, as though I was no more worth acknowledging than the wind.
 
   “Is there something you wish to say?” 
 
   “It's not easy. My powers, my necromancy, might come to me naturally, but none of this is easy, Kidira. I could kill you with a thought. I could kill anyone, if I only wanted them dead. What if I get angry and it slips from my mind? From the moment people found out I was, I've had to deal with being shunned for crimes I didn't commit. I ran away in the night with a stranger because it was better than spending every day certain a mob was coming for me, ready to gut me to purify whatever rot they thought I'd caused. I've moved through lands where suspecting me of being a necromancer would be enough to burn the flesh from my bones over and over, and I've been used.
 
   “And the thing is, I don't have to let people treat me like this. I could do all the things they fear and more, but I don't want to use this power to hurt people. I want to use it to help them, and yet I've...” I took a deep breath, pulling Kidira an inch closer before letting go of her shoulder. “If I am what you think, if I am afraid, you can thank your daughter.”
 
   “Northwood,” Akela said, slamming a fist on the table.
 
   Kidira held out her hand, silencing her, and said, “Explain yourself.”
 
   “Ask Akela. Ask Claire. Hell, ask Kouris. You must've seen my scars when you pulled me off that rock. Where do you think they came from? Who do you think would be that obsessed with torturing a necromancer?” I asked, willing my heart to slow for a moment more, so that my own words weren't drowned out. “I guess that's what happens when you raise someone and tell them that necromancers are a thing to be burnt, not real people.”
 
   Kidira's fingers curled towards her palm and she didn't hit me.
 
   No longer aware of anyone's presence but her own, Kidira placed her hands on the edge of the table, and rested all her weight on it. Akela and Claire looked at one another, neither one daring to say a word, and the ashes of what I'd said dried out my mouth and caught in my throat. 
 
   My right hand trembled and my fingers slipped from my wrist when I tried to grasp it.
 
   I'd prepared myself for more hard words from Kidira, for her to have no trouble expressing her contempt, but the anger that seeped from her was more melancholic than forceful. 
 
   She hadn't even called me a liar.
 
   Akela moved towards her, about to place a hand on her shoulder, but Kidira drew back in a way that she hadn't deigned to around me.
 
   Claire was looking at me, she had to be, but I couldn't turn towards her. Couldn't focus on Kidira, anymore. The wrong thoughts were flooding my mind again, dimming my vision, blood under my nails. Chains. Chains around my wrists, grinding against steel. Wrapping around me, tighter and tighter, nausea rising within me, wanting to push out everything, to force out the heart Katja hadn't slid her blades into.
 
   The door slammed behind me, and I tore my way between pane, pushing open doors that ought to have been too heavy for me, bursting into the street, into the sunlight. The world spun but it wasn't enough to clear my vision, not completely, and the only way to anchor myself to Bosma was by finding a shade-covered gap between two cabins and sitting with my arms around my knees, rocking, breathless.
 
   When Claire tracked me down, close to an hour later, I hadn't calmed down enough to be able to look up at her.
 
   “I know,” I grumbled into my knees. “I shouldn't have said that. It was... cruel, I should've broken it to her gently. I know.”
 
   “You shouldn't have been put in the position where you felt you had to tell her that,” Claire said, ignoring any difficulty and sitting by my side. “Either Akela or I ought to have told her before this.”
 
   “I don't get it,” I mumbled. “Akela's one of the nicest people I've ever met. One of the nicest people in the world. She saved me, you know. From Katja. If she hadn't turned up... I don't know. And then there's Kidira, and Akela looks at her like she's the sun. It doesn't make any sense.”
 
   “Kidira isn't an awful person, Rowan. She has done more for the people of the territories these past two years than you can imagine. She is simply...” Claire paused and I spared a glance her way, seeing her frown. “Being awful to you. Now that I've said it out loud, I don't believe I ought to have made the distinction. I have spoken to her about this before, and I shall speak to her again.”
 
   I drew my knees closer to my chest, head turned away from her.
 
   “I'd rather have her trying to execute me. At least then I wouldn't have to sit in a room with her treating me like that. Like I'm too stupid to tell that she hates me,” I said, sighing. “But I really shouldn't have said that. I don't want to say things like that to anyone, not even Kidira. I must've known it was going to hurt her, right? I don't want to keep getting so angry, Claire.”
 
   “It's understandable,” Claire said, tentatively placing a hand between my shoulder blades.
 
   “So? I don't want to act like that makes it okay,” I said, chin propped back up on my arms. “I should go apologise to her.”
 
   “If you wish to speak to her, you ought to wait. Akela is currently doing what she can to explain the situation,” Claire said. “I would give it a few days, if I were you.”
 
   The sun was starting to set, sky turning a dusty red between the mountains. There might've been pane looking for me around the fire pit in a matter of hours, but the thought of getting to my feet was daunting enough without then having to interact with strangers. Michael was probably right, anyway.
 
   “We now have a plan, if nothing else,” Claire said in an effort to cheer me up.
 
   “Someone else would've figured out go to Thule.”
 
   “Perhaps. But you're the only one with a dragon to offer up.”
 
   I laughed sharply through my nose, and Claire took that to mean it was safe to put an arm around me. I leant against her side and swore I'd suggest getting to our feet, any moment now. This was hardly the place for it: the ground was dry and chalky, and it belatedly occurred to me that a pane could look out their window by chance and see two humans huddled together on the ground.
 
   Hopefully, they'd assume it was just another human thing they couldn't understand. 
 
   No matter how Kidira had tried to dissect the plan, the path to Thule was the only clear future I could see. I slipped an arm around Claire's waist, and said, “What about Alexander? Won't he help us?”
 
   “I cannot say. I have not heard word of him, these past two years. I want to have faith in him, to say that he will, but I would've had faith in Rylan, as well.”
 
   I paused, considering our options.
 
   “What's her name?” 
 
   “Hm?” Claire caught my meaning a split-second after making the noise. “Ah. Eden. Eden Hawthorn.”
 
   I nodded into her neck.
 
   “What is she like?”
 
   “She's wonderful,” Claire said distantly. “If I could only speak with her, if I could only get her to understand, I know she would do whatever she could for us.”
 
   A change of tune: a few hours ago, Claire had been convinced it was hopeless.
 
   I pulled back, catching her eye and smiling softly. I said no more on the matter and got to my feet, holding out both hands to help her up. I took the gathering pain away as she rose with a grunt, and crouched back down to retrieve her cane.
 
   “We should go see Sen,” I said, taking Claire's hand. “Not just for food, I mean. Where's she staying?”
 
   “A cabin down the street from mine,” Claire said, leading the way.
 
   Many of the businesses we passed were getting ready to shut for the day, lanterns blown out in the backs of shops, doors closed but never locked as the pane made their way home, or to the taverns. Pane moved out of our way as we headed down the centre of the street, smiling but never staring, and I decided that I'd go to the fire pit tonight, even if my notices had remained unread all day.
 
   “Kouris...?” Claire said, brow furrowed.
 
   I followed her gaze, watching a flash of orange tumble and tear through the street, weaving through groups of pane who didn't recognise her in the least.
 
   I let go of Claire's hand and ran to meet Kouris.
 
   Skidding to a halt, she held out a length of rolled parchment between her claws, and spoke up before Claire had the chance to unravel it.
 
   “Looks like that brother of yours is wanting to sit down and talk about things. No pressure, of course,” Kouris said, “Unless we want the Felheimish army marching on Kyrindval.”
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XXIII
 
   Kouris brought a bundle of dried sticks from a nearby thicket of trees, as well as a goat. It stuck close to her heels, bleating curiously when she moved too fast for its liking, entirely oblivious to what the pane's favourite meal happened to be.
 
   The sun had set behind the mountains but not the horizon, leaving us with just enough light to build the fire by. Claire twisted the roll of parchment between her fingers as Kouris and I snapped and stacked the sticks atop one another, urging the flames to take form. 
 
   It was the warmest it'd been at night since I returned to Asar. Canth's sun was slowly becoming a product of my imagination; it was dark out and we were high in the mountains, yet I kept tugging the stiff collar of my shirt and rolled my too-long sleeves up to my elbows. I might not have been yearning for Canth's searing heat, but a ship's worth of loyal pirates wouldn't have gone amiss.
 
   “I'm not going,” Claire said decisively, after we'd spent a handful of minutes purposely not looking at one another. I'd placed myself between Claire and Kouris around the fire, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Kouris turn to look at Claire as I did. “If it is not a trap – which it undoubtedly is – I cannot afford for Rylan to think that I will come running at his every beck and threat.”
 
   Kouris growled in agreement, and I said, “Someone should go. It might be a trap, but he might really have something to say that'll help us. Plus, we have to do whatever we can to steer him away from Kyrindval.”
 
   “Aye. I'm not about to ignore this,” Kouris said, raking her claws through her hair in frustration. “Any idea how your brother turned out like that, Ightham?”
 
   Claire took a moment to consider the question, as she had a hundred times before.
 
   “I wish I could say. Rylan and I grew apart in recent years, that much is true, but that was a product of circumstance. Nothing between us changed, and he did not suddenly start displaying a penchant for senseless war,” Claire said. “I believe at some point he took a single wrong step and decided to take a thousand more to eradicate that one mistake, rather than turn back and face the consequences of his actions.”
 
   Rocking forward, I wrapped my fingers around the neck of Kouris' waterskin and pulled it into my lap, pushing the cap off with a pop. Glancing between the two of them, waiting for something more to be said, I brought the waterskin to my mouth and took a sip. A bitter, unexpected taste told me it was ale, not water. 
 
   On the verge of being grateful to suddenly have something to calm my nerves after the day that had just unfolded, I caught sight of Claire and swallowed thickly, grimacing as though there was poison in my throat. Carefully putting the cap back on, I placed the waterskin in the long grass, out of reach.
 
   “I'll be going. I'll take Akela and Kidira along with me,” Kouris said as I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “That way you'll have Rowan, just in case anything happens.”
 
   “No,” I said, wanting Claire to take back the way she nodded in agreement. “I'm going. Akela can stay with Claire, if we need to leave someone here.”
 
   If only Claire would've been safer with Kidira than Akela I could've found a way to leave her behind.
 
   “It could be a trap, Rowan,” Claire reminded me sternly. “You're better off here.”
 
   “The entire Felheimish army probably knows that I'm a necromancer by now. If anything's going to keep them at a safe distance, it's me.”
 
   “She's got a point,” Kouris allowed. “If they're gonna be dragging us down there, we should be doing all we can to turn the odds in our favour.”
 
   Claire wasn't happy with the idea, but I would've rather she protested than sit there in silence. She stared into the fire, and I knew there was nothing more I could do for her than go in her place and try to get the answers to some of the questions that had plagued her for years.
 
   When confronted with the reality of Felheim, Claire had been brave. She'd chosen to fight, to save Felheim and Kastelir at the cost of everything she'd ever known, and when the same task had fallen to her brother, he'd blindly followed the King's commands. He'd gone too far to ever turn back of his own volition.
 
