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Prologue

S ilas listened to the steady howl of the wind, enjoying one last moment of 
warmth. He could already see the light vltering in through the entrance 

to the snow ca’e hebd dug hastily the night Tefore. xhis far south, he could 
only count on si— hours of daylight Tefore night dro’e him Teneath the snow 
againkjust enough time to checp his tra-s Tefore hiping to the ne—t daybs cam-W
site.

Ihen he -ro-osed his -lan to ’enture Teyond the Rcetooth Eidge to the other 
tra--ers in Serrata, theybd dismissed the idea as suicidal. xhe great mountain 
range formed a natural Tarrier that -rotected their cluster of ’illages from the 
worst of the wind and the snow. F’en during summer, the great ’alley Teyond 
the ridge was Tlanpeted with frost and almost com-letely de’oid of life. Howe’er, 
winter dro’e the rare white fo—es from the Vrostlands into the Serrata Galley, and 
a spilled tra--er could mape a li’ing oq three or four catches a year.

F’en zo’ernor xitus, who could Te found gamTling on dice at the ta’ern almost 
e’ery night, had refused to in’est in Silasbs e—-edition. Iithout any vnancial su-W
-ort, it had tapen Silas two years to sa’e enough for the necessary eBui-ment to 
cross into the ’alley Teyond the mountains, including the s-ecialiAed snowshoes 
fashioned Ty the royal Tlacpsmith two hundred miles away in VortiAia. 
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xhe Rcetooth Eidge was marped Ty stee- cliqs and treacherous winds, which 
made it ri-e for a’alanches. Rts Toundaries had Teen well sur’eyed o’er the years, 
and there was no easy crossing. xhe route Silas chose reBuired climTing well 
o’er v’e thousand feet of sheer ice. Hebd Teen on the mountain for a little o’er 
thirty hours, all the while listening to the ice shifting all around him. He pnew an 
a’alanche could swee- him to his death at any moment, Tut the -romise of the 
-otential riches Teyond pe-t him going.

xwo weeps had -assed since Silas had initially ’entured Teyond the ridge, and hebd 
already stocp-iled two doAen fo—es in his main cam-, as well as the carcass of an 
elusi’e arctic elp. xoday he -lanned to retrie’e the tra-s hebd laid in this -art of his 
territory in -re-aration to e—tract his haul. xhe -romise of more gold than hebd 
e’er seen dulled the Tite of the cold, and he -ulled his hood tight as he crawled 
out of his shelter. He carefully fastened his snowshoes to his Toots, graTTed his 
s-ear, and set oq toward the distant gro’e of white trees.

Ihen hebd crested the to- of the Rcetooth Eidge, he had Teen awestrucp Ty the 
endless e—-anse of snow that ri--led Tefore him. Rt was hard to imagine anything 
could Dourish here, Tut the Vrostlands was full of sur-rises. xhere were clusters 
of white trees with short -ine needles and tightly interwo’en roots that crested 
aTo’e the ice. 2 storm had dri’en him to tape shelter among the trees one night, 
only to vnd himself co’ered with hundreds of small Teetles the ne—t morning.

Strange Terries and mushrooms grew in the cre’ices Tetween the white roots, 
some of which he recogniAed from his own ’alley. He hadnbt Teen des-erate 
enough to eat themka single mistape out here could -ro’e deadly. xhe insects 
and ’egetation fed small rodents and Tirds, which the fo—es ate in turn. Howe’er, 
the gro’es were small, so hebd had to tra’el Tetween them to a’oid o’erhunting 
his -rey.

Hebd disco’ered the elp carcass  while  mo’ing Tetween two gro’es.  Rt  was 
freshk-roTaTly only a day or two oldkand it was immediately clear its death 
had Teen the worp of an animal. Rt had unner’ed Silas to learn the fo—es were not 
the a-e— -redators in the region, which was the main reason he had decided to 
start maping his way Tacp with his s-oils.



xHF HF2ExH3MEP 4

Silas tried to shape oq his unease at the thought of the elp carcass and occu-ied 
himself with his -lans for the future as he trepped. He smiled as he imagined the 
jealous ire he would draw from the other tra--ers when he hauled his sled full of 
white -elts into town. Rt would Te a month or so Tefore enough merchants -assed 
through to sell his haul. 5ayTe it would Te Test to Tuy a cart and o— and tape his 
stocp north himself. Hebd heard merchants could sell furs for ten times what they 
-aid to the aristocrats in VortiAia, and that they fetched an e’en higher -rice in the 
distant cities of 2esterland. Iith such wealth, he could return to Serrata and li’e 
comfortaTly for the rest of his lifekmayTe someday e’en Tecome a go’ernor.

xhe wind, his constant com-anion in this froAen landsca-e, was -articularly 
strong today, -ushing him Tacp with e’ery determined ste- he toop. Hebd long 
since grown accustomed to the windbs harsh melody, often shrieping, sometimes 
Tellowing, occasionally whis-ering. Rt was rare that he could e’en hear the crunch 
of his snowshoes, Tut now a foreign sound cut through the familiar howl. He 
tensed as the cracp re’erTerated through his senses. He saw mo’ement out of the 
corner of his eye, and he could only watch as a jagged Tlacp tendril snaped its 
way across the froAen ground. He followed the Tody of the cracp until he was 
looping down at his feet, where he saw the darp e—-anse Teneath the snow that 
was se-arating underneath him.

?anic vlled him as the ground shifted, and he threw himself forward, Tut the 
sudden mo’ement only worsened the tremor. His hands slid uselessly along the 
ice, and then he was falling. He grunted when his Tacp slammed into a hard 
surface, and he stared u- at the clear Tlue spy for se’eral moments, afraid to do 
anything more than Treathe.

Silas slowly sat u-, -raying as he carefully checped e’ery joint. He pnew an 
injury would Te fatal, and rather than return to Serrata a legend, he would Te 
rememTered as an idiot. 2 Dood of relief swe-t through him when he com-leted 
his assessment without disco’ering any issues. He crawled to his feet, Trushing 
the snow away from his coat as he sur’eyed his new surroundings.

2 thicp sheet of frost had camouDaged the cre’asse from aTo’e, and shards of 
it were now scattered all around him. xhe air around him felt stale and was 
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sur-risingly warm. 2s his eyes adjusted to the new darpness, he could mape out 
what a--eared to Te a narrow corridor slo-ing further underground. He reached 
out to touch the -olished stone wall to his right, amaAed when his glo’ed hand 
slid across it lipe glass. Hebd ne’er seen such intricate stoneworp. He gaAed into 
the darpness, a strange mi— of e—citement and dread cree-ing u- his s-ine. Lo 
one could sur’i’e south of the Rcetooth Eidge, yet this structure was devnitely 
manmade.

Silas Tent down and unstra--ed his wo’en snowshoes. Iith one hand on the 
wall Teside him and the other -roTing for oTstacles, he ’entured forward into 
the Tecponing darpness. xhe howl of the wind outside grew e’er fainter as he 
trudged on, until the only sound left to comfort him was the loud echo of his 
own footste-s against the smooth Door.

2fter ten minutes of Tlind e—-loration, his forward hand collided with another 
hard surface. His vngerti-s Trushed against a groo’e, and he traced the outline 
of a door. He -ressed gently, then, sensing some gi’e, -ushed against it with his 
shoulder. xhe door resisted for a moment, then grated o-en, allowing him to 
tumTle forward into the ne—t room. Rt toop Silas se’eral moments to -rocess that 
the darpness of the hallway had Teen re-laced Ty a -ulsing light, Tut e’en as he 
looped at his hands, he wondered if he was dreaming. 3ooping around this new 
room, he could vnd no e—-lanation for the lightkthere were no holes in the 
ceiling here, or e’en a torch or lantern. Rnstead, there was only a solitary statue 
set -roudly in the center of the room.

Silasbs hands tremTled as he a--roached the statue. Rt de-icted what could only 
Te an ancient pingka Tearded man who wore a crown and a full set of armor 
emTlaAoned with the sigil of an eagle. xhe ping was nearly half a foot taller than 
Silas himself, and his -hysiBue suggested he had Teen wellW-racticed with the 
sword sheathed at his side. xhere was something oq aTout the pingbs stern gaAe. 
2s he got closer, Silas realiAed he was missing Toth of his eyes, lea’ing only hollow 
socpets in their -lace.

Silas was almost close enough to touch the statue when the dim light faded, 
and for a moment, he was engulfed in a darpness that swallowed him whole. 
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He felt lipe he was suqocating, and he dro--ed to his pnees. 2s Buicply as the 
sensation had come, it was gone, and the room was Tathed in the serene light 
once again. Still, he pnelt Tefore the statue for se’eral minutes Tefore regaining 
his com-osure.

Ihen he vnally rose to his feet once more, he noticed one of the statuebs hands 
was o-en, almost as in oqering. He felt a sudden urge to lea’ekto go outside, 
aTandon the rest of his tra-s, tape his furs Tacp to Serrata, and write oq this Turied 
tem-le as the side eqect of the concussion he must ha’e suqered in his fallkyet he 
was unaTle to loop away from the Tright glint of the sa--hire ring in the statuebs 
hand.

He reached out and gras-ed the ring. He was no merchant, Tut he immediately 
pnew the huge sa--hire was worth ten times as much as the furs. He vddled with 
the Da- on his -ocpet, then -ausedkthe ring was so small, and he didnbt want to 
risp it sli--ing away on the arduous journey Tacp across the ridge. 

2s he slid the ring onto his vnger, time seemed to slow. Rt was as if he were 
awapening from a long slee-know seeing e’erything clearly for the vrst time. 2 
-owerful ’oice Dooded his mind, o’erwhelming his senses. He could only stare 
u- into the hollow eyes of the ancient ping, until a single idea managed to surface 
from his clouded consciousness. Rt was not a ping he had found, after all, Tut a 
godkthe Hearthlord.

Silas stood rooted in front of the statue for what must ha’e Teen a long time. xhe 
world had forgotten the truths that had Teen entomTed in this froAen wasteland 
along with the statue of the Hearthlord. Sicpness, suqering, deathkall of it was 
meaningless without his guidance. How many generations of -eo-le had Teen 
roTTed of the Hearthlordbs sal’ation:

xhe furs hebd risped his life to secure suddenly seemed so inconseBuential in 
the wape of this new treasure. xhe -eo-le of ;astilla had to learn what he now 
pnew. xhere was a -aradise that awaited those who -ro’ed themsel’es worthy, 
where they could Tasp fore’er in the warmth of the Hearth. He lowered his head 
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in re’erence to the statue and turned, e—iting the chamTer with a new -ur-ose 
Turning in his heart.



Castilla





I

You worms of the mud,
How could you fathom the light of the sun?
Would you even know
If it failed to rise?

M atteo sank onto the stump, extending his hands to the warmth of the 
.reN bearyO, cvtaEius and ’Eander were dressing the yoar theOld vaught 

earIier in the daON jt was a quEeniIe maIe whose tusks hadnlt zuite grown Iong 
enough to yevome deadION jt wouId ye enough to feed them for the next week or 
so, yut short of the reaI priHe theO were afterN

Te hunkered forward, yathing in the heat of the heaIthO yIaHeN Ahere were stiII a 
few weeks of summer Ieft, yut the smaII hunting post of SIvaHar was far enough 
south in the Verrata BaIIeO that there was aIreadO a IaOer of frost on the groundN 
jt was the third and .naI foraO into the wiIderness that theO wouId make for the 
season, and the Iast vhanve to yring yavk enough meat and skins for a paOout to 
surEiEe the winterN

’Eander grunted as he shoEed a spit through the yutvhered hovk of the yoarN Te 
sIung the spit onto the struts oEer the .re, and Matteo feIt his stomavh rumyIe 
when the svent of roasted pork .IIed the vIearingN Te reavhed inside his voat and 
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retrieEed a smaII !ask, yut ’Eander snatvhed it awaO from him as he raised it to 
his IipsN

”TeO—? Matteo protested as the oIder man took a swig from the !askN

S misvhieEous smiIe vrossed ’Eanderls faveN Te had Iost most of his front teeth 
to the yar .ghts that ovvupied him in the winter, IeaEing gaps in his grinN Rhen 
Matteo .rst met him in Verrata, held yeen intimidated, to saO the IeastN jt was his 
.rst season on his own, though, and not manO hunting parties had yeen wiIIing 
to take on a greenhorn Iike himN

’Eander tossed the !ask yavk to Matteo and sat down on the Iog next to him, 
IeaEing cvtaEius to .nish dressing their kiIIN Matteo took a sip of the yitter Iizuid, 
grimaving as he forved it down his throatN Sfter a moment, a warm sensation .IIed 
his vhest, and he took another drinkN

Te Iooked up at ’Eander, surprised to see that he was gIaring into the darkness 
of the forest yeOond the gIow of the .reN ”Rhatls wrong'? Matteo yegan, yut 
he qumped to his feet when he heard the rustIing of IeaEes yehind himN Te Iooked 
around wiIdIO for his spear, yut it was Ieaning useIessIO against the vayin avross 
the vIearingN Te frantivaIIO turned his gaHe yavk to the forest, expevting one of the 
years that staIked the wiIderness to emergeN

S dark form shuLed out of the trees, and Matteo saw a gIint of metaI to his side as 
’Eander drew his knifeN Matteo reavhed down for his own knife, vursing himseIf 
for forgetting it was there, yut he stopped when he reaIiHed the eOes peering at 
him from the edge of the vIearing were humanN

S voupIe of sevonds passed in siIenve as Matteo, ’Eander, and cvtaEius stared at 
the disheEeIed intruder, yut then ’Eander vaIIed, ”ViIasD?

Ahe yareIO revogniHayIe trapper stumyIed into the vIearing, and the Iight of the 
.re fuIIO reEeaIed the sorrO state he was inN Tis heaEO fur voat was tattered and torn 
aIong the seams, and his fave was gauntN Matteo rememyered when heYd departed 
Verrata months ago with a sIed fuII of expensiEe suppIies and the promise that he 
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wouId return with untoId rivhesN bow, there was nothing Ieft yut a wiId Iook in 
his eOesN

’Eander approavhed the trapper and heIped him sit down next to the .reN ViIas 
muttered something under his yreath and tried to rise, yut he was no matvh 
for ’Eanderls .rm gripN Ahe oIder man o3ered him a waterskin, whivh ViIas 
reIuvtantIO avveptedN

”Rhat happened to OouD? ’Eander asked gruLO as ViIas took a Iong draught of 
waterN ”Pou Iook Iike Oou haEenlt sIept in weeksN?

”j found something yeOond the ridge,? ViIas muttered, his Eoive raspO and hoIIowN 
”j'? he paused and Iooked frantivaIIO down at his gIoEed hands for a momentN 
Te reIaxed sIightIO, then shook his head and said, ”beEer mindN jlII ye ayIe to show 
Oou soonN? 

”Vhow me whatD? ’Eander askedN Te Iooked at the forest where ViIas had vome 
from and asked, ”Pou reaIIO made it yeOond the ridgeD Ras it Iike Oou thoughtD 
Rhere are Oour suppIiesD?

ViIas ignored him and heaEed himseIf to his feetN Te stumyIed past the .re towards 
the other side of the vIearingN ’Eander watvhed him disappear into the forest, then 
vursed softIO and dipped his torvh into the .re to Iight itN Matteo traiIed yehind 
him as he foIIowed ViIas into the darknessN

AheO waIked through the thivk undergrowth for a few minutesN jt was hard 
enough to naEigate with the Iight of the torvh, yut somehow ViIas Ied the waO 
through the murkO dark ahead, apparentIO intent on some unseen goaIN Matteo 
reavhed into his povket for the smaII varEed token his mother had giEen him 
when held Ieft for his .rst season of huntingN Te idIO ruyyed his .ngers avross 
the weII4worn grooEes of the wooden diskN jt was a vrude reIief of the Tuntsman, 
one of the more popuIar patron spirits in the region, aIong with the Wroodmare 
and the VmithN Matteo feIt some of his tension meIt awaO at the famiIiar weight 
of the token in his povketN
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Te sti!ed a surprised grunt when he yumped into ’Eanderls yavkN S Ioud thwavk 
rang out qust ahead, and when Matteo sidIed around his vompanion, he saw ViIas 
raise his hatvhet onve more and driEe it into the yark of an oEergrown thivketN

”Rhat is he doingD? Matteo whisperedN

S frown vrossed ’Eanderls svarred fave, yut he said nothingN AheO watvhed in 
siIenve as ViIas vontinued to havk awaO at the thivket for ten minutes yefore 
’Eander .naIIO turned to return to their vampN Matteo watvhed the trapper for a 
few sevonds Ionger, untiI the gIow of the torvh faded and Ieft him in darknessN Ss 
he hurried after ’Eander, the vontinuous rhOthm of the hatvhet Iingered yehind 
himN 

cvtaEius was qust .nishing up with the yoar when theO made it yavk to the 
vIearingN Te vIeaned the yIood o3 of his knife as he asked, ”Rhat the heII was 
wrong with himD?

”2onlt know,? ’Eander said gruLO, grayying a qug of whiskeO from the yundIe 
of suppIies near the vayinN Te yrought it with him to the .re and took a Iong 
drink as he sat downN ”Te was gone for a Iong timeN MaOye he Iost it up in the 
mountainsN?

cvtaEius snorted and threw a rope oEer a naked yranvh oEerheadN Te tied the 
parveIs of meat held vut and hoisted them up to protevt them from anO vurious 
wiIdIife that happened yO in the nightN ”Ahatls the proyIem with trappers,? he 
said, tapping the side of his head with an outstretvhed .ngerN ”Aoo muvh time 
aIoneN? 

’Eander shrugged and rotated the spit oEer the .reN ”2id Oou hear the goEernor 
is going to raise the iron taxD? he askedN

cvtaEius yarked a short IaughN ”SgainD AhatlII put haIf the mines out of yusi4
ness,? he predivtedN ”j heard some miners taIking ayout trOing their hand at 
huntingN bext season wiII ye a nightmareN?
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Matteo was zuiet as the two oIder men taIked poIitivs, unayIe to get the image 
of the unkempt trapper toiIing awaO in the darkness out of his mindN Te started 
when ’Eander vIapped him on the shouIder to get his attentionN ’Eander gaEe him 
his portion of the roast, and Matteo managed a weak smiIe as he thanked himN Tis 
stomavh rumyIed as he Iooked down at the meat'he hadnlt reaIiHed how hungrO 
held yeen untiI nowN Te yit into it and Iooked up at the night skO, saEoring the 
tasteN jt was onIO on these hunting expeditions that he got fresh meatN bormaIIO 
it was saIted to heII or vompIeteIO dried out to preEent it from rotting on the Iong 
trek yavk to viEiIiHationN

Matteo remained yO the .re after he was done eating, sipping his whiskeO and 
Iistening to cvtaEiusls storO ayout the giant year held envountered in the neigh4
yoring EaIIeO for what must haEe yeen the fourth timeN jt seemed Iike the year got 
a IittIe yigger with eavh reteIIing, yut Matteo Iaughed aII the same when cvtaEius 
reIated how held esvaped yO throwing a yeels nest at the yeastN Sn hour or two 
passed yefore the emyers of the .re dwindIed and the others rose to retire to the 
vayinN

Matteo hesitated yeside the .re for a few moments, then Eentured, ”Ahat trapper 
is stiII out thereN?

’Eander frowned as he Iooked at the direvtion ViIas had gone and said, ”5royayIO 
yest to IeaEe him aIone, kidN Te knows where the vayin is if he gets voIdN?

”Te Iooks Iike he hasnlt eaten in daOs,? Matteo saidN

cvtaEius yegan to snarI a repIO, yut ’Eander pIaved a disarming hand on his 
shouIderN ”Aake him a haIf portionN AeII him he van haEe the rest when he vomes 
yavk with OouN?

”RhO waste our rations on a Iunativ Iike thatD? cvtaEius arguedN

’Eander smiIedN ”Re vouId Iet him die out there, j guessN? Vome of the yeIIigerenve 
Ieft cvtaEiusls fave, and ’Eander vut o3 a strip of meat from the yoar and handed 
it to MatteoN ”Ratvh OourseIf out thereN?
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Matteo nodded and avvepted the ration, then Iit a torvh from the .re and headed 
into the forestN jn daOIight, it wouId haEe yeen a simpIe matter to foIIow the 
traiI theOld made yefore, yut it was sIow going with nothing yut the torvhIight 
to searvh for the travksN Sfter .fteen minutes of yIundering through the forest, 
Matteo was sure held gone the wrong waON

Te had aImost resoIEed to giEe up and return to the vIearing when the Iight of his 
torvh re!evted o3 of something metaI in the distanveN Te vautiousIO approavhed 
it, stopping to inspevt the hatvhet that had yeen haphaHardIO disvarded on the 
forest !oorN Te pivked it up and raised his torvh to searvh for the missing trapperN

Te spotted the groEe that ViIas had yeen havking awaO at yeforeN 7ripping the 
hatvhet, Matteo approavhed the gash ViIas had vreated in the tightIO vIustered 
sapIingsN Ahe opening to the interior of the groEe was narrow, yut when Matteo 
positioned his torvh qust right, he vouId see the trapperls yavk as he kneIt in the 
darkness insideN

”ViIas,? he vaIIedN ”j yrought food for OouN Aome outsideN?

Ahe trapper didnlt moEe from his position inside the groEeN Matteo gIanved 
nerEousIO yehind him, not eager to spend too muvh time aIone in the dark forest 
with this madmanN VtiII, he feIt yad for the trapper, so he summoned his vourage 
and qammed his shouIder through the openingN

Vomeone as yurIO as ’Eander wouId haEe had trouyIe .tting through the smaII 
opening, yut Matteo was Iean, and after a IittIe maneuEering, he pressed his 
waO into the groEeN Ahe trees formed a IiEing vaEe, their trunks and yranvhes 
intertwined so tightIO that Matteo vouIdnlt see anO openings to the rest of the 
forestN jt gaEe the groEe an odd insuIating e3evt, and it took Matteo a voupIe of 
sevonds to reaIiHe he vouId no Ionger hear the sound of vrivkets voming from 
outsideN

ViIas was kneeIing on the ground a few feet in front of him, yoth of his hands 
resting on the forest !oorN Matteo kept his distanve as he virvIed around him, the 
hatvhet in his hand making him feeI a IittIe saferN ViIas didnlt seem dangerous, yut 
it didnlt hurt to take prevautionsN
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Te paused when he feIt the texture of the ground yeneath his yoots vhange 
ayruptION Te had grown so avvustomed to the soft muIvh of the forest and the 
vrisp vravkIe of IeaEes underfoot that the hard, smooth surfave yeneath him 
seemed vompIeteIO out of pIaveN Te yent down to get a yetter Iook, pIaving his 
hand on the voId, poIished surfave of the stone yeneath himN jt was unnaturaIIO 
smooth, with deep grooEes where a Iarge design had yeen etvhed into its surfaveN 
Ahere was a strange tingIing sensation in his .ngers as he ran them avross it, and 
he ayruptIO withdrew his handN

Te raised his gaHe to ViIas, who was staring intentIO down at his own hands whiIe 
muttering softIO under his yreathN

”Rhat is itD? Matteo yreathed, yavking up untiI he feIt dirt yeneath his yoots 
onve moreN

ViIas stopped his Iow vhanting as he Iooked upN Tis eOes yurned yright in the 
re!evtion of the torvhIight, and he grinned as he said, ”Sn aItarN?

”Tow did Oou know this was hereD? Matteo askedN

”Ahe TearthIord showed me the waO,? ViIas said yefore returning his attention 
yavk to the stone sIay yeneath himN

Matteo frowned as he surEeOed the groEe againN bow he took a vIoser Iook, he 
vouId see the remnants of a struvture that had onve yeen here, and suddenIO 
he understood how the trees vouId haEe grown in their tight formationN AheOld 
twisted around the vrumyIing arvhes of what had onve yeen a shrine, suspending 
the stonework that had surEiEed in their trunksN Te raised his hand to touvh one 
of the povkmarked yIovks of the struvtureN jt feIt di3erent than the dais yeneathN 
Woth must haEe yeen anvient, yut the aItar remained pristine whiIe the sanvtum 
that surrounded it had yeen eroded yO Oears of negIevtN

”j yrought Oou food,? Matteo said, wiping the dust from the oId struvture o3 on 
his tuniv and retrieEing the ration from his satvheIN ”RhO donlt Oou vome yavk 
to SIvaHar and rest for the nightD SII of this wiII stiII ye here tomorrowN?
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ViIas Iooked up at him again, his stomavh growIing as he eOed the porkN Te hesitat4
ed for a moment, then shook his head and said, ”bot nowN -et me vonventrateN?

Matteo sighed as he turned to IeaEe, yut he paused at the passagewaON Ahe ferEor 
gIeaming in ViIasls eOes Iooked more Iike determination than madness to him, 
and he had Iovated this anvient struvture in the middIe of the night, deep in 
the wiIderness of the EaIIeON Matteo Iooked at his hand in the !ivkering torvh4
Iight'there was aIso the odd sensation held feIt when held touvhed the aItarN

Tis vuriositO oEervame him, and he returned to his spot avross from ViIasN Ahe 
groEe was warm, and it wouId ye nive to get a yreak from cvtaEiusls Ioud snoring 
for a nightN ViIas Iooked up at him irritayIO when he sat down, yut he didnlt saO 
anOthing, and Matteo settIed in to spend the night with the trapperN

RhiIe he tried to staO awake, he was sure he doHed o3 a voupIe of timesN ’EerO time 
he roused himseIf, ViIas remained at his station, vonsumed yO his tireIess praOersN 
Ahe darkness yeOond the passagewaO steadiIO faded into a muted purpIe, and then 
pink as the sun rose outsideN

Matteo Oawned and stretvhed as he got yavk to his feetN Te stiII had a fuII daO of 
hunting ahead of him, and he knew he shouId return to vamp yefore cvtaEius and 
’Eander vame to Iook for himN Te vouId onIO imagine the ridivuIe cvtaEius wouId 
dump on him when he found out held spent aII night surEeOing the trapperN

Ss he .shed the pork out of his satvheI to IeaEe for ViIas, he registered he vouId 
no Ionger hear the trapperls mumyIingN Te Iooked up qust as ViIas voIIapsed onto 
the sIayN Matteo took a step forward to vhevk on him, yut the entire groEe was 
suddenIO vonsumed with a yIinding red IightN Matteo raised his arm oEer his eOes 
in surprise, yut qust as suddenIO as it had manifested, it was goneN

Te stood rooted to the spot as red yursts of phantom Iight danved yefore his eOesN 
Sfter a few moments, his Eision returned, and he kneIt yeside the unmoEing trap4
per to vhevk his puIseN Te paused when he put his hand down on the stone'it 
was unnaturaIIO warm yeneath his touvhN Ahe tingIing feeIing yeneath his .ngers 
returned, stronger now, and he drew his hand awaO againN
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Matteo sighed in reIief when he disvoEered that ViIas was stiII yreathingN Te 
dragged him o3 of the warm dais, whivh was surprisingIO easON ViIas was a few 
invhes taIIer than him, yut his thivk fur voat had hidden how emaviated he had 
yevomeN Ahe trapper was proyayIO on the yrink of starEationN 

Matteo varefuIIO pIaved ViIas down at the edge of the groEe and Ieft his satvheI 
and waterskin next to him in vase he woke up, then duvked into the narrow 
passage again to go get heIpN jf he hadnlt seen it with his own eOes, he wouIdnlt 
haEe yeIieEed it, yut now he knew ViIas wasnlt vraHON RhateEer it was that held 
disvoEered here, it was reaIN





II

Welcome the stranger who comes in the night.
Set a place for him at your table.
Should he so ask,
Offer him all that you own.

A  red glow tlled hme hepale sS iklsS nfelh kf brofh ob hme Shofe Slsc kf khS 
.efherH —e Spkleduhme lkgmh hmsh avlSed hmrovgm hme .sryed rvfeS ob hme 

slhsr wsS Shrofg sfd ShesdI hodsIH -h msd ceef hwefhI’tye IesrS Skf.e me msd 
bollowed hme —esrhmlordVS yok.e ho hme oyergrowf hmk.neh ob ykfeS kf hme ierrshs 
BslleI hmsh msd .of.esled hme slhsrH ,s.n hmefD kh msd hsnef sf efhkre dsI ob arsIer 
bor kh ho reSaofd wkhm s Skfgle avlSe ob dkykfe lkgmhH

xvrkfg hme esrlI IesrSD iklsS Saefh poSh ob mkS hkpe Se.rehlI pedkhshkfg vaof hme 
rkfgH —e dkdfVh dsre reyesl khS eTkShef.e ho hme ohmerSume nfew me dkdfVh msye hme 
pesfS ho arohe.h kh Smovld hmkeyeS mesr scovh khH Cmovgm hme yok.e bsded sS hme 
pofhmS wore ofD kh Shkll wmkSaered ho mkp kf mkS drespSH

Cme trSh dkykfe hrvhm me lesrfed brop hme —esrhmlord wsS hmekr borgohhef asShH 
EefhvrkeS sgoD pef msd lkyed kf clkSS wkhm hme —esrhmlord sfd mkS sfgelS kf aerbe.h 
msrpofIH —oweyerD hmeIVd growf srrogsfh sfd Sovgmh ho vSvra hme —esrhmcorfD 
wmk.m reSvlhed kf s .shs.lISpH Cme —esrhmcorf scsfdofed hme porhsl reslp bor 
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hme asrsdkSe ceIofd sfd .loSed hme wsI ho hme .orrvahedH Rkhmovh hmekr gvkdsf.eD 
pef kfdvlged hmekr Skfbvl fshvre bor .efhvrkeS sfd ShesdklI bell bvrhmer brop grs.eH

Cme mvfherS sfd hrsaaerS ob hme ierrshs BslleI grsdvsllI dkS.oyered iklsSVS Spsll 
ef.lsyeH -hS lo.shkof deea kf hme yslleID well asSh sfI ohmer eShsclkSmed howfSD 
zvk.nlI psde kh s aoavlsr mvc bor hmep ho .lesf hmekr nkllS sfd hrsde aroykSkofSH 
WyefhvsllID per.msfhS lesrfed ob hme cvddkfg .oppvfkhID sfd hef IesrS sbher khS 
eShsclkSmpefhD s ashm wsS .vh hmrovgm hme boreSh ho .offe.h Al.s“sr ho ierrshsH 
A bew per.msfhS sfd mvfherS psde hme ykllsge hmekr aerpsfefh reSkdef.eD sfd 
iklsSVS bollowkfg SlowlI grew sS hmeI wkhfeSSed hme pkrs.le ob hme slhsrH

Co iklsSVS deSaskrD hme yok.e ob hme —esrhmlord lebh mkp .opalehelI IesrS sgoD 
cvh sbher pore .ofhepalshkofD me reslk“ed kh wsS ce.svSe me slresdI nfew wmsh 
me feeded ho do bor hme feTh reyelshkofH Cme slhsr wsS sll hmsh Seasrshed mkS 
.ofgregshkof brop hme asrsdkSe hmsh lsI ceIofdD sfd kb hmeI .ofhkfved ho arsID 
hmeI wovld ce scle ho oaef hme wsI ho hme —esrhmH Cme pore bollowerS me gskfedD 
hme crkgmher hme avlSkfg lkgmh ce.speD sfd iklsSVS .ofyk.hkofS oflI grew Shrofger 
kf hme pesfhkpeH

”xkykfe —esrhmlordD lefd pe Iovr wkSdopDM me ce.nofed zvkehlIH ”All hmsh - msyeD 
- Svrrefder ho IovH -f rehvrfD Smow pe hme wsIH xelkyer vS bskhmbvl brop ovr 
wk.nedfeSSHM

—e cowed mkS mesd sS me .opalehed mkS arsIerD hmef me roSe ho mkS beeh sfd poyed 
ho hme ohmer Skde ob hme slhsrD wmere me .ovld bs.e hme Spsll .ofgregshkofH OoSh ob 
hme sdvlhS were Seshed of woodef cef.meS of ekhmer Skde ob hme skSle hmsh led ho 
hme slhsrD wmere s .lvSher ob .mkldref msd ceef wskhkfg ashkefhlIH

Lfe cI ofeD hme s.olIheS saaros.med hme slhsr ho arsIH OsfI ob hmep msd ceef 
corf kfho hme .ofgregshkofD slhmovgm Sope were hme .mkldref ob pore re.efh 
.ofyerhSH Cme hoddlerS wmo .spe trSh were .lvpSID cvh hmeI were Shkll scle ho nfeel 
sh hme slhsr sfd ash hmekr msfdS of hme ShofeH Cme feTh grova psfsged s Smorh 
arsIerH iklsS Spkled sS hme lkgmh grew wsrper wkhm es.m s.olIheH Cme sdvlhS wovld 
.ope sbherwsrdSD cvh hme glow ob hme slhsr slwsIS cvrfed crkgmheSh kf reSaofSe ho 
khS IovfgeSh worSmkaaerSH 
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Cme hepale wsS slresdI cshmed kf s red glow cI hme hkpe AvrofD OshheoVS Iovfg 
SofD saaros.med hme slhsrH Cme coI nfelh sfd zvkehlI Sskd hme arsIerD mkS eIeS 
bo.vSed kfhefhlI of hme rvfeS .sryed kfho hme ShofeH —e drew kf s deea creshm sfd 
hmef als.ed mkS aslpS of hme ShofeH

iklsS belh hme mskr of hme cs.n ob mkS fe.n rskSe sS me SefSed s .msrge kf hme skrH 
Avrof brsfhk.sllI S.rspcled cs.n !vSh cebore hme rvfeS ervahed wkhm s clkfdkfg 
lkgmhH A .rs.nkfg Sovfd rkaaed hmrovgm hme SmrkfeD sfd s pehsllk. Spell wsbhed 
hmrovgm hme skr sS hme lkgmh scrvahlI bsdedD lesykfg hme slhsr .opalehelI dsrn of.e 
poreH

-h hoon iklsSVS eIeS Seyersl popefhS ho sd!vSh ho hme few dkpfeSS ob hme hepaleD 
cvh me .ovld mesr s .olle.hkof ob gsSaS rkaale hmrovgm mkS bollowerSH Lf.e mkS 
ykSkof rehvrfed ho mkpD me .ovld psne ovh s Spsll Sklmovehhe SwsIkfg vfShesdklI 
kf hme .efher ob hme slhsrH —e kfShkf.hkyelI Sheaaed borwsrd wmef me Ssw hme tgvre 
cegkf ho .ollsaSeD lkbhkfg s SvrarkSkfglI lkgmh codI kf mkS srpSH Rmef me looned 
dowfD me Ssw s brkgmhefed .mkldVS eIeS tTed of mkpH

Cme gkrl wsS IovfguarocsclI fo older hmsf bovrH —er mesd msd ceef re.efhlI 
SmsyedD cvh hme repskfkfg bv““ wsS sS wmkhe sS hme Sfow hmsh clsfnehed hme yslleIH 
ihrsfger ShkllD mer Snkf wsS s deea crof“eD Seyersl SmsdeS dsrner hmsf sfIofe iklsS 
msd eyer SeefH —er asle eIeS loSh hmekr bo.vS sS Sme wefh lkpaD sfd iklsS looned vaD 
peehkfg hme vf.erhskf gs“eS ob mkS .ofgregshkofH

A crosd Spkle Saresd oyer mkS bs.e sS me sffovf.edD ”Lvr arsIerS msye ceef 
sfSwered7 Ne!ok.eusf sfgel msS ceef Sefh ho gvkde vS7M

All sh of.eD hme pood kf hme roop Smkbhed brop besr ho !vcklshkofH Cme sdvlhS lebh 
hmekr SeshS sfd .rowded srovfd iklsSD res.mkfg borwsrd ho hov.m hme vf.ofS.kovS 
.mkldH Wyef AvrofD Shkll hrepclkfg brop hme reyelshkofD saaros.medD grsSakfg hme 
gkrlVS msfd kf mkS owfH ivrarkSe .roSSed mkS Spsll beshvreSD sfd iklsS bollowed mkS 
gs“e ho s cls.n psrn eh.med kfho hme cs.n ob hme gkrlVS msfdH

AfI dovch me psI msye msd scovh hme gkrlVS orkgkf ysfkSmed of.e me re.ogfk“ed 
hme Smsae ob hme —esrhmlordVS esgleH iklsS belh s Smvdder ob rsahvreuhmkS wsS hme 
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Se.ofd reyelshkofH iklsS led mkS bollowerS kf arsIerD hmsfnkfg hme —esrhmlord bor 
mkS bsyorH



III

Let the tongue that lies smolder in its mouth.
Let the hand that conceals wither and rot.
Let the traitor live forever
So that he may see all around him turn to ash.

S enya sat up in her bed when the bells began ringing, groggily rubbing the 
sleep out of her eyes. Pink rays of the early dawn scattered across her bed-

room, dimly illuminating the sparse furnishings. She could see her breath in the 
cold morning air as she exhaled, and she shivered when she put her bare feet on 
the stone qoor. She Tuickly changed out of her nightgown into a warm wool dress 
and pulled on her fur-lined boots.

’his yearIs winter was the longest she could remember. zt was well into spring, 
yet the ground outside the village was still blanketed in a foot of snow. ’he days 
were slowly growing longer, leaving more time to play outside after her scheduled 
activities were done. She couldnIt wait for summer, when it wouldnIt start getting 
dark until well past dinner, and she could spend the entire evening away from the 
stiqing conHnes of the temple.

She washed her hands and face in her water basin, haphaBardly tossed her night-
gown onto her bed, and then departed, racing through the stone corridors to the 
great hall. Eer room was situated in the isolated royal wing of the temple, which 
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was much further away from the common areas than the acolyte dormitories. Wy 
the time she reached the hall nearly all of the boys were in their seats eating bowls 
of hot porridge.

Senya took her seat next to Oather Silas, who had already Hnished and was sipping 
from a mug of mulled wine. Eis hair was more gray than black now, and deep 
hollows were etched beneath his eyes. ’he winter had been hard on him“heId 
spent the Hrst half conHned to his bed with a rattling cough. Senya had only been 
able to watch helplessly as his condition deteriorated, painfully aware that there 
wasnIt anything she could do to help him. ’hankfully, a physician from OortiBia 
had come and drafted a potion to alleviate his symptoms, and heId regained 
enough strength to return to his regular duties a month ago. Eis health was 
holding for the moment, but he was visibly weaker than heId been before his 
illness.

”nce everyone had eaten, Oather Silas stood up and led them to the inner sanc-
tum. ”ne by one, the acolytes approached the altar and rendered their morning 
prayers. 2lthough the lamps Hxed to the marble columns that surrounded the 
altar werenIt lit, the room was bathed in a soft red light. Rvery couple of seconds 
it would pulse more brightly, its steady rhythm hypnotiBing Senya until it was her 
turn to approach.

She knelt on the warm slab and placed her hands on the stone, taking in a deep 
breath as the power coursed beneath her Hngers. Ahile she could feel it resonate 
with some of the other acolytes, she had never felt in tune with it when praying at 
the altar. Still, she closed her eyes and bowed. 2lthough she had been taught the 
same prayer as the others, she had her own version. LPlease give me your guidance. 
Show me what you want me to do.D

2s always, the altar gave no answer. 2fter waiting for a few moments, she stood 
up and returned to her place among the row of acolytes while Silas knelt to pray. 
zt was common for him to linger for ten minutes or more in silent prayer, during 
which time the acolytes were supposed to stand at attention.
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Senya felt a nudge in her side. She looked at 2uron, whoId Tuietly repositioned 
himself beside her. Ee leaned over and whispered to her, LCy father returned 
from his hunt last night. Cy mother said she would bake cakes for all of us 
tonight.D 

2 wide grin crossed SenyaIs face. ’he temple sta6 would sometimes make sweets 
in the summer when the royal court was in attendance, but they were a rare treat 
during the winter. 2uronIs father must have brought in a good haul if his family 
had been able to purchase butter. She opened her mouth to reply, but then she 
saw Petrus, a newly ordained priest, staring at the two of them.

She looked up at the marble ceiling, swaying idly back and forth on her feet as the 
minutes crawled along. 2fter what seemed like forever, Oather Silas stood up, and 
the acolytes fell into line behind him as he led them to the library. ’he servants 
had already stoked a Hre in the center of the room, which they huddled around 
as Silas opened the wooden shutters. Sunlight qooded in along with the cold air, 
making Senya shiver even through her thick dress.

’hree times a week, the acolytes were set to the task of copying the EearthlordIs 
word. ’he entire collection was composed of Hve scrolls, one for each of the 
Mivine Rmbers, and each acolyte could copy one scroll a month. Senya had 
enKoyed this activity more when sheId been tasked with mixing ink and preparing 
pens to distribute to the older acolytes, who did the actual scribing.

4ow that she was old enough to write, she found it tedious. ”nly the best 
reproductions were approved for release, and the rest were burned at the end of 
the month. zn two years, not a single one of her scrolls had managed to escape 
the bonHre, and she didnIt have very high hopes for the one she was currently 
working on, either.

She pulled her half-Hnished scroll and a wooden tablet from the shelf at the end 
of the room, then found a spot on one of the deerskin rugs with 2uron. 2fter 
a few moments, Oabian plopped down beside her. 2mong the sea of !astellano 
boys, he was an oddity with his striking red hair. Eis family had emigrated from 
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2esterland three years ago to Koin the congregation. She smiled at him and scooted 
over to make more room for him on the rug. 

”ne of the younger acolytes passed out their pens and small vials of prepared ink. 
Oather Silas sat down in the wooden chair near the shelves and read from Rmber 
of ”bedience, where theyId left o6 the last session.

’heir pens had to be re-inked every two words, so Silas only read a word every 
few seconds. L’he way is winding,D he recited gravely. LManger looms beyond 
the path. ’o gaBe too long into the fog is to stray from my side. 7eep your eyes 
forward, and follow.D

Mespite the slow pace, Senya found herself working frantically to keep up at times. 
Rvery mistake had to be crossed out and re-written, by which time Silas would 
already be two words ahead. SheId learned early on that it was a good idea to sit 
next to someone who could keep up with the recital, and although Oabian was 
the same age as her, his accuracy was as high as the oldest acolytes. She spent 
most of the time looking at his scroll, Tuickly glancing away whenever one of the 
supervising priests passed by.

zf an acolyte happened to get too far behind, one of the supervisors would snatch 
his scroll away from him and he would be marched up to Silas, who would smack 
him across the knees with his cane. ’he humiliated acolyte would then have 
to stand there for the rest of the session, which could last for hours. ’his had 
happened to Senya a few times, although she was spared the beating “ left only 
to endure the resentful gaBe of the acolytes. She was already the only girl among 
them, and the reminder of her supposed divinity on top of that made her feel even 
more isolated. Eonestly, she would rather have the smack.

Eer hand was beginning to cramp up when Silas Hnally announced they were 
done for the day. ’he acolytes rushed to the cubbies to store their tablets and 
scrolls, and then those who werenIt on chore duty left to spend the rest of the day 
with their families.

Wefore he left, 2uron reminded her, L!ome over once youIre done? …ou can have 
supper with us if you want.D
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Senya nodded happily and promised, LSee you then.D

She stood alone in the hall as the rest of the acolytes left, until the echoes of their 
footsteps and laughter had completely faded. Rventually, Oather Silas emerged 
from the library, leaning heavily on his cane. 2s they walked through the temple, 
she slowly qexed the tension out of her hand. 

Lzs your penmanship improving"D Silas asked. She shrugged, and he smiled wryly. 
LCany have asked for the word of the Eearthlord in the angelIs own hand. Eow 
long do you think they will need to wait"D

Senya frowned. LAhy canIt you give them someone elseIs and say itIs mine"D

L’he tongue that lies will smolder in its mouth,D Silas said testily.

LCine arenIt ever going to be as good as the others,D she replied sullenly. Lz donIt 
understand why they have to be perfect.D

LPerhaps if you focused more, if you had fewer distractions9D

Senya qushed at this notion, and Tuickly steered the conversation to a di6erent 
track. LEow many people are waiting"D

L’wenty or so, z believe.D

Senya felt her mouth open dumbly at the number. People came from all over 
!astilla to seek her divine touch, but twenty a day was high even in the summer, 
when it was fashionable to make the pilgrimage to 2lcaBar. zn the winter, when 
the road was blanketed with a thick layer of snow, only the most dedicated braved 
the diUcult trek. LAhy so many"D she asked.

L2 wagon of wounded soldiers arrived this morning. ’here was a skirmish at the 
border.D

Senya felt a qare of anger pass through her. LAhy waste time scribing if they were 
already here"D

L…our education is not a waste of time,D Silas replied. 
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Stubbornly, Senya continued, Lzf there is Hghting at the border, doesnIt it make 
more sense for me to be there, rather than for them to come here" zf someone was 
seriously hurt, they may not make it in time before“0

She stopped abruptly when Silas turned on her, the look on his face telling her 
to drop it. L’he Eearthlord did not send you to help 7ing Oerdinand with his 
wars,D he said tersely.

Senya lowered her head, and they walked in silence the rest of the way. She was 
almost grateful when she heard the sound of moaning from the ward, and she 
broke away from Silas as they entered the crowded room. 2ll twelve of the straw 
pallets that lined the walls were full, leaving the remaining soldiers to lie on the 
qoor or sit with their backs against the wall. 2 small group of legion physicians 
were tending to the wounded soldiers, and some of the congregants were assisting 
with blankets and buckets of hot water.

’he chaos of the room paused for a moment when Senya entered, although some 
of the semi-conscious soldiers continued to moan incoherently. She felt the eyes of 
the soldiers and medics upon her as she passed from bed to bed, brieqy touching 
each soldier to inspect his condition. ’o her growing dismay, their inKuries ranged 
from severe to critical. She felt her heart begin to race as she realiBed how much 
work there was to do “ this was more healing than she had done in months, and 
their inKuries were far worse than the typical pilgrimIs. Oor a moment, she wasnIt 
sure if she was up to the task.

She drew in a deep breath to steady herself and returned to the bed of the soldier 
with the most critical inKuries. ”ne of the physicians was stationed at the other 
side of the pallet, where he had been preparing a potion to give to the dying man. 
Ee gave Senya a skeptical look, but she ignored it as Oather Silas handed her a small 
knife. She used it to cut away the bloody bandages wrapped around the soldierIs 
waist, revealing a deep gash across his abdomen. She placed her hands on either 
side of the wound and closed her eyes.

Eealing had always come to Senya as naturally as breathing, and within a few 
moments, she had entered the trance, extending herself into the manIs damaged 
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tissues. Wit by bit, she slowly fused the rent qesh back together. ’he wound was 
deep, but the medics had done a good Kob to stave o6 infection. 2fter an hour of 
concentration, she withdrew, leaving behind nothing but a discolored scar.

Ahen Senya opened her eyes once more, all of the physicians in the room were 
crowded around the bed, and their expressions had turned from doubt to amaBe-
ment. Enphased, Senya wiped the sweat from her brow and stumbled away from 
the pallet to the next one, where a puncture wound awaited her.

Wy the time she Hnished with her Hfth patient, her vision had blurred, and she 
couldnIt catch her breath. Silas put his hand on her shoulder and said, L…ouIre 
exhausted. ’hatIs enough for today.D

Senya shook her head. L’he others arenIt as bad. z can keep going.D

Silas frowned and considered for a moment, then he acTuiesced and allowed her 
to move to the sixth soldier. ’his one had lost his arm in battle“a severe inKury, 
but no longer life-threatening. 2 tourniTuet had long since stopped the bleeding, 
and it would eventually become a stump on its own.

SenyaIs hands shook as she gently placed them on the soldierIs arm. She couldnIt 
regrow the appendage, but guiding new qesh over the wound was a simple matter. 
She allowed herself to fall into the trance, letting all of her other senses fade away. 
Ahen she tried to explain her ability to the congregation she often likened it to 
qoating “ the sensation of the ground faded away from beneath her feet. She was 
untethered, as if she could drift away at any moment. 2t Hrst, she was only vaguely 
aware of the staccato pulse throbbing in her ears, but it gradually accelerated until 
it became a frenBied pounding.

’he next thing Senya knew, she was crumpled on the qoor, and Oather Silas was 
shaking her shoulders. ’he roar in her ears steadily faded as she looked up at his 
worried face. ’he physicians and soldiers were pressing around her behind him, 
but the congregants pushed them away to give her space.

Misoriented, she asked, LAhat happened"D
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Silas motioned to 5ycus, a burly congregant, who easily lifted her into his arms. 
She sTuirmed, protesting that she could walk on her own, but honestly, her arms 
and legs felt like Kelly. 2s 5ycus took her outside, Silas addressed the soldiers, 
assuring them she would be back the next day.

Senya felt her face qush red with embarrassment as 5ycus carried her past a group 
of temple servants. Ee walked slowly to allow Silas to catch up on his cane, leaving 
her to try to avoid the gaBes of the curious acolytes they passed along the way. 
Ahen they reached her bedroom, 5ycus gently placed her beneath her covers, 
then he bowed and left.

Senya tried to sit up, but her attempts were only met with exhausted twitches 
from her muscles. Oather Silas drew the curtains, shutting out the cool midday 
sun. She looked up at him as he rested a hand on her shoulder. She set her 
Kaw, preparing for a stern lecture about the follies of pride, but he only gave her 
shoulder a soft sTueeBe.

LNest,D he said Tuietly. 

LzIm not tired,D Senya grumbled, ignoring the heavy feeling behind her eyes. She 
looked up at the dark ceiling as Silas left her. 2fter a few moments, she lost the 
Hght against the creeping exhaustion and closed her eyes.



IV

The bells were ringing again. Senya drowsily sat up, surprised to fnd herselc in 
bed. She winmed when the sudden voAevent triggered a throbbing pain in her 
corehead. js her eyes adLusted to the div vorning light, she saw zumrexia, one oc 
the tevple vaids, sleeping upright in a mhair that had been pulled nekt to her bed.

zumrexia awo“e with a start when Senya tapped her arv, a vortifed loo“ mrossing 
her came as she realixed she had been sleeping.

F”orgiAe ve, vilady,H zumrexia pleaded.

Senya waAed oB the apology and hopped down oB oc her bed and onto her ceet. 
Eer head swelled with vore pain, and zumrexia poured her a mup oc water.
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F”ather Silas instrumted that you should rest today,H zumrexia said.

FToday—H Senya as“ed duvbly, loo“ing out the window at the vorning sun. The 
last thing she mould revevber was healing the wounded soldiers, but that had 
been in the acternoon. Slowly, she registered she vust haAe slept sinme then. She 
ekmlaived loudly when she revevbered her plans to see juron the preAious 
eAening, eAo“ing a loo“ oc disapproAal crov the viddleIaged wovan.

She ripped a mlean dress out oc her wardrobe and mhanged. Wecore zumrexia mould 
stop her, Senya bolted out oc the roov, mlutmhing her corehead as she ran towards 
the great hall. jnkiety gripped her as she wondered what juron would thin“ ’ 
she had provised to veet hiv, and his cavily would haAe been ekpemting her. Yt 
wasnDt octen she was inAited oAer cor dinner, and she had been loo“ing corward to 
his votherDs ma“e so vumh. She wondered ic they thought she had intentionally 
snubbed thev, and ic he was vad at her.

She slid to a stop when she reamhed the entryway to the great hall, smanning the 
roov cor juron. Eer heart cell when she didnDt see hiv, but then she celt a hand 
on her shoulder. Startled, she whirled around, surprised to see juronDs sviling 
came becore her.

Nithout as“ing cor an ekplanation, he passed her a svall parmel wrapped in mloth. 
She opened it with sha“ing hands, blin“ing tears out oc her eyes when she saw a 
slime oc the provised ma“e in the mloth. FThan“ you,H she sniOed soctly.

juron laughed and said, FCou donDt haAe to mry about it. qid ”ather Silas “eep 
you here—H

Senya shoo“ her head as she bro“e oB a svall pieme oc the mruvbly ma“e. FThere 
were a lot oc soldiers crov the border. Y was healing thev, and then’H She paused 
as the vevory mave bam“ to her. She “new she had healed sove oc thev, but 
she was sure she hadnDt been able to tend to all oc thev. FY should go bam“ to see 
thev,H she said resolutely.
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FCou will not.H ”ather SilasDs deep Aoime maused both mhildren to Luvp in surprise. 
juron too“ a step bam“ crov the priest, svart enough to detemt the fnality in his 
tone, but Senya mlenmhed her fsts stubbornly.

FY man help thev,H she argued.

FCou wonDt help anyone until you rest, mhild,H ”ather Silas said, annoyanme mreepI
ing into his Aoime. FY instrumted zumrexia to “eep you in your roov.H

The pain in SenyaDs head dulled her instinmt to protest. She celt drained, and she 
“new the old priest was probably right. RAen ic she tried to heal the soldiers now, 
she didnDt “now how vumh she would amtually be able to do. Still, the idea oc 
spending the entire day mooped up in her roov was not appealing.

”inally, she movprovised, FMan Y move to the ritual, at least— YDll go bam“ to vy 
roov right acter.H

Mlearly ekasperated, ”ather Silas agreed, and he lect thev cor the shrine. 4nme he 
was sacely out oc earshot, juron let out a deep sigh oc reliec. Fjnyone else would 
get his mane ic they tal“ed to hiv li“e that,H he said ;uietly. 

Senya crowned and bro“e oB another pieme oc the ma“e. FEe doesnDt order anyone 
else around li“e ve.H

juron shrugged, and they mave to the silent agreevent to drop the subLemt. Senya 
stashed the rest oc the ma“e in her pom“et to fnish later, and they cell into the group 
oc amolytes heading to the vain part oc the tevple cor the wee“ly ritual.

The cront semtions oc the tevple were already pam“ed with people by the tive the 
mlutmh oc amolytes shuOed in. ”ortunately, there were two benmhes reserAed cor 
thev in the cront, so it wasnDt diKmult to fnd a seat. quring the suvver, it was 
movvon cor pilgrivs to mrowd the aisles when there was no plame lect to sit, but 
only halc oc the pews were cull today. jlthough the strong glow oc the altar was 
enough to illuvinate the car reamhes oc the sanmtuv, the young priests still lit the 
lavps with cragrant oil, flling the tevple with a pleasant haxe.
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”ather Silas stood in cront oc the altar, adorned in the blam“ stole evblaxoned 
with the EearthlordDs eagle. Ee raised his hands, signaling cor the mongregation 
to grow ;uiet, and then began to spea“. jlthough his Aoime was soct, the varble 
oc the tevple proLemted it throughout the large mhavber.

Ee neAer said anything during the ritual that Senya hadnDt heard a thousand tives 
becore, but the emho oc his Aoime and the haxe oc the mhavber vade his words 
ceel vore powercul. Yt was as ic the Eearthlord were spea“ing diremtly through 
hiv. Nhen sheDd been younger, Senya had stayed awa“e at night waiting cor the 
Eearthlord to spea“ to her diremtly, as he had with ”ather Silas, to giAe her sove 
in“ling oc the diAine purpose she had been sent to amhieAe. Yt had now been seAen 
years sinme her evergenme crov the altar, and still, his Aoime cailed to reamh her.

She loo“ed down at her ceet, suddenly oAermove with shave. She “new there 
vust be sovething she was vissing’ic she were really the angel, she would 
mhannel the Eearthlord and help ”ather Silas fnd the nekt reAelation. 6aybe 
the Eearthlord was withholding his guidanme until she was worthy oc it. j true 
angel would haAe been able to heal all oc the wounded soldiers and write the 
EearthlordDs word with percemt ammuramy. js it stood, she was nothing but a craud.

j vurvur rippled through the mongregation, and she loo“ed up when a caviliar 
sment lect a vetallim taste in her vouth. Svo“e spilled out crov the altar, dyed red 
by the blinding light. Silas had callen to his “nees, moughing Aiolently as the svo“e 
surrounded hiv. The older amolytes rose to help hiv, but then an ekplosiAe mram“ 
reAerberated throughout the tevple, and the red light suddenly disappeared.

The Jim“ering glow oc the revaining lavps reAealed a van standing in the menter 
oc the altar. Senya celt a mhill run down her spine as she promessed his sudden 
appearanme. qespite his youth, his hair was the molor oc ash7 otherwise, his ceatures 
were sivilar to the Mastellanos’he was lightIs“inned, with a broad came and dar“ 
eyes. Eis arvor was strange, movposed oc thousands oc tiny vetal rings that 
moAered his entire body. The solid iron breastplates Ging ”erdinandDs soldiers wore 
weighed well oAer thirty pounds on their own, but he voAed easily in his vetal 
moat. j long silAer braid semured his vail around his waist. Ee married no shield or 
spear, only a long sword sheathed at his side.
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The mongregation watmhed with bated breath as the van stepped down crov the 
altar and surAeyed the gathering at the tevple. ”ather Silas brushed oB the amolytes 
who had helped hiv up and approamhed the van, bowing as low as he mould 
vanage.

FCou vust be another sent by the Eearthlord to guide us,H Silas mroa“ed reAerI
ently. FNe are at your serAime.H 

The van votioned cor Silas to rise, still malvly surAeying the mrowd. Eis gaxe 
stopped abruptly when it cell upon Senya, and she celt her heart begin to beat 
vore ;uim“ly. Ee stared at her cor a cew semonds becore snapping his attention 
bam“ to Silas. Ee as“ed, Fjre you the mhiec oc this’H he paused, ta“ing in the 
ekpensiAe stonewor“ oc the tevple, then montinued, F’Aillage—H

FY av,H Silas replied.

FCou haAe done well to open the portal on your own,H the van said. FzeaAe the 
rest to ve.H

Ee returned to the altar and plamed his hands on it. The amolytes beside her tensed, 
and as she watmhed the vanDs bam“, she mould see the air shivver around hiv. 
Silas too“ a step bam“, raising his arv to protemt his came crov the searing heat that 
burst out crov the altar.

The altar roared bam“ to lice, brighter than Senya had eAer seen it. The light no 
longer pulsed, but was now movpletely steady, and a Aibrant portal oc swirling 
molors corved at its menter. j loud ruvble bro“e out as the gateway to the Eearth 
opened becore thev, and alvost as one, the mongregation cell to their “nees in 
prayer.

The van stood bam“ up, but the portal revained suspended in vidair, and a 
semond van everged. Ee had blonde hair, but his vost stri“ing ceature was 
his pierming red eyes. Ee also wore strange arvor, though his was movposed oc 
retimulated blam“ plates that moAered vost oc his body. The frst van saluted the 
newmover becore being set at ease. They moncerred ;uietly cor a vovent, too 
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soctly cor Senya to hear what they were saying, but she shiAered when they both 
loo“ed in her diremtion onme vore.

To her surprise, vore arvored ven montinued to everge crov the portal. The 
frst two ven spo“e to Silas, and by the tive he instrumted the mongregation to 
return to their hoves, fcteen Eearthborn had move through, with eAer vore 
appearing by the vinute.

Senya nerAously stood up when Silas votioned cor her to Loin hiv. She celt 
li“e the unsettling red eyes oc the Eearthborn were drilling through her. She 
was used to drawing attention in the Aillage ’ she loo“ed so diBerent crov the 
Mastellanos that it was ivpossible to aAoid. She “new what muriosity, casmination, 
and reAerenme loo“ed li“e, but she didnDt remognixe the guarded ekpressions in the 
eyes oc the Eearthborn. The only thing she mould do was “eep her own gaxe frvly 
on the ground as she approamhed Silas.

Silas put his hand on her shoulder, obliAious to her tension. FThe Eearthlord sent 
us the frst angel seAen years ago,H he ekplained to the blonde van. FNe “new that 
vore would move, so we montinued to pray.H

FShe vust haAe told you vumh oc Aenseits,H the angel Aentured.

Silas crowned. FAenseits— qo you vean the Eearth—H The angel nodded, and Silas 
relaked and shoo“ his head. FShe was little vore than a babe and had nothing 
to tell us. She mave to us with the gict oc healing, cor whimh we were vore than 
gratecul.H

The van rubbed his mhin thoughtcully. FShow ve your came, mhild,H he ordered, 
and Senya was movpelled to loo“ up at hiv. Eis ekpression was mryptim, but she 
thought she sensed a spar“ oc remognition in his mrivson eyes. FNhat is your 
nave—H

FSenya,H she responded vemhanimally.

Ee ektended his hand, and without thin“ing, Senya oBered hiv her own. Ee 
ekavined the var“ oc the blam“ eagle on the bam“ oc her hand, then released her 
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with a grunt oc satiscamtion. Ee malled oAer one oc the angels and said, FSend word 
to the 3egent, and haAe the zeumhter regivent transcer here. Ne will wait cor her 
becore promeeding curther.H

The angel saluted and stepped bam“ into the portal, disappearing crov the tevple 
onme vore. Senya stared at the gateway, barely able to stand the cear that mrawled 
up into her stovamh. The vetallim taste lingering in her vouth vade her sim“, and 
her headamhe had returned in corme.

”ather Silas s;ueexed her shoulder and said, FCou should go rest, now.H

Cratecul cor the order, Senya ;uim“ly lect the sanmtuv, ivvediately braming 
herselc against the mool stone wall oc the morridor as a waAe oc nausea oAertoo“ 
her. She too“ a cew semonds to regain montrol oc her breathing becore montinuing 
to her roov. j thousand unanswered ;uestions swirled around in her vind, but 
cor now, all she wanted to do was mrawl bam“ underneath the sacety oc her ;uilt.





V

S enya climbed up onto one of the fence posts that circled the market, looking 
out over the crowd at the temple. Since the arrival of the Hearthborn, Silas 

and the other priests had been too busy to continue school. The ’rst couple of 
weeks, Senya had relished the sudden taste of freedom, but as some of the novelty 
wore oE, sheAd noticed she was being watched. zven now, she was all too aware of 
the blonde man surveying her from the edge of the busy market.

The regular town watchmen had also been relieved of their duties, replaced by 
Hearthborn soldiers in their black armor. TheyAd wasted no time in securing the 
borders of xlcaFar. xlthough they still allowed pilgrims and merchants to enter, 
no one was permitted to leave. x small group of hunters and trappers preparing 
for their neWt eWpedition had pleaded their case to qather Silas, but heAd promised 
it was only temporary and asked them to have patience. Bithout anything to do 
but wait for the restriction to be lifted, most of them had taken to drinking in the 
market.

She looked over as xuron and qabian clambered up onto the fence, and together 
they watched a small patrol of Hearthborn march across the sRuare. There must 
have been hundreds of them in xlcaFar now, although it was impossible to keep 
count. They were constantly coming and going through the portal. The inner 
sanctum had become a restricted area, and not even qather Silas was allowed near 
the altar anymore.
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qabian oEered Senya a piece of dried “erky, which she gladly accepted. xlthough 
she still slept in her room in the royal wing, she did her best to avoid the temple 
now, which also meant skipping most meals. Bithout the other acolytes, she was 
sure she would have starved by now. She wasnAt sure why she was so uncomfortD
able around her fellow Hearthborn. They had been nothing but cordial with her. 
Some would give her strange looks, but they mostly ignored her. Still, she was 
happier keeping her distance from them.

?”o you really think the 4egent is arriving soonIY xuron asked as he chewed on 
his own chip of “erky.

Senya nodded. ?L heard some of them talking last night. They said they had to 
make preparations for her.Y

?Bhen are they going to take us to the HearthIY qabian asked.

xuron scoEed. ?Oou only go to the Hearth when you die.Y

?They come and go all the time,Y Senya inter“ected. ?TheyAre not dead.Y

?TheyAre angels,Y xuron argued. ?Bhy havenAt they taken you back there, anyD
wayI Lf this is the third revelation, isnAt your “ob here doneIY

Senya frowned. ?L donAt know,Y she said. ?L donAt want to go back.Y

?Bhy would you rather stay here than go to paradiseIY qabian asked. ?”id you 
ask them to take you with themIY

?0o,Y Senya replied, already tired of this line of Ruestioning. ?They havenAt told 
me anything, and L donAt know anything.Y

Sensing her eWasperation, xuron and qabian let the topic drop. The three chewed 
the tough “erky in silence for several minutes, until the fence shook slightly as a 
man leaned back against it. The children looked up to see the ashenDhaired man 
who had opened the portal beside them.

Bithout his chainmail, he was much less intimidating. His brown eyes lit up as he 
smiled disarmingly at the three of them. ?L donAt think L ever properly introduced 



THz Hzx4TH1M4” j—

myself,Y he said. ?Cy name is xlphonse 0ichts.Y He set his gaFe on xuron and 
said, ?Oou are the one who opened the portal seven years ago, arenAt youIY

xuron turned red as he shoved his hands in his pockets. ?L donAt really remember 
that,Y he stammered.

0ichts grinned and casually raised his hand. He snapped his ’ngers, causing a 
tiny 2ame to spark into life over his thumb. xuron and qabian stared at the ’re 
in amaFement, but SenyaAs eyes were drawn to the mark of the HearthlordAs eagle 
on the back of his hand. She hadnAt noticed it before, but it matched her own 
brand. xfter a few moments, the 2ame disappeared, and xuron “umped oE the 
fence and circled around in front of the man, pleading for him to repeat the trick.

He laughed and said, ?L can teach you how to do it yourself if you want. Lt 
probably wonAt be very diUcult for you.Y

Senya watched silently as he demonstrated the trick again, and xuron began 
furiously snapping. She glanced at qabian, who was watching raptly from the 
fence. 0ichts gave xuron a few pointers, and to SenyaAs surprise, the neWt time 
he snapped, a thin trail of smoke rose from his ’ngers. x wide grin crossed his 
face as he looked up at the Hearthborn.

Senya ’nished oE her morsel of “erky before climbing down from her perch and 
eWcusing herself. She didnAt need to be told she wouldnAt be able to learn it herself 
3 it was the same discordant power that pulsed from the altar. She couldnAt teach 
xuron how to heal, and he wouldnAt be able to teach her his stupid trick.

Bithout realiFing it had been her destination, she found herself at the temple 
ward. She relaWed as she walked inside. The group of wounded Pastellano soldiers 
from the front lines had long since recovered and vacated the beds, but new 
arrivals continued to trickle in. The weather had improved considerably in the 
last couple of weeks, eWposing large patches of ground from beneath the snow. Lt 
wouldnAt be long before the summer rush began in force.

Sophia, the head nurse on duty, looked up in surprise when she entered 3 she 
wasnAt scheduled to come until later. Still, she directed Senya to a pallet occupied 
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by a young boy. His mother rose from his side and took SenyaAs hands. x series 
of incoherent pleas tumbled out of her mouth, and Senya smiled and assured her 
that her son would be ’ne.

Sophia gently disengaged the mother from Senya, and she turned to the boy. 
His cheeks were stained with tears, and he whimpered softly when she gingerly 
touched his arm. He had broken it badly 3 it would be a diUcult in“ury to heal. 
Bhen it was busy, Silas usually turned away these cases because they could take 
hours to address, but the boy was the only patient today.

Senya knelt down beside him and closed her eyes, Ruickly losing herself in the 
rhythm of reconstructing the boyAs arm. Lt was easy to forget everything else while 
she was healing. The hours slipped away unnoticed, and by the time she regained 
her senses, the sun hung low in the sky and the boy was sleeping peacefully.

Senya almost lost her balance when the boyAs mother threw her arms around 
her, barraging her with blessings. xgain, Sophia gently pulled the woman away, 
allowing Senya a moment to catch her breath. Bhen she looked up, she noticed a 
small group of Hearthborn observing her from across the pallet. She felt her heart 
clench in her chest when she met the crimson gaFe of the woman in the center.

The woman was fairly young, probably in her late twenties, and beautiful. Her 
silky blonde hair was pulled up into a tight bun, and her skin was pale and smooth 
eWcept for a dark scar that cut across her right eyebrow. She wore the black plate 
of the other Hearthborn, but hers was inlaid with the HearthlordAs eagle in ivory. 
1ike 0ichts, she wore a silver braided cord around her waist. There was no doubt 
in SenyaAs mind D this was the 4egent of the Hearthborn.

Nefore she knew what she was doing, Senya found herself on her knees, her head 
bowed low as she trembled in the 4egentAs presence.

=nphased by SenyaAs reaction, the woman remarked, ?Oour power has grown.Y 

Senya slowly looked up, shocked out of her fear by confusion. There was someD
thing familiar about the woman, but no matter how hard Senya tried, she couldnAt 
remember her. She stammered, ?Have we met beforeIY
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x thin smile crept up to the 4egentAs lips. ?They told me you didnAt remember.Y 
She gestured to the black mark on SenyaAs hand and continued, ?Oou were once in 
my service, before you came here.Y She paused for a moment, reconsidered, and 
corrected herself. ??erhaps you never left it.Y

Senya stared at her dumbly. The 4egent motioned for her to rise, which Senya 
obliged, although her legs felt weak beneath her. 0ow the initial shock of enD
countering the 4egent had passed, she recogniFed the man to her right 3 it was 
Ca“or @oehler, who had arrived from the portal directly after 0ichts. HeAd led the 
Hearthborn while they waited for the 4egent. x blueDeyed woman with short, 
mossy hair stood to the 4egentAs left. SenyaAs eyes traveled down to her hand, 
where she could see a black mark she guessed matched her own.

qinally, Senya broke the silence and admitted, ?L couldnAt remember why you sent 
me here.Y

?Oou helped these people reactivate the altar,Y the 4egent replied. ?0ow, you 
will help us release my ancestor, the Lmperator.Y xt SenyaAs bewildered look, she 
clari’ed, ?The priest calls him the Hearthlord.Y 

This only served to confuse Senya further. ?4elease him from whereIY

She noticed @oehlerAs lips twist into a snarl, but the 4egent continued to smile. 
?ThatAs enough Ruestions for now,Y she said. ?”onAt stray too far. Be will depart 
once L have made the necessary preparations.Y

Bith that, she left with her entourage, and Senya sat down on the nearest pallet, a 
sudden wave of eWhaustion passing over her. Sophia approached her, a concerned 
eWpression on her face, so Senya forced a smile and assured the nurse she was ’ne. 
Banting to be alone, she left the ward, ignoring the Hearthborn who trailed her 
on the way to her room.





VI

Lower your head.
Fix your eyes below.
You, who was born of dust,
Ask not how the eagle soars.

S enya felt a strange mixture of excitement and anxiety bubble up through her 
chest as she donned the pack heavy with supplies for the Regent’s expedition. 

The town square was packed with members of the congregation, all of whom had 
come to pray as thirty Hearthborn loaded the last provisions onto the saddlebags 
of the dozen oxen that had been donated to the endeavor. Silas was giving a speech 
about the momentous occasion, promising that when they returned, it would be 
with the Hearthlord.

A pair of Meshy arms wrapped around Senya, and she smiled as Auron’s mother 
kissed the top of her head. She had barely been able to close her pack with all 
the dried Osh and bread Auntie Bariana had stuEed into it. Auron’s little sisters 
somehow slipped underneath their mother’s arms, and Senya soon found herself 
completely immobilized by hugs.

Wnce they disengaged, Auron’s father prodded him forward, and he hugged her, 
as well. She stood still for a moment in his warm embrace, wishing he was coming 
as well.
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I—ou’ll have to tell me what it’s like on the other side of the ridge,F Auron said, 
awkwardly stepping back.

I-’ll tell you everything,F she promised. IThey said we shouldn’t be gone for more 
than a monthj-’ll be back before you know it.F

Auron smiled and snapped his Ongers, summoning a steady wisp of Mame. The 
little trick had turned out to be a sort of initiation j all of the acolytes who’d 
mastered it had been inducted into a new school the Hearthborn had started. 
Senya had watched both Auron and Labian spend countless hours practicing. 
6hile Auron had quickly perfected the trick, Labian had rubbed his Ongers raw 
without anything to show for it. She glanced at the edge of the crowd, where the 
redDheaded boy was watching them with a muted expression. 6hen he noticed 
her attention, Labian quickly dissolved back into the throng of congregants.

Senya frowned as she turned back to Auron. She had never seen him happier than 
when he’d announced he had been chosen as a holy knight of the Hearthlord. As 
much as she wanted to share his enthusiasm, somehow she knew the afternoons 
the three of them had spent romping through the outskirts of Alcazar were 
coming to an end.

Sensing her ambivalence, Auron let the Mame die and boasted, I-’ll learn someD
thing new to show you by the time you come back.F 

Senya glanced over her shoulder when she heard the caravan begin to move, and 
she quickly turned back to Auron and gave him another short hug. Then, she 
trotted oE to 7oin the group of soldiers moving along the southern road out of 
town, resisting the urge to look back. 6ithin Ofteen minutes, they had passed 
the last cluster of houses that belonged to Alcazar, and it was already the furthest 
Senya had ever been from the temple.

She walked beside Lather Silas, who was keeping up with the steady march of the 
angels fairly easily. Senya had been skeptical about his inclusion in the expedition, 
but the promise of freeing the Hearthlord had breathed new life into him. He was 
barely using his cane, and his eyes were bright with purpose.



TH4 H4ARTH;WR8 Y?

8iana Leracht, the Hearthborn Regent, marched at the front of the party, acD
companied as always by her blueDeyed bodyguard. Bost of the rest of their party 
consisted of the blonde Hearthborn, aside from a small cadre of orangeDhaired 
men and the short, yellowDeyed man who had taken to walking directly behind 
Senya. They all shared the same mark as her, and they all donned chainmail 
instead of the heavy plate armor the blonde Hearthborn wore.

The southern road quickly became little more than a trail, but it was used often 
enough by the hunters and trappers of Alcazar that it wasn’t hard to follow. The 
angels talked and 7oked as they marched, and Senya noticed them marveling at the 
scenery more than once. She too was enthralledP the deeper they went into the 
forest, the larger the trees became, until they towered over them like giants. The 
woods were alive with the sounds of birds, and it wasn’t long until Senya noticed 
the Orst deer watching them warily through the brush.

Their speed was checked by the slow pace of the oxen, but even so, she felt 
exhausted by the time they made camp. -t was by far the longest she had ever 
walked in one day, probably many times over. She glanced at Lather Silas, who 
grimaced as he sat down next to the Ore. He rubbed his knees through his thick 
vestment. 6ithout thinking, she placed her hand over his, easily reducing the 
swelling that was causing him pain.

He smiled in appreciation, but Senya couldn’t help but question the logic of 
bringing him on this expedition once more. The Orst time he’d reached the 
Hearthlord, he had climbed the -cetooth Ridge. He had been a young man then, 
but now his 7oints were gnarled with age. She didn’t know if she would be able to 
scale the cliEs, let alone how Lather Silas could manage it.

Senya looked over in surprise when ;ady 8iana 7oined them at their Ore. Her 
bodyguard served her a bowl of thin soup, then oEered Silas and Senya their 
rations. Another Hearthborn, ;ieutenant 4ichmann, sat down as well, and the 
Ove of them began to eat in silence.

The Hearthborn soup wasn’t like anything Senya had tasted before. The angels 
had brought over a dozen sacks of a strange yellow grain through the portal, which 
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they’d rendered into this watery slop. They’d loaded the oxen with little else in the 
way of rations. Senya was used to eating venison, Osh, bread, and fruits and berries 
in the templej compared to that, this was bland.

I-s it not to your likingVF 8iana asked.

Senya looked down at the soup, her cheeks burning red in embarrassment. I-t’s 
not that,F she said. I- 7ust didn’t remember it.F

8iana laughed. I—ou don’t have to lie. -t may not be good, but it will keep for 
months.F She looked over her shoulder at the darkness of the woods and mused, 
I9erhaps we will hunt for game once we reach the ridge.F

I-t’s too rocky for deer further south, but there are mountain goats,F Silas said. 
I-f we come across any hunting parties, - can pay them for some of their quarry.F

I4xcellent,F 8iana said. IBeat is hard to come by in 5enseits. Bost of my men 
hadn’t tasted it before coming here.F

The other Hearthborn both looked at her uncertainly, but Senya was intrigued. 
I6hat is it like thereVF she asked.

8iana thought for a moment, then answered, I-t’s similar enough to this country, 
though without the trees.F

Senya looked at the light Mickering oE the massive trunks around them, unable to 
imagine the Serrata 0alley without its thick forest. I6hy aren’t there any treesVF

8iana shrugged. IThere were trees, centuries ago. Wnce we revive my ancestor, 
they will grow again.F 

Silas bowed his head reverently. He took oE one of his gloves, and Senya saw the 
sapphire of his ring Mash in the harsh Orelight. She was surprisedP she had only seen 
him wear it a few times on the anniversaries of the Orst and second revelations. As 
far as she knew, she was the only other person who was even aware of its existence.

Silas took the ring oE of his Onger and oEered it to 8iana, apologizing, I- wanted 
to wait until we were away from Alcazar to present this to you, my lady. This is 
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the holy relic the Hearthlord bestowed upon me, but you are more deserving of 
it than -.F

8iana leaned over, inspecting the brilliant gem in Silas’s hand. Linally, after a few 
seconds of thought, she gently closed his Ongers back around the ring. IHe gave 
it to you,F she said. I—ou can return it to him yourself.F 

Ny the time Senya crawled into the tent she shared with Lather Silas, she felt more 
at ease than she had since the Hearthborn had arrived. She didn’t know why she 
had felt so tense when she had Orst encountered ;ady 8iana. The Regent had 
entertained more of her questions throughout dinner, never becoming impatient 
with her. She looked at the black eagle on the back of her hand, and though she 
was still buzzing with excitement, she forced herself to close her eyes.

The expedition trekked through the forest for another two days, their progress 
slowing steadily as the snow deepened. Ny the time they hit the rocky foothills that 
skirted the imposing ridge ahead, the trail had become a maze of animal tracks. 
The Hearthborn established a more permanent camp near the exposed base of 
the cliEs.

This close, Senya had to crane her head all the way back to see the top of the 
gargantuan ridge. The sheet of rock looked imposing from Alcazar, but up close, 
it seemed impossibly tall. The cliEs were pitched at ninetyDdegree angles in most 
places. Bassive icicles hung treacherously like fangs across the rock face, and she 
couldn’t help but imagine what would happen if one were to fall above a climber. 
She looked back at Lather Silas, unable to believe he had once scaled this colossus.

As the angels unpacked the supplies from the oxen, Senya was surprised to Ond 
that they hadn’t brought much rope with them, nor did they have any of the more 
specialized tools Lather Silas had used to complete his summit. That evening, she 
broached the sub7ect with ;ady 8iana, asking how they intended to scale the 
ridge.
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I6e don’t need to climb it,F 8iana replied, smiling in amusement at the absurdity 
of the idea. IThe mountain will let us through.F

Senya found out what she meant the next day when 8iana and the three orD
angeDhaired men approached the face of the nearest cliE. She consulted with them 
for a few minutes, then stepped back and allowed the largest of them to place 
his hands on the stone. 4ven standing among the cluster of angels a hundred 
feet away, Senya could feel his power ripple through the air. -t was similar to the 
sensation she’d felt when “ichts had opened the portal, but rather than sending 
chills up her spine, it hit her low in the stomach.

She looked up in alarm when she heard a violent crackling sound, sure for a 
moment that an avalanche was about to bury them. -nstead, she only saw the 
unmoving face of the mountain, and when she looked back down, there was a 
concave section in the rock the man had touched, blanketed by a One layer of dust.

The Orst man stepped aside, and the next replaced him, repeating the same 
process. This time, Senya did not look away when the mountain rumbled. The 
rock turned to dust beneath his Ongers, and by the time he relinquished his 
position, the nascent tunnel was another foot deep.

As the men settled into their labor, 8iana returned to the soldiers and issued a 
set of crisp orders. They immediately scattered to their tasks, leaving Senya and 
Lather Silas alone to watch the excavation. Senya was amazed at their stamina j 
she could feel how much eEort they put into each push, and they only had a 
couple of minutes to rest in between. She knew if she were to exert herself at the 
same level, she would collapse after thirty minutes, but an hour passed without 
them showing any signs of fatigue.

She frowned when she heard a violent cough to her side, and she turned to Lather 
Silas in alarm. He brushed her aside as he retched into his handkerchief. Although 
he assured her it was nothing, she could only think of the rattling pneumonia that 
had incapacitated him at the beginning of winter. The arrival of the Hearthborn 
made it seem like that had been ages ago, but she had to remind herself it had only 
been a couple of months since he’d been conOned to his bed.
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Silas rose with a heavy sigh and said, I- think - will lie down in camp.F He looked 
down at Senya fondly and said, IThe power of the Hearthborn never ceases to 
amaze me.F

I8o you want me to come with youVF Senya asked.

He shook his head and said, I“o, stay here if you like. Baybe you can be useful 
to them.F

As she turned to watch Silas return, she noticed Rolf Caufmann, the short, 
yellowDeyed man who had been shadowing her since they left Alcazar, standing 
a few feet behind her. The corner of his mouth twitched when she met his gaze, 
but then she quickly looked away, trying to ignore the pinpricks crawling across 
her back.

Ny midDmorning, the excavators disappeared into the darkness of the tunnel. 
The soldiers brought a steady stream of newly cut timber, which they used to 
construct supports inside the shaft. ;ieutenant 4ichmann returned to the base of 
the cliE to oversee the construction operations. 6hen he saw Senya was still there, 
a look of exasperation crossed his weathered face, and he admonished, I—ou’re in 
the way.F

Senya felt her cheeks Mush as she asked, I6hat should - do, sirVF

4ichmann seemed surprised at her response. He rubbed the back of his neck as 
he thought, before he Onally replied, I- suppose the cook could use some help.F

Senya nodded and trotted back towards the camp, painfully aware Caufmann 
was following her. She knew his order had probably been to watch her, but there 
was something about him that made her uncomfortable. She quickly located the 
party’s cook, a middleDaged Hearthborn called Aberdeen.

He sat on a log, idly stirring the same thin soup they’d eaten for the last three 
nights. He frowned when she reported that 4ichmann had directed her to him, 
cursing softly under his breath. 6hen he saw Caufmann following directly beD
hind her, he sighed and tossed a heavy sack of potatoes towards her.
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Senya looked down at the sack uncertainly, and Aberdeen pushed the handle of 
a small knife into her hand. I9eel those,F he ordered. She sat down and took the 
Orst potato out of the sack, but before she could start, he warned, IAny skin you 
leave on, -’ll have Caufmann peel oE you.F

Senya looked down and slowly shaved away at the potato with the knife. Although 
she was sure the threat had been the cook’s idea of a 7oke, she still checked each 
potato meticulously before placing it carefully in the wooden bowl Aberdeen 
dropped next to her.

She winced when she felt the blade nick her Onger, but the wound had disapD
peared by the time she wiped the blood oE onto her dress. She hadn’t ever peeled 
vegetables before j there was a rotation of congregants who took care of all the 
cooking in the temple. The constant disapproving glances from Aberdeen and 
the phantom gaze of Caufmann made her feel selfDconscious at Orst, but after a 
while, she fell into a sort of rhythm.

-t took her all day to work her way through the entire sack, and by the time the 
Hearthborn returned to camp to eat, her hands were cramped and shaking. Still, 
she helped Aberdeen serve the hungry soldiers. 6hen they had all retired to their 
campOres to eat, Aberdeen dismissed her, and she took two bowls to search for 
Lather Silas.

The sound of a rattling cough drew her to their tent, where she found him 
sleeping. She placed the bowl beside him before returning outside. She cautiously 
made her way to the closest Ore and sat down, soaking in its warmth as she ate 
her dinner. The soldiers ignored her and continued to talk. 6hen she was done, 
she immediately returned to her tent and crawled beneath her blanket, drifting 
to sleep as she listened to Silas’s harsh breathing.



VII

S enya looked up from the pot she was supposed to be tending when she 
heard the clash of steel, watching as Lady Diana parried the blade that came 

hurtling toward her. Senya had learned the perfect spot to position herself when 
the soldiers trained, so she could watch while still pretending to focus on whatever 
task Aberdeen gave her. With a ’uid motion, Diana caught her attackerTs arm 
and twisted it behind him, forcing him to drop his sword. Rhe xegent smirked 
in satisfaction and released him, motioning for the ne—t opponent to approach 
her.

Rhe qrst time Senya had seen the xegent spar, she wondered if the other soldiers 
were going easy on her. Diana defeated them all so easily, without ever losing a 
point against them. Rhe longer Senya watched, though, the more she became 
convinced otherwise. After the matches, DianaTs opponents were covered with 
sweat, and they werenTt any faster when they faced each other. Rhe xegentTs every 
movement looked both eNortless and precise V it was as if the bout had already 
been choreographed.

Senya could only watch transq—ed as Diana felled two more challengers in Euick 
succession. Rhe xegent sheathed her sword, the e—pression on her face betraying 
her boredom. Batalia Hogel, her bodyguard, rushed to her side with a towel, 
which Diana accepted with a smile. Rhey left 5ichmann to run the remainder of 
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the training, and Senya returned her attention to the stew, which had begun to 
boil over.

A couple of Euick stirs caused the bubbles to dissipate, and she glanced at AbI
erdeen to see if heTd noticed. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw he was still 
engrossed with butchering the goat one of the -earthborn had killed the previous 
day. Rhe chunks of meat heTd managed to e—tract so far were small and misshapen, 
but her stomach still rumbled at the sight of them.

Rhe angels qnished their training after another hour and crowded around the 
stew pot, where Senya served them lunch. ”nce the blonde -earthborn had been 
fed, she qlled a spare pot with the soup and called out to Aberdeen, Kj am going 
to bring the xothschilds their lunch, sir.?

Aberdeen waved her away, and she carried the heavy pot towards the cliN face, 
carefully navigating the uneven terrain. Rhe qrst time sheTd had this task, sheTd 
tripped on her way back with the empty pot, badly skinning her knees and elbows. 
jt had only taken a few moments to heal, but she wasnTt eager to relive the 
e—perience.

As always, Jaufmann trailed a few steps behind her, casting his shadow wherever 
she went. -e was Euiet V in all the time heTd watched her, heTd never said a word 
to her. Still, she couldnTt shake the needling sense of unease whenever she looked 
back at him. 

Jaufmann and the xothschild brothers didnTt train with the blonde -earthI
born, and they didnTt sit at the same campqres. Rheir tents were isolated on the 
opposite side of the camp from the others. While all the other angels reported to 
Lieutenant 5ichmann, Jaufmann and the xothschilds answered directly to Lady 
Diana.

She shivered as she entered the tunnel. Rorches had been set into the ground every 
ten yards, allowing her to see, but the passageway was so smooth and straight it 
was hardly necessary. Rhe temperature dropped sharply as she progressed into the 
depths of the mountain, and she clung closer to the pot in her hands for warmth.
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She walked for qfteen minutes before she was able to hear the echoing sounds 
of the xothschilds in the distance, and it was another couple of minutes before 
she could see them. 5very day added another minute to her commute, and she 
wondered how long it would be before they broke through to the other side. Rhey 
paused when they saw her, and the oldest, -arald, relieved her of the pot.

Senya waited, shivering, as the three of them ate. She tried not to think about the 
unfathomable tons of rock above her head, but she Yumped every time she heard 
the wooden supports creak from the strain. Rhe air was qlled with a thin layer of 
smoke from the torches that lit the way. She didnTt know how the xothschilds 
could stand to be here all day.

Another treacherous rumble from deep within the mountain made Senya Euiver 
in terror, which elicited a chuckle from Augustus, the middle brother. KDid you 
bring us any water, girlz? he asked.

Senya Euickly shrugged the waterskin oN her shoulder and handed it to Augustus. 
-e took a heavy draught before passing it on to 6oseph, the youngest. Augustus 
looked past her at Jaufmann, who was leaning back against the smooth wall of 
the tunnel.

KFou got an easy assignment this time, didnTt youz? he asked, a taunting smile 
crossing his face. 

Rhe edge of JaufmannTs lip twitched, but he didnTt respond. Augustus snickered 
despite -araldTs look of disapproval. Rhe brothers qnished their meal, stretched, 
and stood up, returning to their e—cavation. Senya snatched up the empty pot 
and waterskin and took oN towards the entrance of the tunnel, Yogging to try to 
restore circulation to her fro7en appendages.

5very sound in the tunnel was ampliqed by the smooth rock surrounding her. She 
could see JaufmannTs shadow ’it in front of her every time she passed a torch, 
and she imagined that he was no longer tailing her, but now chasing her. -er heart 
raced as she Euickened her pace, but no matter how fast she ran, his steps loomed 
ever closer. Suddenly, she reali7ed she was out of breath, and she staggered to a 
stop as she gasped for air. 
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A few moments passed before she could breathe again, and she didnTt dare look 
behind her as she forced her legs to move once more. Ro her immense relief, 
the sound of JaufmannTs boots steadily grew more distant. Still, she wasnTt able 
to shake her imagined terror until she was back in the sunlight once again. She 
Euickly returned to AberdeenTs qre, where he chided her for taking so long.

5—hausted from her Yourney into the tunnel, she sat down on the log beside the 
qre and poured herself a bowl of stew. She paused as she raised the qrst spoonful 
to her mouth, looking up at Aberdeen and asking, KDid Cather Silas come to eatz?

K-avenTt seen him,? Aberdeen grunted.

Senya lowered her spoon and q—ed a second bowl for the priest. She took a bowl in 
each hand and made her way to her tent, where she heard the muUed sounds of 
the priestTs coughing. She crouched to enter and placed both bowls on the ground 
ne—t to SilasTs pallet before turning to inspect him. 

-is forehead was hot and damp with sweat, which she wiped away with the sleeve 
of her robe. -is face was pale, and his breaths came in short gasps. -e reached out 
for her, and she Euickly helped him into a sitting position. -is body shook from a 
series of violent coughs, and when he took his hand away from his mouth, Senya 
could see the blood in his palm.

-is condition had deteriorated slowly over the last two weeks, but this was a sharp 
decline from how heTd been in the morning. Senya rolled up her pallet so Cather 
Silas could sit against it, her mind racing. She had never seen him this bad before. 
She helped him take a drink from the waterskin, then promised, KjTll go get help.?

She scrambled outside and made a beeline for Lady DianaTs tent on the other side 
of the camp. Batalia was stationed at the entrance V a sure sign the xegent was 
inside. Rhe bodyguard frowned as Senya approached, holding her hand up to 
stop her.

Batalia looked over her shoulder at Jaufmann with thinly veiled distaste, then 
turned her ga7e to Senya. KWhat do you wantz? she asked.
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Kj need to talk to Lady Diana,? Senya pleaded. KCather Silas is sick.?

KWait here.? She disappeared into the tent for a few moments, then returned to 
hold the ’ap open for Senya to enter herself. 

Senya rushed inside and knelt before the xegent, who had been inspecting a large 
map sprawled out across the ’oor. Diana looked at Senya e—pectantly, and Senya 
Euickly e—plained, KCather Silas has gotten much worse. 8lease, you have to take 
him back to Alca7ar.?

K?an you not heal himz? Diana inEuired.

Senya looked down at the ’oor in shame and admitted, Kj canTt.?

Kj see,? Diana said. KWe will breach the mountain in a few days. @nfortunately, 
the priest is the only one who has seen the jmperatorTs tomb V he must stay here 
to serve as our guide.?

Diana returned her attention to the map, and Batalia tapped on SenyaTs shoulder, 
signaling it was time for her to leave. Senya slowly got to her feet, and, summoning 
her courage, she blurted out, KRhere is still medicine back in Alca7ar. j could go 
back andV?

K5nough,? Diana said, her cold tone cutting through Senya like a knife. Senya 
trembled when the xegent stood up and approached her. DianaTs ga7e held her 
rooted in place, and she could not look away as the xegent commanded, KFou 
will stay here.?

Senya felt herself nodding helplessly, and then she was released from DianaTs spell. 
Diana frowned as she considered, then she looked up at Jaufmann, who had 
remained near the entrance. KAo back to Alca7ar and retrieve this medicine,? she 
ordered. K-urry. We mustnTt keep the jmperator waiting.?

Senya felt JaufmannTs ga7e fall upon her once more. KWhat about herz?

KShe wonTt run,? Diana said conqdently. -er tone was qnal as she commanded, 
KAo.?
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Jaufmann dipped his head and left the tent without another word. Batalia 
grasped both of SenyaTs shoulders and steered her outside. Senya stood numbly 
in the cold sunlight for a moment, allowing her an—iety to dissipate. She knew she 
should be relieved that Cather Silas would soon have the medicine he neededVso 
why was she so uneasyz 
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A  blast of cold air nearly knocked Senya oh of uer feet as tue twnnel gooded 
.itu liHutR Darald votuscuild lo.ered uis uands and stood to tue side 

as Iiana pentwred into tue endless .uite sno.,eld beyond tue mcetootu vidHeR 
Senya felt a suar’ ’rod aHainst uer backx and sue stwFbled owt onto tue sno.,eldx 
suiperinH piolently epen beneatu tue ueapy fwr coat sueKd been HipenR 

Sue Foped aside as an anHel led one of tueir oTen onto tue sno.,eldR mt .as 
owt,tted .itu a Fakesuift sledx .uere Natuer Silas .as slee’inHR BawfFann uad 
retwrned .itu tue ’otion tue ’repiows dayx .uicu uad uel’ed to sw’’ress uis 
cowHux bwt tue illness uad left uiF so .eak ue cowld barely .alkR Eue Deartuborn 
uad ’acked fwrs arownd uiF to kee’ uiF .arFx and Iiana uad ’roFised tue 
Deartulord .owld restore uis strenHtu once tuey released uiFR

E.o Deartuborn led tue snortinH oT fwrtuer do.n tue sno.,eldx and Senya 
follo.ed tueF as anotuer t.o left tue relatipe .arFtu of tue twnnelR Sue .as 
swr’rised to ,nd tuat neituer ;atalia nor BawfFann .as accoF’anyinH tueF 
on tuis ’art of tue eT’editionx bwt sue cowldnKt say sue Fissed tue constant 
operbearinH ’resence of uer cua’eroneR

zefore uerx tue arctic palley s’ra.led owt as far as Senya cowld seeR Wpen tue sky .as 
a ’ale Hray6 sue cowld barely tell .uere tue palley ended and tue uori0on beHanR 
quile tue oT ’wlled Fost of tueir sw’’liesx Senya and eacu of tue Deartuborn 
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.ere owt,tted .itu back’acksx as .ellR Eue sno. .as a uard crwst beneatu uer 
feetx FakinH it easy to .alkx bwt tue .ind soFetiFes uo.led so ,ercely tuat sue 
alFost lost uer balance wnder uer ueapy loadR mt .asnKt lonH wntil uer uands Hre. 
nwFb epen turowHu uer Fittensx bwt all sue cowld do .as sLwee0e tueF beneatu 
uer arF’itsR

Iiana led tueF into tue twndra for a fe. uowrsx and tue crwst slo.ly softened into 
sno.driftsR SenyaKs o.n feet sank a fe. incues .itu eacu ste’x bwt tue oT .as w’ to 
its breast in tue sno.R Senya .aited ato’ a Hentle uillx .atcuinH tue anHels coaT tue 
ueapinH beast for.ardx and sue swddenly .ondered .uy tue Deartuborn uadnKt 
tuowHut to brinH sno.suoes .itu tueFR

Sue Hlanced at Iiana bwt tuowHut better of sayinH anytuinH .uen sue sa. tue 
look of frwstration in tue veHentKs eyesR After t.enty Finwtesx tue oT laboriowsly 
crested tue uillx and tuey continwed into tue neTt palleyR Eue oTKs Hait gaHHed as 
tue day .ore onx and by tue tiFe Iiana sto’’ed tueF for tue niHutx tue aniFal 
.as suiperinH wncontrollablyR Eue ueapy fwr coats Senya and tue Deartuborn 
.ore .ere enowHu to stape oh tue friHid teF’eratwresx bwt it .as clear tue oT .as 
free0inH to deatuR

Euey Fade caF’ in a sFall alcope tuat ohered soFe ’rotection froF tue .indR 
quile tue Deartuborn bwilt a ,rex Senya a’’roacued tue oT .uere it uad colla’sed 
in tue sno.R Sue knelt beside it and ’laced uer uand on its tuick neckx .aitinH for 
it to relaT before ’robinH it for siHns of inOwryR E.o .inters aHox sueKd repersed 
tue daFaHe frostbite uad ingicted on a tra’’er .uo uad swrpiped a bli00ardx bwt 
sue .asnKt swre if tuere .as anytuinH sue cowld do for an aniFal swherinH froF 
uy’otuerFiaR

After a fe. Finwtesx sue fro.ned and .itudre. uer uandR 1wst as sue uad been 
’o.erless to uel’ Natuer Silasx sue kne. tuere .as notuinH sue cowld do for tue 
oTR Sue looked back at tue Deartuborn as tuey strwHHled to liHut tue fro0en loHs 
tueyKd browHut alonH .itu tueFR Nor all of tueir dipinityx it .as obpiows tuat tuey 
.ere Hrossly wn’re’ared to deal .itu tue conditions sowtu of tue mcetootu vidHeR
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Eue oT closed its eyesx and sue relwctantly left it to Ooin tue otuers at tue ,reR 
Eue .ind uo.led noisily operuead as tuey ateR Eue wswally talkatipe anHels .ere 
silentx and Iiana only stared into tue ,re in Lwiet conteF’lationR After Senya 
uad eatenx sue coaTed Natuer Silas to uape a fe. bites of uis ’orridHeR As tue ,re 
diedx t.o of tue anHels Foped Natuer Silas into one of tue tentsR Iiana still uad uer 
o.n tentx bwt eperyone else suared tue otuer t.o tentsx and Senya fownd uerself 
craFFed bet.een t.o DeartubornR AltuowHu wncoFfortablex it .as .arFx and 
after a lonH day of .alkinHx slee’ fownd uer easilyR

quen sue cra.led owt of tue tent tue neTt ForninHx sue fownd Iiana standinH 
oper tue wnFopinH body of tue oTR Senya felt uer ueart sink .uen sue reali0ed it 
Fwst uape died in tue niHutR Iiana conferred Lwietly .itu tue otuersx and tuen 
tuey wn’acked tue sledR quile tue anHels sorted turowHu tue sw’’liesx Iiana 
retwrned to tue tent .uere Natuer Silas uad been slee’inHR

After a fe. Finwtesx tue veHent cra.led owt alonH .itu Natuer Silasx .uo leaned 
ueapily on uis cane as ue dre. uiFself to uis feetR Eue anHels twrned to uer as sue 
annowncedx ”qe .ill reacu tue mF’erator .ituin tue dayR 2ack only tue essentials 
- .e .ill retwrn uere by niHutfallR3

Eue Deartuborn Lwickly eTecwted uer orderR qituin ,fteen Finwtesx tuey .ere 
on tue Fope aHainx eperyone bwt Natuer Silas donninH liHut ’acksR E.o of tue 
anHels sw’’orted SilasKs .eak forF bet.een tueFx and altuowHu ue tried to .alkx 
uis feet barely towcued tue HrowndR

SenyaKs breatuinH Hre. ueapier as tuey cliFbed a larHe ridHex .uicu took tue better 
’art of t.o uowrsR quen sue ,nally scraFbled w’ to its crestx sue .as aFa0ed at 
tue siHut of tue palley belo.R SueKd al.ays iFaHined tue Nrostlands as an endless 
eT’anse of barren icex bwt s’oradic ’atcues of .uite trees littered tue landsca’e 
beyond tue ridHeR Nwrtuer to tue sowtux tue ’uantoF ’eaks of Fore Fowntains 
rose into tue uori0on - tuese ’erua’s reacuinH epen uiHuer tuan tuose of tue 
colossal mcetootu vidHeR
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quen tue otuers reacued tue to’ of tue ridHex Silas ’ointed to one of tue sFall 
Hropes in tue distance and saidx ”1wst to tue .est of tuere is .uere m fownd tue 
DeartulordR3

WTciteFent ri’’led turowHu tueir sFall ’arty as tuey Fade tueir .ay do.n into 
tue palleyR Eue sno. .as dee’ uere - Senya fownd uerself sinkinH to uer suins 
.itu eacu ste’x and sue lost uer footinH and fell into tue ’o.der Fore tuan onceR 
Stillx tue ’roFise of FeetinH tue Deartulord ke’t uer HoinH at a brisk ’aceR Iiana 
sto’’ed uer a cow’le of tiFes to .ait for tue anHels carryinH Natuer Silas to catcu 
w’x bwt sue cowld sense tue veHent .as also anTiows to reacu tue toFbR

Eue sno. .as Fore tiHutly ’acked at tue bottoF of tue palleyx allo.inH tueF 
to ’roHress Fore LwicklyR A bitter .ind s.e’t ’er’endicwlar to tueir rowtex bwt 
it .asnKt Lwite as stronH as it uad been tue ’repiows dayR After anotuer turee 
uowrs of uikinHx tuey reacued tue bare ’lain to tue .est of tue forestx and Iiana 
accoF’anied Silas as ue staHHered for.ard on uis caneR

Senya ueard an odd skitterinH sowndx and sue looked at tue Hrowndx .uere tiny 
’ellets of ice danced s’oradically at uer feetR Sue dwlly becaFe a.are tuat tue 
uori0on .as suakinHx and before sue cowld Hras’ .uat .as ua’’eninHx tue Hrownd 
beneatu Iiana and Silas o’ened .itu a deafeninH crackR

Eue anHels iFFediately swrHed to.ards tue ne.ly forFed crepasseR Senya didnKt 
reali0e sue uadnKt been breatuinH wntil sue ueard tue veHentKs poice bwbble w’ 
froF tue crepassex asswrinH tueF tuat sue .as ,neR Senya cawtiowsly a’’roacued 
tue edHe of tue crackx ’eerinH do.n into tue seFi4darkness belo.R Eue o’eninH 
’lwnHed t.enty feet do.nx .uere a da0ed Silas .as lyinH in a Fownd of sno.R 
Senya felt uer ueart gwtter .itu relief .uen ue rolled into a sittinH ’ositionx 
seeFinHly wninOwred froF tue fallR

Iiana looked w’ and orderedx ”NiT a ro’eR Bolscu and Scuneiderx stay w’ tuereR 
Wperyone elsex .itu FeR3

Pne of tue anHels ’ownded a stake into tue Hrownd a safe distance froF tue uolex 
tuen ’rodwced a lenHtu of ro’e and fastened one end arownd tue stakeR De tested 
its ’wrcuasex tuenx satis,edx ture. tue otuer end into tue crepasseR Senya .atcued 
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as tue ,rst anHel descendedx ra’’ellinH deftly aHainst tue .all of ice tuat forFed 
one side of tue crepasseR

Sue took tue ro’e Scuneider uanded uer and looked do.n into tue capernx bitinH 
uer li’ nerpowslyR mf sue lost uer Hri’ and fell froF uerex it .as a lonH .ay to tue 
bottoFx and only tue Fiddle of tue capern .as ’rotected by a fresu layer of sno.R 

Iiana Hlanced back at uerx andx sensinH uer fearx coFFandedx ”?lose yowr eyes 
and cliFb do.nR3

Senya did as sue .as toldx scre.inH botu of uer eyes suwt and clencuinH tue ro’e 
tiHutlyR Sue cra.led owt oper tue edHe and slo.ly descendedx lo.erinH uerself uand 
oper uand wntil sue felt tue cold Hrownd beneatu uer feetR Sue Lwickly let Ho of tue 
ro’e and scwrried owt of tue .ay so tue reFaininH anHel cowld ra’’el do.nR

Pne of tue anHels uel’ed Natuer Silas to uis feetx and Iiana retrieped a torcu froF 
uer ’ackR Sue lit itx repealinH a lonH corridor tuat ’lwnHed dee’er into tue iceR 
qituowt lookinH backx sue ’roceeded do.n tue uall.ayx leapinH Senyax Silasx and 
tue anHels to trail beuind uerR

Pddlyx tue stale air Hre. .arFer tue fwrtuer tuey ’roHressedR Senya reFoped uer 
uood and loosened uer coat .uen sue beHan to ’ers’ireR Eue stee’ decline of tue 
uall.ay lepeled oh after a fe. Finwtesx and Iiana ’awsed .uen sue reacued a 
Fassipe stone doorR Iiana uanded uer torcu to tue anHel beuind uer and ’wsued 
aHainst tue doorx .uicu Hrated lowdly as it Hape .ayR A ’ale liHut gooded into 
tue uall.ay froF tue cuaFber beyondx and Senya follo.ed tue otuers into tue 
sanctwFR

As soon as sue enteredx sue felt as if sue .ere beinH enpelo’ed in tue DeartulordKs 
dipine ’resenceR Eue air .as ueapy .itu itx and epen breatuinH took a concentrated 
ehortR Der attention .as iFFediately dra.n to tue statwe on a ’edestal in tue 
center of tue rooFR A Fwted liHut ’wlsed ruytuFically turowHuowt tue rooFx 
Fwcu like tue altar uad before tue Deartuborn arripedR 

Sue ueard a soft tuwd beuind uerx and sue twrned in alarF .uen sue sa. Natuer 
Silas uad fallen to uis kneesR De Hras’ed at uis cuest as ue strwHHled to breatuex and 
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sue rwsued to uis sidex ’wttinH uer uand on uis back to steady uiFR Dis Ha0e .as 
,Ted on tue statwex and tears go.ed freely do.n uis cueeksR 

Senya fro.ned as sue twrned uer o.n attention to tue statweR mt didnKt Lwite 
conforF to uer iFaHe of tue DeartulordR Eue tall Fan it de’icted .as adorned 
.itu tue reHalia of a noble6 a cro.n rested on uis bro. and ue .ore a lonH cloak 
arownd uis suowldersR Pne of uis uands .as at tue uilt of tue s.ord at uis sidex and 
tue otuer .as o’en as if oherinH soFetuinHR Gost wnnerpinHx tuowHux .ere tue 
eF’ty sockets .uere uis eyes suowld uape beenR SoFeuo.x Natuer Silas uad neper 
Fentioned tuat in uis serFonsR

Iiana reFoped uer Hlopes as sue a’’roacued tue statweR Sue dre. a daHHer froF 
uer belt andx in a s.ift Fotionx draHHed tue blade across uer ’alFR A s’lasu ecuoed 
turowHuowt tue sFall cuaFber as blood erw’ted froF tue dee’ cwtx and Senya felt 
uer o.n ’o.er s’ark in res’onseR

Eue veHent Hras’ed tue statweKs owtstretcued uand .itu uer o.nR NroF SenyaKs 
pantaHe ’ointx it alFost looked like uer blood .as beinH absorbed by tue statweR 
zefore sue cowld Lwestion tue stranHe ’uenoFenonx Iiana twrned back to uer 
and Fotioned for uer to a’’roacuR SenyaKs feet Foped on tueir o.nx and sue soon 
fownd uerself lookinH w’ at tue fearsoFe pisaHe of tue DeartulordR

NroF beuind uerx Iiana Hently ’laced a uand on uer suowlderR ”Are yow readyY3 
sue askedR

Senya looked do.n at tue black Fark on uer uandx reFindinH uerself tuis .as 
tue reason sue uad been sent to ?astilla in tue ,rst ’laceR Eue cwt on IianaKs 
uand looked ’ainfwlx bwt sue kne. it .as soFetuinH sue .owld be able to ueal 
in secondsR Sue dre. in a dee’ breatu to steady uerself and noddedR

Iiana sFiled disarFinHly and instrwctedx ”?lose yowr eyesR Euis .ill only uwrt 
for a FoFentR3 

Senya looked back at tue statwe one last tiFex tuen closed uer eyes obliHinHlyR 
Antici’ation Hna.ed at uer nerpes as sue .aited for Iiana to cwt uer ’alFR Nor 
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a solitary FoFentx sue felt soFetuinH cold aHainst tue side of uer neckx and tuen 
uer body Hre. pery .arF as uot blood s’illed do.n uer turoatR 

Eue ’wlsinH liHut abrw’tly disa’’earedx and Senya felt a ’o.erfwl uand close 
arownd uer neckR Der feet left tue goor as sue .as lifted into tue airR quen sue 
looked do.nx sue cowld see tue statwe belo. uerx bwt in tue gickerinH torculiHutx 
tue stone looked Fore like gesuR Sue o’ened uer Fowtu to ’rotestx bwt tue only 
sownd sue cowld Fake .as a .eak HwrHleR zlood ,lled uer Fowtux and .uen sue 
reali0ed sue cowld no lonHer breatuex uer tuowHuts Hrownd to a ualtR  

Senya barely felt anytuinH .uen tue statwe released uerx allo.inH uer to crwF’le 
onto tue HrowndR Sue raised a treFblinH uand to tue dee’ Hasu alonH tue side of 
uer neckR quen sue Hlanced w’x sue sa. tue statwe uad left uis ’edestal and no. 
stood before IianaR Eue otuer Deartuborn botu dro’’ed to tueir kneesx bo.inH 
before tue iF’osinH ,Hwrex bwt Iiana reFained on uer feetR

A dee’x wnfaFiliar poice ,lled tue cuaFber as tue Deartulord askedx ”quo are 
yowY3

AltuowHu Iiana .as pisibly wnnerpedx uer poice reFained steady as sue re’liedx 
”m aF Iiana Neracutx BrandfatuerR m aF tue sepenteentu veHent .uo uas serped 
in yowr absenceR3

”Dape yow coFe to cuallenHe FeY3

Iiana seeFed taken aback by tuis LwestionR ”;ox Brandfatuerx3 sue re’liedR ”m 
caFe uere to free yowx so yow can restore 1enseitsR3

Eue Deartulord lawHued drylyR ”mn tuat casex suo. Fe yowr loyaltyx BranddawHu4
terR3

De ’laced uis uand on IianaKs facex and uer ’anicked screaF swddenly ,lled 
tue rooFR Eue surill sownd ’ierced turowHu tue Fwrky s.aF’ tuat reFained of 
SenyaKs fadinH consciowsnessx and sue tried to swFFon uer ’o.er to ueal uerselfR 
Eue .arFtu tuat norFally caFe so readily to uer ,nHers .as no.uere to be 
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fowndx tuowHuR Der pision blwrred as sue rested uer uead in tue ’ool of blood 
ra’idly forFinH arownd uerR

Silas felt as if uis ueart uad sto’’ed .uen “ady Iiana dre. tue knife across SenyaKs 
turoatR EuowHu uis body felt as if it .ere Fade of leadx ue draHHed uiFself across 
tue rooF to uer wnFopinH forFx iHnorinH tue veHentKs screaFs of ’ain as sue 
clwtcued tue riHut side of uer faceR 2anic swrHed turowHu uiF as ue Foped SenyaKs 
cold uand to ins’ect uer .owndR De ture. uis o.n Hnarled uands oper tue Hasux 
des’erately tryinH to steF tue blood HwsuinH owt oper uer neckR

De looked w’ .uen ue felt tue DeartulordKs dipine ’resence looFinH oper uiFR 
Wper since “ady Iiana told uiF of uer intention to repipe tue Deartulordx ue uad 
been .aitinH for tuis FoFentx .uen ue .owld ,nally kneel before uis Hod in tue 
gesuR ;o.x tuowHux all ue cowld do .as treFble as ue Ha0ed into tue DeartulordKs 
sinHle red eyeR

Eue Deartulord looked do.n at uis uandsx and Silas follo.ed uis Ha0e to tue 
sa’’uire rinH arownd uis ,nHerx no. slick .itu SenyaKs bloodR

”Cow browHut tueF uerex3 tue Deartulord saidx HlancinH oper uis suowlder at 
Iiana and tue anHelsx .uo .ere assistinH uer as sue strwHHled to reHain uer coF4
’oswreR Sue uad reFoped uer uand froF uer facex repealinH a dark brwise arownd 
tue uollo. socket tuat reFained of uer riHut eyeR Silas twrned uis attention back 
to tue Deartulord as ue continwedx ”Cow uape Fy HratitwdeR3

Silas bo.ed uis ueadx too asuaFed to Feet uis Ha0eR DeKd neper wnderstood 
.uy tue Deartulord uad ’icked uiF to deliper uis teacuinHs to tue ’eo’le of 
?astillaR De uad been blessed .itu an idyllic life in Alca0ar for tuirty yearsR Eue 
Deartulord uad not only Hipen Alca0ar an anHelx bwt ue uad also Hipen uiF a 
dawHuterR Ies’ite tuatx ue uad transHressed aHainst eacu of tue ,pe ’illars of tue 
DeartulordKs teacuinHsR Naitux uonestyx uos’italityx obediencex and ’atience - ue 
uad Fade a Fockery of eacux and no. tuis .as tue ’wnisuFent ue uad .rowHutR
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”m aF bwt a .orF before yowx3 ue said uoarselyR ”m kno. m aF wn.ortuy to beH 
anytuinH of yowx bwt ’leasex sape uerR3

Eue DeartulordKs li’ t.itcued as ue saidx ”Cow cowld ask for anytuinHR ms tuis .uat 
yow cuooseY3

Silas noddedx and tue Deartulord knelt on tue otuer side of SenyaR Silas Foped uis 
uands a.ayx and tue Deartulord brwsued uis ,nHers across tue Hasu on uer neckR 
Eue skin stitcued back toHetuerx leapinH a translwcent .eb .uere tue Hasu uad 
beenR A FoFent laterx Senya cowHued .eaklyR Silas lifted uer uead as sue eOected a 
foaF of blood froF uer lwnHsx and sue dre. in a rattlinH breatuR Dis eyes bwrned 
.itu tears as ue dre. uer uead into uis cuest - tuowHu wnconsciowsx sue .as still 
alipeR

Eue Deartulord stood w’ once Fore and eTtended uis uand eT’ectantlyR ”Eue 
rinHx3 ue ’roF’tedx and Silas frantically ’wlled tue relic oh of uis ,nHerR De .i’ed 
oh as Fwcu blood as ue cowld onto uis fwr coat before uandinH it operR

Eue Deartulord de’osited tue rinH into a sFall ’owcu uanHinH froF uis beltR De 
Hlanced do.n at Senyax uis Ha0e linHerinH for a FoFent on tue black eaHle on tue 
back of uer liF’ uandx and a HriF sFile crossed uis faceR qituowt anotuer .ordx 
ue .as Honex .itu tue otuer Deartuborn trailinH a res’ectfwl distance beuind uiFR

Silas stared at tue eF’ty doorx tue cold reality of tue sitwation strikinH uiF all at 
onceR De o’ened uis Fowtu to beH tueF to stayx or at least to take Senya .itu 
tueFx bwt no sownd caFe owtR A cold s.eat broke owt across uis body as ue looked 
do.n at tue Hirl in uis arFsR

quen tuey uad left Alca0ar in searcu of tue Deartulordx ue uad kno.n tuere .as 
a real ’ossibility ue .owld not retwrnR Eue last fe. .inters uad .reaked uapoc 
on uis aHinH bodyx and ue kne. froF eT’erience tue trawFa tue Nrostlands uad 
in store for uiFR Do.eperx tue ’roFise of FeetinH tue Deartulord uad Fade tue 
risk of deatu seeF a sFall ’rice to ’ayR ;o.x tuowHux tue eFbers of a ,re ueKd 
tuowHut lonH dead bwrned in uis stoFacu once ForeR mf for only a bit lonHerx ue 
uad to lipeR De .owld not allo. Senya to die uereR 





IX

Cast not aside suffering.
Embrace it as an old friend.
Seek neither comfort nor satisfaction.
Suffering is eternal.