   “Two days,” Claire murmured, scrunching the parchment up and throwing it into the fire. “Rylan wants to meet in two days.”
 
   The flames twisted the parchment to ash but we all kept our eyes fixed on the flickering orange and gold. The pane would never stop Kouris from coming into Kyrindval, and so it was all the more important to her that she remained outside of the tribe of her own agency. We'd only passed through the dragon-bone gate in order to talk things through with her, but now we'd said all we needed to, Claire and I sat motionless, minds wrapped around something that rendered our surroundings obsolete.
 
   The three of us fell asleep in the grass, under the stars. 
 
   When dawn came and an entire day still stood between Rylan and me, I began to feel the minutes being torn from between my fingers. I was too confident; I was assuming Rylan wouldn't be prepared for the presence of a necromancer. Needing to be the one to get answers for Claire was the only thing stopping me from taking it all back.
 
   Kouris left us to track down breakfast, and I returned to Kyrindval with Claire. She assured me that she didn't need me to stay with her, and I squeezed her hand as I went, intent on keeping myself distracted all day.
 
   Draeis was delighted to inform me that it was my turn to clean the cabin, and I was disproportionally glad to have something to do. My morning was lost to scrubbing down brightly coloured lengths of fabric on a washboard taller than I was, washing every surface in the communal rooms with the aid of an upturned bucket for a step, gathering up bowls and cups left around the living area, and putting books back onto shelves.
 
   I swept the floors, and by the time I was done, I'd almost managed to forget what tomorrow would bring. I helped myself to a lunch of bread and cheese, wondered whether washing the worktops for a second time would distract me once more, and decided to head out in search of Sen.
 
   Her cabin wasn't far from Claire's. I caught sight of her through one of the windows, and waved my hands above my head to catch her attention.
 
   “Rowan. H-hello,” she said, at the door seconds later. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Everything's fine, Sen,” I took care to reassure her. “I just felt like coming to see you.”
 
   Her worried smile slipped into a warm one, and she stepped to the side, holding the door wide open for me.
 
   Sen showed me to her room. Blocks of wood of varying sizes were stacked in the far corner of her desk, and the piece in the centre was slowly taking on the shape of a raven with its wings spread out. The work was so intricate I was convinced she was merely carving through a shell of wood to uncover the bird trapped within, and I pressed my fingertips to some of the finished feathers, half expecting them to move at my touch.
 
   “Did you make the birds in Claire's room, too?” I asked, taking a seat when Sen stood with her hands on the back of an armchair, cushions pushed into place.
 
   “She's always liked birds, so...” Sen said softly, fiddling with the end of her braid. “I hoped they might cheer her up.”
 
   “I'm sure they did,” I said sincerely, smiling as she sat opposite me.
 
   Sen's room wasn't far removed from her cabin in Orinhal, and I staved off an encroaching sense of guilt by not mentioning how sorry I was. She didn't need the fire to be brought up over and over again.
 
   “How are you finding being back in Kyrindval?” I asked her.
 
   “I, ah... I only came here, two years ago. When...” Sen paused, tapping the scars where a horn ought to have been. “It's so much bigger than m-my tribe, and I'm worried that I'll never get used to it. But the Marshal—oh, she says I should call her Claire, but... but she's here, so I don't mind it. And Kidira and Akela and you too, Rowan. I like that you're all here, even if...”
 
   “Even if we didn't have much choice,” I said, finishing the sentence for her when she glanced off to the side, grazing her claws against the side of her throat. “We're all happy you're here too, Sen.”
 
   Smiling bashfully, Sen searched for something to say, eventually settling on, “Oh—ah, I just remembered. W-would you come with me? If you don't mind.”
 
   Sen led me into the kitchen, apologising profusely for the dishes that been left half-washed with my arrival, and through the back door to a garden that seemed small, by pane standards. A fence ran around the flowerbeds lining the perimeter, attached to the gardens of other cabins, and in the centre stood a chicken coop, some feet off the ground.
 
   From all the clucking going on inside, I could only discern that the chickens were more than a little busy. I crouched in front it as Sen did, holding out a handful of grain and sprinkling it on the ledge between the entrance and ramp. A few of the chickens set aside what they were doing in order to peck at the offering, and I smiled to see Sen smile.
 
   Carefully, Sen reached a hand inside, and none of the chickens fretted in the least. Two of them skidded around, ducking beneath her arm to get at the last of the grain, and Sen withdrew her hand, fingers curled in just enough for her claws to touch the heel of her palm.
 
   A chick, no more than a day old, spread out its fluffy wings, peering curiously between her fingers.
 
   “I thought Akela might...” Sen murmured, stretching her fingers out and cupping her hands together. “But I'm n-not sure if she was serious.”
 
   “She'll love it,” I said, leaning against Sen's side to get closer to the chick and the tiny noises it was making. “If Akela says something, she always means it.”
 
   Sen grinned brightly, bringing her hands closer to her chest when the chick began to get too curious about what laid beyond her fingers.
 
   “I'll be gone tomorrow. There's something important I have to do, but Akela's going to be here. Just in case something... just in case,” I said. “Akela will be with Claire all day. You should give her the chick then and spend the day with them. They'll both be happy to have you there.”
 
   “O-of course,” she said, gently returning the chick to the coop. I hadn't wanted to worry her, but Sen had spent the last two years worrying. The fact that she took it in her stride was hardly a good thing. “Whatever the Marshal... ah, whatever Claire needs.”
 
   I spent the rest of the afternoon with her, feeding the birds and helping with the last of the cleaning in the kitchen. Sen made us tea and I sat opposite her at the table, listening to her gain more and more confidence with the more she told me about her latest book, until she was speaking without stuttering, without worrying about her words quite so much. 
 
   I left when dinnertime drew close, wanting to help Sen but having already promised Draeis that I'd be home in time to eat. I hugged her as I went, startling her in way that left her smiling, and found myself ready for whatever awaited me tomorrow, now that I knew Claire would have Sen by her side all day.
 
   I managed to take a single step out of the cabin before my mood turned sour.
 
   Kidira came to a halt at the bottom of the steps.
 
   “I came to see Sen. As much company as possible would serve Claire well tomorrow,” Kidira said, and I stepped to the side. Kidira took the steps at her own pace, pausing with her fingers wrapped around the handle. “Rowan. I—”
 
   “I'm sorry, alright. I'm sorry for what I said,” I blurted out, needing to get it off my chest and not wanting to hear her say anything more. “I shouldn't have told you like that.”
 
   Kidira stepped back, forcing me to meet her gaze, expression so steely I doubted whether I'd really just apologised.
 
   “There is bad blood between us, Rowan, and I have neither the time nor energy to set things right,” she said, irritated by the seconds she was wasting in talking to me, “But we have to find a way to work together. You understand the importance of that, don't you?”
 
   There was something different in the way she was talking to me. There wasn't a hint of warmth in her words, but when she fixed her eyes on me, she didn't stare straight through me. 
 
   “I get it,” I said, “I'm not going to cause any problems for Kyrindval or Claire.”
 
   I didn't wait for a response. I walked away without looking back, willing my legs to keep working at an even, steady pace, and Kidira didn't call out after me.
 
   The morning came far too soon.
 
   I slept without gaining anything from resting, dreaming of crumbling mountain faces.
 
   Prince Rylan had been specific in his demands. We were to meet him at midday beyond the town of Yastin, ten miles from the foot of the mountains. For every hour we delayed, he'd march his army a mile closer. Quite the set of conditions for a man claiming he only wanted to talk, in order to come to an agreement.
 
   Kidira, Claire, Akela, and Sen were waiting for me at the gate, along with Charley and another horse. The morning had an appropriate feel to it. Last night's heat had only been washed away in favour of damp humidity, and grey clouds swarmed the sky, making it seem as though the sun had had a hard time rising, that morning.
 
   Claire stepped away from the group to greet me, and I could see in her eye that she was having seconds thoughts, was considering going to face Rylan herself.
 
   “Are you certain you wish to go with them, Rowan?” she asked me. “It's going to be dangerous. More dangerous than you can imagine.”
 
   “The past two years have been more dangerous than I could've imagined,” I said, fingertips brushing the back of her wrist. “I want to do this. I mean, I don't want to do this. It's not my idea of fun. But I want to be able to help, and I know that I can. You don't have to worry about me.”
 
   “Of course I shall worry about you,” she said, sighing softly. She kissed me briefly and said, “I won't keep you. Rylan's never been one for idle threats.”
 
   Kidira and Akela said a quiet goodbye to one another, and Kidira strapped her spear to her back, unwilling to let Rylan think for a moment that she had any qualms about fighting. Akela slapped me on the back, bemoaning how unfair it was that she didn't get to come along with us, but supposed that she could spend the day beating Sen and Claire at cards. 
 
   Kidira and I led our horses away from Kyrindval and met Kouris by a path I'd yet to take. She greeted me with a smile and tilted her head towards Kidira, and I knew the day's conversation wouldn't be much more riveting than that, until we reached Rylan.
 
   The path was far wider than the ones I'd taken in the past, beaten into shape by pane wishing to lead horses and other livestock up and down the mountain. It grew steep in some places, causing Charley to stomp his hooves against the ground and take fretful steps backwards, but Kouris reached out a hand, placed it against his chest and gently eased him down.
 
   With a low rumble from the sky, the dark clouds burst, turning the dusty ground dark and slick within seconds. We stuck as close to the mountainside as we could, but were soaked by the time we reached the foot of the mountain. The clouds began to part, clear skies shining through.
 
   It'd taken hours to get down and around the mountain, but the rest of the journey was straightforward. We rested for a handful of minutes, eating and drinking and giving the horses a chance to calm down. Kidira idly patted Charley's mane on the way back to her own horse, and we set off in the direction of Yastin, following Kouris' lead.
 
   I'd taken lengths with my appearance, that morning, in the hopes that it'd give me the confidence I'd need to speak up around Rylan. I'd pulled on a new shirt and clean trousers, had even made the effort to wear boots, and did what I could to comb my unruly hair into place. The sun had finally banished the clouds and I was dry again, but the rain had done its damage and the stillness of the air made breathing a chore.
 
   Rylan's letter had said he'd be waiting outside of Yastin. He hadn't said how many soldiers he'd have behind him, but I'd expected dozens, not hundreds.
 
   I could've been dressed as a Knight or a Queen and I wouldn't have been prepared.
 
   A line of soldiers stretched from one end of the horizon to the other, blocking Yastin from view with a sea of green and gold. They stood with great, rectangular shields almost the size of them held in front of their chests, a spear in their other hand, base rested on the ground. They were unmoving, well-trained enough to be mistaken for stone, from such a distance. Rylan didn't need a fraction of them to face us. He simply wanted us to know how extensive his forces were, how many soldiers he could afford to bring along to make a point, while the rest of the territories, Orinhal included, remained under his control.
 
   Rylan sat astride a pure-white horse, a hundred feet ahead of his army. He wore dragon-bone armour, despite being no Knight, and from a distance I saw he had carved the ends of a dragon's horns off and fixed them to the front of his helm. A dozen soldiers surrounded him, all of them holding bows I'd never seen the like of before. They were turned onto their sides, fixed atop a solid slab of wood, arrows pulled back though the soldiers' fingers were nowhere near the strings. They held the strange bows not unlike the way Reis wielded their gun.
 
   Bizarre though the weapons were, I understood what having arrowheads pointed at our chests meant.
 
   “I do so hope that you are only here to tell me my sister is running late,” Rylan said, voice booming out from beneath his helm.
 
   “Claire won't be joining us,” Kidira said, having her horse take a single step forward. We were a dozen feet away from Rylan, and that was how the soldiers intended it to remain; every bow was turned towards Kidira's chest. “Oh, put your crossbows down. No one is impressed, Rylan. We've come to talk on Claire's behalf. Let's get on with it.”
 
   The soldiers glanced towards Rylan, but he gave no signal for them to lower their weapons. Instead, he hooked his thumbs around the edge of his helm and pulled it off, hanging it from a hook on his horse' saddle. He looked at us one by one, letting us feel the weight of his gaze, now that we could see his eyes.
 
   He was older than Claire, but it was by so few years that it hardly showed at all. There was Myrosi blood in him, and he wore his hair as long as Akela's, clasped back neatly at the nape of his neck. He was not an unkind looking man: he scowled, lines worked into his forehead where his brow was furrowed, but his skin was not scarred and his eyes were only hard because of the effect war had had on him.
 
   “You are Queen Kidira,” he stated plainly. “Working with the rebels you once fought so hard against. The rebels who assassinated King Jonas. Claire has chosen her companions poorly indeed.” 
 
   Kidira kept her jaw tilted up and didn't for a moment succumb to the urge to explain herself, as Rylan wanted her to. She didn't point out that only a small faction of the resistance had been responsible for King Jonas' death, or that change was never affected peacefully.
 
   “Did you honestly believe you could force cooperation out of Claire with a single threat? Did you expect to meet her here?”
 
   “I did not,” Rylan allowed, lip curling. “She only grows more cowardly with each passing year.”
 
   “Claire isn't a coward,” I snapped so abruptly that every crossbow was turned towards me.
 
   I ground my teeth together, holding my tongue as Rylan fixed his eyes on me. His expression didn't change as his gaze bore into me, and he didn't dignify my remark with a reply. Slowly, so as not to alarm his own soldiers or us, Rylan raised a hand, gesturing to the soldier on the left. She started, lowered her crossbow, arrow pointed towards the dirt. 
 
   She took a horn from her belt, and Kouris stepped forward as a low note rang out into the air. All arrowheads were turned towards her, and the soldiers inched closer, forcing her back as Rylan continued to stare at me.
 
   I was convinced the entire army would march towards us, but the cry drew out a single figure from behind the front lines. I tore my eyes off Rylan's, though I didn't need to look at the rider to know who it was.
 
   Inside, I roared, banishing the sickness to the pit of my stomach.
 
   “This is the necromancer, isn't it?” Rylan asked when the pounding of hooves drew near, but Katja galloped straight past him.
 
   Charley's reins bit into my palms.
 
   Dirt rose in a cloud around the hooves of Katja's horse, and she came to a halt in front of Kidira. She wore armour, though not the armour of Felheim; the metal was stained gold, but all sigils had been pried from it; and she carried a sword she didn't know how to use at her hip. She had neglected a helm, having no intention of masking her presence from us, face turned a watery grey.
 
   “Mother—” she said, swallowing the lump in her throat when words failed her. She circled Kidira, horse as restless as she was, and Kidira kept her eyes fixed on Katja as Kouris and I both did. “I... goodness me. Ightham told me that you were alive, but seeing isn't the same as knowing, is it? I'm so happy to see you again, mother.”
 
   “Kouris,” Kidira said in a tone she ought to have used to send Rylan running. “What are you doing?”
 
   Remembering herself, Katja tugged sharply on her horse's reins and turned in a half-circle, moving to Rylan's side. She wasn't his prisoner. That much was abundantly clear. She moved freely, used a gloved hand to sweep her hair over her shoulders, and sighed, exasperated at the sight of me.
 
   “That's the necromancer,” Katja said to Rylan in a low voice that was still loud enough for us to hear, before returning to her mother's question. “I'm doing all I can for these lands. Don't you see? This war ought to have ended months ago. Your fight is long since over, mother. You do not have the resources, the bodies, in order to best Prince Rylan's forces, much less restore Kastelir to what it once was. I'm begging you, please. Do not be so stubborn.”
 
   “Do you not hear yourself, Kouris?” Kidira said, voice too quiet, too even, for Katja to relax. “You have sided with the man responsible for all this. The man who saw your Kingdom turned to ash, your cities reduced to little more than charred wood; everyone we have lost, every friend, family member, citizen, servant, is dead because of him and his ilk.”
 
   After all Katja had been through, after all she'd endured and forced others to endure, mere words from Kidira could still make her cower.
 
   “The past is the past,” Rylan interjected. “We cannot change that, no matter how desperately we fight. We ought to look to the future, and how we might make Kastelir better than it once was.”
 
   Kidira's horse stomped his front hooves in the dirt and Kidira paid no heed to the arrows aimed at her throat.
 
   “Do you not hear him? He speaks of razing Kastelir in order to purify it,” Kidira spat. “And you would go along with it, because it is easy.”
 
   Inhaling sharply, Katja said, “Mother, I know I've disappointed you terribly, but if you'd only—”
 
   “Disappointed?” Kidira repeated, incredulous. “I have always loved you, Kouris. More than anything in this world. I stood by you your entire life, ensuring that no one, no matter how high-ranking, confined you to a life dictated solely by the nature of your powers. I let you do what you loved, and what you loved was helping Kastelir. Studying our past and bettering our future. And now? Now you make a mockery of who I raised you to be. I could endure being disappointed in you, Kouris. I could find a way to rid myself of the sting of disappointment, in time.”
 
   Katja's jaw trembled and Rylan took the chance to regain control of the situation.
 
   “Finish this some other time, both of you,” Rylan said. “I did not come here to argue.”
 
   To Kidira, Katja was the only person within a thousand miles. Kouris spoke up, taking care not to move too close to the soldiers who'd been holding their crossbows up for far too long, arms aching.
 
   “What did you come here for, then?” she asked. “Other than to intimidate us, that is.”
 
   “I came seeking peace with my little sister, who didn't even have the decency to accept my invitation,” Rylan said, as though he had any right to speak of decency. “Her rebellion is crushed. Orinhal is ours. Yet I am willing to put this all behind me. If she surrenders, all of this misfortune will be forgotten.”
 
   “Surrender?” Kouris laughed heartily. “I reckon you don't know your sister half as well as you think, Rylan.”
 
   “Prince Rylan,” he snapped, pressing two fingers to his forehead as he took a deep breath. “Regardless, we are willing to make a deal with you, to show that our intentions are good.”
 
   “Can't wait to hear this,” Kouris said to me, rolling her eyes.
 
   I huffed a laugh and Rylan went to great lengths to ignore what he considered to be insubordination. 
 
   “The fact that I'm going to let you leave ought to be generous enough. But in addition to that, you'll have my word that we won't march on Kyrindval. What's more, we'll return your people to you. King Atthis and his family reside within Orinhal, don't they?” Rylan said. “I have matters to deal with in the west, but I will be back here in one month's time. Tell my sister that I expect her full surrender. Until then, a single trade ought to kindle trust between us.”
 
   “You won't slaughter a tribe full of innocents. Very generous of you,” Kouris said, rubbing her chin. “What's our end of the bargain, then?”
 
   “Kyrindval and King Atthis,” Rylan said, tilting his head towards me, “For the necromancer.” 
 
   Kouris growled from the back of her throat, but it was Kidira who rushed out in front of me. She placed her horse between Rylan and me, one hand going for the spear on her back. Whatever Katja had been doing to make me nauseous was gone; I was clear-headed when my heart ought to have been pounding, more shocked by the way Kidira had been spurred to action than by Rylan's words.
 
   “You aren't taking her,” Kidira said plainly.
 
   “Queen Kidira, the Queen Kidira, protecting a necromancer,” Rylan said, darkly amused, “Have you forgotten who you are?”
 
   “No. Nor have I forgotten what necromancers can do.”
 
   Rylan was wise enough not to engage Kidira any further. He tilted his head to the side, and looked around her to catch my eye; he was debating whether he ought to try taking me by force. I turned my head, gaze drawn by the way Katja was staring at me from the corner of my eye, and saw her mouth something to me. Rowan, she said silently. Wait.
 
   “A month,” Rylan hissed. “You have a month. And if you rightly change your mind, send word to Orinhal. It's made quite a worthy base for us.”
 
   There was something beneath his words, something beneath the frustration he was trying to keep from seeping into his tone. 
 
   “You need Claire's help,” I said, realisation coming to me as I spoke the words. “Something's gone wrong, hasn't it? You need her to help you, because... is it the Agadians?”
 
   He'd struck a deal and found himself unable to uphold his end of the bargain, or he'd become too involved in their politics. Whatever it was, Rylan was desperate for help Claire would never give him.
 
   “You accuse me of working with the Agadians?” Rylan scoffed a second too late. “Felheim would never associate with Agados, unlike Kastelir.”
 
   “Unlike Kastelir?” Kidira asked.
 
   “Don't make yourself out to be oblivious. We received dozens of reports that Agadian diplomats had travelled to Isin in order to forge treaties with the Kastelirians, unifying the lands,” Rylan said.
 
   “Nothing of the sort happened,” Kidira said slowly, piecing together the assumption Rylan had built up in his head. “The Agadians came for King Jonas' funeral and the Phoenix Festival, and in order to discuss continued trade until Jonas' replacement was chosen.”
 
   Rylan stared at Kidira, desperate to refute what she'd said. When no words came to him and Katja didn't speak up, he tugged on his horse's reins, turned towards the rest of the army, and took slow steps away.
 
   “Remember: Claire has a month,” he said over his shoulder, putting the dragon-bone helm he hadn't earnt back on. “If you care about Kyrindval, you will hand over the necromancer sooner than that.”
 
   Katja tried to garner my attention and failed. I'd yet to tremble around her and had every intention of keeping it that way, and so kept my eyes fixed on Rylan's back. His soldiers had yet to retreat, and their crossbows pointed up when Kouris took wide strides forward.
 
   “Rylan. You'd best be listening to me,” Kouris called after him. Rylan continued on his way and she growled, words coming out louder. “If you send so much as a single soldier to Kyrindval, I'll gut them. If that's what it takes to protect the pane, I'll do it. I'll rip out their throats, I'll—”
 
   Kouris swung out a clawed hand to help illustrate her point, and one of the soldiers started. A sickly thwupp shot out of the crossbow as the soldier's finger slipped on the trigger, shoulder rolling back with the impact, bolt flying loose with enough force to embed itself in a pane's chest.
 