S moke ldden Seya’su dgy,uf ’ynf row ’ rex wed’ity, momeyhuf ube tm’,tyen ube 
x’u c’pk ’h hbe hem.def .ewrowmty, bew mowyty, wthg’d cerowe hbe ’dh’wv Sbe 

ce,’y ho ghhew hbe .w’aewu hb’h b’n ceey ty,w’tyen tyho bew oqew hbe ae’wuf cgh 
eqewa uadd’cde p’guen ’ ngdd ’pbe ty bew hbwo’hv Sbe o.eyen bew eaeuf ’ddoxty, hbe 
tddgutoy ho r’ne ’x’a ’u ube uh’wen ’h ’ um’dd p’m.lwev 

Sbe w’tuen ’ ;gtqewty, b’yn ho bew yepkf xbewe ube redh ’ wog,b .tepe or pdohbv Sbe 
xtypenT eqey hbe ,eyhde hogpb p’guen hbe xogyn ceye’hb hbe c’yn’,e ho hbwocv 
Lbe memowa or D’na Ft’y’ o.eyty, bew hbwo’h ty rwoyh or hbe uh’hge hwtpkden c’pk 
ho bewf ’yn ube xoynewen box ube x’u uhtdd ’dtqev Sbe ,wthhen bew heehb ’u ube hwten 
ho .gdd bewuedr tyho ’ uthhty, .outhtoyf cgh ’ lwm .weuugwe oy bew ubogdnew b’dhen 
bew .wo,weuuv Sbe dooken g. ’h “’hbew Std’uf xbo ubook btu be’n ’yn tyuhwgphenf 
”S’qe aogw uhwey,hbvH 

Lbe lwe p’uh nee. ub’noxu oyho hbe boddoxu or btu ukedeh’d r’pef ’yn Seya’ 
xoynewen box doy, ubesn ude.hv jtu be’qa rgw B’pkeh yox uewqen ’u bew cd’ykehf 
’ddoxty, bew ho uee box mgpb btu woceu u’,,en oE btu coya ubogdnewuv
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Sbe o.eyen bew moghb ho ;geuhtoy btmf cgh bew hbwo’h .woheuhen ’ya ’hhem.h ho 
u.e’kv jew uhom’pb wgmcden ’gntcdaf ’yn “’hbew Std’u wehwteqen ’y twoy .oh ’yn ’ 
uhtpk rwom hbe ,wogynv Lbewe x’u ’ hbtpk cwoxy .’uhe .d’uhewen ho hbe cohhom or 
hbe .ohf xbtpb be uhtwwen row ’ rex uepoynu cerowe rowmty, th tyho ’ um’dd c’ddv je 
p’wergdda .wo..en Seya’su ubogdnewu g. oy btu kyee ’yn .gh hbe ugu.eph ,doc tyho 
bew moghbf ug..owhty, bew ’u ube ux’ddoxen hbe ugcuh’ypev —h b’n hbe r’tyh h’uhe 
or me’hf ’dhbog,b th b’n hbe heihgwe or xeh cwe’nv “’hbew Std’u ren bew oye mowe 
,docf hbey deh bew nwtyk rwom ’ x’hewukty hb’h b’n ceey derh cebtynf ’yn ly’dda 
’ddoxen bew ho dte O’h ’,’tyv

”Lbewe tu eyog,b roon row ’ rex mowe n’aufH “’hbew Std’u u’tn ;gtehda ’u be be’qen 
’ wemy’yh or ’ xbthe cw’ypb tyho hbe lwev ”Lbewe tu ’ p’pbe or ug..dteu ty ’ p’qe 
yoh r’w rwom bewev —r xeswe dgpkaf uome or hbe hw’.u m’a uhtdd xowkvH

Seya’ ubtqewen ’u ube hbog,bh ’cogh qeyhgwty, c’pk tyho hbe rwo1ey xtdnewyeuuf 
’yn ube yeuhden ceye’hb hbe x’wmhb or Std’usu rgw po’hv Sbe yohtpen hbe c’pk.’pk 
ubesn p’wwten ho hbe homc daty, ’ rex reeh ’x’a rwom hbe lwev Lbe ’y,edu ’yn hbe 
weuh or hbetw ug..dteu xewe yoxbewe ho ce rogynv

Sbe dooken ’x’a ,doomtda ’u ube hbog,bh ’cogh hbe je’whbcowyv —h ueemen dtke 
’ ugwwe’d yt,bhm’we yoxf box hbe uh’hge or hbe je’whbdown b’n pome ho dtref cgh 
hbe .eneuh’d ’h hbe peyhew or hbe pb’mcew x’u uhtdd em.hav Sbe ubgnnewen xbey 
ube redh hbe .b’yhom cd’ne or Ft’y’su kytre .weuuen ’,’tyuh bew hbwo’h oype mowev 
jew b’yn hxthpben weOeitqeda c’pk ho bew yepkf cgh “’hbew Std’u ,eyhda ,w’ccen 
bew xwtuhv

”—h xtdd ce udox ho be’dfH be ei.d’tyenv ”Lbe je’whbdown pdouen thf cgh hbe ctynty, 
tu hbtyv De’qe th ’doyevH

Seya’ uhwg,,den row ’ momeyhf hwaty, ho ugmmoy bew .oxew ho wetyrowpe hbe hbty 
d’aew or uktyf cgh hbe x’wm ueyu’htoy hb’h gug’dda xedden g. ty bew ly,ewu ntnysh 
pomev Sbe dooken ’h bew guedeuu b’ynf he’wu or bed.deuuyeuu rowmty, ty bew eaeu ’u 
ube ugwweynewen ho bew ,woxty, neu.’twv Lbe je’whbdown b’n tmment’heda ueey 
wt,bh hbwog,b bew? ube x’uysh hbe ’y,ed “’hbew Std’u ’yn hbe weuh or 7dp’1’w b’n 
h’key bew rowv je b’n h’key ’x’a bew ’ctdtha ho be’df de’qty, bew ’ xowhbdeuu bgukv
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“’hbew Std’u bedn bew b’yn ’u be xt.en hbe he’wu ’x’a rwom bew eaeuv ”—h xtdd ce 
’dwt,bhfH be .womtuenv ”Fo aog wememcew hbe roweuh Bguh ho hbe e’uh or bewe2H 
Abey Seya’ yonnenf be poyhtygenf ”Rqey tr aog p’ysh lyn hbe hw’.uf aog p’y uhtdd 
row’,e cewwteu ’yn woohu hbewev Lbtu tu ’ ,oon ubedhew ? thsu x’wm ’yn .wohephen 
rwom hbe xtynv —r aog eqew lyn aogwuedr gy’cde ho wehgwy bewe cerowe yt,bhr’dd ow 
ngwty, ’ uhowmf aog yeen ho nt, ’ uyox p’qev Pee.ty, aogwuedr x’wm ’yn nwa tu 
hbe mouh tm.owh’yh hbty, ogh bewevH

Seya’ dtuheyen ’u be neh’tden hbe ugwqtq’d mtyght’ besn de’wyen rwom btu htme ty 
hbe hgynw’ mowe hb’y hbtwha ae’wu ’,ov je hodn bew ’cogh hbe ntEeweyh u.epteu or 
cewwteu ube pogdn ei.eph ho lynf box ho dop’he roi yeuhuf box ho ueh hw’.uf ’yn 
xb’h ha.e or xoon ho ,’hbew row lweuv je neupwtcen hbe ye’wca d’ynm’wku ’yn 
ei.d’tyen box ho hwt’y,gd’he oyesu .outhtoy ty hbe ueemty,da eyndeuu xbthe ’cauu 
guty, hbe ut,ytlp’yh re’hgweu or hbe d’ynup’.ev

jtu poylneype x’u ugw.wtuty,da tyrephtoguf ’yn ca hbe htme be lytuben h’dkty,f 
Seya’ x’u ce,tyyty, ho cedteqe hbea pogdn ugwqtqe bewef ’h de’uh gyhtd hbea we,’tyen 
hbe uhwey,hb ho m’ke hbe Bogwyea c’pk ho hbe mogyh’tyuv Sbe .gh ’yahbty, ceaoyn 
hb’h ogh or bew mtyn row yoxv

“tqe n’au .’uuen cerowe Seya’ x’u ’cde ho qeyhgwe oghutne or hbe u’reha or hbe homcv 
Lbe momeyh ube .gdden bewuedr oqew hbe dt. or hbe pweq’uuef hbe xtyn um’uben tyho 
bew dtke ’ b’mmewv Kype ube b’n uhe’nten bewuedrf ube hgwyen ’wogyn ’yn bed.en 
“’hbew Std’u pw’xd ogh oyho hbe tpev

Lbea b’n cohb douh xet,bh utype hbe je’whbcowy b’n ’c’ynoyen hbemf cgh be 
ux’aen dtke ’ ne’n de’r ty hbe lewpe ,’dev Sbe ntnysh kyox box besn m’y’,en hbe 
ubowh Bogwyea ho hbe ye’wca roweuh ca btmuedr gyhtd yoxv 3guh pdtmcty, ogh or 
hbe pweq’uue b’n eib’guhen bewf ’yn th x’u ’yohbew mtde ow uo ho hbe ,woqev Lbea 
cw’pen ’,’tyuh e’pb ohbew ’u hbea rog,bh hbwog,b hbe xtynf udoxda p’wqty, hbetw 
x’a ’pwouu hbe ,eyhde udo.e or hbe q’ddea ho hbe e’uhewy wtn,ev 
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Sbe ,d’ypen ’h hbe —pehoohb Ntn,ef xbtpb uhwehpben eyndeuuda ty hbe ntuh’ype ho hbe 
yowhbv —h x’u e’ua ho m’ke ogh xb’h hbe .wteuh b’n werewwen ho ’u R’,de Ye’kf ’ ,we’h 
.wohwgutoy xthb ’ bt,b booken den,e hb’h q’,geda dooken dtke hbe utdbogehhe or ’ 
ce’kv —hu wt,bh xty, x’u w’tuenf rowmty, hbe ht. or ’ yet,bcowty, .e’k ye’wda hxtpe 
hbe bet,bh or thu be’nf cgh hbe derh xty, weuhen ’h thu utnev —h x’u ’dmouh ntwephda 
yowhbf ye’w xbewe hbe Nohbupbtdnu b’n p’wqen hbe hgyyedv

Abtde ube b’n weuhenf “’hbew Std’u ty,w’tyen hbe neupwt.htoyu or btu d’ynm’wku 
tyho bewv R’,de Ye’k x’u hbe mouh tm.owh’yh cep’gue th pogdn ce guen ho wedt’cda 
nehewmtye yowhbf cgh hbewe x’u ’duo hbe ,t’yh lw hwee hb’h woue ’coqe hbe weuh or 
hbe roweuhf ’u xedd ’u hbe pdguhew or btddu ho hbe uoghbxeuhv

Sbe rwoxyen ’u ube ,d’ypen oqew bew ubogdnew ’h hbe btdduv Kye or hbem btn hbe 
eyhw’ype ho hbe p’qe “’hbew Std’u b’n guen ’u ’ ubedhew ngwty, btu d’uh ei.enthtoyf 
xbewe besn derh ’ p’pbe or ug..dteuv Rqey tr yoye or btu hw’.u b’n ugwqtqenf be b’n 
ceey ’dmouh pewh’ty btu u.’we .’tw or uyoxuboeu xogdn uhtdd ce hbewef xbtpb xogdn 
m’ke hw’qewuty, hbe nwtrhu mgpb e’utewv —h x’u mgpb rgwhbew ’x’a hb’y hbe ,woqef 
hbog,bf ’yn be b’nysh b’n hbe dgigwa ho ei.dowev 7u th x’uf hbe woohu ’yn cewwteu 
besn row’,en ty hbe roweuh xewe c’weda eyog,b ho uguh’ty hbemv

Sbe x’u ,d’n ube pogdn ly’dda bed. btmv Lbe heygogu up’c oy bew yepk uhtdd ’pben 
’u ube moqenf cgh hbe .’ty x’u yo doy,ew gyce’w’cdev Sbesn u.eyh mouh or bew 
htme oqew hbe d’uh lqe n’au udee.ty,f ’u hbewe x’uysh mgpb ty hbe ’ypteyh homc 
ho oppg.a bew xbey ube b’n ceey ’x’kev Abey Std’u x’uysh he’pbty, bew ’cogh 
ugwqtq’d hepbyt;geuf ubesn oyda ceey ’cde ho uh’we dtuhdeuuda g. ’h hbe pgwqen petdty,f 
hwaty, ho l,gwe ogh xb’h ube pogdn b’qe noye ntEeweyhdav Sbe mgpb .werewwen ho 
ce ogh bewef xbewe ube b’n uomehbty, ho nov

—h hook hbe cehhew .’wh or ’y bogw row hbem ho we’pb hbe ho. or hbe e’uhewy 
uyoxc’ykv Weaoynf hbe ,woqe or hweeu uhwehpben ogh row mtdeuv Lbea p’wergdda m’ne 
hbetw x’a noxy hbe ,eyhde udo.e oy hbe ohbew utnev Lbe xtyn ugcutnen b’drx’a 
noxyf ’yn ca hbe htme Seya’ we’pben hbe cohhomf hbe reedty, wehgwyen ho bew 
ly,ewu ’yn hoeu ’u bew cona we,’tyen thu x’wmhbv
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Lbe hweeu ’h hbe en,e or hbe ,woqe ’dd ’..e’wen ho ce hbe u’me u.epteuv Lbetw c’we 
cw’ypbeu pgwden ogh dtke ukedeh’d ly,ewuf rowmty, ’ hbtpk p’yo.a or ,y’wden tqowav 
Lbetw woohu tyhewhxtyen tyho ’ d’hhtpe oqew hbe uyoxf xbtpb ug..owhen hbe u.’wue 
gynew,woxhbv Seya’ uho..en ’h hbe en,e or hbe roweuh ’yn .eewen hbwog,b hbe 
gytrowm uh’dku tyho hbe uemtUn’wkyeuu ceaoynv Lbe xtyn wt..den hbwog,b hbe 
p’yo.af p’guty, ’ poyuh’yh pdtpkty, yotue ho weqewcew’he hbwog,bogh hbe ,woqef cgh 
ceye’hb hb’hf ube hbog,bh ube pogdn neheph hbe p’ghtogu moqemeyhu or xtdndtrev

Std’u nwo..en hbe .’pk besn ceey p’wwaty, ho hbe ,wogyn ’yn uxe.h b’ynrgdu or 
cwthhde uhtpku tyho thv Seya’ u.ohhen ’ r’ddey cw’ypb ’ dthhde rgwhbew ty hbe roweuhv Sbe 
nw’,,en th ogh oyho hbe tpe ’yn uhom.en oy thf cwe’kty, th tyho hxo um’ddew .tepeu 
ube pogdn uhgE tyho hbe c’,v 

Kype hbea b’n eyog,b lwexoonf Std’u den bew rgwhbew tyho hbe roweuhf xbewe besn 
d’tn hbe wgntmeyh’wa yooue hw’.u besn m’ne rwom uhwt..ty, c’wkv Kye or hbem 
b’n hwt,,ewenf cgh thu yooue x’u em.hav Seya’ kyedh ceutne btm ’u be uboxen bew 
box ho weueh hbe hw’.v je ,euhgwen ho hbe n’wk boddox ceye’hb ’ ye’wca hwee ’yn 
ei.d’tyenf ”j’weu dtke ho yeuh ty hbeue ha.eu or cgwwoxuv Lbeue hw’.u b’qe ’ dox 
ugppeuu w’hef cgh hbe mowe xe d’af hbe cehhew hbe onnu xesdd ,eh uomehbty,v Ae 
b’qe ho pbepk hbem eqewa pog.de or n’auf hbog,bf ow edue uomehbty, m’a uhe’d ogw 
;g’wwavH

”Dtke roieu2H Seya’ w’u.env Sbe pogdn uhtdd c’weda m’y’,e ’ xbtu.ew xthbogh 
p’guty, bew hbwo’h ho uxedd xthb .’tyv

“’hbew Std’u yonnen ’u be poyhtygen hbe nedtp’he xowk or weuehhty, hbe hwt,,ewv 
”“oieuf m’ace oxduvH je p’wergdda we.outhtoyen hbe hxt, hb’h uewqen ’u hbe hwt,,ewf 
hbey xthbnwex ho ’nmtwe btu b’yntxowkv ”5og p’y ueh hbe yeih oyevH

Kype hbea lytuben pbepkty, hbe hw’.uf Std’u uboxen Seya’ oye or hbe cgubeu xthb 
hbe cewwteu hbeasn ugcutuhen oE row hbe d’uh pog.de or n’auv jesn ’dwe’na .tpken th 
mouhda pde’yf cgh hbea woccen th or hbe weuh or thu rwgthv

Std’u ,euhgwen ho hbe pweuh or hbe uyoxc’ykf xbewe hbe ugy x’u ’dwe’na u’,,ty, tyho 
hbe bowt1oyv ”Ae b’qe ho ,ofH be u’tn uorhdav
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Seya’ rwoxyen ’u ube dooken ’h hbe me’uda poddephtoy or cewwteu hbeasn ,’hbewenv 
Sbe de’yen pdoue ho btu e’w ’yn xbtu.ewenf ”5og ,o ’be’nv — p’y dook row ’ dthhde 
doy,ewvH

Std’u roddoxen bew ,’1e ho hbetw .woqtutoyuf ’yn btu ubogdnewu udgm.env ”5og p’y 
uh’a row b’dr ’y bogwf cgh hbey aog yeen ho wehgwyvH

Seya’ hook hbe .’pk rwom “’hbew Std’u ’yn hwohhen rgwhbew tyho hbe roweuhv Athbty 
’ rex mtygheuf ube rogyn ’ rweub cgub be’qa xthb cewwteuf ’yn ube ldden hbe .’pk 
gyhtd th x’u oqewOoxty, xthb hbemv Lbe xbthe c’wk or hbe hweeu hgwyen .gw.de ’u 
hxtdt,bh reddf ’yn ube .tpken bew x’a hbwog,b hbe m’1e or hwgyku gyhtd ube x’u 
c’pk ogh oy hbe tpev

—h x’u n’wk xbey ube we’pben hbe ho. or hbe wtn,e ’,’tyf ’yn ube we’dt1en ubesn douh 
hw’pk or htme ty hbe roweuhv Abey ube ly’dda we’pben hbe pweq’uuef bew eyhtwe cona 
x’u ub’kty, qtodeyhda rwom hbe cthhew podnv jew ’wmu ’yn reeh xewe pom.deheda 
ygmcv @y’cde ho ,w’u. hbe den,e ho doxew bewuedr noxyf ube x’u rowpen ho Bgm.f 
d’ynty, be’qtda oy bew reeh ’yn .w’aty, ube b’nysh hxtuhen ’y ’ykde ’u ube hgmcden 
tyho hbe uyoxv Sbe pd’xen bew x’a ogh or hbe .oxnew tyho hbe uhoye powwtnow 
ceaoyn ’yn bgwwten noxy gyhtd hbe ’tw x’u x’wm ’,’tyv

“’hbew Std’u meh bew ’h hbe noow ho hbe pb’mcewv Sbe dooken noxy ty .we.’w’htoy 
row ’ dephgwef cgh tyuhe’nf be bed.en bew h’ke oE hbe be’qa c’pk.’pkv Sbe u’h noxy 
yeih ho hbe lwef .gddty, bew mthheyu oE xthb bew heehb ’yn bodnty, bew b’ynu ye’w 
hbe O’mev —y hbe ntm dt,bhf ube pogdn uee hbe ht.u or uome or bew ly,ewu xewe ,w’a 
xthb rwouhcthef cgh hbe podow wehgwyen ’rhew ’ rex mtygheuv Sbe x’then gyhtd hbe 
reedty, wehgwyen ho bew ly,ewu cerowe p’wergdda wemoqty, bew coohuv Sbe ,wtm’pen 
xbey ube rogyn ye’wda ’dd bew hoey’tdu b’n hgwyen cd’pkv

7u ube x’wmen bewuedrf “’hbew Std’u be’hen hbe cewwteu ty ’ .oh oqew hbe lwev Lbea 
xewe hoo b’wn ho e’h ty hbetw w’x rowmf cgh ’rhew pookty, row ’y bogwf hbea medhen 
tyho ’ uorh B’mv —h x’uysh doy, gyhtd hbe pb’mcew x’u rgdd or hbe uxeeh upeyh or hbe 
utmmewty, cewwteuf ’yn Seya’ be’wn bew uhom’pb ,woxdv

Sbe dooken ’h “’hbew Std’u ty ’d’wm xbey be pog,benf cgh be x’qen btu b’yn ’yn 
u’tnf ”—hsu Bguh hbe umokevH
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Sbe yonnen gye’utdav Bom.’wen ho hbe cwthhde odn m’y xbo b’n yeenen ho ce 
p’wwten ogh or hbe p’m. ceaoyn hbe —pehoohb Ntn,ef besn ueemen dtke ’ ntEeweyh 
.ewuoy oqew hbe .’uh pog.de or n’auv je ’doye b’n ke.h hbem ’dtqe utype hbe 
je’whbcowy b’n ’c’ynoyen hbemv

Sbe b’n ceey hwaty, ho ’qotn hbe ho.tp or hbe je’whbcowyf cgh ’u hbe hbog,bh 
or hbem weugwr’pen ty bew mtynf ube pogdn yo doy,ew bed. bewuedrv —y bew bo’wue 
xbtu.ewf ube ’ukenf ”Aba ntn hbe je’whbdown de’qe gu2H

“’hbew Std’usu cwox rgwwoxen ’h hbe ;geuhtoyv ”7 hwt’d ho uhwey,hbey ogw r’thbfH be 
ug,,euhenf ’dhbog,b be ntnysh uogyn ’u ugwe ’u be gug’dda ntn xbey th p’me ho hbe 
xtdd or hbe je’whbdownv 

”— noysh gynewuh’ynfH Seya’ u’tnv

”—h tu yoh row gu ho ;geuhtoy hbe je’whbdownsu neut,yufH be u’tn ,wtmdav Seya’ 
nwo..en bew ,’1e ho hbe ,wogynf cgh hbey ube redh “’hbew Std’usu we’uugwty, b’yn 
oy bew ubogdnewv ”Fo yoh nxedd oy thf pbtdnv Foysh row,eh U hbe je’whbdown u.’wen 
aogw dtrev je me’yh row aog ho ugwqtqe hbtu hwt’d ’yn wehgwy ho btu uewqtpevH

Seya’ yonnenf pomrowhen ca hbe hbog,bhv Lbe oyda tneyhtha ube b’n eqew kyoxy 
x’u ’u ’ uewq’yh or hbe je’whbdownv 7u doy, ’u ube pogdn pdty, ho hb’hf hbewe x’u 
uhtdd ’ dtre ho dook rowx’wn ho ceaoyn hbe —pehoohb Ntn,ev





X

S enya chewed on her lip as she stopped at the edge of a cli,v now positime 
she was no longer trameling along the saue roHte the bearthkorn had ta.en 

to the touk’ Shexd set oHt that uorning with the krilliant plan to locate the oI 
that had died in the neighkoring malleyv kHt it was seeuing uore foolish ky the 
uinHte’ She loo.ed Hp at the sHnv trying to calcHlate how uHch tiue she had 
kefore nightfall’ Af she left nowv she coHld still chec. the trapsv andv if she was 
lHc.yv retHrn with souething to show for the day’

zs she was uHlling this omerv she heard a low growl’ She loo.ed down omer the side 
of the cli,v free—ing when she saw the kared fangs of the uassime wolf kelow’ Ats 
fHr was whitev and it was the si—e of an oI V three tiues kigger than the wolmes 
that roaued the forests of the Serrata Talley’

zfter the initial wame of terrorv she reali—ed there was no way it coHld reach her 
frou the kottou of the cli,’ jhe wolf lowered the okqect it had keen carrying in 
its uoHth to the groHnd’ Senya sBHinted at the dar. shapev slowly ua.ing oHt the 
foru of a leg comered with dense klac. fHr’

Senya watched as three pHps euerged frou keneath the cli,v where the wolf uHst 
hame uade a den’ jhe uother .ept her yellow ga—e on Senya while the pHps tore 
throHgh the fro—en Eesh of the leg’ Senya kac.ed away frou the ledge and cliuked 
Hp the ridge once again’ zll of the aniuals she had seen thHs far had the saue 
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white fHr as the wolmesv so the leg the wolf uother had scamenged coHld hame only 
coue frou the oI’

She was lHc.y she had stHukled on the wolf frou afar’ Af she had keen akle to Lnd 
the oI Lrstv she coHld hame kecoue the ueal the pHps were feasting on’ At was a 
star. reuinder that no uatter how good she got at trapping and foragingv she was 
far frou the top of the food chain in this land’

jhe hi.e kac. to the soHthern malley consHued the uaqority of her reuaining 
daylight’ She detoHred throHgh the forest on her way kac.v chec.ing the traps’ z 
few of theu had trippedv kHt there was no BHarry waiting for her’ She reset theu 
and spent a few uinHtes digging for tHkers to kring kac. to the touk’

She uade it kac. to the cremasse qHst as the sHn set’ She tossed the kag fHll of the 
keets shexd foraged into the pitv then carefHlly cliuked down herself’ She .new 
the roHte fairly well nowv althoHgh the icy handholds still uade her nermoHs as 
she descended’ -nce her feet were safely on the groHndv she .nelt keside her 
kag and shomeled as uHch snow as she coHld into it’ -nce the kag was fHllv she 
slHng it omer her shoHlder and proceeded down the tHnnelv trotting along the 
suooth passageway despite the dar.ness’ She slowed down after a few uinHtes 
and wandered forward with her hand oHtstretched Hntil she felt the heamy stone 
door keneath her Lngers’

Senya eIhaled a kreath of relief when she entered the waruth of the touk’ Dather 
Silas was sleepingv so she kHsied herself with re.indling the suoldering eukers of 
their caupLre’ -nce it was kHrning with a healthy glow againv she dHuped the 
snow shexd gathered into the coo.ing pot the bearthkorn had left kehind’ She 
placed it on a ua.eshift grate omer the Lre and waited for it to uelt’

She Llled koth her and Dather Silasxs waters.insv leaming the rest of the slHshy 
water to koil omer the caupLre’ 9i.e the kerriesv the keets had to ke coo.ed kefore 
they were edikle’ jhey uade a heartier uealv kHt it woHld ta.e a long tiue to koil 
enoHgh water to coo. theu omer the suall Lre’ She too. o, her klood“stained coat 
and sat down’ zs she waitedv she iuagined the oI leg roasting omer the Lrev and 
her uoHth kegan to water’
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zlthoHgh she hadnxt lost as uHch weight as Dather Silasv Senya coHld distinctly 
feel her riks as she wrapped her arus aroHnd herself’ She .new they woHldnxt 
ke akle to lime o, kerries and roots foremerv let alone gain the strength to ua.e 
the ardHoHs qoHrney kac. to the tHnnel’ jhe noose traps were too Hnreliakle to 
promide a steady soHrce of ueat’

ber thoHghts tHrned to the cache of sHpplies Dather Silas had left on his last 
eIpedition’ Af his traps were anything li.e the iron qaws the fHr trappers of zlca—ar 
Hsedv they woHld ke uHch uore e,ectime’ Shexd resisted the Hrge to hHnt for theu 
so far V there was no gHarantee they had sHrmimed omer the yearsv and Dather Silasxs 
description of the location of the cache was kased on landuar.s that no longer 
eIisted’ -ne of the hills to the soHthwest had a came where hexd shelteredv kHt 
the deep snowdrifts ueant the terrain was constantly changingv and there were 
do—ens of hills’

Shexd thoHght scamenging the oI was a ketter ketv kHt now she .new its carcass 
rested in wolf territoryv Lnding the cache woHld gime theu the neIt kest chance 
of sHrmimal’ She klin.ed when she heard the pot kHkklev and she dropped in a few 
of the keetsv keing carefHl not to splash any of the water onto the Lre’

Senya iupatiently Lshed oHt one of the keets with a stic. after Lfteen uinHtes’ At 
was still toHgh keneath her teethv kHt her hHnger roared to life after the Lrst kite’ 
She scarfed it downv hardly uinding when it kHrned the roof of her uoHth’ She 
ate two uore kefore forcing herself to stopv leaming the rest for Dather Silas’

She coo.ed his portion for another thirty uinHtesv periodically po.ing the keets 
with her stic. to qHdge their softness’ jhe pneHuonia had left Dather Silas too 
wea. to chew uHchv so she uashed the keets in a suall wooden kowl with a roc.’ 
-nce the pHlp was readyv she gently wo.e hiu Hp’

YAs it tiue for the uorning prayers01 the priest as.ed as Senya helped hiu into a 
sitting position’

Senya shoo. her head and fed hiu a suall portion of the pHlpv which he swallowed 
with soue di;cHlty’ jhe cloHded loo. of disorientation slowly left his eyes as he 
uanaged a few uore kitesv kHt then he saidv YUoH eat the rest’1



WRjb NR7Wz8RjbF2

YUoH hardly ate anything this uorning’1

Dather Silas stHkkornly refHsed to open his uoHthv and Senya game Hp after a few 
seconds of resistance’ jo ke honestv she was still ramenoHs’ zs she ate the rest of 
the pHlpv Dather Silas loo.ed wistfHlly at the Lre’

Nhile she scraped the last kits of the keet pHlp frou the kowlv Senya considered 
telling hiu akoHt the wolf shexd seenv kHt she BHic.ly decided against it’ At woHld 
ua.e hiu worryv which woHld only ke a drain on what little strength he had left’ 
Ansteadv she saidv YAxu going to loo. for yoHr sHpplies touorrow’1

YA left theu in a natHral came in the foothills to the soHthwestv1 he said dreauilyv 
repeating the inforuation for what uHst hame keen the twentieth tiue’ Yjhere 
are three hills clHstered together that are a kit taller than those sHrroHnding theu’ 
jhe terrain was di,erent than A reueukeredv thoHgh’ UoHxll hame to ke carefHl’1 

Senya nodded patiently’ She lifted his head and coaIed hiu to ta.e a sip of waterv 
kHt he spHtteredv which deteriorated into a Lt of coHghing’ Senya helped hiu sit 
Hp so he coHld clear his lHngs’ be lakorioHsly spat Hp a uass of phlegu and kloodv 
and he was shimering ky the tiue Senya laid hiu down again’

She coHld only watch helplessly as he gasped for kreath’ z few days after Dather 
Silasxs health kegan to declinev when she had retHrned to the touk with feet so 
frostkitten she coHld karely hokkle on theuv shexd felt the fauiliar cHrrents of her 
akility to heal stir in her Lngers’ An the wa.e of their desperate sitHationv a sense of 
eHphoria omercaue her as she repaired the dauage’ jhe bearthlord had set theu 
on this trialv kHt he was still watching omer theuv giming theu the tools to sHcceed’

Nhile she coHld heal the odd scrape and the frostkite that recHrred day after dayv 
there was nothing she coHld do to Lght the sic.ness ramaging Dather Silasxs kody’ 
ber hands shoo. with a uiItHre of anger and grief’ -f the Lme pillarsv faith had 
always keen the one she had uost strHggled to grasp’ 8ow uore than emerv she 
failed to Hnderstand the bearthlordxs will’ Dather Silas had demoted thirty years 
to his sermice’ Nhat had the priest emer done to deserme sHch pHnishuent0 Nhy 
had the bearthlord restored her power only to hame her watch hiu sH,er so0
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Senya dipped a rag in the lH.ewaru kowl of coo.ing water and draped it across 
Dather Silasxs kHrning forehead’ bis kreathing settled into a steady rattle as he 
drifted kac. to sleepv and she retHrned to the Lre to clean the coo.ware’ -nce the 
chore was donev she laid down and sHrrendered to her eIhaHstion’

jhe Lre had keen redHced to eukers ky the tiue she stirred again’ She drowsily 
re.indled itv noting she needed to gather uore Lrewood as she drew frou the 
scant pile’ ber stouach growled as she pHlled on her coat and her pac.’ She 
clenched her qaw and ignored her hHnger3 there was nothing left in the touk to 
eatv anyway’

She chec.ed on Dather Silasv kHt he was still in a deep sleep’ 8ot wanting to 
distHrk hiuv she slipped past the stone door into the dar. hallway and uade her 
way Hp towards the sHrface’ She was reliemed when she saw the pin. light of dawn 
Eooding into the cremassev and she cliuked Hp onto the ice’ She hHn.ered her 
shoHlders and pressed against the wind towards the hills to the soHthwest’

jhe kase of the hills was fHrther frou the cremasse than the forestv kHt it was Eat 
and the torrential wind cleared the hard crHst of any snowdriftsv ua.ing it fairly 
easy to tramerse’ She was glad she had gotten Hp so early3 it woHld gime her plenty 
of tiue to eIplore the hills and hopefHlly Lnd the came’ At was still uid“uorning 
when she uade it to the snowkan. that s.irted the edge of the hills’ ber feet san. 
into the snow as she cliuked the powder to the top of the Lrst uoHnd’ Gsing 
her hands to claw for pHrchasev she uanaged to reach the topv thoHgh she was 
sweating keneath her heamy coat’ Dather Silasxs warnings replayed theuselmes in 
her head V she had to ke carefHl3 eIcessime perspiration coHld free—e keneath her 
clothing’

Drou the top of the hillv do—ens of sualler hills spanned oHt kefore herv rippling 
across the fro—en landscape Hntil they grew into a suall uoHntain range that sliced 
the soHthwest hori—on’ She chec.ed the position of the great Lr tree omer her 
shoHlderv then stHdied the pea.s of the distant Acetooth 7idgev orienting herself 
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against Dather Silasxs landuar.s’ She searched the sea of Hniforu white uoHnds 
Hntil she foHnd a clHster of three larger pea.s another uile awayv which loo.ed 
siuilar enoHgh to what Dather Silas had descriked’

Senya stHukled down the hill to tramerse the ua—e of malleys in the general 
direction of the clHster’ jhe snowdrifts here were deepv ua.ing her progress 
painfHlly slowv and she had to cliuk the nearest uoHnd frou tiue to tiue to 
reorient herself’ At wasnxt long kefore eIhaHstion crept Hp her nHuk liuksv kHt 
she ignored it and continHed on’ Wy the tiue she coHld see the clHster frou the 
malleyv her optiuisu was faltering’ She was now semeral hoHrs away frou the 
relatime safety of the touk’ Af she didnxt Lnd the camev it woHld ke a longv cold 
wal. kac. with nothing to show for it’

She cliuked the nearest hill in the clHster to get a mantage point on the ridge that 
connected the three pea.s’ Nhen Dather Silas foHnd the camev the opening had 
keen okmioHs’ Senyaxs heart fell as she ga—ed across the drifts klan.eting the ridgev 
Hnakle to see anything that indicated a came’ She carefHlly uade her way onto 
the kroad ridgev hoping that if she wal.ed along the top of itv she woHld spot a 
depression in the snow on either side’

She uade it halfway to the center point of the ridge when she heard a low rHuklev 
and crac.s appeared in the sHrface of the snow aroHnd her’ 5anic gripped her 
when she noticed the uaw of a cremasse open a few feet to her left’ zs the snow 
keneath her feet rHshed awayv she threw herself forwardv desperately grasping for 
the newly forued ledge’ Dor a uouentv it tolerated her weight as she strHggled to 
pHll herself Hpv kHt then it collapsedv as wellv and she was swept downwards with 
an amalanche of snow’

z klHr of white enmeloped Senya as she thrashed against the cHrrent of snowv kHt 
then emerything akrHptly tHrned to klac.’ At too. a uouent for her to reali—e 
she was no longer in uotion’ She coHld hear her own fren—ied gasps for airv and 
althoHgh she felt the weight of the snow pressing in on her frou all sidesv she 
coHld still uome her arus and legs’ 
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zfter the initial shoc. recededv Senya too. a deepv caluing kreathv and then she 
kegan to dig’ ber progress was slowv kHt after a few uinHtes of steady crawlingv 
the resistance of snow keneath her hands disappeared’ She pHlled herself oHt of 
the tHnnel shexd uadev gasping for kreath’

zlthoHgh she was free frou the amalanchev emerything was still dar.’ She carefHlly 
pHlled the rest of her kody oHt of the uoHnd and crawled down a gentle slope 
Hntil she felt the roHgh teItHre of roc. keneath her hands’

She sat down on the Hnemen sHrface and was still for a few uinHtesv allowing 
her kreathing to retHrn to norual’ At was signiLcantly waruer here than it had 
keen oHtsidev and as she listened to the steady patter of drippingv she reali—ed 
the teuperatHre had crept akome free—ing’ She krHshed the snow oHt of her hair 
kefore it coHld uelt’ jhe soHnd of a rimer echoed throHgh the camernv and she 
coHld detect a trace of sHlfHr in the air’

She shrHgged the pac. o, of her kac. and retriemed a torch and a scrap of Eint’ 
zfter a few triesv she lit the torch frou a spar.v and a waru glow illHuinated 
the wall of snow kehind her’ She Hnsteadily rose to her feet and tHrned the light 
forwardv remealing the hollow camern shexd fallen into’

Biant crystal stalactites stretched down frou the roof of the camernv soue of theu 
nearly toHching the roc.y Eoor kelow’ Rmery sHrface in the came glistened with 
uoistHrev and a large pool had forued near the center’ Senya approached the 
glassy sHrface of the poolv carefHl not to lose her footing on the daup Eoor’ An 
the uiddle of the poolv two colHuns gracefHlly cHrmed ten feet into the airv where 
they ended in sharp points’ zs she got closerv she reali—ed the strHctHre was not 
crystalv kHt rather the riks of soue enoruoHs aniual’ -ther kones were scattered 
aroHnd the camernv inclHding a s.Hll with a pair of tHs.s as long as any of the riks’ 
Senya coHld only iuagine the si—e of the aniual that had left these reuains kehind’

She .nelt keside the pool and reuomed one of her uittensv dipping her cHpped 
hand into the cool sHrface to ta.e a drin.’ zfter she too. her Lllv she wandered 
aroHnd the edges of the roouv locating foHr passageways that eIited the chauker’ 
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She retHrned to the uoHntain of snow that had collapsed with herv kHt the light 
of her torch didnxt reach far enoHgh to show where shexd fallen frou’

Gnakle to retHrn the way she cauev she .new she had to press deeper into the 
came systeu and hope one of the passageways led to an eIit’ She listened intently 
at each passagewayv Lnally choosing to ta.e the one where the soHnd of the rimer 
was loHdest’

jhe passage led steadily downwardsv kHt the soHnd of the rimer continHed to grow 
loHderv so Senya uarched onward’ jhe teuperatHre rose as she progressed Hntil 
her kody was daup with perspiration’ She too. o, her heamy coat and continHed 
on’

She euerged into another camernv this one Llled with a constant spray of uist and 
the roaring echo of the rimer’ At was iupossikle to shield the wea. Eaue of her 
torch frou the onslaHght of waterv kHt the light reuained emen after the torch 
went dar.’ She loo.ed Hp at the glowing sliue that coated the stalactites in this 
chauker’ jhe light euanating frou the sliue threw the chauker into a diu klHe 
relief’ At was easily foHr tiues as kig as the Lrst chaukerv and it was dotted with 
uore poolsv althoHgh uost of these were koiling idly’

Senya stowed her wet torch in her pac. and approached one of the steauing poolsv 
holding her aru omer her nose as the suell of sHlfHr grew stronger’ ?espite the 
stenchv she enqoyed the intense heat of the steau for a few uinHtes kefore ua.ing 
her way towards the rimer that cHt a path throHgh the center of the chauker’ At 
was ten feet across and prokakly qHst as deepv and the cHrrent was so strong the 
water was white with tHruoil’

jhe tail of the rimer disappeared keneath a low roc. edgev kHt the camern reuained 
a little wider towards its uoHthv foruing a narrow rimerkan.’ She too. her uittens 
o, and .ept a hand on the craggy roc.v aware one false step coHld send her 
plHuueting into the micioHs cHrrent’ DortHnatelyv the sliue illHuinated the way 
forward here as well’ 

She followed the rimer Hpstreau Hntil she reached a sprawling chaukerv where 
another low roc. ceiling okscHred its soHrce’ She stopped akrHptly when she 
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tHrned away frou the rimerv staring at the uoHntain of white fHr scarcely twenty 
feet frou her’ jhe creatHre was so kig she coHldnxt ta.e all of it in at onceVshe saw 
a set of clawsv each ra—or“sharp nail longer than her aruv an eIposed fang kigger 
than her headv kHt also a closed eyelidv and Lnallyv she attHned to the rhythuic 
rise and fall of the keastxs kreathing’ Souewhere auidst her instinctHal terrorv she 
recogni—ed that the keheuoth was sleeping’

Senya held her kreath and pressed her kac. against the suooth wall of the slHu“
kering keastxs den’ ?espite her Hrge to get as far away frou the aniual as BHic.ly as 
possiklev she forced herself to slowly s.irt the edge of the chaukerv slin.ing away 
frou the receding glow of the klHe sliue and kac. into the dar.ness of another 
passage’ She didnxt kreathe again Hntil she was well away frou the uonsterv and 
her heart rate didnxt retHrn to norual for a long tiue after its snoring faded into 
the distance’

She didnxt kother trying to light her wet torch againv rather .eeping her hand on 
the suooth wall and following alongside it’ zfter a few uinHtesv she felt an icy 
kree—e sweep past herv and then she heard the fauiliar whistle of the arctic wind 
oHtside’ She dried herself o, as kest as she coHld and shrHgged her coat kac. on’ 
She tHrned a sharp cornerv suiling when a narrow ray of light klinded her’

Senya cliuked Hp a roc.y ledge to the high passage where she coHld see daylight’ At 
was narrow enoHgh that she had to ta.e her pac. o, and sBHee—e herself throHgh 
kefore she coHld reach kac. and kring the rest of her ueager sHpplies’ She sat in 
the snow and kas.ed in the light for a few uinHtesv allowing the relief to EHtter 
in her heart’ z wall of snow had piled Hp at the entrance of this camev as wellv kHt 
there was a suall poc.et near the top that hadnxt yet keen okscHred’

She stood Hpv preparing to leame the snow camev kHt then an odd teItHre caHght 
her eye’ She uade her way to the protrHsion and scraped at it Hntil she Hnearthed 
a tarp that had lain aluost coupletely kHried’ Senyaxs hands treukled as she 
Hnfolded the tarpv remealing a neat kHndle of pristine arctic foI fHrs and a mariety 
of iron trapping iupleuents’
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Senya sorted throHgh the trapsv reuoming those rHsted keyond repairv and piled 
the reuaining three on top of the fHrs’ She grinned when she Hnsheathed the 
hHnting .nife and foHnd the klade was still sharp and clean’ She tHc.ed the .nife 
into her coatv then tHrned her attention to the set of snowshoes Dather Silas had 
prouisedv reliemed to Lnd theyv toov were in good condition’ jhe shaft of his 
hHnting spear had rotted awayv kHt the head was still sermiceaklev and it woHld 
ke easy to repair in the forest’  

jhan.ing the bearthlordv Senya piled the pelts and traps into her pac. and 
fastened the snowshoes to the soles of her koots’ She scaled the steep slope of snow 
at the entrance of the came and crawled oHtsidev then reoriented herself against her 
priuary landuar.s’ She had euerged near the kase of the soHthernuost point 
of the triple uoHndsv and she uade a uental note in case she needed to Hse the 
shelter again’ ?espite her uisadmentHrev the sHn was still a safe distance akome the 
hori—onv so she headed kac. towards the touk with the sHpplies’

She was aua—ed at how BHic.ly she was akle to uome with the snowshoes’ Nith“
oHt her feet sin.ing into the powder with each stepv she felt as if she was gliding 
across the landscapev and she cleared the distance it had ta.en her semeral hoHrs to 
tramerse in the uorning in a little less than an hoHr’ jhe sHn was still high when 
she reached the cremassev so she decided to retHrn to the forest to lay her newly 
gained traps’

zlthoHgh ine,ectimev the noose traps had taHght her which areas saw the uost 
actimity’ She set the uetal traps where shexd had to reset the priuitime traps the 
uostv then foraged for another half hoHrv gathering enoHgh kerries for a ueager 
dinner’ zs she headed kac. to the cremassev she was sHre this woHld ke the last 
night she and Dather Silas woHld ke withoHt a proper ueal’ 

Dather Silas was sitting neIt to the Lre when she slipped past the heamy stone door’ 
bis eIpression krightened when she held Hp the snowshoes mictorioHslyv and he 
spent the neIt few uinHtes helping her Hnpac. the reuaining sHpplies frou her 
heamy kag’ Nhile she coo.ed the kerries shexd foragedv she told hiu emerything 
V akoHt the uysterioHs konesv the koiling pools and klHe sliuev and emen the 
enoruoHs hikernating keast shexd encoHntered’ bis eyes were alight with wonder 
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V hexd had no idea sHch an eItensime came systeu was connected to his suall 
refHge’

Dor the Lrst tiue in daysv Dather Silas ate his fHll portionv althoHgh he had to paHse 
regHlarly to allow his rattling coHgh to pass’ jhe rag he Hsed as a hand.erchief was 
so stained with klood that it was hard to tell how uHch he hac.ed Hp with each 
new retch’

Senya watched hiu as she scraped Hp the slHdge of kerries frou the potv the 
reuinder of his illness pHtting a dauper on her uood’ jhe sHpplies woHld soften 
the hard edge theyxd keen tracing to sHrmimev kHt Dather Silas needed uedicine’ At 
woHld ta.e at least two days to reach the tHnnelv kHt prokakly longer considering 
his condition’ She coHldnxt see any way aroHnd spending a few nights oHt on the 
ice’ She frowned as she Lnished her ueal and reached for her waters.inv trying to 
calcHlate how uHch food theyxd need for the trip’ She LgHred kringing enoHgh 
to get past the tHnnel woHld ke sH;cient V once they reached the other sidev it 
woHld ke easy enoHgh to scamenge in the forestv especially if spring had uelted the 
reuainder of the snow’

She rHkked Dather Silasxs kac. as another Lt omertoo. hiu’ -nce it passedv she 
helped hiu lie down on the heap of uoss that sermed as his ked’ She retriemed one 
of the soft foI fHrs frou the kag and placed it keneath his headv and he suiled 
wearily’

YAxu proHd of yoHv1 he said hHs.ily’ YNhen yoH retHrn to the bearthlordv he will 
kev too’1

Senya was ta.en a kit o, gHard ky the HneIpected praise’ She felt his chee.v which 
was hot keneath her toHchv and BHic.ly poHred soue of her water omer a spare 
rag and laid it on his forehead’ Stillv she coHldnxt help kHt suile as a waru feeling 
spread throHgh her chest’

z wame of eIhaHstion crashed into her as she waited for hiu to drift to sleep’ -nce 
his kreathing had emened oHtv she crawled omer to the Lre and scraped the last of 
the qau oHt of the pot and into a kowl to serme as their krea.fast for the neIt 
uorning’ She Llled the coo.ing pot with the few handfHls of snow shexd kroHght 
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in with her’ 8oruallyv she woHld watch it uelt kefore tHrning in for the nightv 
kHt her uHscles throkked frou the dayxs escapades and her eyes were kHrning 
frou the suo.e that Llled the poorly mentilated roou’ She left the pot on the 
dwindling Lrev crawled to her ua.eshift palletv then cHrled Hp to sleep’

jhe roou felt HnnatHrally still when she awo.e again’ z deep“seated ache pHlsed 
throHgh her legs when she rolled into a sitting position’ She placed her hands 
on her thighs and BHic.ly healed the dauage’ Weforev a little kit of discoufort 
woHldnxt hame keen worth the eIertionv kHt with the prouise of a steady soHrce 
of nHtritionv she coHld a,ord to splHrge a kit’

She stretched as she uade her way to the eukers of the Lre’ She was eager to go oHt 
and chec. the trapsv so she scarfed down half of the leftomer qau frou the premioHs 
night’ She spent a few uinHtes remiming the Lrev illHuinating the chauker with 
its cheerfHl light once uorev then too. the reuaining qau in the kowl and set it 
neIt to Dather Silas’ She toHched his shoHlder to wa.e hiu’

be did not stirv so Senya gently shoo. hiuv sHrprised at how light his kody 
felt keneath her toHch’ She had nemer .nown hiu to ke a heamy sleeperv kHt he 
reuained still after her increasingly forcefHl atteupts to roHse hiu’

z heamy sense of dread crept Hp Senyaxs spinev and she Lnally pHlled on his 
shoHlder hard enoHgh to roll hiu Eat on his kac.v caHsing his fHr coat to fall o, of 
his s.eletal kody’ bis gla—ed eyes stared klan.ly at the ceiling omerheadv and Senya 
felt cold as she placed a Lnger keneath his euaciated qawline’ jears streaued down 
her chee.s as she waited for a pHlsev kHt the seconds tic.ed away and still she felt 
nothing’ 

NithoHt thin.ingv she placed her hands on his sHn.en chest and closed her eyesv 
eItending her power’ She felt a macHHu keneath her Lngersv and after a few 
secondsv she was as drained as she had emer keen in her life’ ber mision spHn wildly 
as she drew awayv sHre that if she tried to heal hiu any longerv she woHld follow 
hiu into the moid’

?a—edv she aHtouatically kegan to recite a prayerv kHt the words felt mHlgar now 
V an eupty appeal to an apathetic god’ jrHe anger Eared Hp in Senya for the Lrst 
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tiue as she clHtched the priestxs cold hand’ Nas this part of the bearthlordxs trial0 
Dather Silas had sermed the bearthlord for uost of his lifev and was this his reward 
V to die cold and starming hHndreds of uiles frou his houe0 Af this was part of 
the bearthlordxs planv what .ind of god was he0

jhe anger kHrned oHt as BHic.ly as it had couev leaming a hollow pit in Senyaxs 
stouach’ She loo.ed at her own hands as a feeling of Htter powerlessness settled 
Hpon her’ zfter emerything Dather Silas had done for herv she had failed hiu when 
he had uost needed her’ 

Gnakle to do anything elsev Senya kHried her face in the priestxs mestuent and 
cried’





XI

T he ground on the windswept plain was too hard for Senya to perform a 
proper burial, so the following morning she excavated her supplies out of 

the central chamber of the tomb. She washed Father Silas’s face and removed his 
heavy fur coat before wrapping him in the tarp she’d found with his old supplies. 
She stood over him silently for several minutes, wanting to apologize but unable 
to Ind the right words. jn the end, she laid the bowl of kam on his chest as a meager 
oNering and left, sealing the heavy stone door of the tomb to leave the priest to 
his rest.

She built a shoddy camp halfway up the stone corridor. jt wasn’t as warm as 
the central chamber, but it still retained some heat from the earth, and it was 
protected from the wind. She climbed the crevasse and made the kourney to the 
forest to checO her traps. —one of them had caught anything yet, so she spent the 
rest of the day stripping barO to maOe twine. Wnce she had enough, she cleaned 
up a long sticO and aqxed the spear tip to it. She returned to her camp with 
more Irewood and blacOberries, and she melted snow in the iron pot to reIll the 
watersOin before drifting to sleep. 

The days blended together in Father Silas’s absence. The time when she was out 
on the ice wasn’t so bad B it was easy to lose herself in the tedium of checOing 
traps, improving her tools, foraging, and gathering wood and water. Ehen the 
sun set, she tried to Oeep herself busy with cooOing and processing her Huarry, 
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but the grief she could ignore during the day always seemed much stronger in the 
darO.

Sleep never came easily, and the exhaustion followed her into the next day. Still, 
desperate to get away from the tomb kust down the hallway, she always set out as 
soon as the sun rose in the morning. 9er eNorts eventually paid oNBshe caught 
her Irst arctic fox three days after Father Silas’s death. She relocated some of her 
traps deeper into the white forest, and, after that, there was never a night she 
didn’t have meat roasting over her Ire.

Wver the course of the next couple of weeOs, she regained all of the weight she’d 
lost since the 9earthborn left. She made a bed of the furs from her prey, and, 
nestled under Father Silas’s coat, she was as warm as she’d ever been in her bed 
in Llcazar. Ls spring turned into summer, she accumulated a stocOpile of excess 
food, and she set her gaze north once more.

She sorted through her supplies, carefully thinOing about what she could aNord to 
leave behind. The iron pot was good for camping, but it would be easy to replace 
once she crossed the ridge. 9er collection of furs was probably priceless, but each 
weighed a few pounds and provided little survival value. 9er Onife, spear, and 
snowshoes were essential, but she decided to leave all of her traps behind.