   Kouris roared, stumbled back, and two more soldiers panicked. Their arrows shot towards her, all three digging deep into the left side of her chest. Rylan bellowed for his soldiers to stand down, words knocked out of the air by the way Kouris growled her throat raw.
 
   “Kouris!” I called, boots thudding heavily against the ground as I jumped from Charley's back. 
 
   She came crashing towards the ground and Kidira, who'd dismounted her own horse, ran towards her, spear drawn. I rushed straight past them both, into the wall of soldiers with their arrows and their orders to back off. My hands were glowing, eyes burning, both because I wanted them to and couldn't stop it from happening, power grinding against every nerve in my body.
 
   The soldiers encircled me, each one stepping back when I looked at them.
 
   “Go,” I barely managed to speak for all the venom caught in my throat. I stomped a foot against the ground, imagining that it trembled as the dirt and grass turned white around my boots. “You know what I am, what I'll do. Run!” 
 
   And the soldiers, with their numbers and their weapons, with an entire army behind them, listened to me. Some dropped their crossbows and others clung tightly to them, hands locked around the stock, but all of them ran, heading after Rylan and Katja, not stopping until they disappeared over the horizon.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XXIV
 
   Kouris came crashing down like an avalanche, chest rising as she heaved for breath. I'd never seen her get so much as a scratch, yet there she was, three arrows pushed into her chest, piercing her lung, with thick, orange blood pouring out of the wounds. Death circled above her, drawing closer and closer and then dispersing when I ran over, shadows pushed away by the sun.
 
   “Stop that,” Kidira said, knelt by Kouris' side. One hand was pushed down on Kouris' chest, close to the bolts, and the other gripped at her jaw, keeping her still and demanding her attention. “Your other heart is fine. Look at me—look at me, Kouris. Rowan's here.”
 
   My knees slammed against the ground and I took Kouris' face in my hands, eyes fixed on hers. Darkness was claiming them, tarnishing the gold and turning it black, and I murmured her name under my breath, drawing the pain into myself and healing her heart and lung over and over again as the bolts continued to tear through them.
 
   Kouris wheezed, choked on the blood in her throat, and Kidira said, “I'm going to remove the arrows. Keep looking at Rowan,” more composed than I could ever be. My eyes were misting over and I didn't dare to blink, lest my tears scare Kouris more than she already was. I'd never healed a pane like this and the echo of her injury settled strangely within me; my heart had no twin, and the pain saturated the whole of my chest.
 
   “One...” Kidira said, wrapping her fingers around the bolt and tugging sharply on it. Kouris threw her head back, feeling enough to start seething, and I closed the wound the second the bolt was free. “Two...”
 
   Kidira grunted, hands slick with blood. She wiped them on her shirt and took hold of the last bolt, having to push the bolt deeper before she could twist it out.
 
   “Three.” 
 
   With all of the wounds closed, I willed Kouris' heart and lung to heal for a final time, and the darkness that swarmed her eyes disappeared along with death. 
 
   Kouris tried to speak, but it came out rougher than any curse in Svargan. Turning onto her side, she choked on the breath she tried to draw in and spat blood into the dirt, knocking a fist against her chest, until she could bring herself to sit up.
 
   I threw my arms around her neck, pressing my cheek against hers.
 
   “Yrval...” she croaked. “You're trembling.”
 
   I was having a harder time catching my breath than she was.
 
   “You're okay,” I murmured, plastering a hand against her other cheek and kissing her face. “You scared me, Kouris.”
 
   Closing her eyes, she knocked her forehead against mine.
 
   “Reckon you had the right idea in tagging along,” she said, smiling shakily. I kept close and she wrapped an arm around me, looking up at Kidira. “Thanks, Kidira. Don't know how the hell you always manage to stay so calm.”
 
   Kidira stood over us, arms folded across her chest. Orange blood stained her hands and arms, her shirt and throat, but her expression merely said she'd been mildly inconvenienced, somehow. She didn't shake, didn't let out a heavy, relieved breath. I was a necromancer yet she was the one who was fearless.
 
   “And that, Kouris, is why you don't wave your arms around in front of people half your size wielding crossbows,” Kidira said sternly, holding out a hand. 
 
   Tentatively, Kouris took it, doing all the work to get back to her feet.
 
   Fearing retaliation, Rylan's soldiers had left in a hurry. There was nothing for us to do but take the news back to Kyrindval, and though Kouris insisted that she didn't need time to rest, she ran more slowly back to the mountains than I'd known her to run before. Neither Kidira nor I said anything, but kept our eyes fixed on Kouris, no matter how recovered we knew her to be.
 
   Charley was more than a little jittery after what had happened with Rylan and the crossbows, far from eager to head back up the mountain. I issued every bribe I knew, leading him up the path what felt like a step at a time, and could've wept when I set eyes on Kyrindval once more. I scrubbed at my eyes, letting out a breath I'd been holding all the way up the mountain, and strongly considered collapsing there and then.
 
   I'd no intention of leaving Kouris alone, but didn't have to.
 
   Kidira had come to a stop by her side, holding her horse's reins out to me. 
 
   I took them, about to head into Kyrindval, but spoke before I could think better of opening my mouth.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I said. “About Katja.”
 
   Kidira placed a hand on my shoulder, but all she said was, “Go. Report our findings to Claire.”
 
   I led the horses to the stables, only daring to turn back once the edge of the tribe was almost out of sight. Kidira had sat in the grass, so far from Kouris' side that she may as well have not been there at all.
 
   A kindly pane working in the stables promised to take extra care of Charley until he calmed down, and the two of them seemed to already be acquainted well enough. The strip of sky along the horizon had turned a pale red while the rest was just dark enough to make the clouds and sky itself indistinguishable. I walked through Kyrindval with my arms wrapped around myself, hiding the blood that had spilt onto me.
 
   The last thing any pane wanted to see was a human covered in orange blood.
 
   Claire was in her cabin, sat in the living area. I heard voices from the street, Akela's and then Sen's, seeping out in equal measures, and paused, gathering myself. I wished I could've taken her nothing but good news, but the incident with the crossbow and Katja's presence put an end to all that. 
 
   Kouris was fine, I reminded myself, closing my eyes until images of the bolts dug deep in her chest faded.
 
   An attempt at playing cards had been made. They laid forgotten across the table in the centre of the room, while Claire sunk into an armchair, not distracted in the least by the way Akela and Sen sat chatting on the sofa opposite her, chick perched happily on Akela's knee.
 
   Sen's ears didn't fail her. She heard me dragging my feet through the corridor and shot to her feet at the sight the pane blood splattered across my golden shirt.
 
   “It's okay, it's okay,” I said, holding my hands out. “It's Kouris', but she's okay. I healed her.”
 
   “Northwood,” Akela said, wrapping her fingers around Sen's wrist when she couldn't find her own way back to the sofa. “What is happening? Where is Kidira?” 
 
   “She's just outside of Kyrindval, with Kouris,” I explained. “She's fine.”
 
   Akela furrowed her brow at the thought of Kidira willingly spending more time than she had to with Kouris, but was content enough to stay where she was once she knew Kidira was safe.
 
   “What happened, Rowan?” Claire asked, closing her book and quietly slipping it onto the floor.
 
   I shook my head, wandering aimlessly around the room, all eyes on me. All three of them were being more patient than I was, and at the sound of Akela's chick chirping, I took a seat on the arm of Claire's chair and let it all rush out of me.
 
   "Rylan says you have a month. He wants you to surrender, to go work with him. He says he's willing to excuse all of this, and that together, you can help repair Kastelir. But there was something about the way he said it. I think it was... his last option, maybe. He said there was something he had to attend to in the west, and what's west, other than Agados? He needs your help,” I said, certain of it. “He said that he's willing to give us people back as a sign of good faith. Atthis and Galal. And he won't march on Kyrindval, if...”
 
   “If?”
 
   “If you give me to him,” I said, laughing flatly. “I-I just wanted to be a healer, that's all, I don't know how I got involved in all of this, and now Kouris, she was—it was an accident but they hurt her, a-and...”
 
   Claire placed a hand on my arm, keeping me steady.
 
   “Breathe, Rowan,” she said gently. “Take your time. We're all here for you.”
 
   “That's not all. Katja's working with him, too,” I said, cracking the knuckles of one hand, and then the other.
 
   No one said anything. No one looked at each other. Claire's hand moved from my arm to my wrist, fingers edging down to entangle with my own. With a burst of movement, Akela rushed to her feet, holding her chick out in cupped hands.
 
   “Northwood! You are not yet meeting Milly, and I am thinking you are feeling better if this is changing, yes?” she said, and I didn't have the heart to tell her we'd been introduced yesterday.
 
   I let go of Claire's hand to take the chick in my palms, using a thumb to gently stroke the top of her head.
 
   “We need to discuss our next move. All of us. That means going to Kouris and taking Michael with us,” Claire said. “We can't afford to waste time.”
 
   We came across Michael on the way out of Kyrindval, and he managed to bite his tongue long enough for us to make it to Kouris and Kidira. They were still a distance from one another, and Kidira had been in the process of rising to her feet when she spotted us. She remained where she was, and Akela jogged over to Kouris, placing her free hand on her shoulder.
 
   “You are okay, yes? I am hearing that something is happening, and Northwood, the orange, it is ruining her clothing,” Akela said, “I am not knowing your blood is that colour!”
 
   “Never been better,” Kouris said, knocking a fist against the holes punched into her leathers. 
 
   “Why are you holding a bird, Akela?” Kidira asked as the rest of us settled down.
 
   Beaming, Akela sat down next to Kidira, holding out her hand and introducing them to one another. Kidira raised her brow but couldn't quite bring herself to frown and said that if nothing else, at least Sen's gifts were unique. We watched them speak, grasping for seconds throughout which we didn't have to think about the future, and when Kidira noticed us staring, she said, “Well. I suppose we're leaving Kyrindval behind.”
 
   “What?” Michael demanded. “What did I miss?”
 
   “Prince Rylan plans to march on Kyrindval if Claire doesn't surrender and we don't hand them your sister,” Kidira said bluntly. “We've a month to draw their attention elsewhere.”
 
   Michael turned sharply to look at me, and he didn't need to say anything. I already understood what was on his mind, what was on everyone's mind; sooner or later, I was always forced out of whatever home I'd made, ruining things for those closest to me. I was almost relieved that Rylan had set his sights on Claire, as well.
 
   “Are we going to Thule?” I asked. 
 
   “I don't see that there are many other options,” Claire said. “Sen, you're more than welcome to stay here. So long as the humans leave, Kyrindval ought to stand a chance, and Thule will pose more danger than I can rightly ask you to face.”
 
   Sen sat with her arms wrapped around her knees, trying to make herself small, and had been intent on keeping quiet with so many people surrounding her. For a moment, the words didn't come to her. She ran her forked tongue across dry lips, fangs chattering together, and with her eyes closed, managed to speak.
 
   “I c-can't—won't leave you now, Mar... Claire,” she said, nodding decisively, “I'm with you, for as long as you need me.”
 
   Claire smiled softly and Akela beamed brightly enough for all of us, hand subconsciously moving to the axe at her hip at the thought of harm coming to Sen.
 
   “Alright. Looks like we'll all be heading off together,” Kouris said, and Michael scowled at the sky. “Best not to be rushing into anything, though. We're safe, for a few days. There'll be plenty of planning to do, and I'm not about to be leaving the pane like this. Everything we're trying to fix, the territories and Felheim and gods know what's happening in Agados, none of that means a damn thing if we aren't looking out for the pane, too. We've gotta get 'em their land back.”
 
   There was a general ripple of agreement throughout the group. Fixing half a continent was already an impossible task; returning the pane's territory to them hardly made it any more daunting. Only Michael had anything to say on the matter. 
 
   “Is that really a priority?” he asked. “Not that I'm saying it isn't important, per se. But these past two years, humanity has been suffering, and it is the humans who need their homes rebuilt, order restored to their lands. All the while, life has gone on as normal in Kyrindval, save for any trouble we've brought with us. It just seems that our resources, limited as they are, would be better spent elsewhere.”
 
   “Life's been going on as normal, has it? I suppose life's been going on as normal, these past fifteen hundred years, aye? The pane living up in the mountains, that's normal. They haven't been suffering, haven't been chased out of the towns they do visit, kept out of inns and shops alike. They haven't had rules imposed upon 'em by your sort, and they definitely haven't suffered along with Kastelir,” Kouris said, gaze skidding over to Sen. “Two years you've been here, Michael, and you still sound like most of the humans out there. What would you suggest? We wait another few centuries for your lot to stop bickering for five minutes?”
 
   “Kouris, that's not what I'm saying. Nobody understands what's been taken from the pane better than I do, and—”
 
   “Nobody understand better than you do?” Kouris asked. “That so?”
 
   Michael snapped his jaw shut, unwilling to say anything more that could be rightly twisted against him. Nothing more was said, after Kouris and Michael's exchange. Kouris was right about not rushing into things, about using the next two days to plan carefully, and Kidira headed back to Kyrindval without aiming a goodnight at anyone. Michael left when the coast was clear, when there was no chance of running into her, and Akela walked Sen home a few minutes later.
 
   I put my arms around Kouris, kissed her forehead and told her how glad I was that she was alright, and went with Claire back into the tribe, wanting nothing more than for Thule to be our last stop.
 
   I would've slept all day, had Maedir not sought me out. She rapped a fist against the door and I was grumbling for her to come in before I'd waken up in earnest. 
 
   Maedir fiddled with the golden sash of cloth slung over her shoulder as I pushed myself into a sitting position, fangs worrying into her upper lip.
 
   “Something wrong?” I asked, scrubbing the sleep out of my eyes.
 
   “Rowan, you're a... necromancer, aren't you?” Maedir asked, ears twitching.
 
   “That's me,” I said, already wanting to sink back under the covers. “Why? Are the soldiers back?”
 
   Maedir waved her hands in front of her, and hurried to explain that, “It's not anything like that. There's a... dragon, out in the fields. With the others. But he's... half dead? I think. He keeps whining. I thought you might know something about that.”
 
   “Oak! That's Oak.” 
 
   I was on my feet in an instant, hopping into my trousers as I followed Maedir out of the cabin. Of all the pane I lived with, Maedir worked the most demanding hours, and I'd barely seen her at meals. My departure might've been imminent, but I still wanted to learn more about her, and few things made me as cheerfully talkative as knowing that Oak was waiting for me.
 
   “You work with the dragons, don't you?” I began, spotting the broach pinned to her collar. “So why have a wolf for your sigil instead?” 
 
   Maedir tapped a claw against the wolf's metal snout and said, “The dragon isn't that popular, anymore. Not since Kouris.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, having to push myself up and over a rock Maedir hardly noticed as she went.
 
   “How is Kouris, by the way?” she asked, grinning slyly at me. I hesitated, not sure whether I ought to have been denying her presence a stone's throw from the tribe, and Maedir said, “I saw her come through Kyrindval the other day. We used to be friends, you know! Learnt to write and read together.”
 
   “I bet she'd like it if you visited her, then,” I said, and Maedir seemed to consider it.
 
   The pane and dragons had thrived together for so long by respecting each other's lands when the humans would not. The pane never fished or sailed in the enormous lake the dragons had claimed for their own, and only young, unruly dragons ever snapped up cattle from fenced-in areas. There were two areas set aside for both dragons and pane around every tribe: a steep mountainside where the remains of dragons and pane alike were left to return to the ground, and an open, rocky plateau where dragons left knocked-out teeth for pane to salvage the seeds within, and pane worked to heal sickly dragons.
 
   Maedir made short work of the miles between Kyrindval and the area she called the sca-sino, and I stood at the top of the slope, marvelling at it. It was big enough for two dozen cabins, and boulders had been dragged onto the hard ground, in order for dragons to cling to and gnaw at. An old kraau was curled up at one end, chest rising and falling as it napped in the sunlight, trusting the pane to take care of its young.
 
   The newborn kraau weren't much bigger than horses. They fidgeted, but otherwise remained patient while the pane ensured that their scales were hardening at the right rate and helped one of the dragons who'd sprained its wing stretch it out. Goats were tied to posts, and a handful of pane were encouraging the young dragons to pounce and take a bite out of them, helping them learn how to hunt.
 
   “Are there ever any accidents?” I asked, watching a kraau scramble up another's back and wrap their winged arms around its long neck. The other lashed beneath it, rolling onto its side as it kicked it off, diving at it in return.
 
   “Of course. The tailors and carpenters and builders and cooks all have accidents, too,” Maedir said, leading me into the sca-sino. “We just make sure to have a little more bitterwillow stocked than anyone else.”
 
   As Maedir led me between the boulders, I saw claw and tooth marks dug into them. Some of them had been melted into the ground by the dragons' first attempts at fire, and I was on the verge of picking up the pace when one of the young kraau spotted me and, having never seen a human before, flung itself backwards and rolled behind one of its siblings.
 
   Oak was at the edge of the sca-sino, keeping his distance from the old kraau. He'd fallen on his front, chin propped up on his paws, and was whimpering listlessly. Two pane stood in front of him, holding out chunks of meat and scratching their heads when he only whined louder.
 
   “Good morning, Oak,” I called, waving a hand to garner his attention. He shot to his feet with such force that the pane looking over him took a wide step back, dropping the meat in the grass. “Is something wrong?” 
 
   He shook his head, grunting. Maedir left me with Oak, expecting answers later, and the other pane headed off with her. He pressed the end of his snout to my chest, shirt ruffling as he huffed, and I ran my nails between the gaps in his scales.
 
   “Did you just miss me?” I asked. “I wouldn't blame you. It must get pretty lonely out there. I don't think anyone would you mind staying here, you know. Look at all these other dragons!”
 
   Oak's tail swished from side to side, and a low, agreeable rumble from the back of his throat rattled through me.
 
   “That way, I'd always know where you were, and you'd get to meet Claire,” I told him. “I think she'd like that.”
 
   Oak had been subdued, until I'd mentioned Claire's name. Shooting to his full height, back arched, Oak knocked me over without meaning to, and I found myself on the ground, pinned down with a dragon's maw inches from my chest. His eyes were wide and searching, and he pushed his nose against my collarbone over and over, demanding an explanation.
 
   “Claire's alive,” I said, placing my hands on his muzzle in an effort to keep him calm. “Did I forget to tell you?”
 
   He grunted indignantly, and finally took a step back. I put a hand on the ground, about to push myself up, and made a point of pretending the tongue he wrapped around my wrist was solely responsible for getting me back to my feet.
 
   Sitting down on his hind legs, Oak tilted his head to the side, wings folding neatly behind him. He growled in a way I hoped meant he was confused and nothing more, and I found a nearby boulder to scramble on top of and put us at the same level.
 
   “Claire's alive. She's here, in Kyrindval. Kidira saved her,” I said, and Oak's nostrils flared. “Right? But I can bring her to see you, when she's not busy. Would you like that?”
 
   Fangs flashing through the hole in his jaw, Oak beat his discoloured tail against the ground. 
 
   I hadn't put all the pieces together the last time we'd met, but whatever I knew when I brought him back, Oak knew, too. I gave him a moment to absorb the information, and when he didn't slump onto the ground or threaten to fly off, I moved carefully to his side, brushing a hand across the larger scales.
 
   “Do you feel like going somewhere, Oak?” I asked.
 
   I'd be in Thule before I knew it. If I didn't take the chance now, who was to say when I'd have this much time to myself; when I'd be able to move as freely again.
 
   Oak had no objections, but I took care when climbing onto his back. The wound at his side was poorly patched over, and though it'd never hurt him or do any harm, it'd never heal, either. He was still skittish, tensing involuntarily as I used his scales to pull myself up, low growls rattling inside his chest as he pressed his body close to the ground.
 
   “Shh, shh,” I said, reaching forward to stroke between his horns. “Ready?”
 
   Oak knew where to head without a word from me. Setting off at a sprint, he beat his paws against the ground, wings stretched out wide, and pushed the ground away. It wasn't any less startling the third time; I clung to the base of his wings, heart tumbling into the sole of my right foot, stomach up in my throat. I smiled through what didn't quite register as fear, and glanced down to see every pane and dragon in the sca-sino stare up at us, bemused.
 
   One of the young kraau was curious enough to aim skyward, wings flapping far too hard and barely keeping him aloft. He caught up with us, tail snaking behind him, but before he could entice Oak into some game, his energy all but deserted him and the ground welcomed him back. The kraau cried out and the elder wilfully ignored him.
 
   The colours of Kyrindval, the reds and yellows of overgrown wildflowers and shiny sides of chipped rocks, faded from my sight, replaced by the rich browns of wood and dirt alike, and the endless greens of grass and leaves. The pattern repeated itself as we rushed over and between the mountains, wings folded back so Oak could dart through canyons, but once we soared over the wall, I'd already forgotten more shades of brown and green than there were colours ahead of me.
 
   The Bloodless Lands remained without shadow, pure white under the sun and moon alike, and hadn't felt the slightest urge to rearrange themselves after my intrusion. Without Kouris and Kidira, without anyone who wasn't made of the same things I was, I no longer had to confine myself to the outskirts of Myros. Cities greater than those close to the mountains rose to greet us, and within minutes, I looked back and saw nothing but everlasting disquiet around us.
 
   “Look at this all,” I mumbled to Oak. “How many people do you think lived here? Millions? And all of them ran away, or...”
 
   I couldn't bring myself to say that they'd died in Myros. There was a stillness to the air that wasn't stifling, and the ground was far from soaked in the memories of war. For all my abilities, for all my powers had grown, of late, I couldn't convince myself that so much of a drop of blood had been spilt there. 
 