Lfter another weeO, she’d saved enough food to maOe the kourney. She Illed her 
watersOin, then, with a last farewell to Father Silas, left the crevasse. The sOy 
overhead was a pale shade of gray and ?urries of snow swept up around her as she 
left the valley. She cast her gaze to the horizon, where she could see darOer clouds 
gathering in the distance. jt was diqcult to predict how soon the storm would be 
upon her, but now she was on her way, she couldn’t stand the thought of turning 
bacO and returning to the tomb. 9er legs continued to automatically carry her 
forward, and after a few more minutes, she convinced herself she would maOe it 
to the ridge well before the clouds reached her.

She walOed all day, stopping only to eat. Though she’d pacOed carefully, her bag 
still weighed over thirty pounds. Ry the end of the day, her muscles were aching 
from the unfamiliar load. Ls the sun set, she dug a snow cave and crawled inside 
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with her pacO. She wrapped herself in Father Silas’s coat and ate the last of the 
food she had rationed for the day, then laid down.

-espite her exhaustion, sleep eluded her for hours. —ow her escape from the 
Frostlands was so close, she could no longer stave oN the needling concerns about 
what would happen when she returned to Llcazar. Ehat had Luron and Fabian 
and the other acolytes thought when she hadn’t returned with ;ady -iana and 
the 9earthlordP Ehat would they thinO when she returned without Father SilasP

She must have eventually dozed oNï the next thing she Onew, daylight was peeOing 
through the web of hoarfrost that had formed at the entrance of her cave. She 
rolled up Father Silas’s coat and fastened it to her pacO, then scurried out of her 
snow cave into the light. She released a small sigh of relief when she saw the storm 
was still a safe distance away.

Eithout wasting any time, she set oN towards the mountains. The rolling snow5
banOs gradually steepened as she approached the ridge. The ?urries of the pre5
vious day had escalated into a mild storm, and by the time she reached the sheer 
cliNs, her visibility was reduced to a few yards from the torrent of snow.

She turned west and followed the frozen boulders along the base of the cliN. She 
found herself shivering with nervous energy. The tunnel entrance couldn’t be 
more than a few miles away, and then she would be on her way bacO home. The 
storm was HuicOly becoming a full blizzard B easily the worst she had seen since 
she had been stranded. The Ierce wind created a distinctive whistling noise as it 
rushed across the cliNs, and the mountain rumbled as the snowpacO higher up 
shifted dangerously. Ehile she was afraid of avalanches, she didn’t want to stray 
too far from the cliN for fear she would miss the entrance of the tunnel.

Senya’s heart kumped in her chest when she saw the perfect indentation of a circle 
against the cliNside, and she hurried into the tunnel. jnside, the shrill whistle of 
the wind became a karring shrieO. She didn’t recognize the piercing sound from 
the kourney south, but she supposed the wind could be blowing at a diNerent 
angle than it had been before.
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She stopped a few feet in and sat down, unstrapping her snowshoes and retrieving 
a torch from her pacO. She lit the torch and stood up, turning the light into the 
tunnel. She blinOed stupidly as she stared at the smooth rocO wall a few yards 
further down the path. She approached the obstruction, telling herself she was 
imagining it, but when she reached out to touch it, the solid rocO remained 
beneath her Ingers.

Senya pushed on the wall, gently at Irst, then with increasing force. Ehen 
it didn’t budge, she rammed her shoulder into it, grunting in pain when she 
bounced oN inconseHuentially. “anic ?ooded her thoughts as she felt around the 
corners of the tunnel, searching for any creases or potential signs of weaOness. 
There was a perfect seal between the smooth edges of the tunnel and the wall. She 
imagined the 9earthborn watching the white hell they had escaped disappear as 
the 2othschild brothers reformed the rocO.

Senya howled with desperate rage as she thrust her spear into the rocO, but it only 
served to chip the metal tip. The shrieO of the wind turned her anger into despair, 
and she slowly understood her attempts were futile. Aven if the wall of rocO was 
only a few inches thicO, she didn’t have the tools to breaO it. For all she Onew, the 
tunnel could be sealed all the way through. 

Llthough the tunnel provided some shelter against the wind, Senya couldn’t 
stand the noise any longer, so she ventured bacO out into the blizzard. She sat in 
the snow to strap her snowshoes bacO on, but she remained there for a long time 
after they were secured to her feet, staring blanOly into the white abyss before her. 
9er trial wasn’t over after all.

jt occurred to her that she had been naGve to overlooO the possibility the tunnel 
would be unusable. She had been too optimistic, too impatient, and now she was 
far from the relative safety of the tomb. Eith a great eNort, she stood bacO up, 
shaOing oN the thicO layer of snow that had accumulated on her shoulders and 
hood. jf she remained exposed to the blizzard, she would freeze before she Igured 
out a way to cross the mountains, so she made her way south to the eastern edge 
of the nearest foothill.
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The slope of the hill was spared the brunt of the wind, allowing her to dig out a 
new snow cave. She opened her pacO and tooO stocO of her remaining supplies 
B she only had enough food and water for another day if she rationed sparingly. 
She wouldn’t be able to maOe any meaningful progress bacO to the tomb until 
the blizzard passed, so all she could do for now was wait and try to conserve her 
energy.

She wrapped herself up in Father Silas’s coat and closed her eyes, listening to the 
storm as it raged on. She slept for a few hours at a time, but each time she awoOe 
she was greeted with the howl of the blizzard. 9er shelter darOened as night fell, 
and after sleeping all day, she stared blanOly up at the ice above her, trying not to 
thinO about her growing hunger.

She blinOed when a Ine dust of snow fell from the ceiling into her face. Lfter 
a few seconds, another wave hit her, and she raised her arm to cover her eyes 
when it became a rhythmic pattern. She could hear a low rumble accompany the 
disturbances, which grew more pronounced when the earth shooO beneath her. 
She sat up when a large section of the ceiling caved in on her, and her hair stood 
on end when a monstrous bellow reverberated across the cliNs.

Senya clutched her pacO and tunneled out of her collapsing snow cave into the 
blizzard. Three gargantuan silhouettes, each one towering at over thirty feet, were 
maOing their way through the torrential gale, slowly pressing east. The shaOing 
ground beneath her gradually calmed as they moved further away. She dug a new 
shelter, but the phantom rumble warded away any notion of sleep.

The storm raged on throughout the next day, Inally breaOing around midnight. 
Senya trudged south as a calm wind animated the fresh powder around her, 
ignoring the hollow pit in her stomach. 9er pacO was completely empty now. 
-espite two days of rest, she felt utterly exhausted. 9er supply of water was also 
running low, but without the means to maOe a Ire, she couldn’t melt snow until 
she reached the frozen oasis of the tomb. The only thing she could do now was 
walO.



RAT9 EA2RL—AT9DY

Averything became a blur of white as she trudged onwards. The sensation left her 
hands and feet Irst, and then the numbness crawled up her limbs until she no 
longer felt that cold anymore. She reached up to loosen her coat, but her Ingers 
were too clumsy to unclasp the buttons. Lfter a few seconds of futile eNort, she 
allowed her hands to drop and proceeded onward.

Lt some point, she must have collapsed, because the next thing she Onew, she was 
lying in the snow. She dully tried to pull herself to her feet, but her arms and legs 
felt so weaO. The powder beneath her was soft, although it burned her cheeO when 
she rested her head against it. Suddenly very tired, Senya closed her eyes.

7>et up,? a distant voice said. Senya frowned, a little annoyed at whoever was 
trying to disturb her sleep. The voice returned, louder and more insistent this 
time, and said, 7@our trial is not over.?

Senya slowly opened her eyes and looOed up. Through the fuzzy haze that re5
mained of her vision, she could see the 9earthlord standing a few feet in front of 
her.

7j let Father Silas die,? she whispered desolately. 7This is what j deserve.?

7@ou would have him die for nothing,? the 9earthlord replied. 7@ou must return 
to me.?

7The tunnel is sealedB? Senya began, but before she could Inish, the 9earthlord 
was gone. She frantically looOed around for him, but she was alone once more. 

She drew in a deep breath, and then with a cry of eNort, she stumbled bacO to her 
feet. The Irst step she tooO sent bolts of pain down her leg, as did the next one, 
and the one after that. 9er entire body burned as she continued onward, and the 
white hell around her became an inferno as she pressed further south.

jt was darO again when she tumbled down the snowbanO into the familiar 
crevasse. She sat by the remains of her campIre and pulled oN her mittens, ignor5
ing the blacOened, dead ?esh on her Ingers and scrounging what little Oindling 
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she had left behind beneath the half5burned logs. Somehow she managed to start 
a Ire, and an hour later she dranO for the Irst time in well over a day.

The next thing she Onew, it was morning. She held her aching head as she sat 
up, and slowly dranO more water. She vaguely remembered her Ingers had been 
frostbitten the night before, but when she inspected them, they were healthy, and 
her feet showed no signs of permanent damage. 9er stomach rumbled audibly, 
so she retrieved her traps from the hole she’d stashed them in and dumped them 
into her pacO.

The memory of her encounter with the 9earthlord was now hazy and dreamliOe, 
but still, it Illed her with warmth as she climbed out of the crevasse and strucO 
out toward the forest. She’d never heard his voice in all the years she’d prayed in 
Llcazar, yet in her moment of need, he’d been there to encourage her to Oeep 
going. The 9earthborn had sealed the tunnel, but who was she to thinO she could 
understand the 9earthlord’s willP Lny doubts she’d had before were gone now, 
replaced by a singular mission. —o matter how long it tooO, she would cross the 
mountains and return to him.





XII

T he arena fell quiet when Diana hit the sand. She raised her hand to her 
throbbing temple, surprised at the slick texture of blood beneath her -n’

gers. She glanced up at her sparring partner, whose face mirrored the shock of the 
other soldiers whoHd been watching. ze lowered his practice sword and took an 
uncertain step back when she climbed to her feet. ze looked like he was about to 
apologive when she bashed his nose in with the blunt edge of her sword.

She couldnHt eyen remember the last time sheHd taken a blow during training, but 
she hadnHt seen it coming at all. She thought sheHd learned to cope with the dark 
yoid left b“ the loss of her right e“e, but the stead“ stream of blood trickling down 
the side of her face proyed otherwise. Still, it was better to -nd out here than on 
the battle-eld.

She turned her gave to the sergeant. ze had been staring at her with his mouth 
slightl“ agape, but he regained his composure when she gaye him a pointed look. 
B!ack to training”E he roared to the other soldiers, who scrambled to resume their 
drills.

Bzaye him taken to the medic,E she ordered, gesturing towards her unconscious 
partner.
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BGes, Gour Irace,E he replied, signaling to two cadets to carr“ the soldier o? the 
training -eld. ze hesitated for a moment, then asked, BShall — haye a soldier escort 
“ou to the medic as wellKE

B—Hm -ne,E Diana said dismissiyel“.

B—t looked like a heay“ blow, maHam, and normall“ we keep an e“e on soldiers with 
head woundsFE

B— said —Hm -ne,E Diana said, anno“ance hardening her tone.

The sergeant immediatel“ shifted his e“es to the ground, and she tempered her 
irritation. She retrieyed a handkerchief from her belt and wiped the excess blood 
from her face, then held pressure against the cut. Ns she waited for the wound 
to clot, she felt the skin on the back of her neck crawl, and she looked past the 
sergeant to the balcon“ that connected the arena to the palace. zer lips twitched 
into a scowl when she saw the —mperator looking down on her. She didnHt know 
how long heHd been watching, but she was sure he had witnessed her humiliation. 
The —mperator lifted his hand when she met his gave, beckoning her, and then he 
turned and disappeared back into the palace.

BIiye that soldier double rations tonight,E she said, glancing at the medicHs tent. 
BNnd tell him to keep his guard up next time.E

The sergeant saluted, and Diana left him, crossing the arena to the archwa“ that 
led into the palace. jing CerdinandHs court had once enLo“ed blood sport here, 
but since the beginning of the occupation it had onl“ been used as a training -eld 
for the soldiers stationed in the palace. Nt -rst, the prive -ghters whoHd performed 
for the court migrated to the streets of Cortivia, scrapping in ding“ underground 
rings, but it hadnHt taken long to conyert most of them to mercenaries. The“Hd 
Loined CerdinandHs dismantled legions in the camps outside of the cit“, along with 
a good number of the strong Oastellano workers from the smaller cities.

—t had alread“ been a “ear since Diana -rst marched on Cortivia with the four 
regiments who had then made it through to Nlcavar. SheHd been prepared for a 
long siege, but jing Cerdinand had welcomed them into the cit“ and entertained 
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them in his palace. —t had been his honor to meet the gods of Nlcavar, and heHd 
proudl“ introduced them to his niece, who had been healed at some point b“ the 
angel.

So far, eyer“thing had been all too eas“, but she supposed that was to be expected 
with the —mperator paying the wa“. Rith Cortivia paci-ed, sheHd returned to 
2enseits to oyersee the initial reconstruction while the —mperator remained in 
Oastilla. She had onl“ been gone a few months, but when she returned, the 
atmosphere in Cortivia had shifted. She rarel“ saw Oastellanos around the palace 
an“more, aside from Cerdinand himself. Nll of the serying sta? had been replaced 
with 2enseiters. The —mperator had reorganived her regiments and moyed her 
special forces, the Aeinbann, to a camp outside the cit“. ze was building his own 
arm“ now, and she wasnHt familiar with most of the new commanders.

Ns she approached the great hall, Diana lowered her handkerchief and probed her 
temple, con-rming the Vow of blood had ceased. She mopped up the remnants 
as best as she could and neatl“ folded the dirt“ cloth. 1ormall“, she would haye 
retired to her quarters to clean up after training, but the —mperator was not a 
patient man. Mnce she made herself as presentable as she could, she stepped past 
the threshold.

The great hall was charming in a primitiye wa“. 3ost of the shacks that littered 
Cortivia were constructed of wood, but the palace was almost all roughl“ hewn 
stone. Torches lined the crooked pillars, casting the wa“ to the silyer throne in 
Vickering light. jing Cerdinand was sitting on his throne, staring blankl“ at his 
empt“ court. The con-dent Oastellano bull who had welcomed Diana and the 
—mperator into his palace was gone now, replaced b“ this hollow approximation. 
zeHd lost weight, and the glaved expression on his face didnHt change as she passed 
him. She couldnHt help but Vick her gave to the familiar sapphire ring on his -nger, 
and a small shudder ran down her spine.

She entered the oUces behind the great hall, where the —mperator was waiting for 
her. The chamber had been conyerted into a war room of sorts, with a map of 
the 3otherland sprawled out across the large granite table. ze looked up at her 
when she entered, confronting her with the e“e he had stolen from her.
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—t was alwa“s hard for her to tell what the —mperator was thinking, but she got the 
distinct impression of disappointment wheneyer she was around him. ze studied 
her for a few moments before -nall“ turning his attention back to the map.

BThe Oastellano king is full“ committed to me now,E he said. BThe time has 
come to reclaim Nesterland.E ze gestured to the barrier mountains that sepa’
rated Oastilla from the sprawling nation to its north. Two passes connected the 
countriesFone to the west, onl“ a da“Hs ride from Cortivia, and another far to the 
east. 

BRe will march from two fronts,E he continued. ze traced a route from the 
western pass to zighcastle, the capital of Nesterland. B— will pacif“ the countr“ 
and take the brunt of their forces.E ze tapped on the eastern pass and said, B— will 
giye “ou command of the east. Gou must take back Aauheneck. — donHt expect “ou 
will meet heay“ resistance.E

Diana nodded. Bzow would “ou like to diyide the troopsK There are ten regi’
ments in Oastilla now.E

B— will take three regiments with me. Two will remain in Oastilla to maintain 
order. Gou can haye the rest.E

Diana frowned F if he trul“ expected to meet the bulk of NesterlandHs resistance, 
it didnHt make sense to take so few troops. She refrained from pressing the issue. 
zer ancestor had liyed ten lifetimes, and her decade of experience as a commander 
was nothing to him. BThere are also three hundred Aeinbann,E she yentured. B— 
can organive a unit to embed with “ou, if “ou would like.E

The —mperatorHs lip curled slightl“ at the mention of her special forces. B— haye no 
use for them,E he said shortl“. ze scanned the empt“ room behind her and asked, 
BRhere is “our 1ordKE

B1atalia is attending to her father,E Diana replied eyenl“. —t took some e?ort to 
keep her expression neutral. SheHd brought —yan @ogel back with her when she 
returned from 2enseits per the —mperatorHs request. Since his audience with the 
—mperator, though, —yan had fallen grayel“ ill. The doctors were baAed b“ his 
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s“mptoms F his neck was mottled, and his yeins were swollen and black F but 
Diana knew what had happened. The —mperator had taken something from him.

BCse the Aeinbann as “ou will, but keep the zouses in reserye,E the —mperator 
said, disrupting her thoughts. B—t would be a shame to squander another blood’
line.E 

Diana nodded, deciding not to engage on the issue, and he Vicked his wrist to 
dismiss her. She gratefull“ left his oUce, waiting until she was outside to draw in 
a calming breath. She felt something wet on her temple, and when she raised her 
hand, she found her wound had re’opened.





Aesterland





XIII

S iegfried shifted uncomfortably in the summer heat, stepping into the shad-
ows alongside the dirt road. He could already feel the pools of sweat forming 

beneath his thick leather cuirass. It was a little cooler in the shade, though, so he 
straightened up slightly and stood at attention as he watched the distant trade cart 
creep closer.

Wiltshire was a small town that bordered the central and eastern provinces of 
Aesterland, remarkable only as a crossroads. Like most villages of any note, it was 
situated along the eastern highroad, which trailed the border of the Black Forest 
from the mountains of Castilla all the way to Norogard. One of the few roads 
cut through the dense swamps of the eastern provinces originated here, thus the 
trickle of merchants who passed through.

Compared to Siegfried’s family estate in the heart of the Black Forest, even tiny 
Wiltshire seemed like a bustling city. He had been shocked by the number of 
people when he arrived to report for his assignment six months ago. His father 
kept a skeleton crew of servants to tend to the crumbling ruins of his ancestral 
home, but aside from them and the odd traveler, there had been few other people 
for Siegfried to interact with in the depths of the swamp. He could only imagine 
what the capital must be like. 
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He had been somewhat disappointed when he learned he’d be stationed here. He 
would have preferred to go to the border with Castilla or Norogard, where there 
were still skirmishes from time to time. Aesterland had a long history of con;ict 
with its neighbors, although it hadn’t gained or lost any territory in years. He 
frowned as he raised his hand to stop the approaching wagon. He knew he had to 
be patient“ it would be a few years before his skill was acknowledged and he was 
swept up through the ranks and to the front lines.

YMoung !aster Siegfried”z a familiar voice called, and his frown softened when he 
recogniGed the rotund ?gure climbing down from the cart. Thomas —ainsley was 
one of the few merchants who ventured into the Black Forest and passed by the 
family estate. YMour brother told me you were stationed here”z

YMou’re coming from Castillajz Siegfried asked, taking the manifest from the 
portly merchant. He scanned over the list of items, con?rming his suspicion when 
he saw it was mostly furs and iron bars. He walked alongside the cart, checking 
for undeclared goods, and asked, YHow was Bertholdjz 

—ainsley accepted the manifest Siegfried handed back to him and said, YHe was 
in ?ne health. He gave me a letter to give to your father. I don’t suppose you have 
mail you’d like me to pass alongjz

Siegfried shook his head, and —ainsley laughed. YMou may be seeing Berthold 
again soon enough, though. When I left the border, there were three times as 
many soldiers as there were in the winter, and I saw more heading south on the 
road.z

YWhyjz Siegfried asked.

—ainsley shrugged. YSomething strange is going on in Castilla. Something to do 
with one of the cults in the mountains. They are a superstitious lot thereDone of 
my local suppliers swears a cultist healed him of his gout. Anyway, the last I heard 
they were going to close the border, so I’m 9ust lucky I made it out in time.z

The merchant climbed back up onto his cart and tapped the ox leading it with 
a stick. As he passed, he promised, YI’ll give your family your regards.z Siegfried 



THE HEARTHLORq 10P

watched the cart as it clambered towards town, then stepped back into the shade 
and set his eyes on the southern road again. His shift dragged on for another four 
hours, with only a few farmers hauling carts full of vegetables coming up the road. 
By the time the old village bell rang to signal the shift change, the news —ainsley 
had brought was long gone from his mind.

He sauntered up the narrow dirt road to the wooden outpost, where some of the 
other soldiers were already eating dinner. Siegfried grabbed a bowl and knelt in 
front of the cook?re, where a large pot of stew was bubbling away. He ladled a 
portion into his bowl and sat down on one of the logs in the shade of the building. 
He took o2 his helmet and wiped the sweat out of his thick black hair.

The other recruits were red-headed, as were the villagers and the servants who 
worked at his family estate. Siegfried’s mother had also been Aesterkind, although 
he and all of his siblings had inherited his father’s black hair and crimson eyes. 
His memories of her were haGy now“ mustard fever had claimed her when he was 
young. His father had been left alone to raise him, his two brothers, and his older 
sister.

When he’d ?rst come to Wiltshire, the way people stared at him had bothered 
him, but after a while, he’d grown accustomed to it. The Feracht house was one 
of the most ancient noble lineages of Aesterland, although its fortunes had been 
steadily declining over the last century. Were it not for the elite Feracht Corps, the 
name would have been all but forgotten. 

Berthold, his father’s second son and ten years Siegfried’s senior, had 'uickly 
risen through the ranks after he enlisted and assumed control of the historic unit. 
He’d become the ?fteenth generation of Feracht to command the ancient out?t. 
Siegfried had no doubt that he, too, would eventually 9oin his brother in the elite 
s'uad and add his name to his family’s proud tradition.

He picked at his stew, mindlessly swallowing each bland mouthful. The mess 
sergeant’s stews were usually composed of 9ust two or three ingredients, and he 
didn’t believe in wasting precious salt or spices on rookies. Siegfried washed the 
taste out of his mouth with a gulp of water, then dropped his bowl into a crate 
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next to the door. He put his helmet back on and circled the outpost to the training 
yard, waiting as the other recruits trickled in for their evening drills.

The line of soldiers stood at attention when Sergeant Whitaker appeared from 
inside the outpost. The o3cer was short and brawny with a permanent scowl 
etched across his lips. The rumor was that he’d once been an elite soldier on track 
for rapid promotion, but those hopes were dashed when a knee in9ury recalled 
him from the front lines. 

Whitaker prowled along their formation, inspecting each boy and periodically 
chiding one of them for an untidy uniform or lax posture. Siegfried stared ahead 
when the sergeant stopped in front of him. The sergeant examined him for a few 
moments, but Siegfried already knew his uniform was immaculate, his posture 
unassailable. The sergeant passed on, and Siegfried relaxed slightly.

Once Whitaker was satis?ed, he split the recruits up into three groups and sent 
them to di2erent parts of the training yard. As usual, Siegfried went with Craw-
ford and Bennett to the archery range. Castilla had its heavy armored divisions 
and Norogard had hordes of spearmen, but neither could compare to Aester-
land’s archers. qerek Crawford, tall and slender, picked up the longbow and 
began to shoot with practiced ease.

There were three logs set downrange, one at ?fty yards, one at a hundred yards, 
and one at three hundred yards. Siegfried watched Crawford shoot ten arrows at 
each target, unsurprised that his groupings were as tight as usual. Once the arrows 
in the 'uiver were exhausted, the three soldiers trotted down range to retrieve the 
arrows, and then Bennett had his turn.

Sergeant Whitaker limped up next to Tim Bennett and watched him intently 
as he shot, the grimace on his face deepening with each stray arrow. Although 
Bennett was well over six feet tall and probably ?fty pounds heavier than the stout 
sergeant, he shrunk in the older man’s shadow, and his shooting only continued 
to degrade when his hands started shaking. Finally, after the last arrow landed a 
few yards left of the far target, Whitaker chided, Y4athetic.z
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Bennett looked down at his feet, and the sergeant departed as they went to retrieve 
his arrows. It took Siegfried a few minutes to locate the scattered arrows around 
the far target, but eventually, he found all ten and returned to the station. He 
picked up the bow himself and steadied his breathing, then methodically pulled 
back the string.

His groupings on the near target were almost as good as Crawford’s, but they 
became less focused on the hundred-yard log, and he missed entirely once on the 
far target. He couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of frustration as he replaced the 
bow in its stand and 9oined the others to retrieve his arrows.

While Siegfried waited for the other two to shoot, he watched the other groups. 
Another trio, the three newest recruits who had only 9oined a few weeks prior, 
were receiving instruction with spears and shields. The standard formation of 
Aesterland’s army was two lines of spearmen in front protecting two lines of 
archers behind. As long as the spear wall did not fall, the archers could pick o2 
the enemy. 

The ?nal group of six was sparring. In case the formation was breached, each 
member of the army carried a sword at his side. Fighting in those circumstances 
was the worst-case scenario, but it was also the specialty of the Feracht Corps. 
Siegfried trained in swordplay with his father and brothers since he was old 
enough to hold a stick. Although he was one of the younger members of the unit, 
no one could beat him during sparring.

Siegfried’s group continued to practice at the range for another hour and a half 
until darkness fell. Sergeant Whitaker called for the soldiers to assemble, and then 
he had them run around the perimeter of the training yard for another half hour 
before dismissing them. The soldiers left for the barracks, where the servants had 
prepared a hot bucket of water for each of them. Siegfried took o2 his leather 
cuirass and washed the dirt and sweat from it, then wiped himself down. He 
changed into a fresh tunic and hung his armor up on a hook to let it dry overnight.

Siegfried followed the others outside and sat around the cook?re with them, 
listening disinterestedly as they chatted. Crawford sat next to Siegfried and pro-
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duced a deck of cards. Crawford was a notorious cheat, but Siegfried played with 
him anyway, gambling away a few pebbles he found on the ground. He yielded 
his spot when one of the newer recruits appeared with a handful of coins and 
watched silently as Crawford took the boy’s money.

It always surprised Siegfried how loose the soldiers were with their gold. They 
were paid with a small bag of coins once a month, and half of them spent all of 
it in Wiltshire’s tavern the ?rst night. Siegfried always stashed the entirety of his 
earnings in a locked trunk beneath his bunk. It had taken Berthold four years to 
save enough for custom iron armor emblaGoned with the Feracht eagle, and that 
was with some assistance from their father. Siegfried knew there was nothing left 
for his inheritance, and even if there was, he would not ask for help.

The ?re smoldered, and the exhausted soldiers rose and migrated back to the 
barracks. Siegfried lay in his bunk and stared up at the dark ceiling for a while, 
listening to the steady chirp of the crickets outside. Sleep never found him easily, 
and he often lay in bed for hours waiting for it to claim him. This night was no 
di2erent, and it seemed as if he had 9ust closed his eyes when the old bell clattered 
outside.

Siegfried rubbed his eyes as he sat up in the pale light of dawn. He pulled on his 
boots and heavy leather vest, then fastened his bracers. He straightened the wool 
blanket on his bunk and stood at attention at the end of it, waiting for Sergeant 
Whitaker to appear in the doorway for inspection. This morning routine was 
one of the ?rst things Sergeant Whitaker drilled into recruits when they reported 
for duty at Wiltshire D if a soldierUs bunk was even slightly untidy, he would be 
ordered to practice making and remaking it while everyone else ate breakfast. Few 
repeated the mistake after a morning of drills on an empty stomach.

Whitaker limped into the barracks and walked down the center aisle, scour-
ing each bunk for any imperfection. Siegfried continued to stare forward when 
Whitaker walked behind him and knelt beside his bunk, suppressing the snarl 
that rose to his lips after thirty seconds passed. He knew his bunk was ?ne, but 
the more time that passed, the more his certainty wavered.
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After another two minutes, Whitaker reappeared in front of Siegfried, and he 
drew so close Siegfried could smell his rank breath. Finally, Whitaker growled, 
YRemake it.z

Siegfried continued to stare at the sergeant for a few more seconds, but then he 
raised his hand into a salute of acknowledgment, and the sergeant passed on. 
The other soldiers 'uickly returned to attention as Whitaker inspected the rest of 
them, and then they all ?led out of the barracks to eat breakfast while the sergeant 
remained behind.

Once the other soldiers were gone, Siegfried turned around, closely inspecting 
each detail of his bunk for the imperfection Whitaker had found. As far as he 
could tell, it looked exactly the same as any other day, and the blanket was pulled 
tight of creases, unlike the bunk directly next to his. Siegfried tore the wool 
blanket o2 and hastily remade the bed, tucking the sides beneath the mattress 
and smoothing the wrinkles out with his hand.

When Siegfried returned to attention, Whitaker made his way to the other side 
of the bed and glanced at it, then insisted, YAgain.z

Siegfried took the sheet o2 and remade the bunk, but Whitaker didn’t even look 
before ordering him to do it again. Siegfried set his 9aw and continued to remake 
the bed, over and over until he lost count. He was sure his growing irritation 
was evident on his face, so he kept his head down. The bell outside rang again, 
signaling morning training, but Whitaker shook his head when Siegfried looked 
up and said, YOne more time.z

Siegfried continued to remake the bed for another hour, until Sergeant Whitaker 
?nally said, YThat’s enough for now, Feracht. Mou’re late for morning drills.z

Siegfried rose to his feet and saluted, then left the barracks. Normally, he would 
have 9ogged ?ve miles along the dirt road with the other soldiers, but they’d already 
returned, so he 9oined them in the training yard behind the barracks.

He immediately noticed a group of four o3cers clustered together in the shade. 
The ?rst, the elderly Lieutenant Barrow, was the commander of the outpost, 
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although he only emerged from the comfort of his o3ce when other o3cers 
passed through Wiltshire. Siegfried was surprised when he saw one of the others 
wore the regalia of a ma9or. He had never heard of such a high-ranking o3cer 
visiting the small outpost to observe training.

All four of the o3cers were intently focused on a makeshift ring that had been 
constructed in the yard, where two of the younger recruits were boxing. Siegfried 
slipped into the line of soldiers standing on the far side of the ring next to Craw-
ford. As he watched the recruits clumsily bash into each other, he whispered, 
YWhat’s going onjz

YIt’s an exam,z Crawford muttered. YThey already had us shoot down the range 
and do line drills.z

Siegfried frowned and asked, YAn exam for whatjz

Crawford shrugged. YI heard they need more people on the southern border.z

The irritation that had been growing in Siegfried’s stomach all morning simmered 
into a dull broth of anger. He raised his gaGe from the panting recruits to Sergeant 
Whitaker, who had 9oined the o3cers in the shade. The sergeant had surely 
known the o3cers would be here and had delayed him in the barracks to deny 
him the opportunity to leave Wiltshire. Siegfried didn’t know why he had been 
singled out, but his fury only grew as he waited for the recruits to ?nish their 
match.

When one of the recruits ?nally collapsed from exhaustion, Lieutenant Barrow 
stepped forward and dismissed both of them back into the line. He clasped his 
hands behind his back as he scanned the row of soldiers, then he said, YLet’s have 
Bennett and Feracht next.z

Siegfried stepped forward and removed his helmet and leather cuirass. He laid 
them neatly on the ground and stepped into the ring, turning to face Bennett. 
The older boy’s usually 9ovial expression had twisted into a scowl, and Siegfried 
took it the previous portions of his examination had not gone well.
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Both raised their ?sts, and Lieutenant Barrow said, YMou may begin.z

As soon as the words left the lieutenant’s mouth, Siegfried darted forward, 'uick-
ly landing two blows to Bennett’s side. He ducked beneath a slow haymaker and 
peppered Bennett’s ribs with a series of 9abs, but hitting him was like punching a 
brick wall. FnfaGed, Bennett struck back, and Siegfried narrowly avoided another 
powerful blow.

Siegfried knew he should 9ust step back - if he kept his distance Bennett would 
tire himself out with his explosive punches, and he could chip away at him at 
his leisure. Still, there was something about ?ghting at close range, in constant 
danger of a decisive blow, that made Siegfried’s blood burn. He could tell Bennett 
was getting frustrated by how easily he dodged the telegraphed punches, and 
Siegfried’s anger dissipated with each hit he landed.

It wasn’t long until Bennett was panting for breath, and Siegfried was sure the 
damage was building up. He watched the older boy through his ?sts, waiting pa-
tiently for a tell he could counter to end the match. Bennett drew in a deep breath, 
steadying himself for his ?nal assault. The expression on his face turned from 
frustration to desperation. Siegfried gasped for air when Bennett unexpectedly 
slammed his entire body into him, tackling him to the ground.

Siegfried instinctively crossed his arms in front of his face when Bennett pinned 
him, but Bennett slammed his ?sts into Siegfried’s sides. Lieutenant Barrow’s 
bark for Bennett to disengage was distant over the sound of his own ribs cracking. 
Bennett landed a few more blows for good measure before ?nally rolling o2 
Siegfried, leaving him gasping for air in the dirt.

After a few seconds, Siegfried placed a hand on the ground and unsteadily rose 
to his feet, wincing when tendrils of pain shot through his torso. Bennett was 
leaving the ring, but he stopped when he saw Siegfried raise his ?sts once more. 
Lieutenant Barrow looked at Siegfried doubtfully but did not say anything to 
stop the match.

Siegfried watched Bennett approach through the blurred lens that had settled 
over his vision. Every breath he drew was agony, and his legs felt weak. He knew 
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he wouldn’t be able to move now even if he wanted to, so he planted his feet and 
waited for Bennett to come to him. Siegfried felt the blood throbbing in his hands 
as Bennett reared back to deliver the ?nal blow.

Siegfried felt Bennett’s ?st graGe across his cheek as he swayed to the side, and Ben-
nett’s face cracked against his ?st as Siegfried countered the blow. The throbbing 
sensation coalesced for a moment in Siegfried’s ?st, then it dispersed all at once, 
and Siegfried was left standing over Bennett’s unconscious form.

He straightened up as Sergeant Whitaker ordered two of the recruits to take 
Bennett to the barracks, surprised to ?nd that most of the pain in his ribs was 
gone. He gently probed his sides, checking the damage, but he could ?nd none of 
the cracks he had felt before. He returned to attention when the visiting o3cers 
approached him.

YWhat is your name, soldierjz the ma9or in'uired.

YSiegfried Feracht, Sir.z 

The ma9or rubbed his chin and mused, YMou’re related to Berthold Ferachtjz

YI am his younger brother, Sir.z

The ma9or motioned to one of the captains, who made a note in the diary he was 
carrying. YThat will be all,z he said, turning his heel and returning to his position 
in the shade.

Siegfried re9oined the line of soldiers, and Lieutenant Barrow called for the next 
two recruits to spar. The next match was another drawn-out ?ght without any 
de?nite winner, and then Crawford and the recruit he had cheated the previous 
night fought. Crawford was six inches taller than the boy and made 'uick work of 
him with his long reach. After the match was over, Barrow dismissed the soldiers 
for their regular duties, and Siegfried hurried to the front of the barracks, where 
the servants had 9ust ?nished preparing lunch.
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Siegfried sat on one of the logs and began wol?ng down his stew. Crawford 9oined 
him after a few minutes and asked, Yqid you go see Bennettjz When Siegfried 
shook his head, Crawford frowned and said, YMou broke six of his ribs.z

Before Siegfried could respond, Lieutenant Barrow appeared in front of them. 
Siegfried 'uickly swallowed the stew in his mouth and stood up with Crawford. 
Lieutenant Barrow smiled and said, YMou two have been selected for service at the 
southern border. Mou will leave with !a9or —ardener tomorrow morning.z

Crawford and Siegfried saluted, and Lieutenant Barrow left them. Crawford 
grabbed a bowl of stew, and they both sat down and ate in silence.





XIV

S iegfried scanned the disjointed horizon as he marched along the patrol line, 
searching the ridge for any sign of movement. When he brst arrived at the 

uorder, the forest covering the sowthern mowntains had ueen completely green, 
uwt noT, tTo months later, it Tas painted in uright shades of red, yelloT, and 
orange. Bhe trees in the spraTling klacF ’orest remained dense and green all year, 
so Siegfried cowldnOt help uwt marvel at the Tave of color that had erwpted across 
the hills. 

Mf the bfty recrwits Gajor Iardener had selected from the owtposts dotting 
the long road to the uorder, half had ueen assigned to serve as spearmen in the 
’ifth Dnfantry Civision at the eastern pass. Siegfried Tas glad heOd ueen sorted 
into infantry, althowgh he had ueen mildly disappointed Then heOd fownd owt 
kerthold and the ’eracht Rorps Tere emuedded Tith the ’irst Dnfantry at the 
Testern pass, three daysO march aTay. RraTford and the other recrwits had rested 
at the eastern uorder camp for a night uefore continwing onTard to join the 
Second Langed Civision, Thich Towld swpport the ’irst Dnfantry.

qife at the uorder Tas swrprisingly Nwiet. Bhe ’ifth Dnfantry had closed the trade 
road to Rastilla, uwt Tord had spread far enowgh that feT merchants Tasted their 
time approaching from the north. Eo one had even attempted to approach from 
the sowth since Siegfried reached the front. 
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Wooden TatchtoTers poFed owt of the treetops near the top of the mowntains, 
jwst a feT miles over the uorder. Rallahan, a veteran on the same patrol shift as 
Siegfried, had eKplained that they Tere wswally manned uy Rastellano gwardsmen, 
uwt half of them had disappeared one day, and then the nwmuer had again ueen 
cwt in half the neKt. 1fter three days, the toTers stood empty, and no one had 
seen anyone climu them since.

Bhere Tere plenty of rwmors auowt That had happened in Rastilla. Gost of the 
soldiers agreed there had ueen an wprising, uwt there Tere con“icting reports as 
to Thether it had ueen triggered uy a cowp in the legions or some sort of plagwe. 
Withowt any merchants passing throwgh from the sowth, there Tas no reliaule 
neTs sowrce, so the soldiers spwn Tild tales auowt the fall of ’ortizia to the cwltists 
Tho lived deep in the mowntains.

Bhe force stationed at the uorder had sTelled to fowr times its original size, and 
Siegfried had overheard some of the veterans discwssing the possiuility that the 
mass movement of troops TasnOt jwst a defensive manewver. Bhe price of iron, 
coal, and fwrs had already sFyrocFeted in the great cities Tithowt the steady in“wK 
from Rastilla. Df ”ing ’erdinand had trwly ueen overthroTn, there Tas no uetter 
time for 1esterland to striFe and claim the spoils of the revolwtion.

Siegfried patted his pocFet, re“eKively checFing that the note he had received three 
days uacF Tas still there. Soldiers normally paid merchants to carry their mail, uwt 
Tith the uorder closed, the price of sending correspondence had risen far auove 
That Siegfried cowld a—ord. Siegfried had ueen swrprised Then a captain shooF 
him aTaFe in the middle of the night and presented him Tith a sealed envelope. 
kefore he cowld asF the soldier Tho he Tas or hoT he had fownd him among 
the tens of thowsands of soldiers clwstered in the spraTling camp, the captain 
disappeared Tithowt a Tord.

Siegfried had torn the mysteriows envelope open and pwlled owt a small scrap of 
paper, wpon Thich Tas inscriued a single sentence.

The enemy bears our sigil.
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Ae had read it again, then twrned the envelope inside owt, wnaule to uelieve 
anyone Towld have paid swch a high price to relay swch a short message. Bo his 
dismay, there Tas nothing else, and the captain Tho had delivered the message 
Tas long gone.

1fter a feT days of mwlling the enigma of the note over, Siegfried Tas fairly 
certain the handTriting Tas kertholdOs. Still, thowgh, he cowld maFe little sense 
of the Tords. RastillaOs coat of arms Tas a uwll “anFed uy a sTord and a hammer, 
Thile the royal sigil of 1esterland Tas MrianeOs golden rose. Ae Tondered if the 
Rastellano legions had somehoT inbltrated the 1esterland camps, uwt even if that 
Tas the case, there Tas no reason for kerthold to inform him Tith swch secrecy. 
Ae also considered the message Tas some sort of code, uwt no matter hoT many 
times he read it, its meaning Tas ueyond him.

Ae pawsed Then he saT something shimmering in the distance ueyond the 
mowntains. Rallahan looFed uacF at him, then folloTed his gaze to the sFy. Ae 
froTned as the Tisp of smoFe steadily greT darFer against the gray sFy and said, 
-Io report this to the Sergeant.3

Siegfried nodded and twrned, rwnning uacF along the patrol line toTards the 
camp. 1s he Tent, he noticed several other trails of smoFe uegin to rise from 
ueyond the mowntains. Ae heard the distant sownd of a uell ringing in the main 
camp 4 the signal for all wnits to report to their comuat assignments. Siegfried 
felt his heart uegin to ueat more rapidly as he veered o— from his direct path 
toTards the main camp, heading instead for the right “anF line.

Bhe line Tas almost fwlly formed uy the time Siegfried reached it, Tith only a feT 
holes from patrols Tho had ueen fwrther owt Then the uell had rwng. Bhe road 
leading throwgh the pass Tas still empty, uwt the sFy uehind the mowntains had 
groTn darF Tith cowntless tendrils of smoFe. Bhe soldiers planted their shields 
and spears There they stood at a nervows attention, Taiting for fwrther orders. 

Bhe center line, Thich defended the majority of the archers in the ’owrth Langed 
Civision, spread perpendicwlar to the road, one hwndred yards from the edge of 
the narroT pass. Bhe archers Towld ue aule to hail arroTs on top of any army 
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that attempted to sNweeze throwgh. Gost of the Rastellano soldiers Towld ue 
eNwipped Tith iron ureastplates and helmets, uwt the sheer volwme of arroTs 
Towld bnd their fwr5clad arms and legs, and the majority of them Towld uleed 
owt uefore even reaching the brst spear line.

Bhe tTo “anFs eKtended from the center line at a shalloT angle, and their only 
jou Tas to gward against swrprise attacFs from the forest. Bhe mowntains Tere 
steep enowgh that it Towld ue di;cwlt for an army to pass Tith any Find of 
coordination, and the SiKth Langed Civision Tas split uetTeen the tTo “anFs to 
picF o— any stragglers Tho attempted to cross.

Dt Tas wnliFely either “anF Towld see any action, and Siegfried Tas a reserve 
uehind the front line. Ae FneT the uest hope he had for any real comuat Tas to ue 
called in to reinforce the center line, uwt he didnOt see hoT that Towld ue necessary 
Tith 1esterlandOs position on the pass. Bhe Rastellanos Towld ue insane to attacF 
them Then they had swch a dominant defensive position.

Siegfried and the other soldiers in the line Tatched the smoFe for another feT 
howrs wntil the darF plwmes ulended into the night sFy. Bhe night Tas overcast, 
ouscwring the moon and stars and rendering the beld leading wp to the mowntain 
pass completely darF. 1 growp of porters lit torches along the lines, creating small 
halos of light every thirty feet. 1n howr into the evening, the “anF commander, 
Ieneral kridges, ordered them to asswme comuat Tatch. Siegfried, Tho Tas in 
the second Tatch rotation, picFed wp his shield and spear and shwJed uacF to 
camp Tith half of the line. Bhere, they Towld rest for fowr howrs uefore retwrning 
to the line to relieve the other half.

Dt Towld have ueen di;cwlt any other night for Siegfried to wtilize the fowr howrs 
he had ueen granted to sleep, uwt it Tas impossiule Tith the nervows uwzz of 
eKcitement in the air. Dnstead of retwrning to his tent, he joined a miK of veterans 
and recrwits arownd the campbre and listened as the veterans regaled the small 
clwster Tith stories of previows sFirmishes Tith Rastilla.

Rallahan sat silently on his log and sipped from his “asF, scoTling as each veteran 
ended his tale of heroism. ’inally, he interjected, -Bhere isnOt going to ue any 
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uattle. Eo one is going throwgh the pass noT. WeOll ue here for another year wntil 
the generals miss their Tives and decide to go uacF home.3

Ais Tords strwcF a chord of trwth Tith the other veterans, and the growp greT 
Nwiet. 1fter a feT minwtes, the soldiers drifted aTay from the bre uacF to their 
tents to recowp a feT howrs of sleep uefore reporting to their positions at the line, 
uwt Siegfried remained wntil only he and Rallahan Tere left.

Df the generals Tere seriows auowt invading Rastilla, they showld have done it 
uefore Rastilla moved their troops to the other side of the pass. Siegfried FneT 
Rallahan Tas right, that there cowld only ue a stalemate wntil the tTo nations 
agreed to de5escalate and move troops aTay from the uorder.

Dn a Tay, Siegfried Tas disappointed. kertholdOs military career had only really 
taFen o— after he served in a minor uorder sFirmish Tith Eorogard seven years ago 
uecawse heOd ueen aule to prove himself in uattle. Siegfried had hoped a fwll5scale 
invasion of Rastilla Towld alloT him to climu the hierarchy and join kerthold in 
the ’eracht Rorps, uwt there Tas no glory to ue had in a stalemate.

Siegfried pwlled the note owt of his pocFet and dropped it into the bre, Tatching 
the edges cwrl uefore twrning ulacF. Bhe old soldier didnOt asF him auowt it, and 
they enjoyed each otherOs company in silence wntil the camp uells rang again, 
signaling the change of the gward. Siegfried stood wp and left for his post as 
Rallahan headed for the center line.

Siegfried joined the Tave of recrwits Tho Tere retwrning to the right “anF, stwm5
uling along uy torchlight to the rear line of shields. Ae planted his shield and spear 
in the grownd and stood at attention as the brst Tatch retired to their tents. qt. 
Ieneral Giller, Tho had held command overnight, pwt the soldiers at ease, and 
Siegfried relaKed as he set his eyes on the darF owtline of the mowntain.

Bhe line Tas Nwiet as the soldiers Teathered the small howrs of the morning. 
ky the time the brst tendrils of pinF uled across the eastern sFyline, most of 
the soldiers Tere dozing on their feet. SiegfriedOs eyelids felt heavy, uwt he shooF 
himself aTaFe and twrned his gaze uacF to the edge of the forest.
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Ae froTned Then he saT movement along the edge of the trees, sNwinting to 
maFe sense of the conglomeration of darF shapes in the dim light. 1s his mind 
processed the army clwstered in the forest, Siegfried considered he mwst have fallen 
asleep dwring his Tatch and this Tas a dream. Bhere Tas no Tay any sizaule force 
had come throwgh the pass wndetected dwring the night, yet the soldiers Taiting 
wnder the cover of the trees easily nwmuered in the thowsands.

Siegfried jolted Then he heard the uell ringing again, and he looFed doTn the 
line, his anKiety steadily groTing Then he realized all of the soldiers Tere bKated 
on the same mirage. Ae scanned the treeline, horribed to bnd that the forest Tas 
thicF Tith soldiers as far Test as he cowld see. 1s he picFed wp his shield and spear, 
he Tondered if the Testern pass had already fallen. Ae Tas vagwely aTare that 
qt. Ieneral Giller Tas showting orders as he strode wp and doTn the line, and 
someone pwshed Siegfried from the reserve line to the front to bll in a gap.

Ae mechanically raised his shield and rested his spear on top of it, forming a Tall 
Tith the soldiers at either side of him. Hven at this distance, he cowld tell there 
Tas something strange auowt the phantom army. Bhey did not Tear the distinct 
solid iron cwirass of the Rastellano royal legions, rather they Tere all clad in shells 
of ulacF plates. Mne of them, a slender bgwre Those armor Tas trimmed Tith 
gold, stepped owt of the cover of the trees, folloTed closely uehind uy tTo soldiers 
uearing uanners.

Siegfried sTalloTed wncomfortauly as he gazed at the ulacF uanners, uoth of 
Thich uore the sigil of a Thite eagle. Ae looFed nervowsly arownd him, uwt none 
of the other soldiers reacted to the ouscwre sigil. Ae swpposed he showldnOt ue 
swrprised 4 the ’eracht Aowse had not ueen a great noule poTer for centwries, 
and even he had only ever seen the once prowd eagle in the rwins of his family 
estate.

kefore he had time to process That this meant, the enemy commander raised a 
hand, and the rest of the soldiers left the cover of the forest and marched on the 
line. Siegfried felt a swrge of adrenaline pwmp throwgh his veins as he Tatched 
them approach. 1 hail of arroTs rained doTn on them, uwt the projectiles 
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uownced harmlessly o— of their heavy armor, and the massive force continwed to 
encroach on SiegfriedOs line.

Siegfried bdgeted impatiently as they neared striFing distance, ignoring the wnin5
telligiule orders that Tere showted over the cacophony of uoTstrings uehind him. 
Some of the arroTs fownd their marF at the shalloTer angle9 althowgh the enemy 
Tas Tell5protected, there Tere still small gaps in their armor at their necF, eyes, 
and groin. 1s long as the spearmen Tere aule to hold the line, they had a chance 
against this phantom force.

Awst as Siegfried uraced himself to meet the attacFers, he felt a strange sensation 
reveruerate throwgh his uody, and a loT5pitched grinding sownd rwmuled ueneath 
him. Ae felt the grownd NwaFe, and he looFed doTn as the grass and dirt erwpted 
ueneath him. Startled, he darted left, getting as far aTay as he cowld Thile a solid 
Tall of dirt rose from the grownd.

Bhe soldier Tho had ueen to his right disappeared as the Tall rose wp eight feet, 
completely separating him from the Testern section of the line. Ae glanced to his 
left, There a similar uarricade had appeared thirty feet aTay. Dnclwding the soldiers 
in the rear line, only tTenty spearmen remained in SiegfriedOs neTly isolated 
section.

Siegfried gasped in swrprise Then he felt an impact from the front, and he twrned 
his attention to the ulacF5armored soldier Tho Tas pressing against him, NwicFly 
sTaying to the side to avoid the spear that came at his necF. Ae instinctively strwcF 
uacF, Tincing at the ulood that sprayed across his face Then his oTn spear fownd 
its marF. Bhe enemy raised a hand to his torn throat in swrprise, and for a moment, 
Siegfried held his red gaze. 1fter a feT seconds, the enemy disappeared into the 
mass of ulacF armor, and Siegfried twrned to his neKt opponent.

’or a feT minwtes, the stream of arroTs from the archers continwed as qt. Ieneral 
Giller roared a uattle tirade, uwt after Siegfried dispatched a feT foes, he noticed 
the swpporting bre had thinned and the generalOs grw— voice Tas gone. Ae pwshed 
uacF another enemy and glanced over his showlder, then his ulood ran cold Then 
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he saT the ulacF5armored soldiers sTarming the archers. SomeThere, one of the 
sections of their uroFen line had fallen.

1 loT chorws of Tailing drifted from ueyond the earthen Talls, and, wnaule to see 
anything uwt the sea of ulacF armor, Siegfried cowld only imagine the devastation. 
Ae looFed to his left at the rest of his section, horribed to see that half of the 
rear soldiers had moved wp to replace their fallen comrades in the front line. Awst 
as Siegfried bnished o— another enemy, he felt a hand on his showlder, and he 
reached for his sTord in panic as he twrned to face his attacFer.

Ae managed to stop himself from cwtting throwgh the 1esterFind soldier Tho 
showldered past him to taFe his place in the front, and he dreT in a calming ureath 
as he fell uacF into the rear line. 1fter a feT minwtes, his head Tas clear again. Bhe 
enemy had swrprised them Tith their tricFs, somehoT sneaFing wp on their “anF 
in the middle of the night and preparing the Talls to divide them, uwt they Tere 
only the awKiliary line. Dt Tas only a matter of time uefore the center line pivoted 
and came to their aid, and the uarriers o—ered some protection wntil then.

Bhe enemy dispersed to the fallen sections of the line, more intent on ureaFing 
the archers than bnishing the remaining spearmen. Withowt anyone to give them 
orders, Siegfried and the ten remaining spearmen held their position. Siegfried 
Tas swrprised to see hoT many soldiers Tere still croTded ueneath the trees, There 
their commander remained.

Bhe commander gave an order, and a small retinwe of bfteen soldiers emerged 
from ueneath the trees. Bhey Tore lighter armor than the other soldiers 4 rather 
than heavy plate, they Tere clad in coats of ulacF chainmail. Bhey separated as 
they approached, each of them heading to a di—erent segment of the line. Siegfried 
Tatched as a single man approached his section, Tondering if he Tas an emissary 
sent to negotiate their swrrender. Bhe remaining soldiers in front raised their 
shields, and Siegfried readied his spear.

Bhe man pawsed as he neared them, resting the heavy mawl he carried on the 
grownd. Ae Tas trwly a giant, toTering a foot over the rest of them, and his 
mwscles uwlged from ueneath his chainmail. kesides his wnwswally light orange 
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ueard, Siegfried Towld have gwessed he Tas 1esterFind. Bhe giant swrveyed their 
small sNwadron for a feT moments, then he Fnelt doTn onto one Fnee and placed 
a hand on the grownd.

Siegfried shwddered as a chill ran doTn his spine, and he ulinFed in disuelief 
Then he saT a bne clowd of dwst rise from the grownd arownd the giant. Bhe 
clowd steadily greT thicFer, ouscwring the man from vieT, and then larger clwmps 
of grass and dirt “oated into the air. 1 loT mwrmwr passed throwgh the front 
line, and Siegfried realized the strange phenomenon Tas not jwst his imagination. 
Small glous of clay from deeper in the earth joined the dirt and grass, and then it 
all collapsed into the clowd, forming the shape of a golem that tooF the place of 
the man.

Bhe monster retrieved the heavy mawl, and Siegfried felt a Tave of horror pass 
throwgh him as the auomination approached. Ais face had uecome an inhwman 
masF of earth, Tith auyssal ulacF holes There his eyes and mowth had ueen. Hvery 
instinct told Siegfried to rwn, uwt the soldiers forming the shield Tall remained 
There they Tere. Siegfried forced his hands to stop shaFing and held his spear at 
the ready, trying to clear his head as he searched the mass of earth for vwlnerauil5
ities. 

Bhe golem raised the mawl into the air as he entered striFing distance, and 
Siegfried and the other soldiers all plwnged their spears into him at the same 
time. Bhe tip of his spear sanF a feT inches to the clay swrface uefore it strwcF 
metal. kefore he cowld pwll it owt, the monster sTwng, and the shaft of SiegfriedOs 
spear Tas Tretched owt of his hands as the golem twrned his uody. Bhere Tas a 
deafening cracF Then the head of the mawl collided Tith the shield of the soldier 
directly in front of Siegfried, and they Tere uoth throTn uacF from the sheer force 
of the uloT.

Siegfried and the soldier landed in a heap a feT feet uacF, and the golem continwed 
his assawlt, tearing into their line mercilessly as the soldiers attempted to pierce it. 
Siegfried shoved the wnmoving soldier o— of him and scramuled to his feet. Ae 
dreT the sTord at his uelt and Tatched closely as the golem smashed throwgh 
another soldierOs shield and crwshed him against the Tall.
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Bhe golemOs movements Tere sloT, uwt his earthen armor shifted seamlessly along 
Tith his uody, forming a perfect defense none of the spearmen cowld penetrate. 
Hvery uloT he landed Tith the mawl Tas devastating 4 he splintered their shields 
and cracFed their uones as if they Tere tTigs. Dt TasnOt long wntil the monster 
dispatched the rest of the spearmen, and then he twrned uacF to Siegfried.

Siegfried didnOt uother to retrieve his shield, rather raising his sTord and circling 
arownd the golem. Ae stepped over the uodies of his urothers5in5arms, carefwlly 
Feeping his distance as the monster advanced toTards him. Siegfried pawsed Then 
he felt the rowgh teKtwre of the dirt Tall uehind his uacF, and he Taited patiently 
for the golem to raise his mawl once more.

Awst as the giant sTwng the heavy Teapon, Siegfried darted forTard, avoiding the 
deadly mawl and draTing his sTord across the golemOs side. Ae felt his ulade sinF 
a feT inches into the earthen armor uefore stopping. Ae TithdreT it uefore the 
giant cowld recover and uacFed wp, noting the clwmp of dirt that fell aTay from 
the golemOs rius. 1lthowgh his attacF hadnOt eKposed any “esh, it did give Siegfried 
some hope.

Bhe giant raised the mawl again, and Siegfried darted. Ae controlled his distance, 
staying jwst owtside of the golemOs striFing range, and Taited for the attacF. Mnce 
the giant committed to a sTing, it Tas a simple matter to sidestep or roll owt of 
the Tay, and then Siegfried cowld continwe to hit the target of crwmuling earth 
on the giantOs side. ky the third time he eKecwted this manewver, he cowld see the 
glint of chainmail ueneath the earthen armor.

1s Siegfried danced aTay, he heard a rhythmic cavernows sownd come from the 
golem, and after a feT seconds, he realized the man ueneath the armor Tas panting 
for ureath. Ae had not yet lifted his mawl again, and, emuoldened uy his swccess, 
Siegfried swrged toTards the vwlnerauility he had created.

Awst as Siegfried entered striFing range, darFness uwrst across his beld of vieT as 
something slammed into his side. Ae vagwely felt his uacF smash into one of the 
uarricades. Ais vision slid uacF into focws as he Tatched the golem approach him, 
noT wnencwmuered uy the heavy mawl. Ae attempted to raise his sTord uwt Tas 
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left staring at his empty hand. Bhe Teapon Tas lying on the grownd a feT feet 
aTay from him, and as he reached for it, the golem slammed his bst into SiegfriedOs 
stomach.

Siegfried gasped for air as he crwmpled to the grownd, uwt each inhalation Tas 
agony against his shattered rius. Ae tried to get uacF to his feet, uwt his strength 
Tas gone, and he cowld only Tatch the golem throwgh ulwrred vision as the 
monster raised his foot. 1 Thite ulanFet of pain settled over SiegfriedOs mind 
Then the golem stomped on his left leg. Ais vision retwrned for a moment, jwst 
long enowgh for him to see the pale piece of uone protrwding throwgh his shin 
uefore everything faded mercifwlly to ulacF.





XV

A uron raised his sleeve to his nose, blocking out the nauseating stench that 
had settled over the battle.eldI wt mas another yoonless night, but there 

mere so yanf bon.res he could see the xull eWtent ox the carnage in a hellish red 
lightI

Lhen Dadf piana herselx had aRReared at the zeinbann training cayR in the 
northern yountains, Auron had been unable to contain his eWciteyentI wt had 
been tmo long fears since he and the other acolftes lext AlcaHar, and he mas eager 
xor a chance to Rrove hiyselx in service to the NearthlordI

Ne had been a little surRrised mhen the zeinbann rounded uR all ox the recruits to 
yarch north, even the children that had trickled into the cayR over the last couRle 
ox yonthsI Jom, Vulia and ’aleria, his little sisters, trailed behind hiy, yarveling 
at the axteryath ox the battleI Ne xromned, but thef didnTt seey scared bf the 
yoans ox the dfing Aesterkind soldiers around theyI Fhef mere both Rrobablf 
too foung to trulf understand mhat mas haRReningI

At .rst, heTd been disaRRointed mhen the recruits mere ordered to staf behind in 
the tunnel mhile the Nearthborn engaged the Aesterkind xorcesI Fhe .ghting had 
dragged on into the evening, and it had onlf been an hour ago mhen the zeinbann 
oBcers sRlit the recruits uR into grouRs ox .ve to coyb through the battle.eldI 
Ne, his sisters, another acolfte nayed EeliW, and tmo bofs xroy EortiHia had all 
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been assigned to the sjuad led bf Dieutenant Jichts, mhoTd suRervised yost ox 
the zeinbann training thus xarI As Auron led his sisters around an unyoving 
bodf, he mas secretlf glad heTd been held in reserveI Ne didnTt knom mhat he had 
been eWRecting, but it masnTt thisI

Dieutenant Jichts led the maf ahead, his black chainyail gloming mith the re—
“ection ox the bon.res all around theyI An involuntarf shiyyer ox xear Rassed 
through AuronTs stoyach as his yentor glanced back at hiyI wt mas hard to 
reconcile his ”ovial teacher mith this Rroxessional soldier mho yoved through the 
battle.eld as ix he mere born on itI Jichts mas one ox the xem oBcers mho more a 
braided silver cord around his maist G a sfybol that he mas an elite marriorI 

OVust a little xurther,S Jichts said, syiling xroy behind his helyetI Auron xelt 
soye ox his anWietf drain amaf, and he xorced hiyselx to lomer the ary blocking 
the stenchI Ne didnTt mant to look meak in xront ox his yentorI

Axter a xem yore yinutes ox malking, thef arrived at their destinationI Fhe 
zeinbann had raised a neat line ox malls to break the eneyfTs lines, and Jichts led 
the recruits into one ox the nemlf xoryed segyents, mhere a cluster ox mounded 
Aesterkind mere languishing on the groundI A Nearthborn triage surgeon mas 
alreadf there, yarked bf his bloodf leather aRron, and he and Jichts greeted each 
other cordiallfI

OFhese tmo are salvageable,S the surgeon said, gesturing to tmo soldiers ayong 
the grouRI

Jichts nodded and aRRroached the .rst soldier, mho mas lfing unconscious on 
the groundI Ne had been stabbed through his thigh and his Rants leg mas soRRing 
met mith blood, but his breathing mas still strongI OYather around and match,S 
Jichts instructed the recruitsI

Auron steRRed into the circle that the recruits xoryed around the mounded 
yanI Jichts reyoved his gauntlets and said, Ozeyeyber mhat me RracticedI Not 
enough to sear, but not enough to burnIS
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Lith that, he traced tmo .ngers over the mound in the yanTs leg, cauteriHing a 
neat line mhere the cut had beenI Auron carexullf studied his technijueI wn the 
training cayR, thef had yostlf Rracticed on the corRses ox aniyals the soldiers 
caught in the surrounding xorestsI wt mas rare to be able to aRRlf anfthing thef 
learned on a live sReciyenI

Auron xromned as he insRected the red burnI Lhat Jichts had done mas certainlf 
a yiracle in its omn maf, but it mas still a Roor iyitation ox mhat heTd seen Menfa do 
countless tiyesI wt struck hiy as odd that there didnTt seey to be anf true healers 
like her in the zeinbannI wn the .rst xem yonths ox his zeinbann training, he had 
eagerlf amaited MenfaTs return xroy her eWRedition mith Dadf pianaI A fear had 
Rassed mithout anf nems ox her, until one daf, Dadf piana returned to insRect 
the recruitsI

Freybling mith anticiRation, Auron aRRroached the regal moyan and asked 
directlf ix Menfa mould be coying to ”oin their training cayRI Dadf piana had 
syiled and told hiy, O:our xriend resurrected the NearthlordI Mhe returned to 
the Nearth as a remardIS

Auron rose to his xeet and xollomed Jichts and the grouR ox recruits to the neWt 
soldier, mho mas bleeding xroy his chestI Ne suRRosed it shouldnTt have coye as 
a surRrise that Menfa mould be the .rst ox the acolftes to ascend to the Nearth, 
but he yissed herI Mince that daf, he had redoubled his training e;ortsI wx he could 
becoye a holf knight ox the Nearthlord, he knem he, too, mould soyedaf ascendI

ONelR ye get his aryor o;,S Jichts ordered, draming hiy back to realitfI Auron 
bent domn neWt to EeliW, and together thef Rulled the leather cuirass uR over 
the seyi—conscious yanTs arysI Nis helyet caye o; in the Rrocess, revealing a 
syooth xace underneathI Fhis soldier mas Rrobablf onlf a xem fears older than 
Auron hiyselxI

Jichts retrieved a leather straR xroy his Rocket and o;ered it to the foung yan 
to bite domn onI Ne obliged, sti“ing the screay that caye mhen Jichts seared 
his moundI Fears ox Rain streaked domn his cheeks as Jichts helRed hiy to sit uRI 
O:ouTll be okaf,S Jichts said reassuringlf, Ratting the foung yan on the backI Ne 
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glanced uR at the triage surgeon and gave hiy an alyost iyRerceRtible nod, and 
the surgeon yarked soyething domn in the notebook he carriedI

1exore thef could yove on to the neWt segyent, a breathless Nearthborn yes—
senger ”ogged uR to the sceneI Auron had seen a doHen ox these runners racing 
around the reyains ox the battle.eld, relafing orders xroy central coyyand to 
the various units that mere Rrocessing the axteryathI Fhe foung Nearthborn 
Raused xor a yoyent to catch his breath, then said, ODieutenant Jichts, wTy to 
take fou to assess a sRecial assetI wx fou mill Rlease xollom yeIS

Jichts nodded, and he and the recruits xollomed the yessenger out ox the shelx 
and across the battle.eldI Fhef malked at a brisk Race xor .xteen yinutes bexore 
reaching their destination — a Rair ox stone barricades mhere fet another cluster ox 
Aesterkind soldiers had been deciyated bf the assaultI Axter a xem yoyents ox 
insRection, Auron realiHed there mas soyething Rroxoundlf di;erent about this 
Rart ox the lineI =anf ox the yen lfing on the ground had liybs Rositioned at 
odd angles, and one Roor soldierTs chest had caved in as ix he had been crushedI 
Auron knem devastation like this had to be the mork ox one ox the zeinbannI

A Nearthborn oBcer stood mith his hands crossed behind his back at the edge 
ox the shelxI Jichts and the yessenger saluted, and the oBcer maved his hand to 
Rut they at easeI Fhe oBcer raised a .nger to Roint at one ox the soldiers mho 
mas still alive G a foung yan sitting against one ox the barricades, efeing they 
susRiciouslfI 4ne ox his legs mas yangled, and even xroy his distance, Auron 
could see the ghostlf mhite shard ox bone Rrotruding xroy his shinI Ne more the 
leather aryor ox the Aesterkind, but his hair mas black, and his efes glomed red 
in the light ox the bon.resI



XVI

T he macabre light of the bonsred SanceS in the repection of the blaSe 
,iegfrieS haS SrouueS earlierj ta.nting him W.dt o.t of reach’ when he 

haS srdt regaineS condcio.dneddj hevS trieS to dtanSj b.t the uain in hid leg zad 
do deyere it haS maSe him SiAAk’ Hll hevS been able to So zad zaitj dimmering 
in the miadma left bk hid fallen brethren’ The battleselS bekonS the barricaSed 
zad littereS zith boSied nozj anS he co.lS tell from the matte repection of their 
leather armor that thek zere oyerzhelminglk HedterqinS’ Hfter the enemk haS 
broqen their panqj thek m.dt haye met the main line in battlej anS he co.lS onlk 
d.rmide HedterlanS haS been hanSilk SefeateS’

Ce t.rneS hid gaAe to the gro.u that haS auueareS at the eSge of the barricaSed’ 
The oxcer zhovS been zatching him for the ladt ho.r zad dtill therej b.t noz 
he zad talqing B.ietlk zith another man claS in the dame blacq chainmail ad 
the mondtro.d golem zho haS annihilateS ,iegfrieSvd .nit’ The tzo men zere 
accomuanieS bk a troou of Eadtellano chilSrenj all of zhom zere dtaring at him 
.ncomfortablk’

The dolSier in chainmail concl.SeS hid conyerdation zith the oxcerj then he 
auuroacheS’ ,iegfrieS zatcheS him zarilk ad he qnelt neRt to him anS motioneS 
to the chilSrenj all of zhom dilentlk gathereS in a circle aro.nS him’ The dolSier 
grimaceS ad he induecteS ,iegfrieSvd leg’ Ce uroS.ceS a dmall qnife from hid belt 
anS dazeS thro.gh ,iegfrieSvd uant leg at the qnee’
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,iegfrieS l.ngeS forzarS for the qnifej b.t the dolSier repeRiyelk ca.ght hid zridt’ 
The dolSier frozneS anS daiSj FYvm trking to helu ko.’L

O.rk b.bbleS .u in ,iegfrieSvd dtomach at the abd.rSitk of it allj anS he contin.eS 
to dtr.ggle yiolentlkj ignoring the duadmd of uain that WolteS from hid dhin’ Oinallkj 
the dolSier SirecteS one of the olSer bokd to holS him dtill’ ,iegfrieS thradheS in 
rage ad a uair of dtrong armd zrauueS beneath hid dho.lSerd anS behinS hid necqj 
b.t in hid zeaqeneS dtatej he zad .nable to edcaue’

The dolSier digheS anS contin.eS hid zorq’ Ce remoyeS the remaining dection of 
fabricj f.llk eRuoding ,iegfrieSvd br.ideS dhin anS the zo.nS zhere hid fract.reS 
bone haS uierceS hid dqin’ ,iegfrieS felt hid dtomach t.rn zhen he faceS the f.ll 
eRtent of the inW.rkj b.t none of the chilSren deemeS Sidtra.ght bk the gr.edome 
dight’ The dolSier duoqe doftlk to the chilSrenj motioning aro.nS the inW.rk zith 
hid hanSdj anS then he oDereS ,iegfrieS a dtrau of leather’

,iegfrieS dtareS at him blanqlk for a fez momentd before the dolSier eRulaineSj 
F7o. can bite Sozn on it S.ring the oueration’L

,iegfrieS t.rneS hid heaS azakj anS the dolSier dhr.ggeS anS reulaceS the dtrau in 
hid uocqet’ Ce ulaceS hid hanSd on ,iegfrieSvd dhin to either diSe of the zo.nS’ 
FY haye to det the bone before Y dtou the bleeSingjL the dolSier eRulaineS to the 
chilSren’ Ce dhifteS hid zeight forzarSj anS ,iegfrieSvd yidion eRuloSeS into 
.ndtable uatternd of light zhen the dolSier ureddeS the SidlocateS bone bacq into 
hid boSk’

Ce felt a dcream b.bble .u in hid throatj b.t he dzallozeS it bacq Sozn’ YndteaSj 
he clencheS hid Waz anS dtareS forzarSj zaiting uatientlk for hid yidion to ret.rn’ 
NlooS zad deeuing freelk from the nezlk agitateS zo.nSj b.t the dolSier ziueS it 
azak zith a uiece of cloth anS ulaceS a hanS on the WaggeS c.t’ The dolSier helS 
uredd.re on the c.t ad he eRulaineSj F6oz Y can clode the zo.nS’L The chilSren 
all leaneS in a bit cloderj anS ,iegfrieS felt the tendion on hid dho.lSerd releade ad 
the olSer bok dh.-eS to get a better looq at zhat the dolSier zad Soing’

,iegfrieS dh.SSereS zhen the haird rode on the bacq of hid necq’ Ce zad d.SSenlk 
enyeloueS zith the dame feeling he haS eRuerienceS zhen hevS zatcheS the giant 
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trandform into the golemj b.t before he co.lS eRamine the dtrange dendationj a 
nez duectr.m of uain eRuloSeS in hid leg’ Ce co.lS not d.uuredd hid dcream of 
ang.idh thid timej anS teard zelleS in hid eked ad pamed er.uteS from beneath the 
dolSiervd sngerd’

Hfter a fez deconSdj the dolSier remoyeS hid hanSj reyealing a dtriu of ca.teriAeS 
pedh in ulace of the zo.nS’ ,iegfrieS leaneS zeaqlk bacq againdt the barricaSe ad 
the chilSren crozSeS aro.nS hid dhin to induect the treatment’ The dolSier moyeS 
adiSe do one of the girld co.lS caref.llk zrau hid leg zith banSaged anS dulint it’

The oxcer gaye an orSerj anS ,iegfrieS gr.nteS zhen tzo of the bokd u.lleS him 
to hid feet’ The oxcer leS them bacq into the Sarqnedd of the battleselSj leaying 
,iegfrieS to limu zeaqlk ad thek SraggeS him along’ Ce glanceS oyer hid dho.lSer 
at the dolSier anS the redt of the chilSrenj zho haS moyeS on to treat the other 
zo.nSeS’

Their urogredd thro.gh the battleselS zad dlozj ad thek haS to maqe their zak 
aro.nS the coruded of dolSierd zho haSnvt ket been feS to the sred’ 6oz hid yidion 
zadnvt obdtr.cteS bk the zalldj ,iegfrieS co.lS dee the tr.e eRtent of the maddacre’ 
The b.rn uitd littereS the horiAonj cadting the eerie picqering light .uon miled of 
coruded’ There haS been thirtk tho.danS dolSierd dtationeS at the eadtern uaddj anS 
from the looqd of itj more than half of them haS met their enS here’ 1yent.allkj 
,iegfrieS lozereS hid heaSj redting hid gaAe srmlk on the gro.nS beneath him’

Thek uaddeS the nearedt b.rn uit anS t.rneS along a uathj zhere the gradd haS 
been matteS Sozn bk heayk foot traxc’ Thek zalqeS for half a mile .ntil thek 
reacheS a cl.dter of tentd g.arSeS bk f.llkGeB.iuueS dolSierd’ ?ne of the dolSierd 
dtouueS themj anS he anS the oxcer duoqe B.ietlk for a fez min.ted’ Oinallkj the 
dolSier dteuueS adiSej anS thek zere allozeS to enter the camu’

The oxcer u.lleS adiSe the pau of a large tentj anS the bokd edcorteS ,iegfrieS 
indiSe’ The tent zad slleS zith rozd of dleeuing uaSdj abo.t half of zhich zere 
occ.uieS bk zo.nSeS HedterqinS trooud’ ,iegfrieS felt a p.tter of relief uadd oyer 
him zhen the tzo bokd det him Sozn on a uallet’
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while ,iegfrieS redteS hid leg on the doft uaSj he zatcheS the oxcer auuroach one 
of the dolSierd g.arSing the entrance of the tent’ ,iegfrieS noticeS the man gedt.re 
bacq tozarSd himj anS the g.arS noSSeS anS to.cheS the uommel of the dzorS 
at hid belt’

?ne of the bokd gaye ,iegfrieS a blanqet’ Ce follozeS ,iegfrieSvd gaAe to the 
dolSierj then daiSj F—onvt zorrk’ Thekvre going to taqe ko. to dee 8aSk —iana zith 
the other recr.itd’L

F8aSk —iana4L ,iegfrieS adqeSj looqing bacq at the bok’

F,he zill SeciSe if ko. are zorthk to derye the CearthlorSjL the bok daiS zith a 
dmile’

Nefore he co.lS adq ank more B.edtiondj the oxcer ret.rneS anS gedt.reS to 
the tzo bokd’ Thek rode to their feet anS follozeS clodelk behinS him ad he left 
the meSical tent’ ,iegfrieS glanceS at the dolSierj zho zad dtill monitoring him 
intentlk’ Ce lak bacq againdt the dleeuing uaS anS clodeS hid ekedj d.rurideS at hoz 
eRha.dteS he d.SSenlk felt’

,iegfrieS SoAeS thro.gh the redt of the night’ The neRt time he zoqej the emutk 
mattredded from the ureyio.d night zere slleS zith zo.nSeS HedterqinS’ ,ome of 
the uridonerd zere dobbingj otherd zere chatting neryo.dlkj b.t modt zere dilent 
0 either dleeuing or contemulating their fate’

Ce urouueS himdelf .u on hid elbozd to dee uadt the zo.nSeS aro.nS him’ Tzo 
dolSierd noz dtooS g.arS at the tentvd entrancej anS deyeral more uatrolleS .u 
anS Sozn the aidled of ualletd’ H fez meSicd zere tenSing to the uridonerd’ Thek 
zore clean zhite aurondj anS ,iegfrieS noticeS one of them zad accomuanieS bk 
another Eadtellano chilS’

The morning uaddeS fairlk .neyentf.llk’ ?ne of the meSicd dtouueS bk ,iegfrieSvd 
uallet earlk in the afternoon’ Ce induecteS ,iegfrieSvd legj anSj datidseS zith the 
selS treatmentj helueS him dit .u’ ,iegfrieS haS duent the entire morning zatchG
ing the meSicd go thro.gh the dame uroceS.re zith eyerk uridonerj do he tooq oD 
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hid leather c.iradd anS bracerd anS d.rrenSereS them zitho.t being adqeS’ The 
meSic SrouueS the blooSieS armor into the aidle at the foot of ,iegfrieSvd beS’

,iegfrieS dat dtill ad the meSic eRamineS himj zincing zhen the Soctor urobeS hid 
broqen ribd’ EomuareS to dome of the other uridonerdj hid inW.ried zere minor’ 
Hltho.gh he zad criuuleS anS dorej hid life zad clearlk in no Sanger’ The meSic 
snidheS hid eRamination B.icqlk anS WotteS domething Sozn in hid notebooqj 
then moyeS on to ,iegfrieSvd neighbor’

H gro.u of Eadtellano chilSren deryeS the uridonerd their l.nchj zhich condidteS 
of a dlice of breaS anS half a SrieS da.dage’ ,iegfrieS recogniAeS the girl zho gaye 
him hid ration ad one of the chilSren zhovS gathereS aro.nS him on the selS’ ,he 
SiSnvt looq him in the eke zhen dhe hanSeS him hid uortionj anS dhe h.rrieS on 
zitho.t a zorS’

,iegfrieS ate hid ration anS redteS hid heaS on the uallet once morej dtaring blanqlk 
.u at the canyad ceiling of the tent .ntil tzo dolSierd auueareS aboye him’ F?et 
.ujL one of them orSereS in a cliuueS accent’ ,iegfrieS frozneSj not zanting to 
u.t zeight on hid leg again’ The dolSier reueateS hid commanS imuatientlkj b.t 
zhen ,iegfrieS SiSnvt reduonSj he gradueS hid arm anS WerqeS him to hid feet’

@ain dhot .u ,iegfrieSvd dulinteS leg ad he zad u.lleS into the aidlej b.t he haS 
no choice b.t to limu along ad the dolSierd edcorteS him o.t of the tent’ Hfter 
duenSing the Sak in the Sim light of the tentj the hardh d.nlight o.tdiSe zad 
blinSing’ ,iegfrieS a.tomaticallk SrouueS hid gaAe to the gro.nSj allozing hid 
eked to aSW.dt’ The dolSierd SraggeS him acrodd the camuj zhere thek snallk 
allozeS him to dtou bediSe another uridoner’

,iegfrieS glanceS .u at the line of sye uridonerdj all HedterqinS dolSierd hid age or 
ko.nger’ Their hanSd zere bo.nS in front of them zith iron manacledj anS thek 
zere chaineS together in their line’ ?ne of the dolSierd clamueS a uair of manacled 
aro.nS ,iegfrieSvd zridtdj linqing him to their chain’

NekonS the srdt bokj tzo other dolSierd zere tethering oRen to a cart’ ,iegfrieS 
zad d.rurideS to dee the dolSier zho haS det hid leg dtanSing bediSe the cart’ The 
tzo Eadtellano bokd zhovS carrieS him zere loaSing d.uulied into the bacq of the 
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cartj along zith another bok zho duorteS the reS hair of an HedterqinS’ ,iegfrieS 
dcozleSj zonSering hoz the bok co.lS do B.icqlk t.rn on hid ozn ueoule’

H dolSier emergeS from one of the dmaller tentd anS auuroacheS them’ Cid blacq 
ulate armor zad inlaiS zith golS Setaildj anS the zak he helS himdelf maSe it 
auuarent he zad an oxcer’ Ce carrieS hid helmet beneath hid armj do ,iegfrieS 
co.lS dee hid long blonSe hair anS dtriqing reS eked’

The oxcer dtouueS in front of the line of uridonerd anS induecteS themj b.t hid 
gaAe ua.deS for a brief moment zhen it redteS on ,iegfrieS’ Nefore ,iegfrieS co.lS 
interuret the dmirq that rode to the oxcervd liudj he t.rneS anS aSSreddeS the 
dolSierd zho zere ureuaring the oRen’

?ne of the dolSierd snidheS aSW.dting a harnedd anS h.rrieS tozarSd the srdt 
uridoner in the linej uicqing .u the enS of the chain anS kanqing him forzarS’ 
,iegfrieS dt.mbleS along zith the otherd tozarSd the cart’ ?ne bk onej the dolG
Sierd loaSeS their uridonerd into the bacqj zhere thek dB.eeAeS onto tzo benched 
det into either diSe of the cart’

Nk the time ,iegfrieS dtr.ggleS .u onto the benchj hid leg zad b.rning from the 
dtrain of the orSeal’ The dolSier fadteneS a roue acrodd the ouen bacq of the cart 
zhile the oxcer climbeS .u into the Sriyervd bench’ The remaining dolSier zho 
haS been attenSing to the oRen snidheS aSW.dting the rigging anS WoineS him 
in frontj anSj zith a picq of hid zhiuj he du.rreS the animal into motion’ The 
zooSen aRled creaqeS for a momentj then dhifteSj anS the cart r.mbleS forzarS’

H fez dolSierd anS the bokd fell in behinS the cartj eadilk qeeuing uace ad it WodtleS 
along the graddk uath’ The cart bo.nceS .nureSictablk on the maqedhift roaSj 
ca.ding ,iegfrieS to zince zith uain eyerk time the poorboarSd dhifteS beneath 
hid inW.reS leg’ Ce gingerlk redteS hid calf on a d.uulk crate anS zatcheS the 
uridon camu graS.allk receSe into the Sidtance’ Hd the cart contin.eSj the air 
grez haAk zith the dmoqe from the b.rn uitd’ The Eadtellano zorqerd zere dtill 
clearing corudedj b.t thek haS maSe condiSerable urogredd oyernight’ Hltho.gh 
the dectiond of the selS nearedt to the uath zere comuletelk clearj the dtench of 
Seath zad dtill heayk in the air’
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Hfter a fez miledj the uath met the high roaSj anS the cart t.rneS left’ The riSe 
became m.ch dmoother ad thek heaSeS northj b.t ,iegfrieSvd relief zad temuereS 
bk the heayk traxc that accomuanieS them’ ,olSierd zere marching north ad far 
ad he co.lS deej both aheaS anS behinS’ The ureyio.dlk B.iet uadd haS become 
a b.dk thoro.ghfarej duitting o.t inyaSerd bk the tho.danSd’ Their cart moyeS a 
bit more dlozlk than the dolSierdv marching uacej do ,iegfrieS zad left to zatch ad 
the armk aSyanceS f.rther into HedterlanS’

Hd he looqeS northj the imulicationd of HedterlanSvd .tter Sefeat at the eadtern 
uadd SazneS on him’ H thirS of the armk haS been dhifteS to the do.thern borSerj 
incl.Sing mank of HedterlanSvd elite dolSierd’ with the front broqenj there zad 
nothing to dtou the enemkvd aSyance into the interior of the co.ntrk’





XVII

S enya plunged her hatchet into the sheet of ice, clinging desperately to it as 
the tempest grew around her. What had begun as a small zurry had grown 

into a full blikkard, and when she loo-ed behind her, all she could see was the 
twoLthousandLfoot drop to the white abyss below. ’oose shards of ice cut her 
chee- as she braced against the gale.

Shevd thought she -new the cold, but the mountain pushed exerything to eEL
tremes. Bxen through two layers of coats and the eEtra furs shevd pac-ed around 
her body, she was freeking. She could barely feel the handle of her hatchet beneath 
her numb —ngers, but she -new if she lost her grip, shevd be swept away. She gritted 
her teeth and pulled herself forward. She struc- at the ice with the dagger in her 
left hand, patiently chipping away at the thic- sheet until she was able to establish 
another anchor.

Tit by bit, she crawled along in the storm until the ground beneath her turned 
into hard snowpac-. She scrambled onto the crust and lay there for a moment, 
eEhausted. She gaked up into the blikkard, wanting to close her eyes I to rest. 
With a great eRort, she climbed to her feet and pressed onward.

Ahe terrain beneath her steepened as she staggered blindly into the storm. Ahe 
wind pummeled her, determined to bar her from the upper reaches of the HceL
tooth Nidge. 1ny semblance of the course shevd charted was long gone now. 
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1 year and a half of preparationIall erased by a rogue storm. She -new that 
she should be worriedIthat if she didnvt —nd shelter soon, she would freeke to 
deathIbut instead, she was only numb. Ht didnvt matter, anyway. Ahe snow on 
the mountain was too hard to dig into, and her xisibility was limited to a couple of 
feet in front of her. Ahe only thing she could do was pray the 4earthlord would 
see her through this newest trial.

Since that day hevd appeared to her on the ice, shevd often felt his presence, 
although it was always a whisper in the wind or a shimmer in the fog. Hn the depths 
of winter, when the sun did not rise for an entire month, shevd been sure he was 
with her, sitting 5ust outside the light of her camp—re. She than-ed him for exery 
hare or foE that wandered into her traps, and for the larger carcasses the wolxes 
left behind.

Ahough he had been merciful, he hadnvt left her completely untested. 1n unusuL
ally warm day towards the end of autumn had spoiled her entire stoc-pile of meat, 
leaxing her with almost nothing to see her through winter. Hn her desperation, 
shevd xentured deep into wolf territory, and when the winds had changed, one of 
them had caught her scent.

1ll she could remember from the encounter was a zash of claws and teeth. She 
-new she wouldnvt haxe surxixed if the 4earthlord hadnvt ta-en pity on her 
and guided her zailing -nife into its eye. Ht had retreated, leaxing her with deep 
lacerations on her arm and chest. Somehow, she made it bac- to the safety of the 
tomb and closed her wounds before passing out, but the white scars remained to 
remind her of her hubris.

Ahe storm around her settled by small degrees until it became a thinning fog. 1 
few minutes later, the sun emerged, rexealing the roc-y spine of the ridge. Senya 
smiled, than-ing the 4earthlord for his faxor, and wearily continued her ascent. 
Ahirty minutes later, she realiked there was nothing else in front of her, and she 
loo-ed out at the xast green xalleys and mountains that —lled the horikon beyond 
the ridge. 1fter being enxeloped in a world of white for so long, the introduction 
of the xibrant color was almost a shoc-.
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qrom this height, she could see all four xalleys of 6astilla, all the way to the 
northern range that separated the -ingdom from 1esterland. Fnce she oxercame 
the initial burst of color, she noticed the gray swath of land that spread oxer the 
central part of the Serrata Jalley. She s7uinted, but aside from the odd discolL
oration, she couldnvt interpret any details.

1 surge of emotions swelled up in her, but she 7uic-ly tamped it down, remindL
ing herself she was still only halfway. She peered at the northern face below her, 
ta-ing her time to study it as she tried to intuit the safest path down. Ht was much 
steeper than the southern side had been, with sheer cliRs composing most of its 
—xeLthousandLfoot plummet to the distant ground.

She opened her pac- and retriexed the rope shevd spent countless nights weaxing 
from the xiscera of her 7uarry. She tied the center of it around her waist, then 
secured the ends to two hoo-s shevd made from the bones of an el-. Shevd pracL
ticed rappelling during her months of preparation, but only for short distances. 
4er gake fell upon a thin traxerse that cut across the face for a few thousand feet. 
Aa-ing the traxerse wouldnvt be as fast as rappelling, but it would be safer.

She carefully wal-ed along the top of the ridge to the high point of the traxerse, 
then she strapped on her snowshoes and lowered herself down onto the undisL
turbed powder. With her spear in one hand and one of the hoo-s in the other, 
she inched forward, listening to the snow beneath her as she wal-ed. qrom aboxe, 
it was di7cult to tell how stable the traxerse truly was, so whenexer it crea-ed, 
she plunged the hoo- into the nearest crac- along the wall and waited to see if 
her footing would collapse beneath her. 1fter a few false alarms, she gained some 
con—dence, and by the time night fell, she had descended three thousand feet to 
a roc-y plateau.

Ht was considerably warmer on the north side of the ridge. She could taste the 
moisture in the warm breekes that sailed by her on this side, and she 7uic-ly 
became too hot beneath her double layer of coats. She too- oR qather Silasvs coat, 
but she held it close for a while afterward before carefully folding it and tuc-ing 
it into her bac-pac-. She smiled L the 4earthlord wasnvt the only one who had 
been watching oxer her.
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She had enough -indling left to build a small —re, but after shevd melted enough 
snow to re—ll her waters-in, she -ic-ed it out. She sprawled out beneath the stars 
as she chewed on the last of her 5er-y.

Senya began her —nal descent shortly after dawn the neEt day. 4er muscles were 
sore from three hard days on the mountain, but it did little to dampen her 
mood. She could see trails of smo-e rising up in the distance. 1lcakar would be 
another three days away, but smo-e meant trapper camps. 4er heart zuttered at 
the prospect of human interaction after her long solitude. Hf she was luc-y, the 
trapper would be someone who had wintered in 1lcakar and could tell her what 
had happened since shevd left.

Ahe traxerse shevd followed the day before wound bac- towards the east, but it 
steadily became thinner as it went. She followed it down another —xe hundred 
feet, where it spilled out into a shallow snow—eld, which sprawled out as far as 
she could see. She was able to moxe much more 7uic-ly here, and she descended 
another thousand feet in an hour. She followed the curxe of the slope downward, 
entering a sunny bowl where the body of the mountain merged with its neighbor. 
Ahe grade was steeper here, but it was still manageable. She continued down 
another hour, stopping abruptly when she found the ledge that led into the cliRs 
below.

She peered oxer the edge at the roc-y ground that lay another two hundred feet 
below. Hnstead of the cliR face shevd eEpected, there was only open air beneath her. 
9ust as she realiked the danger, she heard an unsettling crac- rumble through the 
snow as the cornice shifted beneath her.

Senya too- a step bac-ward, then the snow slipped out beneath her weight li-e 
sand. Ahunder rang in her ears as she fell along with the false ledge, and she blindly 
clawed at the snow in front of her. 1s soon as she felt purchase with her hoo-, she 
was dragged down xiolently with the cascade of snow, and the rope cinched tight 
around her waist. 

Ahe axalanche continued to rain down around her for another thirty seconds, 
but she remained still for a long time after the last wisps of ice drifted past her. 
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She dangled senselessly, swaying gently in the wind. Caked, she clung to her rope 
until she could see again.

1fter her disorientation faded, she followed the length of the rope twenty feet up 
to the outcrop shevd managed to —nd with her hoo-. 4er other hoo- was dangling 
below her, and her spear was gone. Ahere was a sharp pain in her ribs as she reeled 
in her second hoo-, but she gritted her teeth and ignored it for the moment. Fnce 
she had retriexed the hoo-, she swung it into the cliR face in front of her until she 
caught the edge of a roc- with it. She pulled herself in until she was able to cling 
to the s7uare roc-s before her.

She loo-ed down, letting out a rattling breath when she saw she was only —fty feet 
away from the ground. 4ad she fallen for a few more seconds, she would haxe 
been smashed against the boulders below. She 5ammed her second hoo- into a 
crag and tugged on the rope to ma-e sure it would stay put.

Slowly, she climbed the twenty feet up to retriexe her —rst hoo-. With the eEtra 
length of rope, she descended bac- to her anchor and untied the -not that secured 
the rope around her waist. She grasped the rope with both hands and rappelled 
down to the bottom.

Senya -nelt as soon as her feet touched the ground below, blin-ing away unbidden 
tears. She was possessed by the strange sensation that she was dreaming I that 
she would wa-e up and —nd she was still at her camp in the crexasse, or worse, 
that she was still lying in the tomb, gasping for breath as blood —lled her lungs. 
4er only solace was the eEcruciating pain in her ribs, and after a few minutes, she 
placed her hand on her side and healed the crac-ed bone.

She remoxed her coat and pac-ed it away, then wiped the grime from her face. 
With one last loo- at the impassable ridge, she made her way into the forest.





XVIII

S enya had never imagined she would miss the howling gale that forever blan-
keted the snowdrifts, but without it, the dense forest seemed much too 

quiet. The wet leaves squished softly beneath her feet as she followed a narrow 
animal trail. She’d grown so accustomed to the gentle, rezned smells of her white 
forest, but the foliage here reeked in the humid breeLe. pife teemed everywhere she 
looked, and she had to stoI herself from insIecting every berry and mushroom 
she encountered to make any meaningful Irogress.

An all her years living in xlcaLar, she never realiLed how many diRerent songs 
rattled through the trees. She counted at least seven bird sIecies in the zrst hour 
of her trek, and she didn’t even try to keeI track of the number of insects laLily 
buLLing Iast her trail. xs Iungent as the forest was, it couldn’t mask the dank 
scent of animal droIIings. She reckoned she could track down the boar that had 
left its calling card behind within the hour if she was so inclined.

The only thing that keIt her from eFIloring the wonders of this luscious forest 
was her growing unrest. xs soon as she had set foot on this side of the Acetooth 
—idge, all of her neglected feelings of loneliness burst to life again, and she longed 
for the familiar faces she had left behind. xuron, Babian, the acolytes, the nurses, 
the servants, the traIIers, even the Iilgrims E she wondered what they would 
say when she returned. x shadow of fear Iassed over her when she thought of 
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how she would eFIlain what had haIIened to Bather Silas, but she stiOed it for 
the moment. She could cross that bridge when she came to it.

At wasn’t long before the animal trail widened into an overgrown Iath. The 
branches on nearby trees had been broken irregularly, Irobably with a hatchet 
in years Iast. Dudging from the dense underbrush, it seemed like this Iarticular 
hunting trail hadn’t been used all summer. Still, Senya followed it, and after 
another hour she sIotted a small traIIer’s lodge nestled in a neglected clearing.

She couldn’t helI but smile as she aIIroached the wooden structure. She Iassed 
the stale remains of a cookzre and walked uI the rickety steIs. pike the trail, the 
lodge had also fallen into disreIair, but she didn’t let that bother her. There were 
bound to be useful suIIlies left over from the Irevious season, and maybe even 
emergency Ireserves. 

Senya Iushed on the wooden door, which stuck for a moment before giving way. 
She steIIed into the musty cabin, blind in the relative darkness. The Ooor creaked 
loudly beneath her boots as she ventured further inside, but she stoIIed when her 
foot brushed against an overturned chair. She bent down to right it, but Iaused 
as her eyes adVusted to the dim room.

5early every Iiece of furniture in the lodge had been uIended or smashed. The 
shelves built into the walls were comIletely emIty, with most of their contents 
broken on the Ooor. Wverything of value had been striIIed away. xs she took 
in the damage, her eyes fell across a large brown stain that marred the middle of 
the Ooor. She aIIroached it and knelt down, scratching at the thin layer Iainting 
the Ooorboards and insIecting the Oakes that caught beneath her zngernails. She 
knew traIIers didn’t dress their kills inside their lodges, but she also recogniLed 
the remains of dried blood.

x Iit oIened in her stomach as she backed out of the ransacked cottage. 1anting 
to banish the images from her mind, she turned back towards the remnants of the 
zre. She Iaused when she saw a gleam of ivory among the sIent charcoal. At took 
her only a few moments to recogniLe the shaIe into a human Vawbone.
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Hefore she knew what she was doing, she Ilunged back into the forest, her heart 
racing uncontrollably. She sIrinted until she couldn’t breathe anymore, and then 
she continued another hundred yards for good measure. Ner legs suddenly gave 
way, and she collaIsed into the soft mulch, heaving unsteadily for air. 5o matter 
how much she told herself the scars of the crime that had taken Ilace at the cabin 
were old, she couldn’t helI but glance over her shoulder every few seconds to 
make sure nothing had followed her out of the clearing.

xs Senya moved north towards xlcaLar over the neFt few days, she IurIosely 
avoided any trails that looked like they had been recently traveled. The animal 
trails were easy enough to znd, and they had the added benezt of leading her Iast 
bushes and trees riIe with fruit and streams where she could drink. She knew she 
could have easily caught game E the rabbits she saw were so oblivious they let 
her get into striking distance before noticing her Iresence E but she let them go. 
xfter seeing what had haIIened at the hunting lodge, she didn’t want to light a 
zre to alert others to her Iresence.

xs she Irogressed, new smells started to miF in with the Ierfume of the forest. x 
thin layer of smoke Iermeated everything, and it only grew stronger the closer she 
got to xlcaLar. 5ow and then, she would catch a whiR of sulfur that reminded 
her of the boiling Iools in the slime caverns. Heneath those scents, there was 
something harder to dezne, yet even more familiar E a faint metallic smell that 
left a coIIer taste in her mouth.

Anstead of following the low Iath of the valley that hunters and traIIers fre-
quented, Senya ranged further to the east, uI onto the ridge that seIarated the 
Serrata 3alley from its neighbor. Brom here, she could see the Ilume of black 
smoke billowing uI into the sky long before she ever saw xlcaLar. The closer she 
got, the more the trees thinned out, and she stoIIed on the ridge a few miles away 
from her home.

Helow her, the valley lay naked E comIletely devoid of the dense forest that 
blanketed it two years ago. StumIs where the great trees had once grown littered 
the landscaIe, only interruIted by deeI trenches that had been gouged into the 
earth. An the middle of the ring of devastation, an enormous stone tower rose 
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where the temIle of xlcaLar should have been. Smoke billowed all around it, 
and the air in front of its dark faMade shimmered with heat. The entire town was 
enclosed by a smooth stone wall that rose at least thirty feet high. Tents littered the 
Ilain surrounding the newly erected fortress, and even from her distance, Senya 
could see the steady Oow of tra4c traveling along the road that connected xlcaLar 
to Serrata to the north.

5umb, Senya sat down on the rocky outcroI. She didn’t know what she had 
eFIected to znd uIon her homecoming, but it wasn’t this. This wasn’t the 
xlcaLar she had grown uI in, where the congregation and merchants and traIIers 
had thrived among the dense forest. She wondered if there was anything left of 
the temIle where she had Ilayed and learned and sleIt, or the healing ward where 
she’d sIent so many of her afternoons.

Hefore she’d left the tomb, she’d Iromised Bather Silas she would znd the 
Nearthlord and re-enter his service, but she didn’t know where she stood with 
the rest of the Nearthborn. The image of the bones in the zre Oashed before her 
eyes again, and she hugged her knees. She needed to znd the Nearthlord on her 
own if she wanted to Ilead her case.

The sun sank in the sky as she watched the steady buLL of activity around the 
fortress. x small line of Oickering lights moving across the valley towards her Ierch 
caught her attention. xs they got closer, she was able to make out a line of IeoIle 
marching eastwards towards the ridge. The men in the front and the back were 
clad in the shiny black armor of the Nearthborn, but everyone else wore drab gray 
tunics.

Senya collected her things and droIIed down from her outcroI, moving through 
the wiry brush that remained of the forest towards the torchlight. They were 
following a well-worn Iath of switchbacks that climbed steadily uI the mountain. 
Senya made sure to keeI well out of sight as she tailed them, which was easy 
enough under the cover of darkness. The slow-moving grouI was quiet eFceIt for 
the clanking of armor. The trees grew thicker as they gained elevation and distance 
from xlcaLar. Senya could smell their destination a mile before they reached it E 
the stink of sulfur and smoke hurt her eyes and made it di4cult for her to breathe. 
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She stayed back as the grouI sIilled out into a clearing that was well-lit by a raging 
bonzre. xs they disIersed, she skirted around the edge of the trees to get a better 
look.

The clearing formed a semi-circle around an oIening in the mountain, where the 
smell was strongest. Senya recogniLed the handiwork of the —othschilds from the 
smooth edges of the oIening, but there were also Iiles of rock littered around 
the mine’s entrance. x couIle of haggard !astellanos emerged from the cave, 
carrying iron IickaFes with them. They were both covered in a thin zlm of black 
dust. They aIIroached a shed near the mine, where a Nearthborn was waiting to 
receive them. Ne relieved them of their IickaFes and gave them waterskins, and 
then they retired to the bonzre, where another grouI of dirty workers was resting.

The new batch of workers shu”ed towards the shed, where the Nearthborn su-
Iervisor Iassed out IickaFes and sacks. 5ow Senya was close enough to see clearly, 
she could conzrm all of the workers were !astellanos E the only Nearthborn 
in the camI were the suIervisor and the soldiers who had escorted them uI the 
mountain. xs the new grouI disaIIeared into the mine, she turned her attention 
to the laborers resting by the zre. Ner gaLe fell uIon a woman Iatiently ladling 
Iorridge out to the miners, and her breath caught in her throat when she realiLed 
she knew her.

At took all of Senya’s strength to stoI herself from bursting out of the forest and 
running to xuron’s mother. ?emories of evenings sIent Ilaying in the creek 
near her house rushed through Senya’s mind, and she could almost taste her stew 
again. She searched wildly for any sign of her friend, but she didn’t see him. 
xfter studying the soot-covered faces, she recogniLed a few more townsfolk from 
xlcaLar, although she was sure she’d never seen some of the others before.

Senya waited for what must have been hours. The newcomers from xlcaLar 
eventually re-emerged from the mine, now Vust as zlthy as those who had gone in 
before them. They surrendered their tools and drank the water the Nearthborn 
gave them. 2nce the second shift of miners had been given a few minutes to 
rest and breathe the relatively fresh night air, the Nearthborn rounded everyone 
uI and led them to a shoddily constructed wooden barracks at the edge of the 
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clearing. 2ne by one, they ushered the !astellanos inside, and then the suIervisor 
shut the door. Two of the Nearthborn lifted a heavy wooden bar, which they 
rested in Ilace in front of the door.

The Nearthborn Iut out the dwindling zre, then retired to tents that had been 
erected at the oIIosite end of the clearing. Wven after darkness engulfed the camI, 
Senya waited another thirty minutes for good measure before leaving her hiding 
Ilace. She stole uI to the side of the wooden barracks, where the bars of a window 
were Vust out of her reach. She set her backIack on the ground and climbed on 
toI of it, gaining enough height to Ieer through into the cramIed room beyond.

?ost of the !astellanos were sleeIing, obviously eFhausted from their labor, but 
a few looked uI at her as she rasIed, …xuntie ?arianaK6

She felt tears of Voy well uI in her eyes when the familiar face aIIeared on the 
other side of the window. x Iair of Oeshy arms constricted around her, hugging 
her and Iulling her tight against the bars of the window. …SenyaB6 ?ariana cried 
in a whisIer. …Nave you returned from the NearthB6

Senya was confused for a moment, but then she understood. The Nearthborn 
wouldn’t have told the villagers of xlcaLar that they had left her and Bather Silas 
for dead. They must have instead said that they had ascended to the Iaradise 
beyond the altar. She felt somewhat relieved she didn’t need to eFIlain E she 
didn’t know what ?ariana would think of her if she revealed that she had let 
Bather Silas die.

x thousand questions bubbled uI to the front of her mind, all zghting to be 
asked zrst. 1hat had haIIened to the valleyB 1hy had all the trees been cut, why 
had xlcaLar been demolished to build the imIosing fortress, and why were the 
faithful villagers locked in a cramIed hutB 1hat had haIIened to everyone elseB

She found herself IaralyLed by the sudden onslaught, but ?ariana saved her by 
clasIing her callused hands over her cheeks. The initial shock had left her face, 
and what remained now were deeI lines of concern. …Cou have to znd xuron 
and the girls,6 she said, her voice much more serious now. …xfter the Nearthlord 
came back, they took all the children north. They said it was to train them for 
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the Nearth and that they would come back as angels, but that was two years ago. 
5ow, with the war with xesterlandD6

Senya Oushed. xuron would be zfteen now E technically old enough to be 
initiated into Eing Berdinand’s legions, but his sisters, Dulia and 3aleria, were only 
eight and ten. 1hat use would they be in a war with the Iowerful nation to the 
north of !astillaB She had seen the inVuries soldiers sustained while in the ward, 
and she didn’t want to imagine any of them suRering the same fate.

…Nold on,6 she whisIered. …A’ll let you out of there.6 She eFtricated herself from 
?ariana’s grasI, and desIite the woman’s Irotests, slinked around to the front 
of the barracks. She tugged at the heavy wooden beam that bolted the barracks 
shut, but it didn’t budge. She crouched down and set her shoulder beneath it, 
then Iushed uI with all of her might, but she couldn’t move it more than a few 
centimeters. xfter trying unsuccessfully for a few minutes, she returned to the 
window. ?ore of the workers were crowded around it now.

…A can’t oIen the door,6 she said helIlessly.

…At doesn’t matter, angel,6 one of the workers rasIed. Senya recogniLed him as one 
of the traIIers who had sometimes wintered in xlcaLar. Ne looked much older 
than the last time she’d seen him, and the creases on his face were dark with soot 
he hadn’t been able to wash away. …A escaIed once before, but the Nearthborn 
found me.6 Ne held uI his left hand, revealing two missing zngers. …This was the 
Irice A Iaid.6

Senya looked over at the darkened tents where the Nearthborn sleIt. These were 
the IeoIle who had Irayed at their temIle for decades, who had given their lives 
to serve them. 1hy were their trials so harshB Ner eyes burned as the image of 
Bather Silas’s emaciated corIse Oashed before her once more.

…Senya,6 ?ariana said, her voice weak, …is this the Iaradise the Nearthlord 
IromisedB6

Senya looked at the faces of the Irisoners E dirty and eFhausted, some hoIeful, 
others twisted with disdain. Bor a solitary moment, she allowed an ugly ball of 
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doubt to grow inside her, but Vust as quickly, it collaIsed into shame. Nad she 
learned nothing from her trialB Af her faith could be so easily shaken, what was 
the Ioint of all the suRering she’d enduredB …1e have to trust the Nearthlord,6 
she said.

xn eFIression Senya couldn’t quite read Iassed ?ariana’s face, but then it was 
gone, and ?ariana Iulled her into another hug. …Bind xuron and the girls,6 she 
said. …Tell them to come home.6 Senya nodded, and ?ariana clutched her tighter. 
…He careful.6 

Senya Iulled away abruItly when she heard one of the Nearthborn stir in his tent, 
and she ducked into the trees when torchlight sIarked on the other side of the 
camI. She watched as one of the Nearthborn aIIroached the window, and after 
talking with the miners for a few seconds, he looked towards the dark forest she 
had retreated to. Hefore he could take a steI towards her, Senya Oed deeIer into 
the safety of the forest.



XIX

N ell felt a dizzying wave of vertigo grip her as she peered out over the wall. 
Highcastle’s forti,cations rose ,fty feet into the airm giving the garrison 

a coFFanding view of the fertile plains surrounding the city. broF herem the 
invaders kelow looSed liSe a swarF of klacS ants crawling across the countryside.

jhe tooS a step kacS froF the parapet and re-oined her Fotherm who was conferR
ring with Pichard Aiagetm the captain of the guardm and Lngela de “ucernem one of 
her Finisters. TYen thousand soldiers Fade it kacS inside the citym Gour ”racemW 
Aiaget reported. TIe can draft Fore froF the populacem kut it will taSe tiFe 
to train theF. Ie haven’t received word froF any of the forces at the southern 
korder. Q thinS it would ke safe to consider theF lost.W

Nell klanched at the reportm kut ?ueen Helene only nodded. TIhat of the troops 
at the northern korderBW

Tbive thousand are stationed theremW Aiaget replied. TIe can recall theFm kut then 
the Nords Fay press the advantage.W

TYhat won’t Fatter if the invaders taSe HighcastlemW Nell interruptedm ignoring 
the looS of disapproval froF her Fother.
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Aiaget frowned and saidm TIith all due respectm Arincessm there were seventy 
thousand at the southern korder. 1ven if we were to recall the northern divisionsm 
we cannot Feet the eneFy in open coFkat.W

TIhat akout the tunnelsBW Nell asSedm lowering her voice a kit in case any ordiR
nary guards were in earshot. TIe could use theF to pincer the eneFym couldn’t 
weBW

TYhey were not designed to transport arFiesmW Aiaget said. TLny sizakle force 
would ke discovered kefore they were akle to organize on the other side.W

?ueen Helene glanced at de “ucerne and asSedm TLnd our food reservesBW

TIe had enough for ,ve yearsm kut didn’t account for the nuFker of refugeesmW 
de “ucerne replied proFptly. TIith careful rationingm we could withstand three 
years without resupply.W

Yhe Dueen was Duiet as she thought. jhe paced to the other side of the kattleFent 
and looSed out over the Fa-estic city. Cespite the invaders setting up caFps -ust 
outsidem the outer FarSets of Highcastle were still kustlingm although there were 
FarSedly Fore people craFFed into its streets than usual. Lfter a few Finutesm 
?ueen Helene returned and saidm TOaptainm organize a delegation. Yell the eneFy 
coFFander that Q will entertain peace negotiations.W

Yhe color rose in Nell’s cheeSs as the captain nodded. !nce he left to carry out 
the orderm she turned angrily to her Fother and asSedm TIhy would you negotiate 
with theFB Qf we have enough to withstand theF for three yearsm it gives us tiFe 
to organize a resistance.W

TLesterland is Fore than -ust Highcastlem 1leanormW ?ueen Helene said calFly. 
TYhere are Fillions of people keyond these walls who are also Fy responsikility. 
Lre you willing to sacri,ce theF to prolong the inevitakleBW

TGou should at least try kefore you Sneel to these karkariansxW Nell e9claiFed 
heatedly.
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?ueen Helene pursed her lipsm and Nell Snew she had gone too far. jlowlym she 
forced herself to unclench her ,sts. How Fany tiFes had her Fother told her 
hysteria was unke,tting of a DueenB jtillm she could not tolerate the idea of the 
invaders violating her pristine citym and she couldn’t understand how her Fother 
could ke so DuicS to surrender.

TIe have already keen defeatedm 1leanormW ?ueen Helene said gently. T!ur arFy 
is all kut gone. Now we Fust do what we can for our people.W

Not trusting herself to say anything Forem Nell stalSed awaym leaving her Fother 
and de “ucerne on the kattleFent. 





XX

S iegfried gingerly climbed down from the back of the cart, leaning heavily on 
his crutch when his feet touched the ground. After pve long weeks, his leg 

had healed enough to Hut a little weight on it, although it was still too sore for 
him to walk far on it. We shuCed out of the way as the other Hrisoners unloaded 
suHHlies from the cart, wandering uH the road towards the emHty houses of 
Jiltshire.

—onpned to the cart trailing behind the jenseiter host, Siegfried had been forced 
to witness the destruction left in their wake. We suHHosed he was glad Jiltshire 
was abandoned q he had also seen towns that had been comHletely ransacked, as 
well as others that had been sub’ugated. Jithout the army to Hrotect them, the 
villagers could do little more than Bee or kneel to their con-uerors.

Jiltshire bore only a Hassing resemblance to the small town hexd left four months 
ago. Qack then, the road had been a narrow Hath used by farmers and the occaE
sional merchant, but now it had been eTHanded to make way for the constant 
stream of soldiers that Bowed through it in both directions. Siegfried had initially 
been surHrised when their cart had turned oR the main route that connected the 
southeastern border to —entralia. —entralia was a ma’or trading hub and boasted 
a highway that connected directly to Wighcastle, where Nueen Welene held her 
court. Jhen they had reached the fork, Siegfried had noticed only a small fraction 



Q16W J12QAU16WFz“

of soldiers sHlit oR to head towards the caHital, while the rest took the smaller 
eastern route.

Along with the jenseiter soldiers came thousands of —astellano workers. 6hey 
were usually relegated to the sides of the road, where they cleared trees and dug 
ditches to eTHand the route. After a few weeks, the Bood of soldiers Hassing 
Siegfriedxs cart had slowed to a trickle. About a week ago, hexd started to see 
more soldiers heading in the oHHosite direction E these with their own carts of 
Aesterkind Hrisoners.

We followed the trail of Hrisoners to the Jiltshire barracks, where they were 
unloading suHHlies for the night. 6he barracks, like many of the houses, was 
already occuHied by jenseiters, so the Hrisoners were setting uH their tents in 
the training yard to camH for the night. Siegfried sat down on one of the logs 
that surrounded the cookpre, resting his crutch across his laH. We frowned as he 
watched two little boys dumH armfuls of prewood into the hearth. 6wo carts of 
Aesterkind Hrisoners had ’oined his own as theyxd moved north along the eastern 
road, both of which had been plled with civilian children.

6he oldest —astellano boy, Auron, ’oined Siegfried on the log. ”nsurHrisingly, 
he was accomHanied by Oabian. Although he had since learned the diminutive 
Aesterkind boy had grown uH in —astilla, Siegfried still found the way he coLied 
uH to the jenseiters distasteful. 6he other Aesterkind Hrisoners keHt their distance 
from him, but Auron had been given the task of watching Siegfried, and Oabian 
followed Auron everywhere, so Siegfried had no choice but to tolerate his HresE
ence.