   Oak followed roads marked clearly in the frozen grass, and when I saw shapes scattered across them, I had him fly closer to the ground. The roads were covered in carts, some on their sides and others turned over completely, but there was no sign that people had ever been there, or indeed animals. A bridge as wide as the ravine behind Orinhal crossed a river that had once been as deep as the ocean, and I pictured myself wandering into every tower and house we flew over.
 
   Beds would still be made, covers immovable. There might be plates on the table, cups in the sink; chairs would've been pushed under tables or not, and frames of layers upon layers of white paint would hang from the walls; but there wouldn't be a single sign of the people who'd once lived there.
 
   “Maybe it goes on forever,” I said, teeth worrying into my lower lip.
 
   The Bloodless Lands weren't timeless, but they were lost to time. The sun was still high, and this was the only thing that let me know how long Oak and I had been out there. Not wanting to linger for days or weeks without realising it, I narrowed my gaze at the horizon, forcing my destination to the front of my mind.
 
   Part of me had gone in search of the flicker of light I'd seen against the horizon, but with the sun making the tops of clouds glow, it was lost to me. Only knowing that it was in the distance, I had Oak push on, until I was convinced it must've been a trick of the light. The first time I'd seen it, I'd been close to the mountains, but they'd vanished hours ago, and I was no closer to my destination.
 
   “We should turn back,” I told Oak.
 
   Glancing back at me, he huffed, beating his wings harder.
 
   “Or we could go faster. That works too.”
 
   Within minutes, I had no words for how deeply I regretted so much as thinking of turning back.
 
   A city that could've swallowed Isin and Chandaran whole opened up before us. It had to be the heart of Myros. The capital's name escaped me, but I knew beyond knowing that it was where I was supposed to be, where I belonged. 
 
   A golden light emanated from the very centre of the city, and without a word from me, Oak began his descent, landing on the outskirts. There was no wall around the city, but there were gates, dozens of them, a hundred feet high with statues framing each corner.
 
   I tilted my head back, staring at the armoured woman with her legs and an arm wrapped around one post, holding out a broken spear to the pane who rested a hand easily atop the other side of the gate. They clung to the gatepost with one foot, claws acting as a vice around what had once been steel. Luckily for me and Oak, the gate had been left open.
 
   I promised myself I'd circle the city, taking in the other statues at the other gates, but let curiosity and awe draw me inwards. The streets were more than wide enough for Oak to comfortably trundle through, and I saw, from the grooves between slabs, that the streets had once been paved in mosaics shaped like the sun and stars. I knelt down, tracing my fingers along the edges, barely able to stop and stare at any one thing for more than a second.
 
   I was already beginning to notice patterns, curved, repeating shapes running around doorways, across awnings, and though the twisting towers and wide, roofless shrines of Myros were unlike any of the others I'd ever seen, no two buildings looked the same to me. Businesses had come and gone, homes along with them, and when it was alive, Myros had never looked the same one year to the next; the buildings weaved together as flowers and shrubs grew around trees, vibrant even in their colourless quiet.
 
   I walked with my eyes closed, allowing myself to believe, for a moment, that Oak and I weren't the only ones to step into the city in over fifteen hundred years.
 
   Oak nudged my side and I blinked my eyes back open, returning to him. Words were carved into a sign running the length of the street overhead, and he slowed to a stop, staring up at it and taking a seat, tail knocking against a pile of crates.
 
   “I should've brought Kondo-Kana along,” I said, hands on my hips. “What do you think it is? The street's name? Something to mark a festival?”
 
   Oak scraped his claws across the yielding ground, setting off again.
 
   “You're right. It's probably pointing towards market,” I said, letting him take the lead.
 
   The light in the heart of the city wasn't blinding, nor was it drawing us towards it. It was beautiful in the understated way that any colour against the endless white would be, and Oak and I moved at our own pace, stopping to take in signs we couldn't read and peer through windows on the way. We lost sight of the light throughout the tangle of streets once or twice, towers keeping it away without casting a shadow.
 
   It never took us more than a minute to catch a glimpse of it again.
 
   “Come on,” I said, hand on the side of his neck. “Let's see what's really been burning all this time.”
 
   With a gruff, determined sound from the back of his throat, Oak strode on.
 
   A set of steps rose up in the centre of the city, so wide and shallow that they almost passed for a ramp. With one hand on the railing, intricate patterns repeating over and over beneath my palms, I rushed up, almost running into Isjin as the top of the steps opened up into a courtyard.
 
   “Gods!” I said to the statue. “That's the second time you've scared me like that.”
 
   The only difference between her and the statue in Kondo-Kana's temple was the size. Nothing else had been forgotten, from the feathers lining her arms to the knotted wood of her legs, and six of these statues stood at each entrance to the courtyard we'd reached, each one claiming a different pose.
 
   But it wasn't the depictions of Isjin that had caught my attention, or Oak's.
 
   Behind Isjin, colour had returned to the ground.
 
   The flagstones were earthy reds and greyish blues, as vibrant as the day they'd been laid, with a web of painted gold running between them like veins. The columns were painted purple, darker at the plinth and lightening at the top, supporting friezes that trapped records of humans, pane, dragons and phoenixes in the form of carvings. 
 
   The columns were too close together for Oak to get any nearer, and I went on alone, staring at the clear sky above, having never seen anything so open and inviting in my life. 
 
   In the centre of the courtyard, watched over by six Isjins, was a great, perfectly carved cube of stone, so dark that I was convinced the black of it ought to have been enough to obliterate the Bloodless Lands. Flames roared from deep within it, fire so thick it was like watching melted gold drip into the sky.
 
   Above, a statue of a phoenix perched on the arched centre of a frieze, carved talons cracking the stone, wings spread out wide.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER XXV
 
   Kouris had come into the possession of a dented pan to hang over her fire, when meat alone had begun to bore her, but other than a few bowls of vegetable stew, she'd done little to make herself at home. She wasn't the only one. I'd torn down the pieces of parchments I'd nailed to noticeboards around the city, and sat running my thumbs over the creases, eyes scanning the words as though they meant anything to me.
 
   One by one, I scrunched them up in my fist, throwing them into the fire.
 
   “Easy, now,” Kouris said, yawning widely. “Reckon you would've got a bite, if you'd kept at it.”
 
   “No point,” I said, watching the last ball of parchment lose itself to the flames. “We've got a week! I don't want to start teaching someone and then disappear.”
 
   “A whole week,” Kouris mused, waterskin glugging as she tipped it back. She squeezed it tight, finishing off entire pints of ale in a few mouthfuls. “Reckon we might see an end to all of this.”
 
   Through it all, I hadn't kept an end in sight. Back in Canth, I'd convinced myself there was no way to fight, and now that we'd returned in Asar, it was too easy to trick myself into thinking that we'd barely pushed forward, barely taken that first step at all. I closed my eyes, reminding myself of all we'd lost and gained, how far I'd come, distance counting least of all.
 
   “It's strange, talking about all this being over. It's like it's not even something out of the ordinary that's going on. It's just my life! So much has happened that I can't imagine there being an end, just one. I probably won't even notice when it comes along,” I said, rocking towards her. “What're you going to do? Once everything's over and Felheim and the territories are safe?”
 
   Kouris hummed, tapping a claw against her chin. She offered me her waterskin and I held up a hand, shaking my head.
 
   “Now, that all depends,” she said. “What're you going to be getting up to, yrval?”
 
   My thoughts darted to the first place I could run to. In truth, I couldn't imagine a world where I was safe, even if we did succeed in restoring four territories and rebuilding a corrupt Kingdom. There was nowhere for me but Canth, and no matter how I'd loved Mahon, that didn't sit well with me.
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Honestly? I kind of miss fishing.”
 
   Kouris chuckled, ruffling my hair.
 
   “That's what I was hoping to hear,” she said. “There'll be plenty of room in Reis' hut, even with Claire there.”
 
   “You're going to drag Claire to Canth?” I asked, brow raised.
 
   “Like you're about to go anywhere without her.”
 
   Kouris poked me in the side and I squirmed, knocking her ribs with my elbow. I didn't need to tell her she was right. Mahon had opened itself up as a home to me, but there'd always been something missing.
 
   “I don't think we're ready to talk about running away to Canth and becoming pirates,” I said, rolling my eyes. “What about you, then? Are you really going to get the pane their land back and then disappear?”
 
   “I'm not going anywhere until everything's sorted, and I mean everything,” Kouris said. “Reckon I can twist Sen's ear on the matter. She's not one to be underestimated.”
 
   “Don't let Claire know what you're planning. She'll never let Sen within ten miles of you.”
 
   Kouris laughed, but took my warning seriously enough. She raked her nails through my hair as we both stared towards Kyrindval, setting sun framed by the dragon-bone gate. Work would be coming to an end, for most of the pane. They'd be making their way to the fire pit, eager to appreciate whatever entertainment was offered up to them, food and drink generously shared all around. Kouris could reclaim the stretches of land around the mountains that had once belonged to the pane, but she'd never get to be part of the tribe again.
 
   “What about Kidira? Is she talking to you again?” I asked. “I've seen her out here a few times.”
 
   She exhaled heavily, leaning back on her hands, not knowing how to answer.
 
   “Aye, she comes out here. Sits over there, by that rock, and tells me not to say anything,” Kouris said. “She was lost to me decades ago, yrval. Reckon she just needs me to be sitting here while she works some of that anger out of her system.”
 
   “At least she has Akela,” I offered.
 
   “Can't be asking for much more than that,” Kouris agreed, sighing. Placing a hand on the small of my back, she eased me to my feet, saying, “Go on. You don't have much time left in the tribe. Don't want to be wasting it listening to me feel sorry for myself. Go convince Ightham pirating's always been her true calling.”
 
   I was willing to stay with Kouris until sleep came for me, but I knew when she wanted to be alone. I rapped a fist against one of her horns, promised that I'd be back in the morning, and left her to her thoughts. Some part of her was hoping that Kidira would find her way to the edge of Kyrindval once more, and I had no intention of being caught up in the middle of that.
 
   On the way to the centre of Kyrindval, one or two pane spent a second longer looking at me than they usually did. I smiled and they looked away, ashamed to have been caught staring, and only one dared to step forward.
 
   “Excuse me. I heard about the dead fhord—the not dead fhord,” he said, ears perking up. He wasn't the first to approach me. Word had got around, discussed with the same urgency that everything in Kyrindval was. “Is there anything we can do to help him?”
 
   “He's fine. I think he likes being with the younger dragons,” I said, “But thank you anyway. Really.”
 
   “I'm just glad one of the dragons is free of the Felheimish,” the pane said, bowing his head and scurrying back.
 
   The rest of the pane weren't quite as quick to anger as Kouris, and she had fretted over what the humans would think of Oak, not the pane. The matter had been mulled over, and when Oak was seen to be doing what it was young dragons did – gnawing at rocks and scuffing in the dirt – of his own accord, no one so much as considered drawing any parallels between the present and the past.
 