6hat wasnxt to say Siegfried Harticularly liked Auron, either. At prst, he had 
tried to glean some information about the invaders from him, but it was all 
DWearthlord this3 and Dangel that3 with him. —astellanos had a reHutation for 
being suHerstitious, but it -uickly became clear to Siegfried that Auron was a 
Lealot. After a few days, he had given uH on learning anything of substance.

Knce the Aesterkind Hrisoners brought enough prewood, the ashenEhaired ?ieuE
tenant Uichts aHHroached with javier, another of the —astellano boys, and Auron 
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and Oabian both rose to attention. Uichts was one of the few jenseiter soldiers 
who didnxt share the blonde hair and red eyes of the other invaders. 6he only 
other one traveling with the Hrison caravan was an orangeEhaired woman called 
4eHler.

Qoth Uichts and 4eHler were Hart of the jenseiter sHecial forces, a division 
called the 2einbann. 6hey were distinguished by the light chainmail they wore. 
Siegfried had sHent hours uHon end watching the constant stream of soldiers and 
workers that marched Hast the slow oT cart, and he had come to understand how 
few of them there actually were. We doubted he had seen more than one in ten 
thousand.

?ieutenant Uichts waved his hand, Hutting the boys at ease. Uichts gestured 
towards the hearth and asked, DJhose turn tonightI3

Auron steHHed forward and resHonded, D5ine.3

Uichts steHHed aside, and Auron knelt beside the pre Hit. We ad’usted the logs and 
stuRed some kindling beneath them, then laid his Halms on the Hile. Siegfried had 
watched this ritual doLens of times, yet the hairs still raised on the back of his neck 
as the Bames licked Auronxs knuckles. Smoke rose from the pre as the kindling 
caught, and Auron fed his infant creation with more sticks until one of the logs 
was set ablaLe.

DGouxre getting faster,3 Uichts said in an aHHroving tone.

Auron shrugged as javier seethed beside him. Since theyxd left the southern borE
der, the two —astellano boys had rotated the duty of lighting the camHpre every 
night. A month ago, it would often take both of them well over ten minutes. javier 
had gotten his average time down to pve minutes, but Auron was regularly able 
to light the pre in thirty seconds.

Qoth of the —astellano boys walked behind the cart during the day. About a week 
in, Siegfried had noticed Auron nonchalantly droH a blackened scraH of trash 
onto the dirt road. We had watched him for a while longer, and to his surHrise, 
Auron disHosed of an incinerated scraH every pve minutes.
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6he neTt morning, hexd watched as Auron had furtively Hulled a handful of leaves 
oR of a tree and stuRed them into his Hocket. 6he 2einbann recruits werenxt 
suHHosed to Hractice without the suHervision of their mentors, but there was a 
reason why Auron was imHroving more -uickly than javier.

Uichts sat down on the log neTt to Siegfriedxs. We glanced over his shoulder at 
—aHtain SHrenger, who was observing the Hrisoners from near the entrance to 
the barracks. SHrenger nodded, and Uichts turned to the boys with a smile. DJe 
are going to start combat training today,3 he said. Auron beamed at the news, 
but javier and Oabian seemed less eTcited. D—ome with me, you three. 6herexs 
suHHosed to be a nice Hractice peld behind the barracks.3

Siegfried frowned as he watched them leave, disaHHointed he wouldnxt see how 
the 2einbann learned to pght. We considered trying to follow them for a moment, 
but abandoned the idea when he noticed SHrenger glaring at him. 7nstead, he 
turned his attention to Sergeant 4eHler and the cluster of Aesterkind children 
gathered around her.

4eHler dug into the hard dirt that surrounded the cookpre, scraHing uH a handful 
of dust. She Haused for a moment as she eTHlained something slowly to the 
children, and then BiHHed her Halm uHside down, demonstrating how the small 
Hile of dirt remained susHended in her hand. After a few seconds, she relaTed, 
allowing the dirt to rain back onto the ground.

6he children sHread out and began accumulating their own Hiles of dirt. Siegfried 
watched the training silently, long since used to the nightly routine. After an 
hour or so, SHrenger would signal for the 2einbann soldiers to conclude the 
training, and then the Hrisoners would be fed and herded into their tents. Oor 
the prst few weeks, Siegfried and the other caHtured soldiers had worn shackles 
at all times. After the prst cart of civilians ’oined them, the soldiers relaTed a 
bit and only restrained them at night. Uow, they were only shackled when they 
stayed in sub’ugated towns. Siegfried didnxt think they would bother tonight 
as Jiltshire was the only town for thirty miles, and he hadnxt seen anyone but 
jenseiter soldiers since theyxd arrived.
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As he watched the Aesterkind try to make dirt stick to their hands, Siegfried was 
struck with the familiar feeling of isolation. We didnxt -uite understand why he 
was traveling with this grouH. Muring 4eHlerxs prst lesson, weeks ago, she had 
rested her Halm on the ground, and Siegfried and the other Hrisoners had watched 
in amaLement as a gauntlet of earthen armor crawled uH over her forearm. —hills 
had run down Siegfriedxs sHine as hexd been reminded of the armored golem that 
decimated his unit.

After letting the Hrisoners touch her armor, 4eHler released it, allowing it to 
dissiHate in a mist of pne dust. Shexd instructed the Hrisoners to hold out their 
hands, and shexd deHosited a small lumH of clay into each of their Halms, eTceHt 
for Siegfriedxs. Jhen she reached him, she had looked at his outstretched hand 
with confusion for a few moments, then shexd gently closed his pngers and shook 
her head. 1ver since then, Siegfried had been eTcluded from the training.

7n the beginning, hexd watched 4eHler as closely as he could. We would scraHe 
uH clumHs of grass and dirt and attemHt to Herform the same simHle eTercises as 
the others, but the dirt always fell to the ground. After a few days, four of the 
pve other Hrisoners had managed to susHend a pstEsiLed clumH of dirt from their 
pngertiHs, while all Siegfried had to show for his eRorts was a dirty hand. Wexd 
pnally resigned himself to the reality that he didnxt Hossess whatever caHacity they 
had to form the armor.

Since then, Siegfried had seen a doLen other 2einbann o8cers, and he had noticed 
they all had distinct characteristics from the horde of blonde invaders. 4eHlerxs 
hair was a lighter shade of orange than the tyHical Aesterkind red, but her husky 
build and green eyes were strikingly similar to many of the Hrisoners. ?ikewise, 
Uichts looked more like the —astellano boys than he did SHrenger or the other 
soldiers. 7n fact, Siegfried hadnxt seen a single blonde jenseiter wearing 2einbann 
armor.

Siegfried had sHent Hlenty of time contemHlating the meaning of Qertholdxs 
message since the battle at the southern border. 6he banners the jenseiters carried 
were emblaLoned with the eagle of the Oeracht family. Qefore hexd faced them, 
Siegfried had never met anyone outside of his family with his red eyes. Jhile they 
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clearly shared some ancestry, the blonde soldiers avoided him in the camHs, leaving 
him in the custody of the 2einbann.

Jhile on the cart, hexd noticed the Hassing soldiers had a habit of gawking at him. 
6hey usually -uickly averted their gaLe when he looked their way, but some of 
them didnxt. 6hey would either smile or sneer at him as they Hassed. Kn several 
occasions, Siegfried had caught —aHtain SHrenger staring at him intently from 
afar, and he was one of the few who didnxt Hretend he hadnxt been. 1ven now, 
Siegfried could feel the caHtainxs gaLe boring into his back.

We resisted the urge to look over his shoulder, instead focusing on the 2einbann 
training. Knly a couHle of the Aesterkind managed to reHlicate 4eHlerxs trick by 
the end of their Hractice. 4eHler gathered the lot of them around the pre and 
said, D9ood work, everyone… Je should reach the Muchess within the week. 4eeH 
Hracticing, and do your best to imHress her.3

Siegfried stirred at this new information. We had learned the Muchess, Miana 
Oeracht, was the commander of the army that had broken the eastern front of the 
border, and she also handHicked the members of the 2einbann. We had always 
known he and the other Hrisoners were being taken to see her, but never had there 
been any indication of when they would pnally reach her.

An Aesterkind woman accomHanied by a soldier aHHroached the pre, and 
Siegfried immediately recogniLed her as one of the servants who used to cook for 
the outHost. She looked at him for a moment, then -uickly droHHed her gaLe to 
the iron Hot in her hands. She knelt beside the pre and set the Hot on the grill over 
the Bame, allowing its contents to heat uH before adding the vegetables shexd been 
carrying in her aHron.

6he Hrisoners set uH the tents while the souH came to a boil. 6here were only 
two midEsiLed tents for the twenty of them, but most of the civilians were smaller 
children who sleHt together in a tight huddle. Siegfried was eTemHt from the 
work of setting uH the tents because of his in’ured leg, leaving him alone with the 
servant girl.
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After a few minutes, he noticed she keHt glancing uH at him. We frowned: alE
though he had been stationed in Jiltshire for siT months, he had never before 
talked to her and didnxt know her name. She managed to catch his gaLe, and he 
leaned forward in resignation. She -uickly looked around to gauge the distance 
of the nearby guards, then, satisped they were out of earshot, she whisHered, DMid 
you come through QreTtonI3

Siegfried nodded: the Hrison cart had Hassed through the small town on the way 
uH from the border. 7t hosted the nearest outHost south of Jiltshire, and it was 
clear there had been a skirmish there. 6he houses had been reduced to ashes by the 
time he Hassed through, and the workers had been busy digging graves alongside 
the road.

6he girl seemed to read Siegfriedxs eTHression, and she looked down, tears in her 
eyes. Siegfried grimaced and, eager to turn the conversation, asked, DWow long 
ago did they take JiltshireI3

D6wo weeks,3 the girl reHlied. D?ieutenant Qarrow ordered everyone to evacuate. 
6hey were going to fall back to 2iverdale, but my mother isnxt well, so we stayed. 
5y brother was in QreTton q when 7 saw Hrisoners, 7 thought maybeq3

D6hey didnxt take any Hrisoners in QreTton,3 Siegfried said. 6he girl immediately 
turned away from him, and he could hear her begin to sob softly. We tensed uH, 
unsure of what to do, but then the souH began to bubble, and the other Hrisoners 
trickled back into the camH. 6he neTt time the servant looked uH, the tears were 
gone, although she avoided Siegfriedxs gaLe when she gave him his bowl.

Uichts and his recruits returned a little while later. Auron haHHily grabbed a bowl 
of stew and sat down neTt to Siegfried, bringing with him the musty scent of 
smoke. Oabian looked less chiHHer, and when he neared the pre, Siegfried noticed 
his clothes were still covered in dirt. javier reluctantly ’oined them, moving much 
more slowly than he had been before. As he sHooned the contents out of his bowl, 
Siegfried saw the hole that had been burned through his sleeve, revealing a large 
welt on the skin underneath.
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Qy the time they were done eating, the only light left came from the dim embers 
of the dying pre. Siegfried was -uiet as he listened to the others chat, HreoccuHied 
with the memory of the mass graves along the side of the road. We looked uH at 
Uichtsx charges, wondering how long it would be before they wore the uniforms 
of the 2einbann. 6he invaders werenxt training their Hrisoners for nothing, and 
he knew they would eventually be given the order to ransack a village or Hut down 
a rebel.

DJhatxs wrongI3 Auron asked through a mouthful of stew.

Siegfried frowned and asked, DJhy did you ’oin themI3

javier laughed dryly. We glanced over his shoulder, making sure none of the 
soldiers were watching, and rasHed, DMo you think we were given a choiceI Jhat 
do you think haHHens to the ones the Muchess doesnxt selectI3

D7t is a high honor to serve the Wearthlord,3 Auron said defensively.

javier rolled his eyes, clearly tired of Auronxs rhetoric. Siegfried had heard several 
—astellanos call the 7mHerator of the jenseiters Dthe Wearthlord3. Jhile the 
Muchess had overseen the camHaign through the eastern half of Aesterland, the 
7mHerator had broken through the western Hass and Hresumably led the way uH 
towards Wighcastle. Uews of the western camHaign was scant, as the eastern and 
western roads -uickly grew further aHart Hast the southern mountains, but after 
Siegfried had heard the western Hass had fallen, he had acceHted the likelihood 
Qerthold had died in the battle. 6he elite Oeracht —orHs would not allow the line 
to break without giving their lives to defend it.

DJhat haHHens to themI3 Siegfried asked.

D6heyxre eTecuted,3 Oabian said softly.

javier nodded grimly, but Auron let his sHoon droH into his stew and glared at his 
fellow recruit. DJhy would you say thatI3 he demanded.

D7 saw it haHHen,3 Oabian reHlied. D7n AlcaLar. After you left, they took the 
acolytes who couldnxt do the pre trick away. 6hey would have taken me too if 7 
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didnxt manifest thisJ3 We traced the ground, raising uH a small wall of dirt where 
his pnger had been.

D6hey took them to the Wearth,3 Auron argued. D6hey ascended.3

D?ike SenyaI3 Oabian asked -uietly.

Auron stared at him, anger Bashing in his dark eyes. DJhat are you sayingI3 he 
asked, a dangerous edge to his voice.

Oor a moment, Siegfried thought the two boys would come to blows, but Oabian 
droHHed his gaLe to the ground. D7xm sorry,3 he said -uietly. DSometimes, my 
faithJ3

Auron grasHed Oabianxs shoulder comfortingly, and Siegfried scowled. We set his 
emHty bowl on the ground and braced on his crutch, slowly Hulling himself back 
to his feet. Wexd had enough of the cultistsx nonsense for one night. We shambled 
towards the tent, crawling inside and claiming a corner at the back edge. 6he 
others gradually pltered in behind him, until the soldiers eTtinguished the pre and 
ordered the rest of the Hrisoners into the tents.

Siegfriedxs insomnia had only grown worse since hexd become a Hrisoner. Oor a 
long time after everyone else drifted to sleeH, he stared at the dark canvas at the 
corner of the tent, listening to the hum of crickets outside. 6he soldiers always 
Hosted guards outside of the Hrison tents, and the sound of their metal armor 
shifting rang like bells against the still countryside. 6he Hast couHle of nights, he 
was lucky if he could pnd two or three hours of sleeH.

7n the small hours of the morning, he heard the sound of clattering hooves in the 
distance. 6he cadence was odd q there were two or three animals, and they were 
clearly galloHing q nothing like the steady rhythm of oT hooves. As the sound 
grew closer, he wondered if it could be royal horses. 6he monarchy of Aesterland 
bred a small herd imHorted from the southern reaches of 2eese, thousands of 
miles away. 6he only one he had ever seen had been ridden by 9eneral Qridges, 
the Bank commander at the southern border and an archduke in his own right. 
Kddly, the sound came from the east, from the road that led into the Qlack Oorest.
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6he raHid staccato of the hooves ceased as the small Harty reached the barracks. 
Siegfried could hear the guards rush to greet them, but the voice that resHonded 
was too soft for him to make out. Kne of the guards left for the interior of the 
barracks while the riders waited, but when they returned, Siegfried heard the 
familiar intonation of ?ieutenant Uichts.

6he rider sHoke to Uichts -uietly for a few minutes, and he resHonded only with 
short a8rmatives. 6hen the riders were oR again, this time heading south. We 
could hear the sounds of hurried commotion for another pfteen minutes after 
they left, but then the -uiet of the night took hold once more. 

6he neTt thing Siegfried knew, it was morning and another one of the Aesterkind 
Hrisoners, jenkins, was imHatiently shaking him awake. We obligingly crawled out 
of the tent so the others could begin the Hrocess of Hacking it back uH. We leaned 
on his crutch as he watched them, haLily wondering if the events of the Hrevious 
night had been Hart of some dream.

After loading the tent into their oT cart, the Hrisoners sat down to eat a hurried 
breakfast. Siegfried was somewhat surHrised when he didnxt see Auron, who 
usually began his watch ’ust before the Hrisoners were loaded back into the cart. 
After he pnished the scraH of bread hexd been given, he hoisted himself uH into 
the back of the Hrison cart. Knce Sergeant 4eHler corralled all of the children into 
the other cart, they deHarted, and Siegfried was able to conprm ?ieutenant Uichts 
and the 2einbann recruits were no longer traveling with them.

Siegfried scarcely had enough time to wonder where they had gone before another 
oddity caught his attention. 2ather than continuing north, where the road would 
meander along the edge of the Qlack Oorest to the border with Uorogard, they 
took a right turn ’ust outside of Jiltshire, heading east into the forest itself. 6his 
road, once little more than a trail, had been eTHanded since the last time Siegfried 
had seen it. A chill ran down his sHine as they entered the shadows of the dark 
forest. 6he small hunting village of 1berswalde was two dayxs ’ourney into the 
forest, but beyond that, there was nothing until the road Hassed the ruins of the 
Oeracht family estate.
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6he stream of soldiers that accomHanied their caravan dwindled, but the Bow 
of trooHs coming from the oHHosite direction increased in comHensation. 6hey 
were left to struggle alongside the ditch that lined the way as the trooHs marched 
Hast them. 

Jhen theyxd been traveling through the pelds that dominated the countryside, it 
had been easy for the soldiers to Hull their cart oR to the side of the road during 
the busiest Harts of the day to let the trooHs Hass by, but it was imHossible with the 
murky undergrowth of the Qlack Oorest. 6he trees here were diRerent from the 
towering oaks at the southern border q they were short and stout, with gnarled 
branches and sHines instead of leaves. 6he trees that had been cleared to widen 
the road had been dumHed ’ust beyond the ditches, forming makeshift walls of 
timber that seHarated them from the swamH.

6heir carts Hulled into a small recess along the side of the road that night, but 
there wasnxt enough room to make a HroHer camH. 7nstead, —aHtain SHrenger 
ordered that they remain shackled inside the carts with nothing more than thin 
blankets to weather the chill of the night. Sergeant 4eHler came to give them a 
ration of dried meat and bread, but there was no 2einbann training. Some of the 
younger civilians started to cry, but the others managed to -uiet them before the 
noise drew the soldiers.

6he foliage overhead was so thick that the forest fell comHletely dark after the 
jenseiters Hut out their camHpres. 6his was the night Siegfried had grown uH 
with, and after nearly a year away from his home, he had forgotten its comforting 
embrace. We rested his head against the sideboard of the cart and tried to sleeH.

MesHite the blankets, all of the Hrisoners in Siegfriedxs cart were shivering by the 
neTt morning. 6he soldiers unchained them long enough so they could relieve 
themselves, but as soon as they returned to the cart, they were Hut in shackles 
again. 6hey deHarted unceremoniously from the small recess, slowly moving 
against the tide of soldiers coming from 1berswalde. 6he forest only grew darker 
as they Hressed on, and it started to rain late in the day. 6here was an audible sigh 
of relief among both the soldiers and Hrisoners when they reached the Herimeter 
of 1berswalde as twilight creHt uHon them.
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As a child, Siegfried had sometimes accomHanied his older sister Qridget to the 
market in 1berswalde. Although she was only four years older than him, Qridget 
had taken most of the resHonsibility of running the household after their mother 
had fallen ill. Jhile their mother had been content to allow ?itchpeld, the family 
butler, to manage the servants, Qridget Hreferred more control, and shexd made it 
her habit to directly oversee even mundane tasks. Siegfried knew ?itchpeld had 
Hrivately re’oiced the day Qridget married and left to live with her new husband 
in Wighcastle.

As they entered the village, Siegfried saw that it, too, had been drastically eTHandE
ed since the last time hexd seen it. 6he central town hall and hunting lodges still 
stood, but a signipcant swath of the encroaching forest had been cleared to make 
way for rows uHon rows of jenseiter tents. 6he Hlace was swarming with blonde 
soldiers, but there were nearly as many —astellano and Aesterkind laborers. A wall 
had been Hartially constructed around the town, and their carts Hassed beneath 
the skeleton of a massive gate. Uone of the towns they had Hassed through thus 
far had seen so much develoHment.

6heir carts Hulled to a stoH ’ust after the gate, and —aHtain SHrenger left with one 
of the other soldiers for a few minutes. Siegfried glanced behind him towards the 
lodges, s-uinting when he saw a familiar womanxs face looking at him through a 
window. After a few moments, he recogniLed her as 5ary Weller, 1berswaldexs 
elderly grocer. Wer face Bushed white when their eyes met, but then she abruHtly 
closed her shutters.

Qefore Siegfried could be sure if hexd really seen her, —aHtain SHrenger returned 
to the carts with an older o8cer. 6he two stoHHed a few feet behind Siegfried, 
and although his back was to them, he could hear them clearly as they sHoke.

D5a’or, the Muchess gave sHecipc orders,3 —aHtain SHrenger said. DShe wanted to 
see any 2einbann recruits or sHecial assets Hersonally.3

D6he 7mHerator summoned ?ady Miana to Wighcastle. 7 do not eTHect her to 
return for several months.3 6he elderly o8cer Haused, Hacing along the back of 
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the cart. Oinally, he continued, D6here is a 2einbann encamHment here. 6hey can 
hold the recruits for the time being.3 

Qoth men Haused once more for a few moments, and Siegfried felt their attention 
rest on him. 6he ma’or pnally broke the silence, oRering, D6he Hrison is still under 
construction, but therexs a holding Hen. 7txs late q take him there for now.3

—aHtain SHrenger ventured, DSir, 7 have orders to return to —astilla after 7 transfer 
custody.3

DGou will leave tomorrow morning,3 the ma’or Hromised. 

Jith that, the ma’or left, leaving SHrenger to mutter something beneath his 
breath. We barked at one of the guards, who climbed uH into the cart and steHHed 
over the cramHed Hrisoners to unlock Siegfriedxs shackles.

Siegfried grasHed his crutch and silently stood uH. We carefully negotiated his way 
oR of the cart and stood neTt to the guard and SHrenger while the other soldiers 
led the carts through the mud, deeHer into the camH. Knce the Aesterkind were 
out of sight, SHrenger took oR towards the center of town at a brisk Hace, and the 
guard nudged Siegfried after him.

Uight was well uHon them now, and with the heavy mist of the late autumn rain, 
Siegfried couldnxt see much outside of the glow of the torches lining the streets. 
We keHt his eyes on the ground, carefully Hicking his footing in the mud. SHrenger 
led him through a row of houses, all of which were now tightly shuttered, and 
down the main street that used to host the market. As soon as they turned the 
corner, Siegfried caught the stench of death in the air, but it was too dark to make 
out its source.

SHrenger pnally stoHHed at a stable. 6he structure was Hresently emHty, although 
the smell of stale manure was enough to mask the corHseEstink he had detected 
earlier. 6he three of them took shelter from the rain beneath the high roof, 
and after a few seconds, SHrenger lit the lantern hanging from the center Host, 
illuminating the entire stable.
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Kf the eight emHty stalls, half had been converted into makeshift cells. 7ron grates 
had been installed at the entrance of each cell, which were secured by a heavy 
wooden beam across two brackets on either side of the suHHorting walls. SHrenger 
and the guard shifted the beam of the center stall with a grunt of eRort. Knce the 
door was oHen, they looked at Siegfried eTHectantly, and after a few moments of 
silence, he hobbled into the cell. 6hey closed the door behind him, and he sat 
down on the soft hay that lined the Boor as SHrenger sHoke -uietly to the guard 
near the lantern. Siegfried couldnxt hear them over the sound of the rain, but once 
they were done talking, SHrenger took his leave and the guard sat on a bale of hay 
across from Siegfriedxs stall.

Although the front of the stable was oHen, the structure was Hrotected from the 
wind, and it was surHrisingly warm. After a month of sleeHing on the cold ground, 
the hay beneath Siegfried felt almost like a bed. We wondered idly if these were to 
be his -uarters until the Muchess returned from the caHital. 6hirty minutes after 
SHrenger left, a —astellano servant brought two bowls of hot stew on a tray. 6he 
soldier slid Siegfriedxs Hortion beneath the grate, then returned to his seat to eat 
his own.

Siegfried savored his stew as he listened to the rain. Knce he was done, he Hushed 
his emHty bowl back under the door and leaned against the hay. We stared uH at 
the dimly lit Hlanks of the ceiling, remaining still desHite the feeling of restlessness 
that creHt uHon him. 6he rain continued as the night wore on, and after a few 
hours, Siegfried could hear the eThausted guardxs snores. 6he lantern -uietly died, 
throwing the stable into shades of darkness.

”nable to sleeH, Siegfried sat uH and moved closer to the crossed iron bars at the 
front of his cell. Wis eyes -uickly ad’usted to the new darkness, allowing him to 
see into the street beyond the front of the stable. 6he last time hexd been here, the 
1berswalde market had consisted of a few Hermanent stalls with sHace for the odd 
merchant cart that Hassed through. 7n the darkness, Siegfried could still make out 
the shaHes of low stalls, but there was another structure across the street he didnxt 
recogniLe.
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At prst, Siegfried thought it was a stage of some kind. Wowever, when he s-uinted 
against the darkness, he noticed there were two stout Hosts on either end and a 
solid beam connecting them overhead, ten feet in the air. 7n the middle of the 
oHen air framed by the structure, he could vaguely make out two susHended 
forms, and he realiLed he was looking at a hangmanxs gallows. 

As soon as he made the connection, the smell of manure was no longer able to 
mask the stench of death that lurked beneath, and he raised a hand to his throat. 
Uow he knew what the structure was, Siegfried found he could no longer tear 
his eyes away from it. We remained still at the grate, and as the night faded into 
morning by degrees, he could make out more detail.

6he two bodies swayed gently in the autumn wind, causing the roHes they were 
susHended by to creak idly. 6hey were both adult men, and ’udging from the sorry 
state of their clothes and the Hartial decomHosition of their bodies, they had been 
hanging there for at least a few days. Jhen the blue shade of the Hredawn light 
pltered onto the street, Siegfried noticed the silver clasH on the ragged cloak of 
one of the men. Wis pngers went numb when he saw it was molded in the shaHe 
of a bird. Wis eyes darted down, to the black vest with silver buckles and the worn 
leather boots. 6hese werenxt the clothes of a soldier or a Heasant, but they were 
all too familiar to him.

Slowly, he raised his gaLe to the hanging manxs face, and although the corHsexs 
weathered countenance was hidden by his long gray hair, Siegfried knew he was 
looking at the remains of his father, Mieter Oeracht. Jith a great eRort, Siegfried 
turned his attention to the man hanging beside him, and he found the same eagle 
sigil on his clothing. Uow that the seal of Siegfriedxs blissful oblivion was broken, 
he immediately recogniLed Weinrich, his eldest brother. Siegfriedxs blood turned 
to ice as he thought about the two of them standing neTt to each other on the 
Hedestal before the order was given.

Qlood driHHed from his Halms as he clenched the bars of the iron grate. 6his was 
the reason he had been ferried from the southern line, following in the Hath of 
devastation Haved by the bloodthirsty Muchess and her armies. 6his was why all 
of the jenseiters had gawked at him q they must have known what awaited him 
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at the end of the road. 1ach man wore a wooden Hla-ue on his chest, susHended 
there by a cord draHed around his neck. Qoth Hla-ues had a single word inscribed 
uHon themL Pretender.

Siegfried looked at the emHty sHace to the right of his father, and he knew he 
would soon ’oin them if he didnxt do something. Jith a pnal look at the gallows, 
he broke away from the grate and eTHlored his makeshift cell with renewed 
HurHose. Although the jenseiters had modiped it, the stable was an eTisting pTture 
of 1berswalde, and some of the old Hlanks in the corner were soft with rot.

We glanced at the guard, who was still sleeHing Heacefully, and then knelt at the 
back of the cell and began to dig beneath the wall. Knce hexd cleared enough room 
for his pngers, he grasHed the soft wood and tugged, breaking oR a small section. 
We continued this Hrocess until he managed to hollow out the rotten section, but 
then he was met with healthier Hlanks and only had enough room to stick his arm 
through. 6he other Hlanks were secured prmly against the suHHort beams with 
nails, and no matter how hard Siegfried Hulled, they would not give.

Siegfried looked back around the cell for a tool he could use to helH him. After 
a few moments, he Hicked uH his crutch. We ’ammed it through the oHening 
and ’immied it back, aHHlying as much force as he could on the Hlank. 6he nails 
gradually gave way, and one by one, he was able to loosen the Hlanks enough to 
Hull oR. After a few more minutes of Hanicked work, Siegfried had made a hole 
big enough to shove his shoulders through.

We crawled out onto the muddy grass behind the stable, then reached back for his 
crutch. 6he Hink rays of dawn were ’ust beginning to warm the sky, and only a few 
of the jenseiters were stirring. As stealthily as he could, he limHed to a cluster of 
shacks, then waited for two Hatrolling soldiers to Hass before making a run for the 
edge of the dark forest. We allowed himself a moment of relief when he ducked 
under the suHHort beams of the halfEpnished wall and into the cover of the trees, 
but he knew he had to keeH going. 7t wasnxt long before he heard distant shouts 
from the town as his absence was discovered and the alarm was raised.
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Siegfried gritted his teeth as he Hressed further into the wilderness. 7n the di8cult 
terrain, his crutch was all but useless, and the Hain in his leg was steadily growing 
worse as he was forced to Hut his weight on it. We could feel himself slowing down 
the further he went, and when he looked back, he could Hlainly see the trail he was 
leaving behind. We stoHHed abruHtly, drawing in a deeH breath to calm himself. 
After a few moments, he began thinking more clearly again.

We knew that in his state, the jenseiters would -uickly catch uH with him and 
drag him back to 1berswalde. We would never be able to outrun them with a 
criHHled leg. Wis best chance for now was to disaHHear. We continued forward 
more deliberately, searching for a Hlace to hide. We stoHHed when he sHotted a 
Hond blanketed with a thick coat of algae.

We turned and took a moment to kick leaves over his tracks, then, ever so slowly, 
he lowered himself into the water, taking care not to disruHt the algae. We allowed 
himself to sink down into the icy deHths, then slowly swam to the other side of the 
Hond, where there was a cluster of Boating branches laden with a net of moss. We 
Hoked his head uH beneath the canoHy ’ust enough to draw breath, then waited.

Scarcely pve minutes Hassed before a small trooH of soldiers reached the end of 
his trail. 6hey stoHHed at the edge of the Hond, looking around in confusion and 
conferring -uietly among themselves. 6heir eyes darted Hast his hiding sHot a few 
times, but between the moss and the dim light, Siegfried remained camouBaged. 
Oinally, after a few minutes of deliberation, they sHlit uH, all siT of them stalking 
away in diRerent directions.

Siegfried listened as their crunching footsteHs faded into the distance. After a few 
minutes he cautiously surfaced, shivering violently from the cold. Uow behind 
the soldiers, he could see the Haths they had taken through the thick undergrowth, 
and he traced the one who had gone directly west. Siegfried took care to move 
-uietly, Hausing every few seconds to listen for movement. 7n the stillness of the 
forest, it was easy to hear the clanking of the heavy Hlate armor.

After half an hour, Siegfried could hear the telltale metallic sound of the soldier 
returning from his unsuccessful search. Siegfried ducked behind a tree, waiting 
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Hatiently until the soldier Hassed him. Jithout a momentxs hesitation, Siegfried 
lunged from behind the unsusHecting soldier, knocking him to the soft forest 
Boor. We drew the soldierxs dagger from his belt, and in a swift motion, Hlanted it 
in his neck. 6he soldier gurgled helHlessly as Siegfried removed the knife, but his 
struggles ceased a few moments later.

Uumbly, Siegfried rolled the dead soldier over, frowning when he saw the man 
was Hrobably even younger than him. 6here was a look of terror in the red eyes 
that stared blankly uH ahead, but Siegfried brushed his hand over the boyxs face, 
closing his eyelids. We pddled with the chin straH on the soldierxs helmet, but he 
stood uH when he heard the crunch of a twig breaking behind him.

Qefore Siegfried could turn around, he felt a hot streak of Hain shoot uH through 
his chest, and he looked down at the red stalk of metal blossoming from his torso. 
We grunted deliriously and staggered forward, clutching the wound in his breast 
as the sword disaHHeared. We whirled around, leaning heavily on his crutch as his 
vision sHun wildly out of his control.

—aHtain SHrenger, looking much thinner without his Hlate armor, held uH his 
bloodied sword, murderous intent lurking in his gaLe. 6he caHtain looked down 
at the soldier Siegfried had killed, a Bash of regret crossing his face, but then 
returned his attention to Siegfried. Siegfried wondered how long SHrenger had 
been following him, but his -uestions evaHorated when SHrenger took a steH 
towards him. We could tell the caHtain did not intend to bring him back alive.

As Siegfried watched the o8cer aHHroach, he heard the dull roar of blood rushing 
through his head. Wis vision grew dim as he struggled to focus on the encroaching 
blade, and his knees buckled beneath him. We gritted his teeth and forced his 
weight onto his legs, ignoring the shooting Hain in his shin. 7f he was going to die, 
he would at least die standing.

6ime seemed to slow as SHrenger brought his sword down on Siegfried, and 
although his vision was almost comHletely black, he swayed to the side, swinging 
in turn with the wooden crutch in his hand. We was surHrised when he felt the 
tension of imHact beneath his griH, and SHrenger grunted in Hain when he hit the 
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ground. Uo longer able to see anything, Siegfried moved instinctively towards the 
sound of SHrengerxs labored breathing, easily pnding the caHtainxs throat beneath 
his griH. Jith blood hemorrhaging from the wound in his chest, he didnxt know 
how long his strength would last. 7f he was going to die, he would at least take his 
killer along with him.

A fog settled over Siegfriedxs mind for a time, and the sensation of SHrengerxs 
throat faded beneath his pngers. 6he cold desHair that had engulfed Siegfried 
uHon seeing the gallows melted away, leaving him calm and serene. Mully, he 
wondered if this Heaceful nothingness was death.

Siegfried blinked in surHrise when he felt something icy driH onto his forehead. 
We looked uH, his vision snaHHing sharHly back into focus as he watched the rain 
plter through the thick foliage overhead. We was sitting with his back against 
the trunk of one of the forestxs stout willows. Wis entire body was sore, but the 
sharH Hain in his chest was gone. We raised a hand to his wound, looking down in 
surHrise when he didnxt feel the oHen gash beneath his Halm. We Hulled the neck 
of his shirt oHen, and although his chest was still slick with blood, all signs of the 
wound were gone.

Misoriented, Siegfried stood uH, staggering towards the unmoving bodies before 
him. 6he young soldier was where he had left him, but he was now ’oined by 
SHrenger, whose bloodshot eyes were glaLed over. 6he veins in his neck and face 
were bulging, and they looked almost black against his unusually Hale skin. Jorse 
still, his mouth was oHen in a Hermanent pTture of horror. ”nable to look at him 
any longer, Siegfried rolled him over onto his stomach.

We turned his attention to the other soldier, and after looking around to make 
sure no one else had followed him, he striHHed the young man of his armor. 
We cleaned the blood from the armor with rainwater and rubbed it dry with 
SHrengerxs tunic, then, with some eRort, outptted himself with the jenseiter 
disguise.

As he removed his boots, he noticed his broken crutch lying unwanted on the 
forest Boor near SHrengerxs body. We Haused, surHrised to pnd the Hersistent ache 
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in his shin that had Hlagued him since the battle at the southern border was gone. 
We clawed at the sHlint that suHHorted it, removing the bandages to reveal an 
unblemished Hatch of skin where the cauteriLed scar had been.

Siegfried stared at his leg for several minutes, wondering if this was all some fever 
dream that accomHanied the pnal throes of death. 6he cold rain only continued to 
Hatter down on toH of him, plling his new helmet with tiny echoes of contact, and 
after a while, he Hulled on the soldierxs greaves. 6he young soldier had carried a 
mace, which Siegfried tossed aside. 7nstead, he cleaned the blood from SHrengerxs 
sword and sheathed it at his side.

Uow fully e-uiHHed, he turned west once and made his way deeHer into the 
forest. Wis familyxs estate was only a dayxs travel east of 1berswalde, but there was 
nothing left for him there. 7t would take him weeks to reach Wighcastle, but that 
was okay. Wis desHair had returned, but now it was accomHanied by something 
else q the warm Hromise of vengeance. 6he Muchess had ordered the deaths 
of his father and Weinrich. 7t didnxt matter that she was Hrotected by an entire 
army of jenseiters. As far as Siegfried was concerned, he had already died under 
SHrengerxs blade. 6he least he could do was take the woman who had ordered his 
death with him.
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S enya could smell the battlegeld lonf berove she eiev veached .tA ps soon as 
she cleaved the mounta.n v.dfe that seCavated ,ast.lla rvom pestevlandk the 

st.nw or death zas eievyzheveA She za.ted at the edfe or the rovest rov n.fhtrallk 
zatch.nf the l.i.nf sea or cvozs that blanweted the meadoz beyondA

prtev veach.nf plca’avk sheFd headed tozavd Hovt.’.a .n the zestk hoC.nf to gnd 
the Teavthlovd theveA Whoufh she weCt oI the voad to aio.d the Teavthbovnk 
.t zas easy to fet close enoufh to the odd camC to eaiesdvoCA -.th.n a rez 
daysk sheFd leavned the Teavthlovd zas somezheve .n pestevlandk .n a Clace called 
T.fhcastleA

prtev thatk sheFd tuvned novthA —t had been easy to aio.d contact .n ,ast.llak zheve 
each Cocwet or c.i.l.’at.on zas .nsulated by sCvazl.nf rovestsA She wnez pestevB
land zould be d.Ieventk thoufhA Whe mevchants zho i.s.ted plca’av descv.bed 
hundveds or m.les or tamed ravmlandA -.thout the coiev or tveesk she zould haie 
to vely on davwnessA

Tonestlyk she zas move zovv.ed about Catvoll.nf pestevw.nd avchevs than 
TeavthbovnA pt the cl.n.c .n plca’avk sheFd heavd Clenty or stov.es about them 
E that they moied l.we l.fhtn.nf z.th the.v leathev avmovk and hoz they could 
Cut out an eye at a hundved yavdsA Hov eievy sold.ev zho made .t dozn to plca’av 
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to be healedk theve zeve a do’en move zho d.ed alonf the zayA Whe thoufht or 
vunn.nf .nto one or them tevv.ged hevA

—t befan to va.nk and rov some veasonk hev m.nd tuvned to Hab.anA She rvozned as 
she Culled hev hood uC and zatched the m.st that slozly fatheved on the meadozA 
T.s ram.ly had l.ied .n plca’av rov such a lonf t.me that she d.dnFt th.nw or h.m 
as pestevw.ndk but he had been bovn theveA She closed hev eyesk and she could see 
h.s fentle sm.le once moveA

Whe mo.stuve tamCed dozn the smellk and artev an houv ov sok SenyaFs stomach 
settled enoufh to eatA Ry duswk the rof zas so th.cw that she couldnFt see move than 
grteen reet .n any d.vect.onk so she cl.mbed to hev reet and caut.ously ientuved 
rovzavdA

She l.stened .ntently rov any moiement as she zandeved .nto the m.stA plthoufh 
she could no lonfev see the b.vdsk she could st.ll heav them E the.v reathevs 
vustl.nfk the.v sort muvmuvsk and the clacw.nf or the.v beaws as they tove oI some 
nez movselA She tv.ed to weeC hev d.stance rvom themk not zant.nf to th.nw about 
zhat they zeve reed.nf onk but the ruvthev she zentk the havdev that becameA

p rez m.nutes artev she lert the sarety or the rovestk she saz the gvst bodyA —t zas 
ly.nf race doznk and the Oesh that vema.ned zas bloated and CuvCleA p cvoz sat 
atoC .ts leathev cu.vassk and .t O.cwed .ts fa’e uC to hev as she tv.ed to sw.vt avound 
.tA —t cazed vudely at hevk and zhen she steCCed bacwk she relt a hand uCon hev 
shouldevA

Dan.c shot thvoufh hev sC.ne as she sCun avoundA p scveam bubbled uC .n hev 
thvoat as she toow .n the monstvous race that staved bacw at hevk and theve zas a 
Ouvvy or z.nfs as the cvozs avound hev toow O.fhtA She tv.CCed as she scvambled 
bacw E the th.nf .n the m.st zasnFt Teavthbovn ov pestevw.nd E .t zasnFt eien 
humanA —ts eyes zeve holloz socwetsk and .ts mouth zas stvetched .nto a s.lent 
scveam as .t veached rov hev z.th a sweletal avmA

-.thout th.nw.nfk she vank obl.i.ous to the hovv.ble cv.es or the cvozs all avound 
hevA Whe covCses l.tteved the fvound nozk and .t zas all that she could do to aio.d 
steCC.nf on themA Whe smell zas l.we a m.asmak as th.cw as the rof .tselrA Tev eyes 
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zateved rvom .tk but she weCt fo.nfk desCevate to outvun the th.nf beh.nd hevA ps 
she Oedk she saz move or them at the edfes or hev Cev.Chevyk each one as tz.sted 
and manfled as the gvstA

She d.dnFt wnoz hoz lonf she vank but by the t.me she chavfed uC a fentle h.llk she 
could no lonfev catch hev bveathA Tev body zas comCletely dvenched z.th szeat 
beneath hev heaiy coatk and hev i.s.on zas bluvvyA Tev lefs faie out at the toC or 
the h.llk and she collaCsedk fasC.nf rov a.v as she za.ted rov one or the monstevs to 
cla.m hevA pt least she zouldnFt d.e dvozn.nf .n m.st E .t zas cleavev uC hevek 
and she could eien see the ra.nt outl.ne or the moon thvoufh the clouds oievheadA 
p l.ttle ruvthev aheadk theve zeve the chavved vema.ns or zhat had once been an 
outCostA —t d.dnFt loow l.we .t zould oIev much Cvotect.onk and she could no 
lonfev moie to veach .tk anyzayA

p rez seconds Cassedk and then a m.nuteA —t zas havd to tell z.th the sound or 
blood Cound.nf .n hev temClesk but eievyth.nf seemed 4u.etA Senya unbuttoned 
hev coatk lett.nf the cool a.v Oood .n avound hevA —t toow anothev rez m.nutes rov 
hev to vecoiev enoufh to fet bacw on hev reetA

Hvom hev iantafe Co.nt on toC or the h.llk she could see the sea or rof all avound 
hevk but the n.fht zas calm and theve zas no tvace or moiementA She zondeved 
.r theve zas some veason the cveatuves couldnFt veach hev heveEmaybe they 
couldnFt leaie the m.stJ She heavd the .dle sounds or the cvozs afa.nk and to hev 
d.smayk they zeve all avound hevA She must haie vun rov m.lesk but she hadnFt 
escaCed the battlegeldA

8ot zant.nf to fo bacw .nto the rofk she tuvned to the vu.ns or the outCostA She 
ducwed beneath a blacwened lenfth or t.mbev and ientuved .ns.deA Whe smell or 
chavcoal zas a zelcome vel.erk and the zalls seemed stuvdy enoufh to hold zhat 
vema.ned or the voor oievheadA Senya moied to a dvy covnev or the voom and toow 
oI hev bacwCacwA She Culled out Hathev S.lasFs coat andk eien thoufh she zas st.ll 
too zavmk dvaCed .t oiev hev shouldevsA

3.ttle by l.ttlek hev vac.nf heavt slozed as she l.stened rov sounds .n the n.fhtA She 
must haie sleCtk because the nejt th.nf she wnezk beams or sunl.fht zeve sh.n.nf 
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.n thvoufh the holes .n the voorA She s4u.vmed zhen she saz the outl.ne or a 
chavved hand beneath a C.le or vubblek and 4u.cwly Cacwed hev th.nfsA

9udf.nf rvom the dez on the fvassk .t zas eavly movn.nfA pll that vema.ned or the 
heaiy rof or the Cvei.ous n.fht zeve a rez stvay z.sCsA She cl.mbed atoC the vu.n 
to fet a bettev i.ezk but hev heavt dvoCCed as she toow .n the landscaCeA —t had 
been zvonf to call zhat haCCened heve a battleA Whe meadoz to hev south zas 
blanweted z.th a Catchzovw or bod.esk but to hev novthk .t zas eien zovseA She saz 
some Oecws or sh.n.nf Clate zheve a Teavthbovn had rallenk but oievzhelm.nflyk 
.t zas pestevw.nd zho d.ed heveA —t had been an absolute massacveA

-hat had the pestevw.nd done to desevie th.sJ ps soon as the thoufht cvossed 
hev m.ndk Senya relt fu.ltyA —n the Hvostlandsk eievyth.nf had been so s.mClek but 
s.nce sheFd cvossed the v.dfek she round hevselr 4uest.on.nf the TeavthlovdFs z.ll 
move and move ortenA SheFd thoufht hev t.me .n .solat.on had stvenfthened hev 
ra.thA She duf hev na.ls .nto hev Calms as she scolded hevselrA Whe TeavthlovdFs 
z.ll zasnFt rov hev to undevstandA —r she vetuvned to h.m l.we th.sk hai.nf leavned 
noth.nf rvom hev tv.alk zhat veason zould he haie to f.ie hev a second chanceJ

She s4u.nted as she seavched the cavnafe rov the monstevs sheFd encounteved the 
Cvei.ous n.fhtk and suve enoufhk she saz them B uCv.fhtk tz.sted rovms Clanted 
amonf the bod.esA p sh.iev van uC hev sC.ne zhen she veal.’ed hoz many or them 
theve zeve E hundvedsk at leastA qne or them zas stat.oned :ust novth or hev h.llk 
althoufh .t zasnFt rac.nf hevA She zatched .t rov a lonf t.mek za.t.nf rov .t to tuvn 
and not.ce hevk but .t neiev moiedA —n the dayl.fhtk she could mawe out the v.CCed 
leathev cu.vass avound .ts rovmA -hateiev .t zask .t had once been an pestevw.nd 
sold.evA

—t toow hev a zh.le to zovw uC hev couvafek but she couldnFt stay uC heve roveievA 
She cl.mbed dozn and descended the h.llk weeC.nf hev eyes on the cveatuveA —t 
vema.ned st.llk and hev cuv.os.ty fot the bettev or hev as she c.vcled avound .tA She 
fot as close as she davedk .nsCect.nf .t z.th a m.j or zondev and hovvovA

3.we the gvst one sheFd encountevedk th.s huswFs race zas rvo’en .n a za.l or Ca.nA 
She could see ejCosed bone .n .ts racek avmsk and lefsk but theve zas also a havd 
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cvust or ash zheve .ts Oesh should haie beenA —ts tz.sted rovm zas t.lted rovzavdk 
as .r .t had been vunn.nfA Senya tuvned to the othevs and saz they zeve all rac.nf 
the same zayEnovthA WheyFd been tvy.nf to vetveatA

Whe tevvov that had fv.CCed hev the Cvei.ous n.fht detev.ovated .nto sovvoz as she 
.maf.ned the last moments or th.s pestevw.ndFs l.reA So much reav and suIev.nfk 
and rov zhatE

She stoCCed hevselrA She d.dnFt zant to th.nw about .t anymoveA She Culled hev 
hood uC oiev hev head and lozeved hev fa’eA —r she :ust rocused on the fvound 
d.vectly ahead or hevk she could cavie a Cath avound the covCsesA She could moie 
rovzavdk and tvust th.s massacve had been .n sevi.ce or the TeavthlovdFs foal to 
bv.nf Ceace to manw.ndA 





XXII

N ell sighed as she looked out of the tower window. The streets of Highcastle 
were booded with -lackmar,ored soldiersy and theS had closed all of the 

citS gates -ut one. vhe could see a long line of trapelers crowding the southern 
road that re,ained oJeny trickling in through the checkJoint the Eenseiters had 
esta-lished. Ipen fro, the Jalacey she was nor,allS a-le to hear the pi-rant 
sounds of the citSy -ut eper since her ,other surrendered to the q,Jerator and 
oJened the gatesy eperSthing had -eco,e ,uted.

vhe lingered -S the windowy reluctant to turn awaS fro, the -eautS of the citS. 
Highcastle was ancienty -uilt -S the enlightened zueens of the Jast. Though their 
construction ,ethods had -een lost to historSy the s,ooth stone ediGces of their 
,asterS continued to stand a thousand Sears after theS disaJJeared. The Jalace 
was -uilt uJon the central hilly and it was surrounded -S concentric circles of 
neatlS organi’ed stone residences and ,arket szuares. Beother,al sJrings fro, 
-eneath the earth bowed through azueductsy which Jropided ,ost of the citi’ens 
with a readS suJJlS of hot water. The entire citS was a ,arpel of engineering.

vhe forced herself to turn awaS and ,ade her waS to one of the ,anS -ookshelpes 
that lined the stone walls of the Jalace li-rarS. Ipen -efore the occuJationy sheWd 
sJent ,ost of her ti,e herey -ut now it was one of the few Jlaces left where she 
could get awaS fro, the Eenseiters. vhe Julled out a dustS to,e fro, one of the 
lower shelpes and heaped it onto her reading ta-le.
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vhe shifted so,e of the other -ooks that littered the ta-le to ,ake roo, for her 
new Gnd. Her tutors were a,ong the courtiers whoWd -een dripen out of the castle 
since the occuJationy so sheWd -een reading what she Jleased for the Grst ti,e in 
ages. vheWd taken to the histories of 8thelstany a courtier of xueen Priane the 
Breat four hundred Sears ago. His writings concerned the ,undane accounts of 
the ancient courty -ut theS were nota-le for -eing the oldest surpiping docu,ents 
in the grand li-rarS.

Ipen the eDhaustipe list of new taDes the zueen had lepied could -e interestingy 
though. ;rofessor —urandy her historS tutory had taught her to read -etween the 
lines of such accounts. 8thelstanWs writings of his ti,e at court contained a classic 
eDa,JleC Gfteen Sears of 8thelstanWs accounts showed that taDes were sta-ley -ut 
theny theS suddenlS increased threefold. The su-teDt was clear F there had -een 
so,e kind of cataclSs, that had left the countrS nearlS -ankruJt.

TodaSy Nell was ,ore interested in one of 8thelstanWs lesser writings that docm
u,ented his trapels after his retire,ent. 8thelstan had Grst pentured south to 
jastillay then -ack through 8esterland and the rapaged Rlack Loresty -efore turnm
ing east into the Nesepeen —esert. He wrote of the ancient citSmstate of Talashany 
then the richest citS on the continenty and GnallS ,ade his waS to 1eese in the 
south. His 9ourneS ended therey as Norogard had -een closed to foreigners at the 
ti,e.

Lour hundred Sears latery jastilla and 8esterland re,ainedy and Norogard had 
-eco,e a sJrawling e,Jire in the easty ceding the territorS that had once -elonged 
to Talashan and 1eese. Nell had -een sure that if she saw a fullmbedged war in 
her lifeti,ey it would -e 8esterland defending itself against Nord eDJansion. vhe 
frowned as she biJJed through the accounty not reallS reading it -ut co,forted 
-S the crisJ teDture of the Jages.

8esterland had surpiped the cataclSs, that had occurred in 8thelstanWs lifeti,ey 
and centuries latery all that re,ained of it was an account of its e“ect on taDes. 
Nell drew so,e solace fro, the thought that 8esterland would ,ake it through 
this new disastery and ,aS-e when JeoJle who liped hundreds of Sears after her 
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read her ,e,oirsy theS would see it as onlS an interesting side note of 8esterlandWs 
illustrious historS. 

vhe fro’e when the li-rarS door creaked oJen -ehind her. K;rincessy0 a fa,iliar 
poice calledy and she looked uJ to see ?atilday one of her ,otherWs ladiesminmwaitm
ingy waiting at the end of an aisle of -ookshelpes. KThe xueen has su,,oned Sou 
to the council cha,-er.0

Aith a last look at the -ooky Nell stood uJ and followed ?atilda out the li-rarS 
door. vhe did not look uJ to acknowledge the two soldiers who fell in -ehind her 
as she descended the sJiral staircase that led down the towery used to their conm
stant shadow -S now. Pnce she reached the -otto, of the stairsy she continued 
through the grand corridors of the castley keeJing her ga’e on the boor to apoid 
the unnerping red eSes of the Eenseiter courtiers. 8fter a few ,inutesy she reached 
the hallwaS that housed the council cha,-ery where her father waited -eside the 
soldiers Josted at the door.

Nell ,et his ga’e for a ,o,enty -ut he looked awaSy sha,e lingering in his eSes. 
The once steadS Ying jonsort had -eco,e ,ore and ,ore withdrawn oper the 
last couJle of weeksy -ut this was not a good sign. Nell set her 9aw as she turned 
to the doory which was banked -S two soldiers wearing the full regalia of Eenseiter 
Jlate ar,or. Ahen theSWd Grst entered the citSy she couldnWt helJ -ut -e i,Jressed 
-S their technologS. qt was no wonder her ,otherWs ar,ies had fallen so easilS to 
these inpaders F their steel was stronger and lighter than jastellano iron. The 
arrows of 8esterlandWs fa,ed -ow,en could do no ,ore da,age to the, than a 
child throwing rocks.

TheS oJened the doory -ut Nell Jaused -efore she went throughy distracted -S a 
third guard. The soldier looked ,uch thinner than the othersy although Jart of 
it was the lighter chain,ail. qt took Nell a few ,o,ents to reali’e the soldier was 
a wo,any -ut the strangest thing a-out her was the -lue ga’e that Jeered fro, 
-ehind her hel,et. vhe was the Grst 1ein-ann Nell had seen in Jerson.

Nell gathered herself and walked through the door into the council cha,-er. vhe 
szuinted against the di, light of the cha,-ery waiting for a ,o,ent for her pision 
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to return -efore steJJing forward into the roo,. vhe heard the door shut -ehind 
hery -ut she keJt her eSes forward.

xueen Helene was seated at the head of the ta-ley looking so,ehow older and 
frailer without her crown. 8 ,aJ was laid out across the ta-ley although Nell 
wasnWt a-le to see ,uch of it fro, her angle. 8 wo,an Nell hadnWt seen -efore 
sat halfwaS down the long ta-le. vheWd looked uJ when Nell enteredy and now 
her single Jiercing eSe was focused intentlS on her. vhe was wearing a -lack dress 
unifor, inlaid with gold threadsy and the white Leracht eagle was stitched onto 
the -reast of her sti“ 9acket. 8n ornate eSeJatch copered her right eSey and a Jale 
scar adorned the te,Jle of her otherwise un-le,ished face. 

KIleanory q donWt -eliepe Sou hape ,et Her qllustrious Highnessy —uchess —iana 
Lerachty0 xueen Helene saidy gesturing to the wo,an. Kvhe 9ust arriped this 
,orning.0

Nell frowned as she turned her ga’e -ack to the —uchessy -ut she ,anaged a s,all 
curtsS all the sa,e. 8 thin s,ile rose to the wo,anWs liJs. Nell noticed a shadow 
,ope in the darkness -ehind the zueeny and she took an uncertain steJ -ack when 
the q,Jerator e,erged fro, the -ack of the cha,-er. vhe had onlS -een in the 
sa,e roo, with the i,Josing ,an a few ti,esy -ut wheneper she wasy she was 
alwaSs operco,e with an oJJressipe feeling of su“ocation.

Ipen in the castle surrounded -S his soldiersy he was ezuiJJed with a full set of 
Eenseiter ar,or and carried a long sword at his side. qnstead of a hel,ety a golden 
crown rested on his -rowy which was inlaid with a large dia,ond at its center. 
He was older than —ianay and his face -ore deeJ scars around his eSes. 8s he 
aJJroached the ta-ley Nell noticed for the Grst ti,e that his cri,son eSes didnWt 
eDactlS ,atch each other. Pne was -right and Jiercing like —ianaWsy -ut the other 
was a deeJer shade of red. 8ll of the other redmeSed Eenseiters she had encountered 
were -londe like —ianay -ut the q,JeratorWs hair was ,ostlS -lacky although it 
was JeJJered with Jro,inent streaks of graS.

Nell forced her attention -ack to her ,othery and she was surJrised to Gnd that 
her poice sounded weak as she askedy KAhS hape Sou su,,oned ,ey ?other@0
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xueen Helene reached for a go-let of wine and took a deeJ draught of it. vhe took 
a -reath and -egany KThe q,Jerator and q hape Gnali’ed the ter,s of our alliance.0 
Nell felt a nerpe twitch as she heard the euJhe,is,y -ut she knew what it reallS 
,eant. KTo ,ark the occasiony we hape agreed that a wedding is aJJroJriate.0

NellWs ,outh suddenlS went perS drS as she askedy KAhose wedding@0

KAour weddingy Ileanory0 xueen Helene continued. KAou are to ,arrS an esm
tee,ed no-le fro, Eenseitsy —uke Rastian pon AeSler. The q,Jerator and q 
-eliepe this union will ce,ent the Jeace -etween Eenseits and 8esterland.0

Kqndeedy0 the q,Jerator saidy aJJroaching the ta-le. KAou will thank ,S grandm
daughter for Gnding such a suita-le ,atch for Souy ;rincess.0

8 faint look of confusion Jassed NellWs face as she glanced -etween the q,Jerator 
and the —uchess. The for,er looked to -e in his Gftiesy while the —uchess was 
Jro-a-lS in her earlS thirties. vhe looked like she could hape -een his daughtery 
not his granddaughter.

NellWs attention was drawn -ack to the q,Jerator when he continuedy KAou will 
not go to the altar aloney ;rincess. qt is onlS natural to cele-rate our alliance with 
a ,atch of our own. —iana will 9oin Sou to wed one of the Jroud sons of this 
land.0

Lor a solitarS ,o,enty Nell could see a look of distress Jass oper the —uchessy 
and when she noticed her ,otherWs surJrised facey it was clear that it was the Grst 
ti,e she was hearing this infor,ationy as well. The zueen s,iled nerpouslS as 
she resJondedy KThat is wonderful to hear. qW, sure this will serpe to -ring our 
countries eper closer. Ileanory whS donWt Sou go Gnd Sour father and tell hi, the 
haJJS news@0

KAesy ?othery0 Nell resJonded auto,aticallS. vhe glanced -ack at —ianay who 
was now staring -lanklS aheady the e,otion drained fro, her Jale face. Aith 
another curtsSy Nell turnedy trSing to retain control of her -reathing as she eDited 
the roo,.
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vhe clawed at her throat as soon as the doors closed -ehind hery gasJing for -reath. 
Rlood rushed to her cheeks as she Jrocessed the newsy and she felt her fatherWs 
-onS hands fall oper her shoulders. Nell allowed herself to -e led awaSy and the 
,arch through the corridors to her -edroo, was a ,uddled ha’e.

Nell -roke awaS fro, her father and sank onto her -ed. He sat down neDt to 
her and Jlaced a co,forting hand on her knee. KHape Sou ,et hi,@0 Nell asked 
nu,-lS. 

KNoy0 he reJlied. KLro, what q understandy he is the gopernor of so,e territorS 
in Eenseits. He will need to ,ake arrange,ents for his reJlace,ent -efore he 9oins 
us here.0

KAe will lipe herey then@0

KAour ,other sacriGced ,uch so that a ;endergast could re,ain on the throne.0 

Nell felt a streak of furS course through her at the hSJocrisSy and she ,utteredy 
Kqf ?other hadnWt surrenderedy she would still -e on the throne.0

Nell looked uJ when he gentlS clasJed her hands in his own. Kqt was not easS for 
Sour ,other to do what she did. TrS to understandy Nell.0

KAe could hape escaJedy0 Nell Jrotested. vhe couldnWt re,e,-er the last ti,e 
she had argued with her fathery and she was surJrised to Gnd how weak the 
conpictions sheWd har-ored since the surrender sounded now that she gape the, 
a poice. —esJeratelSy she saidy KAe could hape taken the tunnelsF0

KAe could hapey0 he allowed. KAouy ,ey Sour ,othery and epen so,e of the 
serpants F we could hape bed into the wilderness. Ae could hape a-andoned 
8esterland and left it at the ,ercS of these -rutes.0 Nell looked awaSy -ut her 
father touched her cheeky regaining her attention. KAe F Sou F ,ust -e an 
eDa,Jle for our JeoJle to look uJ to. Ahen theS see Sou acceJt our new arrangem
,enty theS will acceJt it as well. This is how 8esterland will surpipe.0
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S iegfried looked up at the massive stone archway as he walked beneath it, 
raising his hand to his helmet to keep it securely in place. The towering stone 

walls that surrounded Highcastle had become visible two days ago, and now that 
Siegfried was up close, they seemed impossibly high. He frowned as he returned 
his attention to the back of the soldier marching in front of him—the walls had 
done little good after the queen had decided to open the gates to the invaders.

It had been surprisingly easy for him to inJltrate the ’enseiter platoons heAd 
traveled with to the capital. Bfter heAd found the crowded road that cut through 
the Flack jorest, he had Poined the nearest group of soldiers heading west. Bs long 
as he kept his helmet on, he was able to blend in.

Uosing as a messenger, heAd moved between platoons for the last three weeks, 
never staying with one long enough to raise suspicion. Enfettered by his inPuries, 
he easily covered Jfteen miles a day, nearly twice the distance most units could 
manage with their slow supply carts. He usually ate his meals with separate 
squads, and he always broke away into the countryside to sleep. He had only been 
with the squad he passed into the city with for a few hours, and as soon as they 
cleared the checkpoint at the gates and entered the crowded streets of the capital, 
he slipped out of the formation.
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The highway passed through a few prominent interior cities, but Siegfried hadnAt 
ever seen anything like the capital. The square adPacent to the gates was domiO
nated by a sprawling grid of merchant stalls, and as Siegfried walked between the 
crowded rows, he estimated there must have been hundreds of them. ’enseiter 
units patrolled the stalls, but there were far more Besterkind going about their 
business as usual. Siegfried scowled as he passed two civilians haggling over the 
price of a bushel of wheat, wondering what the army at the southern border had 
even fought for.

The Jrst thing he noticed about the city was its stench. The sides of the square 
and the crevices between the stalls were Jlled with garbage. The low drone of 
thousands of Lies was ever present beneath the chatter of conversation. Blthough 
it was a cool winter day, the market was warm with the heat of so many bodies. It 
didnAt take long for Siegfried to grow nauseous, so he pushed his way to the edge 
of the crowd.

He stopped when he reached the end of the market, looking up at the terraces 
of stone that sprawled out before him. He made his way up a sloping road, 
surveying the tidy residences to either side of him. The structures were obviously 
ancient—every edge had been eroded into a smooth surface. Blthough the street 
was still Jlthy, the smell wasnAt so bad without the suDocating heat. Bhead of him, 
he could see the palace spires in the distance rising from behind another massive 
wall.

The road was less crowded than the square had been, allowing him to wander 
freely. Blthough it had been more than a year since he had written to his sister, 
he knew that she and her husband lived Pust up the hill from a particular tavern, 
the Nosethorn Inn. Bccording to her, her lush of a husband spent as many nights 
there as he did at court. Fack then, the jeracht name hadnAt meant much outside 
of military circles, and he had been one of the few nobles willing to accept her 
without a dowry.

It didnAt take Siegfried long to locate the tavern — the merchants seemed more 
than eager to give him directions. 5nce he reached it, he asked the bartender inside 
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after ?avid jontaine, FridgetAs husband. Bt Jrst, the bartender denied knowing 
him, but after Siegfried placed a hand on his sword, his memories resurfaced.

Siegfried left in high spirits and turned into the small market square outside the 
tavern. He found the narrow staircase hewn into an alleyway that led up toward 
FridgetAs townhouse and began trekking up the steep incline. 

The staircase ended at a Lat avenue, which was markedly cleaner than the street 
below. There were a few more broad terraces carved into the hills that separated 
FridgetAs street from the palace district, each one packed with structures even 
grander than the last. Siegfried wandered up the cobblestone road until he found 
the residence the bartender had described. The townhouses in this section of 
Highcastle were fairly uniform, but the red door and dwarf willows growing in 
its garden set FridgetAs house apart from the others.

Siegfried opened the gate and approached the door. He had to knock twice before 
an elderly butler opened the door a crack. The man squinted suspiciously at 
Siegfried and asked, MHow can I help youZ!

MIAm here to see Fridget,! Siegfried said.

MThe mistress is not in at the moment,! the butler replied stuxly. M6ay I take a 
messageZ!

Siegfried frowned, but then he saw movement behind the butler. MTell her itAs 
Siegfried,! he said impatiently.

The butler closed the door, leaving Siegfried to wait awkwardly at the threshold 
for a few seconds. He felt a chill run up his spine, and he suddenly got the distinct 
impression he was being watched. He glanced nervously over his shoulder, but the 
street behind him was totally empty. Fefore he had time to fret, the door swung 
open and his older sister threw her arms around him.

He tensed slightly as he looked down at her — the last time heAd seen her, she had 
been taller than him. She swept him inside, leaving the butler to close the door 
behind them. MI canAt believe itAs really you, Yiggy‘! she e7claimed, tears of Poy in 
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her eyes. Bn involuntary scowl rose to SiegfriedAs lips at the pet name. MI havenAt 
heard from you in ages‘ Rhat happened to youZ Rhy are you wearing ’enseiter 
armorZ!

Siegfried put his hand on his sisterAs shoulder, stopping her mania for a moment. 
He looked at her seriously and said, Mjather and Heinrich are dead.!

Her ecstatic grin fell by degrees as her face grew pale. MzouAre Poking, rightZ! she 
asked. Siegfried shook his head, and Fridget began to tremble. MRhat do you 
meanZ How could that beZ!

M“etAs sit down,! Siegfried suggested, and Fridget silently led him into the drawO
ing room. Siegfried helped her sink into a sofa, then sat across from her in a stiD 
chair. He took oD his helmet and rested it in his lap, Jdgeting uncomfortably 
when he saw the tears streaking down FridgetAs cheeks. He glanced at the butler, 
who was staring daggers at him from the doorway, and he ordered, MFring us some 
tea.!

5nce the servant left, Siegfried turned back to Fridget and e7plained, MI was 
captured after the battle at the southeastern border. The ’enseiters took me up 
to Wberswalde. They were there, up on the gallows. I would have been e7ecuted, 
too, if I hadnAt escaped.!

MRhyZ! Fridget whimpered as she wiped the tears from her eyes.

Siegfried frowned at the question. MThe ’enseiters carry the jeracht sigil. It was 
like the ?uchess was making an e7ample out of jather and Heinrich. They had 
plaques hung around their necks that said 8pretenderA.!

MUretender to whatZ! Fridget asked. Mjeracht is a dead house. 1o one around here 
has ever heard of it before.!

MIAm not sure,! he said honestly. MHas there been any word from FertholdZ! 
Rhen Fridget shook her head, he grimaced and said, MI heard the battle at the 
southwestern pass was even more of a massacre than the one in the east. He 
probably didnAt make it, either.!
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M?avid was at the southwestern border, too,! Fridget said, her voice hollow from 
grief. MItAs been weeks since his last letter. I heard the ’enseiters were taking 
prisoners, so I was waiting for a ransom letter, but nowC! Her voice trailed oD, 
and Siegfried looked down at his helmet. HeAd seen plenty of prisoners of war in 
the east, but the further west heAd gone, the fewer heAd encountered. It seemed the 
ImperatorAs campaign had been much more lethal than the ?uchessAs.

The butler returned, balancing a ceramic teapot and two ornate cups on a silver 
tray. He put the tray down on the low table and poured tea for Fridget. Her hands 
shook slightly when she accepted the cup, but the drink helped settle her nerves 
a bit. 5nce the butler had served Siegfried, Fridget waved him away, and he left 
them alone.

Siegfried watched his sister over the steaming cup in silence, letting her process 
the news. Fy the time she had Jnished, her tears had dried, and her hands were 
steady when she replaced her cup on the silver tray. MRe have to kill the ?uchess,! 
she said, her voice now Jrm and sure. 

B smile crossed SiegfriedAs lips. Fridget was dressed in the Jnery of an Besterkind 
noblewoman, but she was still a jeracht at heart. In her eyes, he could see the 
same burning desire for vengeance that had fueled him in his odyssey across the 
country.

He patted the sword sheathed at his side and said, MHelp me get close to her. SheAs 
in the castle, rightZ ?o you know anyone who could smuggle me inZ!

M6aybe,! Fridget said, her eyes wandering up to the ceiling as she thought. MI 
donAt know if you heard about the wedding ne7t week.! Siegfried nodded — the 
’enseiter camps had been abuDD with the news that their ?uchess was going to be 
wed to an Besterkind. Fridget smiled in e7citement and continued, MThe palace 
will be packed with nobles. I may be able to get an invitation. zou could sneak in 
then, and hide until—!

MIAm not going to hide,! Siegfried interrupted. MI want the whole world to see 
what happens when you cross our family.!
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Fridget bit her lip. MzouAll die, Yiggy,! she said softly.

Siegfried leveled his gaDe on her seriously and said, MIf you help me, you will 
probably be e7ecuted, too. Wven if you donAt help me, Highcastle wonAt be safe 
for you anymore. zou can still run if you want.!

Fridget frowned, but the resolute e7pression on her face did not change. MIAm not 
letting you do this alone, little brother,! she said with a reassuring smile. Siegfried 
was surprised at the sense of relief that Luttered through him. He had been on 
his own for so long that heAd forgotten what it was like to have someone he could 
trust. He knew that he was consigning both of them to death, but the ’enseiters 
had already taken everything from them. The jerachts of Besterland had faded 
into an obscure, desolate house over the centuries, but together, they could end 
their line with a Lourish the Besterkind would never forget.
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D espite the brisk chill of the winter morning, Siegfried felt uncomfortably 
hot beneath his heavy armor once he Pnished climbing the hill to the 

.romenade DistrictH Te paused near a public fountain to catch his breath and 
take in the lavish architecture around himH Bhis district made ’ridget-s neighborA
hood look like a shantytownH Bhe mansions here were more like sculptures than 
houses, and everywhere Siegfried looked, there were depictions of the ancient 
monarchs and heroes of LesterlandH

zikewise, the citixens on the streets were a class above those belowH Bhe women 
wore silk dresses and ejpensive white foj furs on their shouldersH Bheir hair was 
styled fashionably high, and most of them were weighed down by pounds of 
—ewelryH Bhe noblemen were a bit more understated in their dress, but Siegfried 
still caught the odd diamond pendant among themH

Siegfried cupped his hand in the water and took a sip, not surprised when he 
found that it, too, was crisper than the water from the fountains belowH Te 
glanced back at the high castle walls and tried to imagine what it must be like in 
the palaceH Te smiled E he knew he wouldn-t have to wait much longer to Pnd 
outH

Lfter he-d had his Prst hot bath in months, he and ’ridget had conspired over an 
ejcellent dinnerH Bhey-d agreed ’ridget would try to make contact with her friend 
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in the palace, one of queen Telene-s ladiesAinAwaiting, while Siegfried scoped 
the ejteriorH Te took another sip of water and looked at the heavily guarded 
gatehouse on the other side of the sJuare, where a neat line of nobles was waiting 
to be inspected by Genseiter soldiersH Te hadn-t ejpected to be able to inPltrate 
through the Frand WntranceH Bhere were other gatehouses along the castle walls 
that were used for deliveries or restricted to soldiersH

Ior the second time that morning, Siegfried got the creeping feeling on the back of 
his neck that he was being watchedH Te nonchalantly turned from the fountain, 
surveying the sJuare around him, but no one paid him any mindH Te Cicked his 
eyes up when he caught a glimpse of movement from above, but he only saw a 
Cash of white among the statues lining the roof of the building behind himH Te 
frowned as he scanned the skyline, but there was no longer anything thereH

Lfter a few more seconds, Siegfried turned away and made his way eastH Tis plan 
for today was to circumnavigate the miles of walls and identify all of the entrancesH 
Bomorrow, he could come back to observe the ones that were promisingH “t would 
be ideal if he could Pnd a way into the castle without involving ’ridgetH Bhen, she 
could still escape Tighcastle before the assassination and maybe make a new life 
for herself somewhereH Rith her black hair, she could pass as a !astellano refugee 
in a remote villageH

Ls he walked, he found himself inspecting the network of narrow alleys that 
separated the housesH Rithin them, there were chutes the servants could use to 
dispose of their refuse, where —ets from the aJueduct washed the garbage down to 
the lower districtsH Te found himself pondering whether they could prove useful 
afterwards, but he Juickly shut down this line of con—ectureH “t was stupid to 
think there would be an afterwardsH Bhere was no way the Genseiters would —ust let 
him leave after he killed their DuchessH Te knew he needed to harden his resolve, 
both for himself and ’ridgetH “f he spent too much time worrying about her, he 
could waste the one opportunity he was going to getH

”TaltO1 Siegfried looked up in surprise as the order cut through his thoughts, 
cursing under his breath when he saw a unit of three patrolling Genseiters making 
their way toward himH Te Juickly stood at attention and saluted the approaching 
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o?cer, surreptitiously ensuring his helmet was still in place and covering his dark 
hairH Te relajed slightly when he conPrmed it was, but the o?cer-s look of disdain 
did not changeH

Bhe o?cer stopped a few feet in front of Siegfried, and the other members of the 
patrol fell into a neat line behind himH Bhey wore the same black plate armor as 
Siegfried, but he noticed theirs was decorated with a golden trim, and the style 
of their helmets was more ornate than his ownH Te frowned E on the road, the 
Genseiter armor had all seemed the same, but he should have realixed there would 
be di3erences among the top echelon of their armyH

”4ou need clearance to be up here,1 the o?cer said matterAofAfactlyH ”zet me see 
your papersH1

Siegfried pretended to look through the small satchel latched at his belt as his 
mind racedH Lfter a few moments, he feigned surprise and said, ”“ seem to have 
misplaced themK1

Bhe o?cer scowledH ”Rhat outPt are you with;1

”Bhe Neinbacher !ompany,1 Siegfried said, giving the name of the last unit he 
had traveled with on the way to TighcastleH

”4ou don-t sound like you-re from Neinbach,1 the o?cer observed, his suspicion 
growingH ”4ou will have to come with usH1 Bhe o?cer turned to order one of his 
subordinates to apprehend him, giving Siegfried the moment he needed to dart 
awayH

Rhile the plate armor provided unparalleled protection, running in it was awkA
wardH 2obles going about their business stopped to watch as he clanked away 
from the patrolH Te turned into one of the alleyways he had spotted earlier, 
prepared to throw himself down one of the garbage chutes to escape, but to his 
horror, his frame was too bulky with the heavy armor to PtH

Siegfried cursed when he turned around to see the patrol blocking the entrance 
of the alleywayH Te had done them the favor of cornering himselfH Te drew his 
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weapon, causing the soldiers to do the sameH Bhe alleyway was fairly narrow E 
probably only sij feet wideH Bhe soldiers wouldn-t be able to come at him all at 
onceH 

Te allowed the o?cer to approach him and blocked his Prst swing, getting used 
to the timing of the man-s movementsH Lfter two more strikes, he had a good read 
on him, and he parried the nejt attackH Bhe o?cer grunted when Siegfried stuck 
his sword into his ejposed armpit, and he threw him to the side while he waited 
for the nejt soldier to attackH

Tis nejt opponent was larger and slower, but also much more wary after seeing 
how easily Siegfried had dispatched the o?cerH Te wielded a hammer, and he 
used his sixe to press Siegfried back into the end of the alleyH Siegfried allowed his 
back to hit the wall and waited for the soldier to raise his weapon before darting 
forward, drawing in too close for the man to maneuverH Te drew his knife with his 
o3 hand and plunged it into the man-s throat, leaving him for dead as he rushed 
at his Pnal opponentH

Siegfried threw himself to the right as a —avelin soared past himH Ls the third soldier 
prepared another throw, he threw his knife, which connected with the soldier-s 
palmH Bhe soldier looked at his hand in shock, giving Siegfried plenty of time to 
cover the rest of the distance between themH Te cut him down with a clean stroke 
of his bladeH

Te panted for breath beneath the heavy armor, trembling from the sudden 
surge of adrenalineH Te couldn-t believe how careless he-d beenH “t was lucky his 
opponents had been so weakH “f it had been a Neinbann sJuad instead, he doubted 
he would be walking away from the debacle unscathedH Te took o3 his helmet 
to wipe the sweat away from his forehead and drew in deep mouthfuls of the 
pungent airH

Te grunted when a sudden sharp pain blossomed in his thighH Te looked down 
at the —avelin running through him and turned furiously to see the o?cer at the 
end of the alley, who had somehow stood up despite the torrent of blood gushing 
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out of his armorH ’linded with rage, Siegfried tore the —avelin out of his leg and 
limped over to the dying manH

Te grabbed the o?cer-s throat and sJueexed, trying to replicate the sensation he-d 
felt while Pghting Sprenger near WberswaldeH Te waited for a minute as the man 
twitched beneath his grip, but nothing happenedH Wventually, he dropped the 
corpse in disgust and turned to leaveH Tis vision swayed dangerously as he took a 
pained step forward, and when he looked down, his leg was completely drenched 
in bloodH

Siegfried sank to the slimy Coor nejt to the garbage chute and pressed his hands 
against the wound in an attempt to stop the bleedingH Te looked up dully when he 
heard a soft thump near himH Bhere was a girl there, but one look was enough to 
convince Siegfried she was a hallucinationH She didn-t look like anyone Siegfried 
had ever seen before E her long, unkempt hair was bone white, and her skin 
was a deep shade of bronxeH She wore a ragged conglomeration of furs and hidesH 
Siegfried hadn-t known hallucinations could stink, but this one overpowered 
even the pungent stench of the garbage chuteH

Te rested his head against the grimy wall behind him as a sinking ejhaustion 
spread over himH Tis arms fell to his side as his vision slid out of focusH Te watched 
the haxy form of the girl through halfAlidded eyes as she knelt beside him and 
placed her hands on his woundH Te grimaced as he turned his gaxe upwards to 
the cold winter sky, ignoring his hallucination as he ruminated on his stupidityH 
Rhat had the point of surviving Wberswalde even been; Te had trekked across 
the entire country, for what; Gust to die in some Plthy alley; Te clenched his Psts, 
furious with himselfH 

Ls his anger broiled, some of the warmth returned to his body, creeping slowly 
from his core back into his limbsH Te was surprised when his vision sharpened 
once more, and a few minutes later, he felt strong enough to sit up properlyH Bo 
his surprise, the girl was still there, and she looked up at him uncertainly when 
he grasped her wristH Te moved her hand away from his thigh, looking down in 
amaxement at the pale scar that remained where his wound had beenH  2ow that 
his mind had cleared some, he could feel a glowing sense of power emanating from 
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her E similar to what he felt when 2ichts and Cepler had used their abilitiesH She 
hadn-t cauterixed his wound thoughD she had repaired itH

Te looked down at the girl-s hand, surprised to see the familiar shape of the 
Ieracht eagle etched onto the back of itH Te released his grip on her wrist when she 
pulled awayH She scrambled to her feet and backed away a few paces, looking from 
her wrist back to him, her ejpression a complej mij of terror and hopeH Iinally, 
she asked, ”Lre you the Tearthlord;1

Siegfried couldn-t suppress the derisive scowl that crossed his lips, and the girl 
retreated another stepH Te braced himself against the wall behind him and ginA
gerly stood up, testing to see if his leg would accept his weightH “t felt as strong as 
everH Tis ejpression softened when he looked back at the girl, and he said, ”2oH 
Ey name is SiegfriedH1 Bhe girl-s eyes fell to the ground in disappointmentH Tis 
growing curiosity got the better of him, and he asked, ”Rhy would you ask that;1

”4ou look like him,1 she said JuietlyH ”“t-s more than that, thoughH1 She struggled 
to put her thoughts into words for a few moments, before she Pnally gave up and 
Pnished lamely, ”4ou feel like himH1 

Siegfried frowned, not sure what she meant by thatH Te was about to ask the girl 
her name when she —umped up to grab the cracked ediPce of the building behind 
herH Te watched dumbly as she scaled the twenty feet to the roof, making it look 
as easy as climbing a Cight of stairsH She glanced over the edge at him, and when 
the sunlight met her hair, he realixed she must have been the one who had been 
stalking him since he-d arrived in the cityH ’efore he could stop her, she was gone, 
leaving him alone in the alley with the corpsesH

Fnnerved by the bixarre encounter, Siegfried Juickly —ammed his helmet back 
onto his headH Te wiped o3 as much blood as he could from his greaves, then 
slipped out of the alleyway back onto the streetH L few of the nobles who had 
witnessed the chase were lingering, but they dispersed Juickly when he looked 
their wayH Lfter checking to make sure no more patrols were within view, Siegfried 
retreated the way he-d comeH Te took the Prst proper staircase he found, but his 
heart did not stop racing until he was well within the lower districtsH
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“I t’s been too long!” Matilda exclaimed as she clasped Bridget’s hands. The 
smile that spread over her face was infectious, and Bridget felt some of the 

twisting anxiety in her stomach ease as she mirrored her friend. Matilda swept 
Bridget to the side of the spacious hallway as two Jenseiter soldiers passed by, and 
Bridget quickly ducked her head, hiding her face behind her cloak. Matilda had 
oSered to take the heavy garment when she’d entered the warm castle, but Bridget 
had declined, and now she was sweating beneath it.

Matilda didn’t do much to conceal her scowl of contempt after the soldiers had 
passed. Lhe took a moment to compose herself, and her smile returned as she 
oSered, “zet’s go up to my suite. It’s hard to get away from those brutes anywhere 
else.”

Bridget nodded, and she followed Matilda through the complex web of corridors 
to a spiral staircase, which led up to the royal apartments. Matilda chattered away 
the entire time, bemoaning the occupation of the Jenseiters and how dijcult it 
had been to memoriEe a new set of noble families. Bridget only laughed at the 
odd Woke, doing her best to keep her head down and avoid meeting the red gaEes 
of the soldiers or nobles they passed along the way. Harlier that morning, Liegfried 
had impressed upon her the absolute necessity that she not be discovered. Rhile 
none of the Jenseiters had given her so much as a second glance so far, she’d 
underestimated the stress of being so close to them.
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Lhe’d been barely paying attention to Matilda’s prattle when her friend looked 
back at her expectedly, apparently waiting for some kind of an answer. Bridget 
smiled nervously and admitted, “Lorry, I got distracted. Rhat did you sayY”

Matilda rolled her eyes and said, “I hope you don’t mind that I invited Berthold 
to tea, as well. Rhen you didn’t mention him in your letter, I wasn’t sure if 
something had happened between the two of you.”

Bridget stared at her blankly, sure she had misheard. -inally, she asked, “Berthold, 
my brotherY”

“Des, your brother, soonOtoObe Uuke,” Matilda said impatiently. Bridget swayed 
unsteadily backward, causing Matilda to catch her arm in concern. “2re you all 
rightY”

“Lorry,” Bridget said, trying to regain her composure. “I Wust haven’t eaten anyO
thing today. Zf course, it’s 7ne. zet’s keep going.”

Matilda looked uncertain, but after Bridget forced a smile onto her lips, she 
shrugged and they continued along the hall, past a set of grand mahogany doors 
guarded by two burly soldiers. Bridget was glad when they kept going past them 
and turned a corner down a smaller hallway. Lhe paused when she saw the tall 
man waiting outside of Matilda’s apartment, trembling with relief when Berthold 
looked her way.

Lhe broke away from Matilda and rushed towards him, throwing her arms around 
his waist. Cnlike Piggy, he actually reciprocated her hug, and she couldn’t hold 
back the tears that ran down her cheeks as he pressed her head into his chest. 
Matilda hung back awkwardly, taken oS guard by the emotional family reunion.

Berthold shifted slightly as he looked down the hall, and he suggested, “zet’s go 
inside.”

Matilda unlocked the door and let them in. Bridget disengaged for long enough 
to remove her heavy cloak, but then she threw herself back into her older brother’s 
arms. “I thought you were dead,” she cried. “Rhy didn’t you send wordY”
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Berthold stiSened at the question. Bridget took a step back from him, seeing him 
properly for the 7rst time now the initial shock of emotion had passed. It had 
been four years since he’d last been in Aighcastle, when he’d been promoted to 
the commander of the -eracht Gorps. Ais face was more gaunt now, and a simple 
eyepatch covered his left eye. Ae wore an unusual black military uniform, and her 
eyes lingered on the white -eracht insignia emblaEoned on his chest. Aow could 
he show their family crest so openly, while Liegfried had warned her to hide itY

“I’m sorry, Matilda,” Berthold said, turning his gentle gaEe to her, “but could you 
give my sister and me some privacyY”

“RhatY” Matilda asked, taken aback.

“Dou can’t tell anyone she was here,” Berthold continued. “9lease. This won’t take 
long.” 

Incensed, Matilda performed an exaggerated curtsy. “Des, Dour Hxcellency,” she 
said ruefully, then stormed out of her apartment and back into the hallway.

Znce she’d left, Bridget asked, “Lhe said you were soon to be a dukeY”

“Uuke Gonsort,” Berthold corrected, rubbing his temple idly. “I’m going to 
marry Uiana -eracht in a few days.”

“The Jenseiter UuchessY” Bridget asked in disbelief. “Rhat do you meanY Uon’t 
you know what she did to -ather and AeinrichY”

“I know,” Berthold said, his shoulders slumping. “I haven’t heard anything from 
Liegfried, either. Lhe may have killed him, too.” Ae paused to collect himself, then 
said, “There wasn’t a safe way to contact you, but you need to go into hiding. If 
she 7nds out about you, I may not be able to protect you.”

“Aow could you marry herY” Bridget asked, the pitch of her voice rising unconO
trollably as she shook with rage. Berthold placed his hand on Bridget’s shoulder 
to calm her, but she slapped it away immediately. “Dou’re betraying your own 
country, Berthold! Dour own family!”
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“This is the only way for our family to survive,” Berthold said, his voice calm 
despite her accusations. “The Jenseiters are too strong. The Imperator wiped out 
my entire division by himself, and their armies cut through ours like we were 
nothing. Re can’t 7ght them. Cnless we fall in line, we’ll be annihilated.”

“I don’t understand,” Bridget said, unable to believe her brother’s cowardice. 
“Rhy youY Rhy would they kill everyone else and leave youY”

“The Imperator is our ancestor, too,” Berthold explained. Bridget scoSed, but he 
held up his hands and said, “Ae’s from another time, from before the cataclysms. 
Ae was asleep for centuries, but Uiana reawakened him. Ae said he wants to 
restore our house to its former glory.” Ae frowned and continued, “I think Uiana 
was trying to eliminate us to prevent any other claims to the throne, but she 
couldn’t get to me. Trust me, marrying me is the last thing she wants to do.”

“Dou’re a coward,” Bridget seethed.

Berthold’s calm demeanor 7nally cracked under the accusation, and he asked, 
“Rhy should we sacri7ce ourselves for the 2esterkindY Uo you know the -erachts 
used to rule this nation before the 9endergastsY”

“Dou’re disgusting!” Bridget screamed, no longer even wanting to look at him.

Berthold clenched his 7sts, but he withheld any further comment. -or a tense 
minute, they were both silent. -inally, when Berthold spoke again, he had reO
gained his calm timbre. “Dou don’t have to agree with me, Bridget, but you do 
need to get out of the city. Ao as far into the countryside as you can. Znce this 
whole situation has stabiliEed, I will 7nd you. Just be patient.”

Bridget didn’t say anything, but she drew away when Berthold stepped forward 
to give her one last hug. Ae dropped his gaEe and, without another word, left the 
apartment. Lhe collapsed onto a chair, and before she knew it, she was sobbing 
with a strange mixture of fury and despair. The emotion poured out of her until 
she couldn’t breathe, and as she gasped for air, her resolve slowly reformed, harder 
and sharper than it had been before.
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Lhe’d been taken oS guard by Berthold’s reOemergence, but at the end of the day, 
what did it really changeY Ae had chosen his path, Wust as she and Liegfried had 
chosen their own.
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S enya lingered in front of the bakery, swallowing when her mouth began to 
water. The smell of fresh bread was intoxicating. Since she’d vrst discopered 

the establishment, she’d made a joint to come this way epery day Iust to stare at 
the loapes beyond the threshold. —t wasn’t that she lacked for food in the cityArats 
and jigeons were easy enough to catchAbut the only thing she dreamed about 
anymore was biting into a fresh roll.

She took a stej back when a burly “esterkind man in an ajron emerged in the 
doorway, blocking her piew. G?ot any coin today, girl”W he asked imjatiently. 
Hhen she shook her head, he gestured to a grouj of Bearthborn jatrolling a little 
ways uj the street, and warned, GRetter get lost, then.W

Senya scurried away into the throng of jeojle crowding the lower market. She 
jressed through the steady Eow of “esterkind towards the sewer, where she 
drojjed down into the muck. Nats scurried out of her jath as she made her way 
through the jassages that ran beneath the streets of Bighcastle. 2pery now and 
then, there was a burst of neon green mold to light the way, but otherwise, the 
tunnels were comjletely dark.

The sewer steadily tilted downward, until vnally, it ojened into a massipe capern 
beneath the heart of the city. —n its center, there was a great jit, so deej and dark 
that Senya didn’t dare get close enough to look inside. “ few times a day, it erujted 
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with steam, scalding anyone who hajjened to be jassing nearby. This was where 
all of the refuse of the city ended uj, including the refugees who’d been dripen 
north by the Bearthborn inpasion. 2pery inch of ground that wasn’t slick with 
sewage had been staked for a ramshackle hopel.

-ost of the refugees would be out now, trying to scapenge food from the districts 
abope, but still, the capern echoed with the moans of the sick and dying. Oisease 
was ramjant in the shantytown. Some of the ill burned with feper, others depelq
ojed weejing boils all oper their bodies, and still others were slowly consumed by 
the same glowing green mold that lit the jassageways.

There had been vghts, too A refugees accusing each other of encroaching on 
their territories or stealing what little belongings they hoarded. znce, a ragged 
man had jushed another into the jit, and the capern had gone comjletely Luiet 
for a few moments as his screams echoed from the abyss.

The cistern was dismal, but it was also the only jlace these jeojle could go. The 
jublic houses in the city abope were vlled to bursting, and most of the refugees 
didn’t hape enough money to a3ord them, anyway. The Bearthborn jatrolled 
the streets, and anyone caught sleejing in the street was arrested and taken away, 
somewhere outside the city. The only moldqinfested refugee Senya had seen abope 
had been executed on the sjot.

—n “lcaUar, when jilgrims came to jray at the altar, the congregation hosted them 
in their own houses A hosjitality was a core jillar of the Bearthlord’s teachings, 
after all. —t made Senya sick to think about how many jeojle the nobles in the 
ujjer districts could shelter in their mansions. —nstead, they let these jeojle su3er 
in the vlth. That wasn’t epen mentioning the jalace, if the Bearthlord Iust ojened 
the gatesA

Senya shook her head, dismissing the thought. —t had been a few weeks now since 
she’d entered the city, clinging to the underside of a sujjly wagon. “t vrst, she’d 
been elated that her long Iourney to Bighcastle was comjlete. The Bearthlord’s 
dipine jresence radiated from beyond the high, smooth walls that jrotected the 
jalace. Be was so close, and yet those walls had jropen to be nigh imjenetrable. 
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They soared stories abope any of the nearby buildings, and she hadn’t been 
able to vnd a single section with crepices she could climb. The gatehouses were 
wellqguarded, too A all of the carts that went in were thoroughly insjected, 
rendering her jrepious tactic useless. Hhen she vrst discopered the sewers, she’d 
hojed they might jropide an entrance, but epery time she thought she was getting 
close, she was met with a locked grate. —t was frustrating, but she reminded herself 
to be jatient. 2pen if she couldn’t vnd a way in, the Bearthlord would epentually 
come out, and then she would vnally be able to jresent herself to him.

She carefully made her way through the maUe of shacks to the far end of the 
capern, where she’d managed to vnd a shelf in the natural cape wall vfteen feet 
abope the cistern. She climbed uj into her jocket and took o3 her coat. —t had 
deteriorated more in the three months she’d been in “esterland than the entire 
time she’d sjent south of the —cetooth Nidge. Retween the cold rains, her treks 
through the sewers, and the humidity of the cistern, the once lush fur was now 
a matted tangle, and that was where it wasn’t comjletely threadbare. Ber boots 
and tunic had fared little better A eperything was falling ajart from the damj 
conditions. Still, she was always hot in the city, epen after she’d rijjed out the fox 
furs she’d lined her coat with.

She jaused as her gaUe fell ujon the white jelts stacked beside her jack. Bow had 
she not thought of this before” Trajjers in “lcaUar could lipe an entire season o3 
Iust one rare arctic fox jelt, and she had four. Fnlike her coat, they had remained 
fairly dry through her trapels, and with a little cleaning, they would look as new 
as the day she’d skinned them.

Ber mind raced with what she could do with a few shillings. She could feast on 
bread for a week, maybe epen a3ord a new jair of boots. Hith a hajjy heart, she 
shrugged her coat back on and shoped the furs into her jack. She jaused to choke 
down a few strijs of the charred jigeon she’d saped from the jrepious night, then 
julled uj her hood and scrambled down into the shantytown.

—t didn’t take her long to napigate the sewers to a farqEung section of the lower 
district, where she emerged in a seedy street vlled with brothels and cheaj taperns. 
“t this time of day, it was Luiet, giping her a bit of jripacy at the jublic fountain. 
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The water she sjlashed onto her face was bracing, but by the time she’d scrubbed 
most of the grime from her skin, her hands were numb from the cold.

znce she was reasonably clean, she took out one of the jelts and gently brushed 
through it with her vngers, taking care not to jull out the soft fur. —t was slow 
work, and she had to take freLuent breaks to wash her hand again in the fountain. 
Ry the time she vnished, the sun was already sagging in the sky, and some of the 
district’s jatrons were returning to their faporite haunts.

She took a steej staircase uj to the next tier of the city, then followed the street 
until she reached the tradesmen’s district. There were a coujle of tailor’s shojs 
here, but she jicked the closest one and stejjed inside.

“ tall man with thinning hair looked uj at her from behind a counter as she 
entered, an immediate frown darkening his face when he assessed her. —t was the 
same exjression she saw wheneper she bumjed into anyone in the ujjer districts, 
so before he could tell her to leape, she unclasjed her jack and julled out one of 
the jelts.

G— want to sell this,W she blurted out.

The tailor gajed for a moment and he took the jelt from her, but he sti3ened 
again as he moped his lamj closer. Be insjected it before asking, GHho did you 
steal this from”W

Senya bristled. GThe hand that conceals will wither and rot,W she muttered as her 
anger jassed. This “esterkind was a heathen, after all A how could he know how 
deejly insulting such an accusation was”

The tailor snickered, then Eicked his gaUe uj as another customer entered the 
shoj. G—’ll be right with you, sir,W he said before returning his attention to the 
jelt. Be lowered his poice and said, G— sujjose it doesn’t matter, anyway. Hhat’s 
your jrice”W

Senya looked at him blankly. She had a pague idea a fox jelt would hape sold for 
a few reales in “lcaUar, but she wasn’t sure what that would be in “esterland’s 
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currency. The bread roll she’d been craping for the jast week was vpe cojjer 
farthings, and the fox had gipen her about four good meals. She consulted her 
vngers, then o3ered, GTwenty farthings.W

Hithout hesitation, the tailor julled out a coin jurse from beneath the counter, 
and Senya watched in amaUement as he stacked a small jile of cojjer in front of 
her. She was about to reach for the coins when she heard a bark of laughter from 
behind her.

Refore she could turn around, another man Ioined her at the counter. Be was 
huge A well oper a foot taller than her, with broad muscles that could hape 
belonged to a miner. Bis nose was crooked as if it had been broken seperal times, 
but his grin was friendly when he looked down at her.

G—’ll gipe you ten libertines for it, and call that a bargain,W he said, julling a coin 
jurse from his pest. Be set a golden coin down on the counter, and Senya looked 
uncertainly from him to the tailor. —n the lower market, she’d seen jeojle trade 
with cojjer farthings, and now and then, a silper shilling would change hands. 
This gold coin was new to her, and she had no idea how much it was worth.

The tailor grimaced and immediately dumjed his entire coin jurse onto the 
counter. G7ourteen libertines, sepen shillings, and thirty farthings,W he o3ered, a 
thread of desjeration in his poice.

The other man laughed and shrugged. G— can’t beat that,W he admitted. Be 
nudged Senya and said, GThat’s a fair jrice, girl.W

Senya smiled and gathered the coins from the table. 2pen without knowing how 
many reales the hoard conperted to, she knew it was more money than she’d eper 
seen in her life. Hith this, she could rent a room in one of the boarding houses 
in the midqdistrict, eat at a tapern, maybe epen jay for a hot bath. She ojened her 
bag to dejosit the coins, jausing for a moment when she saw the white fur inside. 
She’d originally intended to sell all of them, but this was already jlenty.
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She looked back uj at the tailor as she shrugged her jack oper her shoulder, but 
he was glaring furiously at the other man. GThank you,W she said meekly, then 
turned and hurried out of the shoj.

Hith her fortune in hand, she raced through the streets, heading back to the 
cistern. “ll that was left to do was jack uj the sujjlies she’d stashed there, then 
she could leape that wretched jlace behind foreper.

She slowed her jace as that thought festered. The hoard in her jack would 
certainly be enough to lift her out of the sewer, but what about the masses of 
refugees who remained there” She looked uj at the darkening sky thoughtfully. 
—t had only been that morning she’d scorned the nobles of ujjer Bighcastle for 
shutting their doors to the refugees, but hadn’t she Iust been contemjlating the 
same thing” 2pen if she sold all of her furs, it may not be enough to house all of 
them, but epen a few shillings each would surely o3er them some comfort.

Ber mind was made uj when she turned around, but she immediately bumjed 
into the huge man from the shoj again. Be was so solid that she bounced back 
to the ground, but he o3ered her his hand and easily julled her to her feet.

GSorry about that,W he said Iopially.

G—t was my fault,W Senya rejlied, lowering her head shyly. “fter a moment, she 
continued, GThanks for your helj earlier.W

The man waped his hand. GThat old man was trying to cheat you. Bow could — 
Iust stand aside”W Senya looked away uncomfortably, but the man sLuatted down 
to her lepel and said, G— noticed you had a few more furs.W

Gzh, right,W Senya said, glancing back at her bag. G— was going to go back and sell 
them, too.W

G— only had ten libertines to o3er you back there, but — hape an associate who 
would jay much more,W the man said heljfully. G!ou could get thirty each, 
easily.W

GBow many shillings is a libertine worth”W Senya asked.
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G“ hundred,W the man rejlied. Senya’s heart skijjed a beat at the repelation. —t 
was more money than she could comjrehend. The man grinned when he saw 
he’d won her oper, and he clajjed his hand on her shoulder. GKome with me. —’ll 
make sure you get a good deal.W

Senya allowed him to lead her down the street, back to the staircase she’d taken uj 
from the lower district. The streets were dark now, and starting to grow lipelier 
with the clientele of the local taperns. Senya’s escort ignored them and steered her 
through the crowd until he diperted her down an alleyway.

The alley reeked of garbage and urine, but it wasn’t any worse than the cistern. 
They reached a gate of sorts, though it was little more than two stacks of derelict 
crates. “ few roughqlooking men were stationed in front of the entrance, but they 
nodded in recognition when they saw Senya’s comjanion. zne of them jushed 
aside a crate with a grunt, creating an ojening for them to jass through.

“ coujle of cracked lanterns had been set uj beyond the threshold, repealing a 
small courtyard jiled high with an assortment of merchandise. —t seemed like the 
back alley shoj had eperythingAfrom chijjed battle axes to intricately decorated 
pases to Luietly twittering birds in wooden cages. —n the center of it all was a 
cojjer throne, ujon which sat an obese man with an emerald set into his right 
eye.

Hith some e3ort, the man leaned forward and smiled, repealing a full set of golden 
teeth. GHhat hape you brought me today, Karper”W he asked sweetly.

Senya looked uj at her escort when he nudged her forward. GShow him,W he 
encouraged.

She jlaced her bag on the sticky ground and reached inside, Iostling jast the coins 
she’d gotten from the tailor to jull out one of the remaining jelts. The man 
sLuealed in delight when he saw the fur, and he motioned for her to ajjroach. 
She obliged, and he raised the fur to his cheek. GSo softPW he exclaimed. G—s this 
real”W
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Senya nodded. She looked back when she heard the Iostle of the coins, surjrised 
to vnd Karper had jicked uj her bag. GThere’s two more of them in here,W he 
said, looking jast her to the merchant. G“nd another at old 7arrow’s shoj.W

GBow sjlendid,W the merchant crooned. Senya Einched when she felt his hand 
against her cheek. G—t’s bold of you to try to fence stolen goods on the 2el Cing’s 
turf, young lady.W

Senya ojened her mouth to jrotest the accusation, but before any sound came 
out, a thick arm wrajjed around her neck. She began to struggle, but then she felt 
jressure against the back of her head, and eperything started to go dark. Oistantly, 
she heard Karper’s poice as he asked, GHhat do you want me to do with her”W

The emerald in the merchant’s eye glinted as he jawed through the contents of 
her bag. G—’ll let you go with a warning this time. 1ext time you hape something 
paluable, bring it to me vrst.W Be Eicked his gaUe uj to her cajtor and said, GDut 
her back where you found her.W

Senya felt her feet leape the ground, but eperything else was a blur until she could 
hear the sounds of repelers on the street once more. 1o one gape them a second 
glance as Karper carried her out of the alleyway and through the crowded street, 
back to the jublic fountain. Ber imjaired consciousness slowly returned as he 
released his grij on her and sat her down next to a sleejing woman whose clothes 
were stained with dried pomit.

She tried to rise, but Karper kejt a vrm hand on her shoulder and chided, G1ot 
Iust yet, girl. Be said to let you o3 with a warning.W

GHhatAW Senya began, but then what was left of her pision exjloded into stars. 
She gasjed in jain as she raised her hands to her face. Rlood was jouring freely 
from her nose, and when she tried to stem the Eow, the lightest touch sent her 
awareness sjiraling away once more. —t took a few seconds for her pision to return 
to her, and by the time it did, Karper was gone.

She tried to stand, but her knees refused to sujjort her weight, so she slid back 
down against the fountain. She Iust wanted to go back to the cistern, to wraj 
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herself uj in the safety of 7ather Silas’s coat, but then it occurred to her that it, too, 
had been in the backjack they’d taken from her. “ sob escajed her, and suddenly 
the unfairness of eperything operwhelmed her. 

She shook Luietly next to the fountain as tears streamed down her cheeks. 2pen 
though the streets around her were humming with the drunken crowd, she felt as 
alone as she eper had in the 7rostlands. “bsorbed by her misery, she hardly noticed 
when the drunks loitering around the fountain scattered, until there was a jair of 
black greapes directly in front of her.

“ bolt of janic shot through her, but her head sjun piolently when she tried to 
get uj again. The soldier knelt down, and she was surjrised to vnd she recogniUed 
the face beneath the helmet.

GSiegfried”W she asked dully.

G!ou look like shit,W he said, o3ering her his hand.

She reached for it but then hesitated. GHhat are you doing here”W

G4ooking for you,W he exjlained shortly. GKome on.W

Senya took his hand, and with a grunt of e3ort, he julled her to her feet. She 
swayed unsteadily for a moment, but he wrajjed his arm around her waist, and 
with his sujjort, she was able to keej uj with him.

G!ou didn’t tell me your name last time,W Siegfried said as they made it to the Luiet 
streets beyond the tapern district.

G—t’s Senya.W





XXVII

S iegfried tapped his foot impatiently, counting the seconds as they dragged by. 
The moment he’d entered the townhouse with Senya, his sister had whisked 

the girl away. He’d followed them as far as Bridget’s room, but then she’d slammed 
the door in his face, leaving him nothing to do but wait for what felt like hours.

That wasn’t to mention all the time he’d spent that day tracking the girl down. 
After she’d healed him, he hadn’t been able to get her out of his head. He was sure 
the strange power she’d used was the same as his. The Castellanos and Aesterkind 
who’d unlocked their abilities all had Jenseiter teachers. If he could just Ond her 
again, she could become his.

—f course, that task was much easier said than done. His only lead was the stench 
he remembered from their Orst encounter U a clear sign she probably resided 
somewhere in the lowest district of Highcastle. xnfortunately, the ring of stone 
hovels was far larger than all of the upper districts combined. He’d started the 
morning in the largest market at the entrance of the city in his Jenseiter armor.

The merchants had been of little use, but a beggar who overheard him oEered 
information in eWchange for coin, and Siegfried learned she lived among the 
vagrants in the sewers. Siegfried had gone through a string of beggars then, each 
one leading him closer to the eastern slums where he’d Onally found her. At some 
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point, he’d eWhausted the small purse of coins he’d taken with him that morning, 
but intimidation had proven just as eEective.

He stood up when he heard the door open, and a few moments later, Bridget 
triumphantly steered a freshly bathed Senya into the room. Bridget had dressed 
her in one of her own gowns, and without the heavy fur coat she’d worn before, 
Siegfried reali”ed how small she was. Bridget had cleaned all the blood from her 
face, but her nose was still swollen and dark bruises had formed beneath her eyes. 
Senya met his ga”e for a moment, then, looking embarrassed, averted her eyes to 
the ground.

?Sit,q Bridget commanded, and Senya obligingly sank into an overstuEed chair. 
Bridget let out a soft sigh before turning on Siegfried, and he fro”e when he saw 
the dangerous look in her eyes.

?I didn’t mean to wake you upUq he began.

?That isn’t the issue here,q Bridget hissed. She pointed to Senya, who was gently 
probing her broken nose, and demanded, ?Nhat did you do to herZq

Siegfried balked. ?I didn’t do that,q he said. ?She was like that when I found her.q

?Nhy did you bring her back hereZq Bridget asked.

?I think she may be able to help us,q he eWplained. He looked back at Senya when 
he felt a familiar glow of warmth coming from her. She had closed her eyes, and 
she didn’t react when he took a step towards her. Siegfried glanced back at Bridget 
and said, ?Natch.q

Bridget crossed her arms, but she remained still as Siegfried sLuatted down neWt to 
Senya and observed as the bruising beneath her eyes faded away. There was a small 
crack as the bridge of her nose realigned, and when she opened her eyes again, all 
signs of the damage had disappeared.

?Ama”ing,q Bridget said Datly. ?3iggy, the wedding is in two days. I don’t see 
howUq
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Siegfried Luickly raised his hands, stopping Bridget before she could Onish. He 
gently took her shoulder and led her back into the hallway. ?I think she is one of 
the cultists from Castilla,q he said Luietly. ?She called the Imperator YHearthlord’ 
earlier. I don’t want her to Ond out what we’re planning.q

Bridget huEed in eWasperation. ?Still, I don’t see how you think she can help us.q

?I healed myself like that in Rberswalde,q Siegfried eWplained. Bridget gave him a 
dubious look, but he rea4rmed, ?It’s true, but I haven’t been able to do it again 
since then. I’m going to get her to teach me how.q

?In two daysZq Bridget asked. ?I thought you were scouting new entrances to the 
castle all day. Ne’re running out of time.q

Siegfried grimaced U Berthold’s presence in the castle had eEectively stymied 
their original plan. Although he hadn’t reported Bridget to the Jenseiters, he’d 
warned 5atilda not to bring her back into the castle. Siegfried’s encounter with 
the elite soldiers patrolling the upper districts had also revealed his current dis!
guise was unlikely to work inside, either. As it stood, he still wasn’t sure how he 
was going to sneak in for the wedding.

?I’ll Ogure something out tomorrow,q Siegfried promised, trying to sound more 
conOdent than he felt. ?Nhy don’t you go back to bedZ I didn’t mean to bother 
you with any of this.q

Bridget paused for a second, then said, ?3iggy, she’s just a kid. Fou should leave 
her out of this. Highcastle won’t be safe for her anymore if you get her involved.q

?I don’t think Highcastle was very safe for her, as it is,q Siegfried said, brushing oE 
Bridget’s concerns. She glanced back into the lounge, where Senya was watching 
the two of them, then sighed and relented. Siegfried watched as she retreated to 
her bedroom, then slipped back into the lounge and closed the door behind him.

Senya nervously lowered her head, but Siegfried noticed the way her eyes lingered 
on the tray of stale biscuits on the table. He slid the tray closer to her, and after 
a moment of hesitation, she snatched one up and crammed it into her mouth. 
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Siegfried sat down on the couch neWt to her chair and watched as she ate two more 
before she looked back up at him self!consciously.

?Thank you,q she murmured, crumbs Dying from her mouth.

Siegfried smiled disarmingly and said, ?Have as many as you want.q He poured 
her a cup of water, and she eagerly gulped that down, as well. He considered for 
a moment how to present his reLuest to her, until Onally, he decided it was best 
just to be direct. Nhen she slowed down a bit, he leaned forward and said, ?I want 
you to teach me how to heal myself.q

She paused halfway through a biscuit as she looked up at him in surprise. Nith 
some eEort, she choked it down and replied simply, ?I can’t.q

Siegfried bristled, taken aback by the abject refusal. He slid the plate away from 
her and demanded, ?Nhy notZq

Senya ga”ed mournfully at the remaining pile of biscuits just beyond her reach. 
Siegfried cleared his throat, and she Onally turned her attention back to him. 
?Four power is the same as the Hearthlord’s,q she said. ?5ine is diEerent. I can’t 
teach you.q

?I healed myself once before,q Siegfried argued.

Senya took another sip of water. ?The Hearthlord is all!powerful,q she said rev!
erently. She considered for a moment, then her eWpression brightened. ?He could 
teach you. Fou could come with me when I meet him.q

Siegfried frowned and reluctantly pushed the silver platter towards her again, 
allowing her to continue her feast. ?Nhen are you going to meet himZq he asked.

Senya shrugged. ?He’s in the castle. The sewers go beneath it, but all the eWits I’ve 
found so far have been locked.q

Siegfried straightened up at this information. 5atilda wouldn’t be able to smug!
gle him in through the gatehouses, but perhaps she could still send something out 
to them. ?And if I could get a keyZ Fou would take me with youZq
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Senya beamed and nodded. ?—f course@ Four sister should come with us, too. The 
two of you are the Orst people I’ve met who felt so much like the Hearthlord. zot 
even ‘ady MianaUq

She broke oE when she saw the scowl that rose to Siegfried’s lips. He Luickly 
suppressed it, twisting it into a smile to set her at ease. ?Fou’ve met the MuchessZq 
he probed.

Senya nodded uncomfortably, moving her hand up to cover the long scar carved 
into the side of her neck. It took Siegfried a moment to put two and two together, 
and then he asked, ?Mid she do that to youZq

?It was part of my trial,q Senya said softly. ?That’s why I have to Ond the 
Hearthlord, so he will accept me back into his service.q

?If they treated you like that before, why would you want to go backZq

Senya gave him a blank look, as if she’d never even considered the Luestion. After 
a few seconds, she said, ?I was born to serve the Hearthlord.q

?Says whoZq Siegfried asked.

?Aather Silas,q Senya replied as if that settled the matter.

Siegfried scowled. He’d had enough of cultist nonsense from the Castellanos, and 
his patience for it from this girl was Luickly wearing thin. Still, even if she couldn’t 
help him unlock his abilities, she’d proven useful in other ways. In the morning, 
he would have Bridget send word to her friend, and convince her to steal a key 
for them. Senya could have her audience with the Hearthlord, and meanwhile, 
Siegfried would plant a dagger into the Muchess’s heart.





XXVIII

N ell drew in a deep breath of fresh air when she emerged on the walkway 
atop the battlement. A moment later, her aging canéu appeared behind 

her, and as he éaptSred her arm beneath his elbow, she was onée again sSbmerged 
in the miasma of éologne that lingered aroSnd him. “he pSt on her best smile as 
he led her to the edge of the wall, all the while imagining if he tripped and plSnged 
thirty feet down to the éoSrtyards below.