   I made it to the fire pit without being dragged aside by anyone else. There'd been whisperings the past few days of a performance the pane were particularly excited for, and there were at least two hundred of them already gathered, forming a circle around the fire pit, standing to the side and helping themselves to ale from barrels Draeis had brought. Michael raised a hand, waving to me from the other side of the fire pit, surrounded by a group of friends he'd made over the past two years.
 
   I waved back, and made my way to the front of the crowd. The pane were happy to let me through; I was too short for them to ever worry about their view being blocked, and they assured me this wasn't a performance I wanted to miss. 
 
   Claire wasn't hard to find. She sat in front of the fire, flames dull and fleeting in comparison to what I was half-convinced I hadn't really seen, cane placed across her lap. Two steins of juice were placed at her side, and though I hadn't planned to meet her there, she held one up to me, smiling.
 
   I took the drink and sat next to her, legs crossed.
 
   “It's a good thing you made it,” she said, hand searching for mine. “You're going to spend the rest of your time here hearing about this performance. It'd get tiresome if you were the only one who missed it.”
 
   “It's all anyone's been talking about for days. What is it?”
 
   “A singer, and a famous one, at that. They haven't been to Kyrindval in some years, and many of the pane would travel dozens of miles to the fire pit of their home tribe, just for the chance to see them perform,” Claire explained, bringing her drink unsteadily to her lips, finger and thumb wrapped tightly around the handle.
 
   I let go of her hand, let her drink her fill, and she idly brushed her fingers against my knuckles as she craned her neck to look around, trying to find a sign that things were about to begin.
 
   We weren't left waiting for long. The audience had grown twice the size in a matter of minutes, and a pane with tattoos in lieu of hair stood, waving his hands over his head and demanding silence. The chatter died down to a curious murmur and he said, “Friends! Little friends! Now, I know we are all waiting for our guest of honour, but let us welcome them properly with a true warm-up.”
 
   There were four separate performances from those native to Kyrindval. A group of singers, not yet old enough to have horns worth remarking on, went first, wisely not wanting to be immediately followed by the main act. I watched with a grin on my face, more entranced by the energy they put into their performance than their voices themselves, as sweet as they were. When the last note was sung and the group bowed, the crowd applauded and cheered as though the young pane were the sole reason they'd left their cabins that night.
 
   We weren't given much of a break between acts. A play, half an hour from start to finish, was performed next, and aside from a few more archaic phrases, I understood every word of it. It told the tale of two tribes exchanging hatchlings, some manner of mistake being made, and in the final act, it was all resolved in a comical manner; the pane were laughing, but I didn't pay much attention.
 
   I found myself with my knees pulled against my chest, head rested in my arms so that I could look at Claire. Firelight danced across her face, shadow taking its place whenever a performing pane darted in front of the flames, and when Claire glanced my way, I didn't have to pretend I wasn't staring. 
 
   Holding out an arm, Claire let me nestle up beside her.
 
   “Do you remember the first time we came here?” she asked between the third and fourth acts. We'd just watched a poetry recital. It was something I found a lot more interesting, now that I could soak up the words, though I'd been distracted by Claire's fingertips idly running along the shell of my ear.
 
   “Of course I remember,” I said, scrunching up my face when I smiled too widely. “I'd gone from never leaving my village to being in a pane tribe in a matter of months, and then you had to make everything even more overwhelming by kissing me. Out of the blue!”
 
   “It wasn't out of the blue,” Claire said, laughing breathily. “You'd been looking at me for weeks. Trying to make me open up. I sincerely thought you were expecting it.”
 
   I leant back, scowling playfully at her. The pane around us were so involved in their own conversations that the rumble of noise, along with the close comfort of the wide night sky, gave me an odd sense of privacy. Everyone was far too excited for the final act. They wouldn't care to eavesdrop on what we were saying.
 
   “Well, I wasn't. No one had ever kissed me before, you know.”
 
   “I recall,” Claire said. “... And since?”
 
   It took me a moment to realise what she was asking. Blinking up at her, I said, “Oh. No. No, I haven't...”
 
   “Really? Not even in Canth?” 
 
   “Really! Well, I mean. Other than Kouris, of course,” I said, “We kissed and… Um, you know. That kind of stuff. That’s okay, isn’t it?”
 
   “You spent four hours being terrified of Kouris, promptly fell in love with her, and she was already smitten,” Claire said. “Of course it is alright, Rowan. I am glad you had each another for all that time.”
 
   “Okay. Okay,” I said, exhaling in relief. Choosing between them would be like asking the sky if it wanted to give up the sun or stars. “Why do you ask?”
 
   Shaking her head in fond exasperation, Claire wrapped both arms around me, pulling me close. With her forehead against mine, Claire said, “Rowan, you are kind, smart and gorgeous; I was simply curious, that's all. I've no doubt you garnered plenty of attention in Port Mahon.”
 
   “Well,” I said, acting as though I wasn't well aware of how red my face was, “There was this one time, when a cat stowed its way to Mahon on a pirate ship and wouldn't leave me alone for weeks. But I think that might've been because I smelled of fish.”
 
   The fact that she was wearing an eye-patch did nothing to temper the weight of her glare. Kissing her nose, I slumped back against her side, and kept my eyes fixed on the fire pit for entire seconds before relenting and jumping to my feet.
 
   “Do you want to go for a walk?” I asked, holding out a hand.
 
   Already taking hold of her cane and giving herself away, Claire said, “Aren't you interested in the rest of the performances?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “I came to see you,” I admitted.
 
   “As did I,” she said, taking my hand.
 
   The pane were happy enough to let us weave through the crowd, but the entire tribe seemed to have gathered and it was slow going as they shuffled around, creating a path for us. Beyond the fire pit, Kyrindval was quieter than I'd ever known it to be. The taverns were empty, as were the cabins, and only street lamps and starlight lit our way. The sounds of insects, usually drowned out by the footsteps of pane and chatter drifting out of the windows, chirped rhythmically from the grass that wasn't all that long, by the pane's standards.
 
   I clung to Claire's hand, swinging our arms out of time with our slow strides.
 
   “It's too bad that we have to leave,” I said, peering over a fence to get a look at the sleeping goats in someone's garden. “I almost wish we could go now, rather than drag it out. But when Kidira makes a plan, we all have to follow it. That's about how it goes, right?”
 
   “We won't be gone forever,” Claire said, pretending the comment about Kidira didn't amuse her. “I'm certain we'll return and find that little has changed.”
 
   I chose to believe she was right. When Claire said those things, the thought of there being an end to this all wasn't quite as impossible as it had once seemed.
 
   I guided her around to her cabin, wanting to spend time alone with her, but not wanting to force her to walk further than she could without paying for it. All the lanterns and candles within had been blown out, and the closest street lamp was at the end of the road. I put my arms around her waist, letting my eyes adjust to the dark as I looked up at her, and she tucked my hair behind my ear, fingertips coming to rest on the line of my jaw.
 
   Pushing myself onto tiptoes, I kissed her. I curled my fingers against the back of her shirt and felt my heart knock-knock-knock against my ribs. Claire kissed back, not having to grip her cane as tightly when she could lean into me, and it was perfect, until it wasn't.
 
   I'd known Claire's moods to change fast, but never this fast. Her jaw tensed in the midst of the kiss, and I broke my mouth away, trying to catch her eye. She shook her head a little, glanced off to the side, and knowing it was very much a moment in which she needed space, I stepped back, sorry to have intruded quite so thoroughly. 
 
   “Claire...?” I asked, clasping my hands behind my back. Stupid, stupid. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Rowan, I—” Claire said, bringing her fingers up to her own face. “I'm sorry. I cannot be what you want.”
 
   She spoke as though the sun had abruptly risen and only she could see how clear things now were.
 
   “What I want?” I said, mouth turning dry. “What do I want?”
 
   Claire opened her mouth, holding out a hand to reach for the fast-fleeing words she couldn't cling to.
 
   “I...” she tried again, shoulders rising. “A sense of normalcy, perhaps.”
 
   “Normalcy?” I hadn't meant to laugh, but it slipped from my lips. “Claire, look at me. I'm a necromancer. I've been chased halfway across Bosma, I spent months and months pretending to not be a pirate, I'm half-convinced that this isn't my hand and I have a... not-dead dragon for a brain-twin? I don't even know at this point. But how much of that sounds normal to you?”
 
   She ground her teeth together, dropping her gaze once more.
 
   “I do not wish to trap you in anything,” she said. “I simply meant that...”
 
   “I know what you meant, Claire,” I said, taking her hand before she could brush her fingers along her scars once again. “Let's just go inside and talk, alright? Please?”
 
   She relented, if only because standing was exhausting.
 
   I held out a glowing hand in front of me, illuminating the way to Claire's room, and set about lighting the candles as she lowered herself onto the edge of her bed. She was no longer with me. Her thoughts were scattered to corners claimed by a darkness a hundred candles and my glow wouldn't be able to banish, and she sat, slumped forward, mind full of what she believed she'd become.
 
   I climbed the steps leading to her bed and stood between her knees, fingers ghosting across her cheeks, settling on the line of her jaw until she found it within herself to look up. Carefully pulling her eye-patch back and dropping it on the bed next to her, I met her gaze and closed my eyes as all the things I'd wanted to say to her when I was in Canth surged through me. If not now, when? There was no saying what awaited us in Thule, and if I could not bring myself to speak a simple truth when we were as close as we were, as raw as we were, then I could find a thousand reasons to keep my lips sealed in the future.
 
   “I love you, Claire,” I said softly, warmth and fear alike pooling in my chest.
 
   And Claire, for all her thoughts had done to turn her against me, didn't hesitate for a moment. Hands on my shoulders, she pulled me close but didn't kiss me.
 
   “I love you too, Rowan,” she said, closing her eyes. “Of course I do.”
 
   She slipped her arms around my shoulders and I knelt on the edge of the bed, letting myself be pulled over her. It took a little fumbling, but I laid on my side, head rested on her pillow, mirroring her position. I reached for her hand, squeezing it tightly.
 
   I'd said the words and nothing had changed. It wasn't all abruptly better, but it gave me the push I needed to find the right words.
 
   “This isn't going to be easy, is it?” I murmured, face inches from hers. “Sometimes I realise how close we are, how close you could be – how close anyone could be – and it scares me. I'm afraid of what could've happened while I wasn't on guard, and I don't want anyone near me. Because if they touch me, even if they don't do anything, I'll just be thrown back to... you know.
 
   “And I know it hasn't been long. Not really. But it makes me wonder if I'll ever go a day without thinking about it. Without gripping my wrist like I'm trying to break it.”
 
   Claire let me say my piece, and her expression didn't twist into something dark as the truth tumbled out of me. There wasn't even pity there; just a quiet understanding that weighed heavily upon me to see.
 
   “I want to drink, Rowan. Even now, even with you. I could tremble with it, most days,” she murmured. “I spend hours doing what I can to convince myself that a glass – half a glass – would do me no harm. That it would help me focus, making things easier in the long run. I make the most elaborate plans to procure it, to go about it in secret. So none of this is easy, no.”
 