Wvhat a magnicéent éity yoS ha”e here, my dear,B Hastian ”on veyler drawled as 
he looked oSt o”er Iighéastle. WA tad o”erérowded, P daresay.B Ie smiled as he 
patted her éapti”e hand. WAfter tomorrow, P will sort that oSt.B

Wve took in a nSmber of refSgees reéently,B Nell said taétfSlly. W—erhaps if we 
retSrned them to their landsVB

’on veyler laSghed. WP didnMt mean to worry yoS with sSéh matters, dear,B he 
said dismissi”ely. Wve will cnd yoS something more deser”ing of yoSr attention, 
PMm sSre. qy late wife jSite enxoyed hortiéSltSre. “he woSld ha”e absolStely 
adored the gardens here.B

Hefore Nell éoSld respond, he abrSptly tSrned, xerking her along with him as he 
toSred the walls. Ie paSsed for a moment when he saw a small élSster of cgSres 
standing atop the nezt baléony. Nell immediately reéogniDed Eiana and her own 
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canéu among them, and ”on veyler ran a ner”oSs hand o”er his balding head, 
sliéking baék what remained of his graying hair.

As they approaéhed, she éaSght a whiY of smoke in the air. Rhe soldiers in the 
ESéhessMs entoSrage stepped forward, bloéking their way. ’on veyler bowed 
deeply when Eiana looked baék at them, and with a Giék of her hand, the soldiers 
parted, allowing them to step Sp onto the baléony.

WPMm glad yoS arri”ed safely, Hastian,B Eiana said, tSrning her gaDe baék to the 
éoSrtyard below. “he was Ganked as always by her blSe?eyed 2einbann body?
gSard, bSt she made no show of familiarity with her fStSre éonsort. Herthold had 
been relegated to the far éorner of the baléony, where he stood alone.

WRhe eséort yoS sent was mSéh appreéiated, LoSr Oraée,B ”on veyler said.

Eiana merely nodded. ’on veyler hesitated for a moment, then pSlled Nell 
forward, and she éoSld cnally see what was holding the ESéhessMs attention. 
Rhere was a great boncre in the éenter of the éoSrtyard.

A éhill ran Sp her spine when she saw one of the soldiers hea”e a massi”e tome into 
the blaDe with a grSnt. T”en from this distanée, she didnMt ha”e to ask to know 
what it was V AthelstanMs memoirs. “he frantiéally looked at the piles of books 
séattering the éoSrtyard. Rhe entire royal library mSst ha”e been down there. “he 
wanted to séream at them to stop, bSt between the thiékening smoke and ”on 
veylerMs éologne, she knew if she opened her moSth, she was going to ”omit.

“he eztriéated her hand from her canéu and staggered away from the baléony. 
T”erything was spinning, and her knees felt weak. “he was sSre she was going to 
fall, bSt then a éallSsed hand éaSght hold of her. “he looked Sp in sSrprise at 
Herthold, who had stepped forward to sSpport her.

’on veylerMs moSth gaped open, bSt Eiana had not mo”ed from her spot. WNot 
feeling well, —rinéess9B she asked plaéidly.

NellMs éheeks reddened as she regained her footing. WPMm afraid not.B
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Wvhy donMt yoS get some rest then9 Pt woSld be a shame if yoS were siék on yoSr 
wedding day.B ’on veyler made a mo”e toward her, bSt Eiana éontinSed, WRhere 
are a few matters P woSld like to diséSss with yoS, Hastian. —erhaps Herthold éoSld 
eséort the prinéess baék to her éhambers.B

WCf éoSrse,B Herthold said. Ie oYered Nell his arm, and she gratefSlly élSng to 
it as he led her baék the way she had éome.

vhen sheMd crst been introdSéed to Herthold the pre”ioSs week, Nell had been 
sSrprised to cnd she reéogniDed him as the éommander of AesterlandMs elite 
Qeraéht 3orps. ESring his promotion éeremony, she had e”en shared a danée with 
him. Rhat mSst ha”e been years ago, thoSgh. “inée then, heMd lost an eye in some 
battle or another, bSt he was still tall, yoSng, and well?bSilt. Eiana hadnMt seemed 
to warm Sp to him, bSt Nell woSld ha”e switéhed him with ”on veyler in an 
instant.

“he sSpposed he was a strange matéh for the ESéhess, thoSgh. As far as Nell 
éoSld tell, Eiana Qeraéht held the highest aSthority among the 0enseiters ezéept 
for the Pmperator himself. Herthold was an aééomplished soldier, bSt he was 
no dSke. Rhe faét they shared the same sSrname had also strSék her as odd 
V so mSéh so that sheMd looked Sp his lineage. Rhe Aesterkind Qeraéhts had 
been granted a ESkedom in the Hlaék Qorest by @Seen Criane the Oreat herself, 
foSr hSndred years ago. vhile they were no longer a great hoSse, they were 
Snassailably Aesterkind. Iow HertholdMs family was éonneéted to the rSlers of 
the 0enseiters remained a mystery to her.

NellMs head éleared a bit as they gained some distanée from the smoke, and onée 
they roSnded a éorner, she asked Herthold if they éoSld stop for a moment. 
Ie obliged, and she sat down hea”ily on a deliéately éar”ed stone benéh. “he 
looked Sp at the gray winter sky o”erhead, trying to éontrol the bSrning sSrge 
of emotions rising in her throat. “he éoSld feel the tears welling Sp behind her 
eyes, bSt she knew if she started to éry now, she woSldnMt be able to stop.

“he éoSld séaréely éoSnt the nSmber of times sheMd reassSred herself her life 
woSldnMt éhange so mSéh after she was wed, bSt she knew the books were xSst 
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the beginning. Rhere were no reéords from before @Seen CrianeMs time V they 
had been all lost to the tSmSltSoSs period the historians éalled the éataélysms. 
Now, she stood at the preéipiée of her own éataélysm.

“he looked at Herthold as he sat down nezt to her, althoSgh she éoSld no longer 
bring the false smile baék to her faée. Ie frowned as he stSdied her, before cnally 
he said, WP foSght the 0enseiters on the western front, —rinéess. Pt may seem bleak 
now, bSt please belie”e me, this is the only way.B

Wve will lose e”erything that we are,B Nell said softly.

Wve already ha”e,B Herthold replied, lowering his head. Ie drew in a deep breath, 
and then he stood Sp. Ie oYered her his hand, and when she looked Sp at him, 
his gentle smile had retSrned.



XXIX

S enya paused as she reached the sprawling mold formation that grew over the 
nexus of tunnels, waiting in its eerie neon glow for Siegfried and Bridget to 

catch up. The previous two days had been utter bliss — so much so that it had 
been a little hard to climb back down into the sewers that morning. Hot baths, 
lavish meals, and a feather bed at night — Bridget had provided every luxury she 
could imagine. A part of her felt guilty about enjoying such splendor while she 
knew there was an entire community su’ering beneath their feet, but when sheNd 
mentioned it to Siegfried, heNd only laughed.

Iow that she was here, though, her heart hammered with nervous excitement as 
she looked into the dark tunnel ahead. Ft wouldnNt be long until they reached the 
castle, and then she would Wnally be able to see the Hearthlord again. Her mind 
raced when she thought about what she would say to him, and how he would 
respond. Ft had been more than two years now since he left her and ?ather Silas 
in the tomb.

She felt the phantom edge of the dagger against her neck once more, and she raised 
her hand to the scar. Ehy was she thinking of that nowR Her trial had been an 
instruction in faith — if the Hearthlord sensed any doubt in her heart, she knew 
he would reject her. Iow, when she was so close to Wnally redeeming herself, why 
was she dwelling on the pastR
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She jumped when something bumped into her, but when she looked up, it was 
just Siegfried. Bridget stepped into the glow behind him, keeping a hand on 
the red wig that covered her dark hair. Ft had been immaculately styled that 
morning, but after an hour trudging through the sewers, it was starting to look 
more like a ratNs nest. Ieither of them had dressed appropriately for the journey“ 
Siegfried was wearing his Hearthborn armor, and BridgetNs multi”layered dress 
was probably almost as heavy.

zEhich wayRM Siegfried asked, looking ahead at the maLe of channels.

zThere,M Senya said, pointing at a tunnel across the rushing current of murky 
water. She led the way to the stream, taking care as the Ooor became slippery with 
algae. The causeway ahead was one of the biggest sheNd encountered in the sewer 
system, spanning almost seven feet. Ft wasnNt deep — probably only three feet or 
so, but Senya had been careful so far to avoid getting any of the dripping muck 
on the clothes Bridget bought for her.

Senya took a running start, then leapt across the river of Wlth to the narrow ledge 
on the other side. She dipped her knees slightly to set her balance, then let out a 
soft breath of relief and looked back at the siblings.

Siegfried grimaced as he took his position, and she moved out of the way to give 
him room. He overshot his jump a bit, and his breastplate slammed hard into the 
slick wall. Senya grasped his shoulder as he kiltered back towards the sewage, but 
after a tense moment, he was stable on his feet.

Bridget remained where she was, looking helplessly at the causeway. After a few 
seconds, she clumsily took a few steps back, her high heels clicking loudly against 
the cobblestone, but she hesitated as she turned her gaLe back to the span. zThere 
must be another way around,M she said.

Senya frowned and peered towards the source of the sewage, beyond the neon 
glow. This was always where she had crossed before, and she hadnNt ventured any 
further along the channel. zDaybe,M she said with a shrug. zEe can go look to see 
if there is a crossing.M
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She made to move past Siegfried but paused when he shook his head. zThereNs no 
time.M His expression softened a little as he asked, z4o you remember the way 
backRM

BridgetNs face blanched. zPou donNt have to do this alone,M she said.

Siegfried smiled, though his eyes remained cold behind his helmet. zFtNs not too 
late for you to leave the city.M

Senya could sense the tension between the two, but she didnNt understand. Al”
though it was fainter, the HearthlordNs presence lingered in Bridget the same as 
Siegfried. Iow that they were so close to meeting him, why would she suddenly 
leave the cityR

Before she could ask, Siegfried prodded her forward and ordered, zYetNs go.M

Senya automatically did as she was told, but when she glanced over her shoulder 
back at Bridget, she could see there were tears in her eyes.

Siegfried was 5uiet as they continued along the tunnel, leaving them with only the 
sound of rushing water and the echoing clank of his armor. The passage steadily 
climbed upwards, until it ended in a ladder hewn into the stone that led up to a 
locked grate. A clear stream of water was pouring down from the a5ueduct above 
it. Senya winced when she felt the heat coming o’ of it — it was much hotter than 
the water that coursed through the rest of the city.

zFNll go Wrst,M Senya volunteered, and Siegfried reached into his pouch for the key 
that had been delivered to the house the previous day.

Senya held it tightly as she ascended the ladder, keeping her body as close to the 
wall as possible to avoid the spray from the boiling waterfall beside her. qnce 
she reached the top, she snaked an arm through the narrow bars. Ft took some 
maneuvering, but a couple of seconds later, the iron lock on the other side clicked, 
and she pushed the grate open and scrambled up onto the landing above.

She had to crouch to avoid hitting her head on the low ceiling. As she tried to 
get her bearings, she realiLed the small passageway sheNd emerged into may not 
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be a sewer after all. Ft was immaculately clean“ its white marble glistened with 
moisture, and the hot water running in the channel beside her was completely 
clear. Ft was also uncomfortably warm. The water threw o’ rivulets of steam, 
creating a sweltering fog in the cramped duct. The sound of footsteps echoed 
from overhead, and when she looked up, she could see glimpses of the courtiers 
passing by through thin slits carved into the Ooor.

She couldnNt stay here long“ she was already faint from the heat. She waited for 
Siegfried to appear at the grate, then 5uickly moved through the shaft until she 
found another hatch.

Before she could push on it to escape the steam, Siegfried hissed at her to wait. She 
obligingly moved out of his way, allowing him to cautiously raise the hatch and 
poke his head above. He looked around for a few moments, then muttered, zFtNs 
safe.M

She followed him up into what must have been a storage room. Siegfried moved 
a cluster of brooms out of his way as Senya replaced the cover behind her. She 
raised the hood of her cloak over her head, hoping this would be the last time she 
would have to disguise herself like this.

Siegfried cracked open the door and peered out into the hallway beyond. A steady 
stream of people rustled through the corridor, all in the same direction. Siegfried 
cursed softly as he closed the door and turned back to her. zThe wedding must 
be starting soon,M he whispered.

zThe wedding is todayRM Senya asked in surprise. 2ven in the cistern, 6rincess 
2leanorNs betrothal had been a popular topic of discussion, but sheNd never both”
ered herself with the details. zShould we wait until itNs overRM

zIo,M Siegfried said. z2veryone will be distracted with the ceremony. This is 
probably the best chance youNll get.M

zPouNre coming too, arenNt youRM Senya asked.
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Siegfried nodded. zThereNs someone else F need to see Wrst, though. =o ahead 
without me.M

Senya frowned, put o’ by the deviation in their plans. SheNd gotten accustomed to 
the idea of approaching the Hearthlord with Siegfried over the last couple of days, 
and suddenly the prospect of meeting him alone seemed daunting. She shook her 
head, reminding herself that whether or not Siegfried was there, this was what 
sheNd been striving towards for two long years.

She moved past him to the door, but before she could open it, Siegfried put a light 
hand on her arm and said, zBe careful.M

Before she knew what she was doing, Senya hugged him, causing him to tense up 
beneath her arms. She immediately felt silly for doing it, so she released her grip 
and took a shy step back. Stammering, she said, zFNm sorry. F just — thank you.M

Siegfried looked awkwardly at the Ooor, and Senya couldnNt help but smile. zFNll 
see you after the wedding, F guess,M she said.

zPeah,M Siegfried muttered. 

Senya took another moment to re”adjust her hood, then opened the door and 
slipped out into the crowded hallway. There were more Hearthborn here than 
sheNd ever seen before — and not just soldiers. Dore than half of the courtiers 
were blonde, and the rest had the bright red hair of the Aesterkind. 2ven though 
she felt out of place, it was easy to blend in with so many people, and she followed 
the momentum of the crowd into another, much grander corridor.

2veryone was surging towards a set of doors at the end of this hallway, where the 
s5ueeLe was causing a bit of gridlock. As Senya approached the doors, she felt a 
sudden pulse course through her as she entered the HearthlordNs divine presence. 
She didnNt know how she could have initially mistaken Siegfried for him. At this 
distance, it was like sheNd been submerged in a vicious current — even the air she 
breathed in felt heavier.
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She looked up, and the pounding sensation in her sinuses grew stronger. He was 
there, just above her. She searched the hallway until she found a door guarded by 
two Hearthborn soldiers, beyond which a staircase led to the next Ooor. She stood 
rooted at the spot, letting the crowd shu?e past her as she stared at the door. As 
hard as she tried, though, she could not work out how to get past the guards.

4esperation began to creep in. Her plans for how to go about making contact 
with the Hearthlord had always been vague, and she hadnNt really considered that 
he would be well”guarded at all times. Daybe if she went outside, she could try to 
climb in through the window, but what if the exterior of the castle was as smooth 
as those of the walls that protected itR

The pounding sensation in her head steadily intensiWed, making it harder to 
think. @ust as she had resolved to try to rush past the guards, a dark Wgure appeared 
at the doorway, and the crowd parted in reverence as the Hearthlord emerged into 
the hall. Senya suddenly found herself alone, shaking, and unable to move in his 
presence.

She looked up as he stood before her, and he lifted his hand to her hood, lowering 
it without a word. A murmur rippled through the crowd, and the Hearthlord 
reached down to take her hand. His eyes Oicked down to the black eagle imprinted 
on her. Terror rippled through her as she met his gaLe, and all the things sheNd 
wanted to say were impossibly far out of reach.

He rested his hand on her shoulder and said, zEelcome back.M



XXX

A lthough it was snowing outside, it was hot in the massive banquet hall. Nell 
could feel beads of sweat forming around her brow, where her hair had 

been teased up into an elaborate style. The threads of gold and diamonds woven 
into her red curls were heavy on her neck. It didn’t help that her wedding dress 
was composed of seven diJerent layers of fabric. Although it was the traditional 
garb of Aesterkind royal brides, it was also sweltering, and her knees felt weak as 
she gasped for breath.

The wedding party stood atop a dais raised a few feet above the crowd. A ring 
of xenseiter soldiers stood guard at the edge of the stage, separating them from 
the courtiers. The Imperator had chosen to watch from one of the boSes on the 
second zoor of the hall. Hhe glanced up at his booth but was surprised to Vnd 
there was someone in there with him. Hhe quickly looked away when he met her 
gaWe. In all honesty, she was glad that he wasn’t on the stage. —e still made her 
uncomfortable, and his suJocating presence along with everything else may have 
been too much for her to bear.

Bon Eeyler stized a cough beside her. The old man had somehow squeeWed into 
a dress suit, although its buttons looked like they may burst at any moment. —e 
was wearing his heavy cologne again today, but after standing neSt to him for so 
long, she’d detected another smell beneath it R like sour milk. Hhe supposed she 
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should be grateful he was pleasant enough, but her stomach turned when she 
thought about the consummation that would come after the wedding.

Hhe glanced at her fellow bride, who stood at the other side of the dais. The 
Muchess was doing even less than Nell to hide her contempt for the whole aJair. A 
snarl had been plastered on her lips all morning, and she kept looking impatiently 
at Cueen —elene, who’d been giving a speech for the better part of an hour. Miana 
had chosen a military uniform over a dress, and with the sword at her side, she 
looked as if she was more prepared for a battle than her wedding.

2erthold caught her eye, and he gave her a reassuring smile. Nell forced herself 
to return it, then quickly turned her attention to the zoor. In a way, she knew 
2erthold was right. Aesterland had already been defeated, and this charade would 
be only one of many humiliations as they became a client state of the xenseiters. 
Htill, Nell could not quiet the voice in the back of her mind that told her this was 
all wrong.

Nell felt someone touch her clammy hand, and she looked up to her mother, 
who was pulling her forward to the center of the dais. Cueen —elene had Vnally 
Vnished her speech, initiating the moment Nell had been dreading for the last 
month. Hhe stood to the queen’s left while von Eeyler took a position on her 
right, and the queen said gravely, P”y daughter, my sole heir and the Orown 
Lrincess of Aesterland, is the future of our people. Eith this union, we cement 
our alliance with xenseits, for the prosperity of both our realms.9

Bon Eeyler fumbled with his pocket for a moment, then pulled out a golden 
ring. Nell weakly raised her hand, and he took it and negotiated the ring onto 
her Vnger. jnce it was in place, he stepped forward and raised the veil that had 
partially obscured her embarrassment so far. —e pawed at the back of her neck, 
and Nell closed her eyes as he kissed her. Again, he was gentle, but his rubbery lips 
only eSacerbated her nausea. Hhe felt an immense rush of relief when he Vnally 
released her, and she quickly returned to the side of the stage where she’d been 
waiting before. A sterile applause rippled through the room.
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Miana and 2erthold replaced them in the center of the dais. Cueen —elene opened 
her mouth to speak, but she paused when one of the soldiers at the edge of the 
dais moved out of formation. Miana turned to question the soldier, and Nell saw 
a zash of steel as the soldier lunged towards the Muchess. Miana’s hand moved 
like lightning, redirecting the soldier’s gauntlet to shift his dagger a few inches to 
the left. Hhe grunted softly when the blade emerged from the back of her uniform 
near her shoulder.

The rogue soldier took a step back and drew his sword, as did 2erthold. Cueen 
—elene retreated behind the line of xenseiter soldiers who were closing in on the 
assassin. 3veryone stopped for a moment when Miana’s cutting laugh broke out 
across the stage. Hhe shoved past 2erthold, who had stepped forward to defend 
her, and drew the saber at her belt. Mespite the blood blossoming around her 
shoulder, Nell had never seen the Muchess look so happy.

Miana gestured to her soldiers, who fell back to the edges of the dais. Nell had 
no idea why the Muchess was entertaining the eJorts of an assassin R with one 
word he could be apprehended and eSecuted on the spot. Hhe looked up at the 
Imperator, who hadn’t moved from his boS. —e also seemed content to let the 
situation unfold.

—er attention was drawn back to the dais when she heard the sharp cry of colliding 
steel. The assassin’s attacks were relentless, but Miana was able to intercept his 
blade each time he struck. The assassin’s strikes grew more desperate with each 
lunge, until Vnally he committed to a powerful overhead slash. Miana used the 
butt of her saber to knock his sword out of his hands and countered with a swift 
stab, which found its way between the -oint in his shoulder plate. 2lood splashed 
across the ground as the assassin took an unsteady step back, and Miana’s grin fell 
into a snarl of contempt.

Hhe took another step towards him, and he circled her to avoid being pushed 
back into the wall of soldiers. Miana rushed forward, and although he managed to 
block her sword with his bracer, she kicked him back. Nell had been so entranced 
by the duel that she hadn’t noticed how close it had gotten to her and von Eeyler, 
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and she looked to the side in alarm as the assassin tumbled into her new husband, 
knocking him down.

Hhe met the assassin’s eyes beneath his heavy helmet, surprised to Vnd they were 
red like the other xenseiters. Hhe hadn’t ever considered there would be political 
strife within the xenseiter forces. Hhe looked down at the dagger in the assassin’s 
hand and screamed when he raised it to her own throat. —e roughly grabbed her 
hair and pulled her head back, using her as a shield as he backed towards the edge 
of the dais.

Miana spat and sheathed her saber. Nell could hear her mother screaming at the 
soldiers to move aside, but they didn’t budge until Miana waved her hand. Eith 
that, the ring around the dais opened so the assassin could drag Nell oJ of the 
stage.

Nell let herself be pushed through the crowd of onlookers, which parted nervousG
ly around them. —is blood seeped into the back of her dress, and she knew that 
even with this desperate tactic, the rogue soldier wouldn’t be able to get far. As 
long as she stayed calm and didn’t upset him, she would eventually be rescued.

jnce they had cleared the doors of the banquet hall, Nell’s kidnapper moved 
more quickly, although a retinue of soldiers stalked after him. —is breath was hot 
on her neck as he rasped, PTell me how to get out of here.9

Hhe obligingly pointed to a side corridor, which he took. After navigating a few 
more of the palace’s grand passages, they emerged out of the front gate near the 
stables. The assassin shouted at a stable boy to bring him a horse, but the child 
stood rooted, trembling with fear. Nell screamed when she felt the assassin press 
the dagger harder against her throat, drawing a thin line of blood. Ypon seeing 
his princess in distress, the stable boy -olted into action and retrieved a horse. 
—e hastily threw on a saddle and bridle and led the animal out to Nell and her 
kidnapper.

Nell recogniWed Tulip, her mother’s stallion. Tulip could sense the tension in the 
air, and he whinnied softly when the assassin climbed up into the saddle, never 
releasing his grip on Nell’s hair. —e grasped the back of her dress and heaved her 
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up in front of him, and then awkwardly thrust forward with his hips. Nell glanced 
back at him, unsure of what he was doing, but then she realiWed he had no idea 
how to ride. Hhe gently kicked Tulip’s sides, causing the animal to trot forward 
towards the outer palace gates.

P?ive me the reins,9 she said once they had gotten some distance from the palace. 
PAnd get that dagger away from my throat. If we hit a bump, you’re going to cut 
me.9

The assassin grumbled for a moment, but he relinquished the reins to her anyG
way and lowered the dagger a few inches, although not enough to relieve Nell’s 
discomfort. Hhe kicked Tulip’s sides with a bit more force, and he broke out into 
a gallop across the cobblestone streets surrounding the palace.

The nobles in the Lromenade Mistrict threw themselves out of the way of Tulip’s 
massive hooves, but it wasn’t long before they hit a square surrounded by stairs 
and narrow alleyways. Ehile Nell had spent an eternity surveying the city’s 
labyrinthine roads from the castle towers, she’d never considered the route a horse 
would need to take. Tulip circled nervously at the grand staircase that led down 
into the lower districts, refusing to go any further.

Nell yelped in surprise when her kidnapper pulled her oJ of the back of the horse. 
—e dragged her into one of the alleyways, and she felt her stomach turn when 
the distinct smell of garbage invaded her nostrils. The assassin released her as he 
fumbled with the straps securing his bulky breastplate. 2y the time she realiWed 
that she should have zed, he managed to release the clasps, and the two halves of 
the armor fell to the ground with a heavy clank. Nell winced when she saw his 
tunic was drenched in blood from the wound in his shoulder.

Hhe barely had time to feel sorry for him before he grasped the back of her hair 
again. —e steered her to the sewer at the end of the alley, and before she could 
protest, he shoved her into the chute. Hhe sputtered incomprehensibly as she 
rocketed down the Vlthy slide, until she met an abrupt stop atop a pile of refuse at 
the bottom. 2efore she had time to recuperate, her kidnapper barreled into her, 
knocking the breath out of her.
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—e swayed unsteadily as he yanked her to her feet. Nell retched in disgust as he 
limped along the edge of the sewer. —is pace was already slowing considerably, 
and she knew it was only a matter of time before he succumbed to his in-uries.

jnce again, she found herself pitying this pathetic Vgure. If he’d been trying 
to assassinate the Muchess, he had failed spectacularly, and he’d most certainly 
endangered her life in this clumsy attempt at escape, but he was doing more than 
any Aesterkind she’d seen thus far to resist the invaders. Hhe’d spent so much time 
brooding about her fate R and the fate of her country R over the last month, 
but she’d never even considered sneaking a knife onto the dais to eliminate one 
head of the xenseiter state herself. 

Against her better -udgment, she planted her feet, causing the assassin to stop in 
his tracks. —e raised his dagger as he looked back at her, but she put up her hand 
and said, PFou won’t be able to escape the city like this. 4et me help you.9

The assassin eyed her suspiciously, but after a few tense moments, he returned 
the dagger to its sheath at his belt. Eith hands trembling from eShaustion, he 
removed the rest of his heavy plate armor. Ehen he took oJ his helmet, Nell was 
surprised that he had black hair instead of the typical xenseiter blonde. —e was 
also much younger than sheCd eSpected. Eithout his armor, he looked less like an 
eSperienced revolutionary and more like a scared boy.

P”y name is Nell,9 she oJered. PEhat’s yoursD9 The assassin looked away in 
disdain for a moment, but he turned back in surprise when she ripped a strip oJ 
the outer layer of her dress and handed it to him. PEor your wound,9 she said.

—e accepted the fabric begrudgingly and awkwardly tied it around his shoulder, 
putting some nominal pressure on his in-ury. jnce he was done, he muttered, 
PIt’s Hiegfried.9

Nell pressed past him and led the way up a narrow passage that connected the 
sewer to the streets of the market district above. The alley spilled out into a 
ma-or thoroughfare she recogniWed. Hhe let down her hair and threw her eSpensive 
-ewelry into the sewer, then ripped oJ two more bulky layers of her dress. HatisVed 
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with her disheveled appearance, she grasped Hiegfried’s hand and led him out into 
the street.

—er disguise was enough to bear them across the crowded avenue, and she quickly 
turned into another alley that led to a series of back streets. 2efore long, they 
reached her destination R a small cemetery hidden away behind the forgotten 
arterials of the city. It had reached its capacity centuries ago, and its headstones 
had long since faded away into smooth rocks. The only structure that remained 
intact was a large marble monument depicting Cueen jriane the ?reat.

Nell headed towards the monument, but she paused when she saw the hidden 
passage beneath it had already been revealed. The series of tunnels that ran beG
neath —ighcastle were a state secret, known only to the royal family and their 
inner circle. Hhe took a step back when a dark Vgure emerged from behind the 
monument, and the familiar feeling of suJocation blossomed in her throat.

PI’m glad to see that you are unharmed, Lrincess,9 the Imperator said as he drew 
his sword.
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S iegfried scowled as he sized up his new opponent. He wore a full set of the 
Jenseiter plate armor, although instead of the helmet he donned an ornate 

crown. To complete the ensemble, he had a billowing white cape fastened with a 
huge topaz brooch. There was no mistaking it — this was the Jenseiter Imperator.

He had been stupid to trust the princess, and she had somehow led him directly 
into this trap. With his armor discarded and nothing besides the dagger as a 
weapon, he knew he was at a severe disadvantage. His rage had slowly been 
building since the Duchess had humiliated him on the dais, though, and now it 
exploded beneath his palms. It was the same throbbing sensation he’d been trying 
to replicate since he’d escaped Eberswalde.

“What is your name, boy?” Siegfried looked back up at the Imperator, who had 
passed Nell and was now approaching him.

With his helmet gone, there was no point in trying to hide his identity any longer. 
“Siegfried Feracht,” he responded proudly, raising his dagger in front of him.

The Imperator smiled. His weapon remained lowered, and Siegfried tried to 
gauge how long it would take him to cover the distance between them. If he could 
take him by surprise, he may be able to overcome the diBerence in range. “Why 
did you attack my granddaughter?”  the Imperator asked.
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Siegfried spat. Everything had spiraled so Puickly out of his control. He still 
couldn’t understand how the Duchess had been able to defeat him. When he’d 
realized that he couldn’t kill her, that he was going to die without accomplishing 
anything at all, he’d panicked. The pulsing in his hands intensiMed, and he darted 
forward. The Duchess was out of reach now, but the Imperator was an acceptable 
substitute for his rage.

He had to throw himself to the side to avoid the !ash of steel that cut through 
his intended path. 2 cold sweat broke out across his forehead — the Imperator’s 
sword was even faster than Diana’s had been. He ducked when the blade came at 
him again and barreled forward. His only hope was to close the distance — now 
was not the time for retreat.

The Imperator caught Siegfried’s wrist as he stabbed, and Siegfried’s vision burst 
into stars when the Imperator slammed the butt of his hilt into his head. Rlood 
ran freely down his temple as he staggered back, but the Imperator was in front 
of him again instantly. 

Lain exploded in Siegfried’s chest, and his vision turned red. He stumbled blindly 
backward until his back collided with a gravestone, and he sank down against 
it, shivering at the cold sensation creeping up his limbs. Oore blood Mlled his 
mouth with each wheezing breath he took. He looked up weakly as the Imperator 
advanced towards him, but then a mu7ed shout broke out across the graveyard, 
and the Imperator abruptly stopped and turned toward the source of the noise.

Siegfried pressed his back against the gravestone as hard as he could, slowly raising 
himself back to his feet.

“Llease, stopG” Senya cried as she climbed out of the tunnel. She rushed past the 
princess towards the Hearthlord, but she paused when he turned his heavy gaze 
upon her. Desperate, she fell to her knees before him. She didn’t know why this 
was happening, but the Puiet serenity that had blossomed within her an hour ago 
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withered away when she looked past the Hearthlord at Siegfried’s broken body. 
She didn’t know why he had attacked Yady Diana, but she didn’t want to see 
him executed. “I — I can heal him, and Yady Diana, too. It will be like this never 
happened.”

The Hearthlord lowered his sword and approached her, and she averted her eyes 
to the ground. Reing in his suBocating presence for so long had already exhausted 
her, and it felt even stronger now, making it di8cult to breathe.

“9et up,” he commanded.

Trembling, Senya climbed to her feet, !inching when she felt the Hearthlord’s 
rough hands against her cheeks. He tilted her face towards him, and she shivered 
as she stared into his cold eyes.

“5ou helped him inMltrate the palace.”

Senya nodded weakly. She opened her mouth to explain, but then she felt the 
Hearthlord’s grip tighten.

Lain. For a moment, it consumed all of her thoughts. Distantly, she heard some0
one screaming, and it took her a few seconds to realize the sound was coming from 
her. The Hearthlord’s Mngers felt like red embers pressing into her skin, setting 
the rest of her body ablaze.

When she’d reunited with the Hearthlord, she was sure that she would Mnally 
Mnd the meaning of all of her suBering, that everything she had seen on the long 
Courney to Highcastle would Mnally make sense. 2s her vision blurred with tears, 
she felt the steady faith that had borne her through those freezing nights alone in 
the tundra begin to crumble. For a moment, she was back in the tomb, watching 
as the statue transformed into a man while she bled out beneath his grip. Was this 
what it meant to serve the Hearthlord? Was this what Father Silas had died for?

Her vision blurred as she raised her hands to the Hearthlord’s vambraces. She 
could barely feel the polished metal beneath her Mngers, and her thoughts felt 
further and further away. She vaguely heard the Hearthlord grunt in pain, and 
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then she was falling for what seemed like an eternity. 2 dull thud reverberated 
through her body as she hit the ground. She gasped for air as she planted her palm 
on the ground, trying to get back up, but her muscles felt like Celly.

She sensed movement beside her, and she felt her back leave the ground as some0
one dragged her across the overgrown grass. She blinked as she looked up, but 
her fading consciousness could barely process the hazy red outline above her. The 
heaving form overhead paused for a moment, and then rolled Senya’s limp body 
to the side. -nce more, Senya was falling, and then there was only darkness.

Nell looked over the edge of the ditch into the dark tunnel, wincing when the 
Neseveen girl smashed into the dirt below. She relaxed slightly when the girl 
groaned, glad the fall hadn’t killed her outright. She turned her attention past the 
monument to Siegfried, who was darting from one gravestone to the next while 
avoiding the frenzied Imperator’s blade.

Everything had begun to feel like a nightmare. Nell had only been able to watch 
while the Imperator stabbed Siegfried, but she didn’t know what more she could 
do for the poor boy. The chances he would escape his botched assassination 
attempt had always been incredibly slim.

However, something had stirred within her as she’d watched what the Imperator 
had done to the girl. Her terrible screams still echoed in Nell’s ears. The crumpled 
form lying at the bottom of the tunnel — that was the price of anything but 
unconditional fealty to the Imperator.

She bit her lip as Siegfried ducked behind another monument. He was covered in 
blood, but he seemed to have regained his strength. Still, it was all he could do 
to avoid the Imperator’s devastating attacks. Nell blinked when the top half of 
the monument slid oB of its base, separated by a single stroke of the Imperator’s 
sword. She didn’t know how such a thing was possible, but it made about as much 
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sense as whatever the Imperator had done to the girl, or how Siegfried could still 
be running despite his grievous inCuries.

2lthough the Imperator had supposedly come here to rescue her from her kid0
napper, she found herself hoping Siegfried would be able to defeat him. Every 
time Siegfried narrowly dodged his blade, her heart Cumped in her chest. 2fter a 
few more blows, though, it became clear to her that he didn’t have any hope of 
winning against the monster — he couldn’t even get close enough to strike.

She managed to catch Siegfried’s gaze for a moment, and a silent understanding 
passed between them. Nell dropped down into the tunnel as Siegfried bolted 
across the graveyard toward her. He Cumped down beside her, and together, they 
threw their weight against the rusted lever set into the wall. 2ncient machinery 
creaked as the monument slowly shifted over them. Nell heard the Imperator’s 
heavy footsteps overhead, and her heart raced as she pushed with all of her might. 

With a loud clang, the mechanism snapped close, throwing them into com0
plete darkness. There was a deafening sound from up above and dirt cascaded 
down on them. Nell blindly threw herself out of the way as the tunnel collapsed 
around them, scampering forward as far as she could until the rumbling overhead 
stopped. She was still as she listened to the raspy sound of her own breathing, 
blinking against the total darkness as the dust settled around her.

She crawled to her feet and fumbled against the side of the wall until she felt a 
metal sconce beneath her Mngers. She unhinged the lantern hanging from it and 
turned a dial until a warm glow burst from behind the yellowed glass. She drew 
in a deep breath as she scanned the pile of rocks where she’d come from, sure she 
would Mnd the remains of Siegfried and the girl buried beneath. To her surprise, 
Siegfried was Cust behind her, unscathed from the cave0in, and the girl was at his 
feet.

Nell looked up at the rocks that had collapsed around the tunnel, breathing a 
small sigh of relief when she saw the entrance remained sealed. The adrenaline 
pulsing through her veins gradually subsided as she approached Siegfried and the 
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girl. The Neseveen’s skin was pallid, and the veins in her neck and face were dark 
and swollen.

“Is she alive?” Nell asked weakly.

Siegfried bent down and felt her pulse. “She’s Cust unconscious,” he said after a 
few moments.

“What about you?” Nell asked, inspecting him more closely. His tunic was in 
tatters and covered in blood, but when she pulled the fabric aside, she saw that 
his wounds were gone.

He batted her hand aside uncomfortably and said, “I’m Mne.” He frowned as he 
surveyed their new surroundings and asked, “What now?”

“The Imperator knows about the tunnels somehow,” Nell said, glancing up at the 
entrance above them.  “We need to keep moving.”

Siegfried lifted the girl onto his shoulder with a grunt, then looked down the 
tunnel. “Where does this lead? Rack to the palace?”

“Yuckily for us, this side leads outside the city.” Siegfried shot her a doubtful look, 
but she brushed it oB. “I’m not going back,” she announced. She gestured at the 
girl and said, “What the Imperator did to her — it’s the same thing the Jenseiters 
are going to do to 2esterland. Oy mother is too afraid to Mght, but I’m not Cust 
going to sit around and watch anymore.” 

Siegfried shook his head, but he started down the tunnel anyway. Nell stood 
rooted to the spot for a moment, a little startled by her sudden declaration. 2fter 
a few seconds, she composed herself and hurried after her kidnapper. Even if she 
had wanted to go back to the palace, she wasn’t sure if she could after helping 
Siegfried escape. She didn’t think she would be executed — she was the Erown 
Lrincess, after all — but what she had done would not go without punishment 
of some sort.

Now that she’d made her decision, she put those thoughts out of her mind. The 
tunnel had collapsed behind her, and there was no looking back anymore.
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“P lease drink this, Your Grace.”

Diana took the cup of milky liquid from the surgeon. She forced it down 
in one long draught, then coughed as the bitter substance burned her throat. A 
few moments later, a warm sensation spread through her body, and she felt herself 
fading into the ether.

The surgeon helped her lie down, then cut away her blood-soaked shirt. The 
assassin’s dagger hadn’t hit anything vital, but it still needed to be puriOed and 
sewn up. Cn the battleOeld, the most ezcient way to stop the bleeding was to have 
a xastellano cauteriNe the Iesh, but here she had the luBury of surgeons to neatly 
suture it. The only thing that would have been better was a Eeseveen healer, but 
her grandfather had left the last one for dead in his prison.

The surgeon waited a few minutes for the anesthesia to do its work, then poked 
her with his needle to conOrm she could no longer feel anything. SatisOed, he 
lowered his head to begin his sutures. Diana haNily turned away as the needle 
pierced her Iesh, smiling when she saw Eatalia sitting at the other side of the bed.

“H should have been there,” Eatalia said quietly.
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Diana’s smile faded when she saw her bodyguard’s cheeks were stained with tears. 
“jy grandfather didn’t want the Meinbann there,” Diana reminded her gently. 
“Anyway, what would you have doneL”

“H would have killed him before he could touch you.”

Cf that, Diana had little doubt. She looked past Eatalia, and her lip twitched 
in disdain when she noticed Werthold watching from the shadows. 3nder the 
Hmperator’s watchful gaNe, she hadn’t been able to arrange some accidental death 
for him before their charade of a wedding. Still, she didn’t intend to stay married 
for long. As soon as the Hmperator set his sights elsewhere, she would Onish 
what she’d started in Rberswalde. She had no need for a consort, especially not 
a pretender born of a long line of blood-traitors.

The surgeon Onished his sutures and carefully bandaged her chest. “You must rest 
now, Your Grace,” he said. “The sedative will take a few hours to wear o—, and 
then there may be some discomfort.”

Diana waved him o—, and with a bow, he left the room. She drowsily sat up, then 
threw her legs over the side of the bed. She didn’t have time to lie around all day. 
Eatalia retrieved a fresh uniform for her, and Diana pulled on the tailored shirt, 
ignoring the dull pinch in her shoulder whenever she moved her left arm.

5ith a surge of e—ort, Diana tried to stand up, but her legs refused to support her 
weight, and she sank back down into the bed. Annoyingly, Werthold rushed to 
her side, but she was not fooled by the concerned eBpression he’d con!ured.

“Don’t touch me,” she snarled as he o—ered her his hand.

There was a knock on the door, and then an Aesterkind maid entered with a 
tray of food. Diana ignored her and looked at Eatalia. “Rscort him outside,” she 
ordered.

Eatalia nodded and grasped Werthold’s arm, then roughly pushed him towards 
the door. Diana sighed, glad to be rid of him for a few moments, then looked up 



T2R 2RAMT2FCMD ?U4

as the maid approached her, still holding the tray. Hrritated, she gestured to the 
table across the room and began, “Put the food there"”

She broke o— when she saw the dagger in the maid’s hand. 5ith her limbs heavy 
from the sedative, she could only watch as the tray crashed to the Ioor and the 
maid rushed towards her. She felt a dull pressure when the maid plunged the 
dagger into her stomach. The maid drew it back, preparing to stab her again, but 
then Werthold tackled her, slamming her roughly against the wall.

Diana looked numbly down at her wound as Eatalia frantically pressed her hands 
over it. Although there was no pain, she knew it was bad. The blood spilling out 
over Eatalia’s hands was black.

“The doctor,” Diana muttered.

Eatalia nodded and promised, “H’ll be right back.”

Diana turned her gaNe to the maid as Eatalia’s footsteps echoed down the corridor 
outside her bedroom. She looked dully at the woman’s black hair, confused, but 
then she noticed the red wig lying at her feet. The deOant eyes that met her own 
were a familiar shade of crimson. She had seen the same eyes somewhere before.

“Fet go of me, WertholdJ” the woman hissed. “This is our chanceJ”

Diana slowly shifted her attention to the horriOed eBpression on her new hus-
band’s face. Ht took her addled mind a moment to make the connection, but then 
she knew. The resemblance between the siblings was striking " the last vestiges 
of the rotting Aesterkind 6eracht tree.

2er hand shook as she reached for the saber at her bedside, but she couldn’t even 
feel the hilt beneath her grip. She cursed as an unfamiliar panic danced in her 
chest. Werthold may have fooled her grandfather, but she’d seen through him the 
entire time. The assassin at the ceremony, and now this " this must have been 
his aim all along. And still, she’d been stupid enough to send Eatalia away while 
she was so incapacitated.
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The assassin winced in pain when Werthold twisted her wrist, and her dagger 
clattered to the Ioor. “5hat are you doingL” she demanded.

“You don’t know what you’ve done,” Werthold said quietly.

2is sister screamed in fury as she struggled to free herself, but he maintained his 
grip on her. Diana heard heavy footsteps approaching down the hall, but the form 
that appeared in the doorway wasn’t Eatalia or the doctor. Rven through the haNe 
of anesthesia, her skin still crawled as the Hmperator entered the room.

As he assessed the situation, Diana noticed that something seemed di—erent 
about him. 2is usually pristine armor was stained with blood, and his hair was 
disheveled beneath his crown. There was something more than that, too, though. 
The scars around his eyes had faded, and the deep wrinkles in his face had soft-
ened. She was sure he normally had streaks of white in his graying hair, but she 
could no longer Ond them.

The Hmperator turned towards her and asked, “5hat happened hereL”

Diana moved her hand from her side, allowing him to see her wound. She raised a 
trembling Onger to Werthold and said, “2e orchestrated all of this, Grandfather.”

The Hmperator approached Werthold. “Hs that trueL” he asked.

Werthold blanched. “H had nothing to do with this, H swear,” he said, panic creep-
ing up into his voice.

Werthold grunted in pain when his sister suddenly threw her head back against his 
face. She !erked out of his grip and swiped for the dagger on the ground, but the 
Hmperator was too fast. 2e caught her throat and smashed her back into the wall.

“Another of your siblingsL” the Hmperator asked.

“AnotherL” Werthold asked, raising his hand to his bloody nose. “Do you mean" 
5as Siegfried"LA

The Hmperator nodded as he tightened his grip on the woman’s throat. “Am H to 
believe you knew nothing about themL”
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“Don’t hurt her,” Werthold pleaded. “H did know she was in the city, but H didn’t 
want to get her involved. H thought she was harmless, and H didn’t even know 
Siegfried had survived.”

The Hmperator smirked, and with a swift movement, he cracked the woman’s 
head against the wall. 2er body went limp, and he passed her back to Werthold. 
“Take her to the dungeon,” he ordered. “H will not tolerate any more deception.” 
2e glanced back at Diana as he added, “6rom either of you.”

Werthold lifted his sister into his arms and scurried out of the room, not daring to 
meet Diana’s furious gaNe. The Hmperator closed the door behind him, and Diana 
watched numbly as he sat in the chair beside her bed. She wondered if he intended 
to watch her bleed out, all the while protecting her murderers. The in!ustice of it 
made her blind with rage. She was barely able to control her tone as she demanded, 
“5hy did you let them liveL”

“Did you think H wouldn’t Ond out what you’ve doneL” the Hmperator asked, a 
sinister edge forming in his voice. “5hy is it that my bloodline has become so 
weak while H was sealed awayL 5hy are your armies so hollow and devoid of the 
power H left behindL”

“2ow could H be responsible for thatL” Diana seethed. “Eo one in Benseits has 
shown any trace of your power for three hundred years.”

The Hmperator laughed dryly. “5hy is it that the Olth in your Meinbann retain 
their abilities, when my descendants do notL” Diana stared at him " the war 
of succession in her lifetime had only been one of many. Throughout the years, 
each generation of 6erachts had culled their rivals, killing anyone who showed 
the potential to challenge the throne, until all traces of their ancestor’s power had 
been wiped out.

“H know what you did in Rberswalde,” the Hmperator said. Diana looked away, but 
he grasped her chin, forcing her to meet his gaNe once more. “You are a 6eracht in 
name alone, Granddaughter. Werthold may be a coward, but he still has my blood 
running through his veins.”
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She winced when she felt the pressure of his hand against her stomach, and for a 
moment, she was sure he was going to Onish what Werthold’s sister had begun. 
Hnstead, she felt a warm glow creep through her torso, and when he removed 
his hand, her wound was gone. She looked down in disbelief, then back at her 
ancestor.

“Pray that you bear an heir worthy of my legacy,” he said as he stood up over her. 
2e turned to leave, allowing the rest of the threat to hang over her, unsaid.

Cnce she was alone, Diana let out a haggard breath, and then she began to shake 
with rage. She knew that without the Hmperator, the way to the jotherland 
would have remained closed forever. 5ithout him, the future of every Benseiter 
would have grown darker with each passing year. Wecause of him, they would 
prosper for generations to come. The campaigns to conquer xastilla and Aester-
land had been laughably easy. Despite all this, she had grown to regret the day she 
had released him.

2er eye had seemed an acceptable sacriOce, but then he had taken her authority, 
and now her autonomy. Benseits had been in a slow process of decay since he 
was sealed away. 5ith his return, life had returned to her homeland " they had 
planted the trees that had once blanketed xastilla, and with the acquisition of the 
vast grainOelds of Aesterland, she would be able to end the famines. Still, there 
was a limit to how much she was willing to su—er for her people.
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S enya awoke to the sound of arguing. She drew in a ragged breath, wincing 
when it caused a dull ache to reverberate through her body. A soft groan 

escaped her as she opened her eyes. The voices abruptly stopped, and when she 
looked up, Siegfried and the princess were staring at her. Judging from the strong 
smell of manure and the hay littering the Woor, they were in a barn. “ith some 
eYort, Senya sat up. 

The princess smiled in delight as she brushed past Siegfried. ’”ouIre znally 
awake,H she said, sitting beside her in the soft hay. ’- was worried.H

-n a Wash, the events of the day came Wooding back. Senya frantically turned her 
gaje to Siegfried, who remained on the other side of the barn. FeId discarded his 
bloodBsoaked tunic, which lay balled up on the Woor beside him, but when she 
looked at his chest, there was no sign of the inEuries heId suYered in the graveyard.

Ror a moment, she was relieved, but then a sharp bolt of pain ripped through 
her head. She raised her hand to her temple, but she paused when she saw her 
palm. Fer skin was unusually pale, and her veins looked almost black. She tried 
to summon her power, but her zngers remained cold and lifeless. A hollow pit 
formed in her stomach as the reality of what sheId done dawned on her. SheId 
znally gotten what she wanted, but now, it was all gone again. 
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Senya unsteadily pushed herself to her feet, ignoring the vicious throbbing in her 
head. ’“here are you goingDH the princess asked as she staggered toward the door.

’- have to go back,H Senya muttered, more to herself than anyone else. Caybe 
it wasnIt too late. -f she returned and begged for mercy, maybe the Fearthlord 
would forgive her.

She reached for the latch on the large barn doors, but before she could pull it open, 
Siegfried slammed his zst into the splintered wood, barring her way. A streak of 
unfamiliar anger coursed through her as she glared up at him. 

’!et out of my way,H she demanded. 

’LonIt be an idiot,H he said. ’8ot after what he did to you.H

’”ou lied to me,H Senya seethed, pulling at the door handle. -t rattled, but 
Siegfried was too strong.

’Are you this blindDH Siegfried asked. ’OanIt you see heIs a monsterDH

SenyaIs patience broke, and she shoved him as hard as she could. Siegfried looked 
surprised, but he held his ground. ’LonIt call him that9H she cried.

Siegfried studied her for a few seconds, and then he smirked. ’”ou already knew, 
didnIt youDH

Senya furiously shook her head, but the movement caused another shock of pain 
to drive through her temple.

’-tIs not true,H she murmured, raising a trembling hand to her head.

Fow many Aesterkind had died in the FearthlordIs brutal campaign to take 
FighcastleD 

’The Fearthlord came here to save us.H

Fow many Oastellanos had been enslaved by his angels, forced to plunder the 
resources from their own landsD
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’“ho are we to understand his divine willDH

Fow many days had she spent alone in the tundra, desperately trying to ward oY 
frostbite and hungerD

’FeIs not6H Senya broke oY, closing her eyes as the throbbing in her head grew 
unbearable. She took in a deep breath, and among the scents of hay and stale 
manure, she detected the smoke of a spent campzre. Suddenly, she was in the 
tomb again, approaching Rather SilasIs unmoving form. She felt a tear roll down 
her cheek 6 she already knew what came ne0t. -t would be easy to Eust open her 
eyes, to bury this memory once more, but then she was kneeling beside him. Fe 
wouldnIt wake up. She pulled on his shoulder, and as she gajed at Rather SilasIs 
emaciated corpse once more, the web of contradictions sheId built around herself 
could no longer hold.

Senya opened her eyes, and the smug look fell from SiegfriedIs face when he saw 
her despair. Fer god was a monster. The bitter reality crashed into her like a tidal 
wave, and she fell to her knees, unable to stop the convulsing sobs that came 
pouring out of her.

Siegfried took an uncomfortable step back, but then Senya felt a pair of warm 
arms drape around her shoulders and pull her close.

’-tIs going to be okay,H the princess said softly, stroking SenyaIs hair.

Senya couldnIt remember the last time another person had held her like this, and 
to her surprise, she found herself beginning to calm down. After a few minutes, 
she was able to regain control of her breathing. ’-Im sorry,H she muttered, wiping 
the tears from her face with a dirty sleeve.

’”ou donIt have to be sorry,H the princess reassured her. ’Siegfried is right, 
though. 8one of us can return to Fighcastle.H

Siegfried scowled. ’”ou could still go back, Krincess. - donIt recall asking you to 
follow me, anyway.H
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’”our resistance against the Jenseiters is admirable, but lacks competent leaderB
ship,H Krincess 2leanor said, as if he hadnIt spoken. ’Fow many of you are thereDH

Siegfried gave her a blank look. ’“hat are you talking aboutDH

’-n your organijation.H

’There is no organijation,H Siegfried said.

The princess frowned. ’“hat did you e0pect to do aloneDH 

’3ill the Luchess,H Siegfried replied, crossing his arms.

’“ell, itIs a start, but - donIt see how that would free Aesterland.H

’- donIt care about freeing Aesterland,H Siegfried said darkly. ’The Luchess killed 
my father and brother.H

Senya looked at Siegfried in surprise. Fe hadnIt told her that before. The anger 
on his face was plain to see, but beneath it there was a reWection of the same grief 
she felt at losing Rather Silas. Fe met her sympathetic gaje for a moment, then 
Buickly looked away. 

Krincess 2leanor smoothed out her tattered bridal gown and stood up. ’-Im after 
something greater than petty revenge,H she declared. ’Rirst, though, we need to 
get further away from Fighcastle. -Im sure the Jenseiters will be searching for us. 
“eIll need to stay out of sight.H

’-nspired,H Siegfried said sarcastically, drawing an annoyed look from the 
princess. ’- was going to suggest we turn ourselves in to be e0ecuted.H

’“e should seek refuge in 8orogard,H she continued. ’“e share a common 
enemy in the Jenseiters. “ith their help, - will return to take back Fighcastle.H

Siegfried scowled. ’8orogard and Aesterland have been at war for generations,H 
he said. ’“hat makes you think they would help youDH
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Krincess 2leanor waved her hand as if centuries of conWict were nothing. ’-f it 
means putting a 8ord prince on the throne of Aesterland, - think they will be 
open to negotiate,H she said. ’The high road will take us to the Augur crossing. 
There are zve thousand Aesterkind troops stationed there. -Im sure they will Eoin 
us, as well.H

’-f the Jenseiters havenIt already pushed up to the border,H Siegfried said. ’There 
are 5einbann in the east, too. - donIt think the 8ords would fare any better 
against them than we did, and the Jenseiters are making even more of them.H

’“hat do you meanDH the princess asked.

’TheyIve been teaching some of the prisoners how to manifest their abilities,H 
Siegfried e0plained. ’-Ive seen Aesterkind who can create armor out of dirt, and 
Oastellanos who can summon zre6H

’“hat were their namesDH Senya interrupted, abruptly climbing to her feet. She 
winced as the painful throbbing in her head resumed, but she didnIt let it distract 
her. The entire time sheId been in Aesterland, she hadnIt seen any trace of the 
5einbann or the acolytes theyId taken with them. 

Siegfried frowned as he tried to remember. After a few moments, he said, ’xne 
of them was called Auron. There was another cultist with him, but he was 
Aesterkind.H

’Rabian9H Senya said, her e0citement brieWy overshadowing the pain. ’“here did 
you meet themD “here are they nowDH

’They were traveling up the eastern high road the last time - saw them, but that 
was months ago. - donIt know where they are now.H

SenyaIs shoulders slumped. The spark that had ignited at the mention of the other 
acolytes died as Buickly as it had come. To be honest, she didnIt know what she 
would do if she found them, anyway. -f they had Eoined the 5einbann, it meant 
they were still part of the FearthlordIs divine plan. SheId made herself an enemy 
of their god, and she didnIt want to risk corrupting them, as well.
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Siegfried reached down to retrieve his stained tunic and pulled it back on. ’“e 
should get moving,H he said. ’-tIs a long way to the Augur.H

SenyaIs blood turned to ice as she watched Krincess 2leanor and Siegfried head 
towards the door. Soon, she would be alone once more, and this time, without 
any clear goal in sight. She knew Siegfried was right about the Fearthlord, but 
she had been born into his service. -f she wasnIt one of his angels, what else was 
left for herD xnce they were gone, it was only a matter of time before she returned 
to Fighcastle to surrender herself to him.

-f she didnIt, wouldnIt it mean Rather Silas had died for nothingD

’“hatIs wrongDH the princess asked from the doorway, drawing her attention.

Senya sniYed back a sob. ’- donIt want to go back to the Fearthlord,H she admitB
ted.

Senya looked up as the princess approached her, surprised when she oYered her 
a hand. Senya accepted it, and Krincess 2leanor pulled her to her feet. ’LonIt be 
silly,H she said. ’”ouIre coming with us to 8orogard.H

Senya felt a wave of relief at the invitation, but a deepBrooted sense of guilt tugged 
at her heart. ’“hat about the acolytesDH she asked.

’They were heading north the last - saw them,H Siegfried said. ’Caybe weIll znd 
them along the way.H

Senya allowed the princess to lead her outside. As she drew in the crisp night air, 
her pounding headache began to clear. Fer entire life, the only identity sheId ever 
known was that of the Angel of Alcajar, but the Fearthlord had killed what was 
left of that girl in the graveyard. She didnIt know what remained, but for the zrst 
time in a while, she wasnIt paralyjed by her faith. -t was a long way to the Augur, 
and she would have plenty of time to znd out who she had become.
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