   “But you're doing better, aren't you?” I asked, afraid of the answer. “You haven't been drinking. The urges will go away, right? Bit by bit...”
 
   “I'm doing better. I'm holding on,” Claire said, bringing up a hand to my face. “Control can be regained, Rowan. Remember that.”
 
   As difficult as it was, both to hear and to say, I didn't feel worse for what passed between us. It wasn't the way I'd imagined the evening ending, while we were still sat around the fire pit, laughing and smiling freely, but the truth was far more important than going to lengths to convince one another that we were both alright. There were only two options available to us: either we lost each other over how unfair what had happened to us was, or we used what we'd been reduced to as a foundation, and built up from there, together.
 
   “Do you know what I miss the most?” Claire asked. She'd turned onto her back, hand still clasping mine in the narrow space between us. “I miss many things. I miss being able to trust my own body. I miss being able to wash and dress myself. But more than that, I miss running.
 
   “There was a woodland in Thule that was part of the castle grounds. Every morning, I'd wake at dawn and run through it. Often, Rylan would come with me. He was faster, but I knew the woods better than he did; I was there so often that I'd worn tracks into the dirt. We'd made a race of it at least twice a week, and it wasn't easy going. Tree roots jutted out and there were plenty of rocks to trip over, which is to say nothing of the state of things after a night of heavy rain.
 
   “But I went, every morning. My route took more than an hour and a half, and somehow, being exhausted before breakfast gave me the energy to face the rest of the day. More than that, it was the one time I stopped thinking: about dragon-slaying, about any of my other responsibilities.
 
   “I miss that. Running against the wind and rain, not weighed down by anything. And I have to accept that it's all behind me.”
 
   Pushing myself up on an elbow, I looked down at her, doing what I could to smile. I might not have been able to give Claire her leg back or cleanse her burns, but I could give her the rush of the wind and some of the freedom that entailed.
 
   “Come with me,” I said.
 
   “Come with you? To where?”
 
   “The Bloodless Lands,” I said, not pausing for long enough for her to react. “Into Myros. It's all still there, Claire. I found it. I found the Phoenix Fire. It's still burning.”
 
   She pushed herself up into a sitting position, forehead almost crashing against mine. Her gaze skidded to the box of bones on her shelf, barely lit up the candles below, and she frowned.
 
   “Rowan...” she began.
 
   “I know! I know it might not work. But we'll never know unless we try, will we? We'll be gone soon, Claire. Busy in Thule. If not now, when?”
 
   Falling back against the pillow, she covered her face with both hands, laughing flatly into her palms. After a moment, she pulled me close, mumbling, “I think we both need to sleep, Rowan,” into the top of my head.
 
   *
 
   Oak sprung to his feet at the sight of Claire, and I rushed forward, plastering myself against the end of his snout, heels digging into the dirt. He didn't know what had happened to her and would've knocked her clean off her feet, given half a chance. He let out a low growl when I didn't release him, protests turning to a low whimper when he set his eyes on Claire instead.
 
   Slowly stepping back, I let him approach Claire. He spread his wings out, dropped to the ground and whined at her feet. Claire froze, hand held out in mid-air, and I hoped it wasn't too much for her. She wasn't used to facing dragons like this. She'd spent the first thirty-one years of her life with nothing but the thought of slaying them at the forefront of her mind, and then Isin had burnt all around her.
 
   “Hello, Oak,” she eventually said, patting the top of his nose. “Rowan's told me a lot about you.”
 
   Content, Oak rolled onto his side, wings folding back.
 
   “Are you ready?” I asked.
 
   “Rowan. This is... I don't know what to call it. It's beyond madness. Even if you did see a fire, that isn't to say—”
 
   “Fifteen hundred years, Claire. It's been fifteen hundred years. That isn't a normal fire burning. You didn't see it. It was like...” I looked to Oak, but he wasn't of any help. “Look. Even if it doesn't work out, don't you at least want to go flying?”
 
   Claire met Oak's great, glassy eye and ran her hand through her hair.
 
   “I suppose you'd know I was lying if I said no.”
 
   I crouched by Oak's head, scratching behind his ear and murmuring that he had to stay extra still, just for Claire. He righted himself, body pressed low to the ground, tail swishing back and forth. Eager to impress her, he placed his jaw against the dirt, doing all he could to refrain from twitching as we moved to his side.
 
   Half a dozen pane watched from the sca-sino, and I was glad we hadn't told Sen about the expedition we were about to embark on. She'd have at least one heart attack. 
 
   I strapped Claire's cane to my back in the same way Kidira carried her spears, and slowly but surely, helped her up onto Oak. I climbed up behind her, leant against her back, and watched as she cautiously ran her hands over Oak's scales. 
 
   “Are you sure you're still alright with this?” I asked, placing my bag between us. “It can't be easy.”
 
   “Ever since King Garland revealed the truth to me, I've been forced to see the dragons in a new light,” she said. “This can only help.”
 
   There was only one thing for it.
 
   Showing Claire where to place her hands, I wrapped my arms loosely around her and signalled for Oak to set off. I'd intended to be relaxed enough for the two of us, but the moment he kicked off, my arms were tight around Claire's waist. She swore under her breath, hands wrapped tightly around the bases of Oak's wings, but once we were in the sky, once Oak had pushed through the rocky lift-off, Claire was smiling.
 
   “Are you alright?” I asked over the rush of the wind.
 
   Oak beat his wings and held his altitude in order to give Claire time to become accustomed to it. We were already hundreds of feet above the ground, and Claire leant more to the side than I would've dared to.
 
   “I'm on a dragon,” she said, glancing back at me. “Flying. On a dragon.”
 
   “You are,” I agreed, grinning.
 
   I propped my chin on her shoulder, seeing what she saw. With her left eye of no use to her, Claire had to turn her head all the way to properly see the width of the mountain range rushing beneath us, and I'd never known her to be so animated.
 
   “Claire, the blindfold,” I reminded her, pulling it from her back pocket.
 
   “Ah, yes,” she said, taking in as much of the Bloodless Lands as she could in the seconds it took me to put the blindfold on her. “Perhaps I ought to have worn two eye-patches instead.”
 
   Blinded though she was, Claire responded to everything around her. I watched as her fingers clung tighter to Oak's scales and then relaxed as the wind picked up, stomach muscles pulling taut when Oak swooped down, flying closer to the ground. She kept turning her head this way and that, as though hearing something carried by the wind that neither Oak nor I did, and all the while, she was smiling without restraint.
 
   “What do you see, Rowan?” she asked. “Tell me.”
 
   “Cities. There are cities everywhere. I can't imagine how alive Myros must've once been,” I murmured. “And it's all white, like it was along the edges. It's as though it's always been white, and it'll be like that forever, unless... unless someone changes that.”
 
   I rested against her back, listening to the roar of the wind and the beat of Oak's wings, telling her about every tower I saw, every shrine that could've swallowed a castle whole, until Oak brought us to the capital of Myros. He didn't stop along the outskirts, this time, instead landing in the wide, open street leading up to the Phoenix Fire. 
 
   I slid off his back, guided Claire down, and she blindly patted her way along Oak's neck, stopping at his head and saying, “Thank you, Oak.” He growled in delight, curling up in the street and letting us attend to business, that he might fly Claire back to Kyrindval soon.
 
   “I think we're in the capital of Myros,” I said, handing Claire her cane and patting a hand against my bag, just to be certain. “Do you know what it's called?”
 
   “Phos,” Claire said, holding out an arm for me to take, “That's what all the books say. Phos is where they built the Phoenix Fire.”
 
   With her arm linked around mine, she reached up a hand, trying to move her blindfold back with her thumb. I pulled her hand away, told her it wasn't time yet, and guided her up the steps, towards Isjin. I was prepared for her this time and inclined my head towards the statue, leading Claire around her outstretched hands.
 
   There the Phoenix Fire was, just as it had been the first time I'd found it. Liquid flame burnt above a grate, running towards the sky, dissipating before it reached the statue standing guard overhead.
 
   The heat of the flames was enough to let Claire know where we were. She reached for her blindfold and I didn't stop her, this time. I turned from the Phoenix Fire, from the life-giving flames that had burnt without spite, without anger, and fixed my eyes on Claire, watching as her face was painted a glassy gold.
 
   She brought a hand to her mouth, words deserting her, and held it out to me.
 
   Reaching into my bag, I pulled out the wooden box, bones still rattling within. 
 
   I opened it, held it out to her, and Claire gathered the bones, fingers wrapping tightly around them.
 
   She turned to me and I said, “Go on,” mouth flickering into a smile as I nodded towards the fire.
 
   Holding the bones to her chest, the bones she'd brought all the way from Thule, Claire took a deep breath, scattering them to the flames before she could think better of it.
 
   There was a crackle, a rush of air. 
 
   The golden flames ate up the bones, turning them to ashes with a roar as hollow as the wind, and the fire returned to the way it had been for more than fifteen hundred years. Untouched, unchanging.
 
   “That was it,” Claire said, swallowing the lump in her throat. She shook her head, letting out a shaky breath. “For a moment, I really thought—”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, stepping forward and placing my hands on the smooth, black stone the Phoenix Fire was built into. “So did I, Claire.” 
 
   There was nothing happening within the flames, so far as I could tell, and some part of me was convinced that I'd be able to feel a ripple of life from within, being what I was. I glanced between the statues of Isjin, silently imploring them for help, and Claire muttered something about them likely being eagle bones after all. Neither of us doubted what was in front of us. Setting eyes on the Phoenix Fire itself was all the proof we needed, and it wasn't charred bones that drew disappointment from me.
 
   It was the look on Claire's face.
 
   She hadn't allowed herself to hope in a long time. This was supposed to be a distraction. Something to focus on, to believe in, while Thule was waiting for us, while Rylan was heading our way with Agados behind him. Myros was supposed to be the one place on Asar we could go to get away from that all, and faced with yet another loss, no matter how much she claimed to have entered into this with no expectations, Claire couldn't turn her thoughts away from all that rested heavily on her shoulders.
 
   Even flying wouldn't make her smile anytime soon.
 
   “Come,” she said, holding out a hand to me.
 
   I took it in my own, and she reached up with her other hand, still gripping her cane, to pull the blindfold back over her right eye.
 
   A flood of light brought her hand back to her side.
 
   It was brighter than the Phoenix Fire itself; thinner, lighter. It was like the light that poured from my eyes, from my fingers, like the light that had consumed the whole of Myros and beyond, and I understood, for the first time, that there was nothing to fear from it. It twisted in the air before us, draining the flames dry, and Claire pulled off her eye-patch, both eyes reflecting the white.
 
   The light couldn't sustain itself. Purple filtered across Claire's face like strange sunbeams reaching the ocean floor, and she gripped my hand tighter.
 
   Before us, a phoenix rose from the flames, fire trailing behind it, wings beating the flames from its feathers.
 
   And in a land where time no longer held any meaning, for the briefest of moments, life, once again, flooded out across Myros.
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