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1

EMERE

“Prince Emere.”

A familiar voice. One he hadn’t heard in some time, but a voice replete with good memories. He felt a rustling inside his heart.

“Prince Emere.”

There it was again. Emere opened his eyes. Or perhaps his eyes were already open? His surroundings came into focus.

Here were the plains to the south of Arland’s capital, Kingsworth. The bodies of Imperial legionaries and Arland’s militia, broken bits of weapons and banners scattered about. Blood splattered over receding patches of snow. In the distance, a four-legged beast of metal—the gigatherion Clarios—spewed violet smoke from its joints, frozen in motion.

And right before his eyes, her dragon wings spread wide, was Loran. Her body was covered in red scales, and an azure light burned in one eye. He heard a low, faraway beating like drums.

The word “princess” was on the tip of his tongue, but then he quickly remembered that Loran was now king.

“Your Majesty.”

He tried to bow on one knee to show his respect, but he couldn’t feel the ground. Or his knee. Or any part of his body, for that matter.

“Listen carefully, Prince Emere.”

“I am at your bidding.”

The words came from his mind and he spoke them, but where he spoke from, he didn’t know. Loran smiled. Even with fearsome scales covering her face and a blue fire burning where her left eye should be, her smile filled him with gladness.

“Why so formal? Have we not taken meals together and fought side by side?”

“Your Majesty is now a king. I am a mere man.”

“A councillor of the Imperial Commons and the brother to the King of Kamori is a mere man?” She laughed.

“My brother hardly deserves his title. I knew this but still wasted many years on him. And a councillor I may be, but in name only—what I truly am is a hostage from an unruly province, standing in for my aging sister.”

Standing in? Yes—he shouldn’t be in Arland at all, but in the Imperial Capital. He had been about to give a speech before the Kamori who lived there. It was only a few words added to what the Commons Council had already decided he should say, but he felt it was important to connect with his countrymen who were living so far away from home.

“Your Majesty,” he said to Loran, realization dawning, “do I dream?”

Ever since he was a young man, he had had mysterious dreams. The ancient Kamori believed that destiny could be foretold through dream visions like these. The wisdom of the Tree Lords, who had interpreted dreams and read fates, had been lost since the Empire’s invasion, but many still believed.

Emere believed. How could he not, when dreams of Loran had haunted him long before he met her for the first time in the Dehan Forest two years ago.

“If this is a dream,” Loran replied, “wouldn’t I be a figment of Prince Emere’s slumbering imagination? Which means you shall wake soon and forget me before breakfast.”

“How could I ever forget you?”

Tears came to his eyes. If indeed they were tears, or his eyes. The rustling in his heart turned into an ache.

Loran smiled. “Dreams are rather futile.”

“We of Kamori do not think so. Just as the astrologers of Marthia believed our fate lay in the stars, we believe there is destiny in our dreams.”

Loran still smiled. “Then I should tell you this now. Prince Emere, you must become king. That is your destiny.”

In an instant, she lost her wings and scales to become a small woman wearing Kamori clothing. On her neck was her t’laran—the tattoo of her clan—and over her left eye was an eyepatch of red cloth. She looked just as she had when they had lunched every day in the underground palace of Kamori.

“Destiny passes by those who stand still,” Loran continued. “Reach out and grasp that which awaits you, up there.”

Her eyes looked up over the battlefield, and Emere followed her gaze. The clear blue afternoon sky turned into the blackest night. But instead of clouds of constellations, there was only one star, shining brighter than any he had ever beheld.

It enchanted him. His right hand returned to his control and he reached out to the star, or perhaps it was coming down toward him. His fingertips almost touched it.

He ripped his gaze from the sky. “What will you have me do?”

“Survive first.”

“Survive?” Emere questioned, confused.

“Yes, survive. The wound you’ve just sustained isn’t serious, but there will be other dangers ahead.”

Awareness of his whole body, from his eyelids to his toes, returned like a crash from a great height. Someone’s hand pressed down on the left side of his chest as if there was a wound. His back was cold.

Arland’s battlefield and the bright star in the black sky vanished, replaced by a gray raining sky.

“Councillor! Councillor Emere!”

Another familiar voice. But this time, the urgent call shouting down at him came from the mouth of Gildas, his young aide. His round face hovered over Emere, his spectacles splattered with raindrops. Gildas was on one knee inside a puddle and had his hands pressed to Emere’s chest.

“Councillor, you must wake up!”

Emere’s consciousness came back in a rush. Over Gildas’s voice, he could hear the consternation of a crowd.

Emere used his right hand to sit up slightly, as Gildas kept his hands pressed to Emere’s chest. There were puddles of rainwater all over the wooden platform he was lying on. It had been erected at the edge of a small square surrounded by old buildings, and there was a panicked crowd quickly dispersing like surprised cattle.

“Gildas, what—”

“An arrow during your speech, sir.” Gildas’s voice was still urgent. “Do you not recall?”

Emere looked down, and a short wooden shaft protruded from the left side of his chest in between Gildas’s hands. Not an arrow, but a bolt from a crossbow. His voluminous white Imperial suit, worn only twice before, was now soaked in blood.

“There is a lot of bleeding, but it doesn’t appear to have hit your heart or your lungs.”

“And what of King Loran?”

“Who, sir?”

A misspoken name. He shook the sleep from his head.

“Never mind. Perhaps I’m still not my—”

“It seems the patrollers cannot make it into the square because of all the people,” Gildas interrupted, looking around as he assessed the situation.

It was a poor neighborhood inhabited by immigrants from Kamori. The buildings were built on top of each other and the streets were narrow. There would be no way for the patrollers to stop the crossbow assassin if the nervous crowd that filled the small square fell into true chaos. Which meant more opportunities for bolts to come flying at him.

“We have to leave,” said Emere. “There’s no time to wait for help.”

“I will help you walk, sir.” Gildas quickly ripped some strips from Emere’s cloak with his teeth and deftly wrapped his wound. Groaning from pain, Emere furtively looked around them for an escape route. Bolts studded the podium where he had stood only moments ago.

Gildas noticed where he was looking. “At least seven shots in the blink of an eye. A citizen was killed.”

Crossbows take time to reload. How many shooters, then, were there? Emere saw a body bleeding out in the middle of the square, where the crowd was beginning to thin out as it headed for the alleys. But their screams were becoming more panicked as they realized how slow their escape was.

“Ready, my lord,” said Gildas, taking hold of Emere’s right arm.

“My wound is not as serious as it seems,” Emere assured him.

But Gildas insisted on helping Emere to his feet.

Suddenly, there was a whizzing sound—Gildas let go and Emere latched on to the podium to keep from falling. His aide, however, collapsed onto the platform, a bolt piercing his temple, the pupils of his surprised eyes shrinking behind his spectacles.

Emere stared down at him, dazed, until a second bolt hit the podium and new screams began to ring out. He immediately leaped off the platform and ran toward the door of the building behind him, the bolt in his chest digging into him more with every step. He collapsed against the door as he reached for the handle.

It was locked. He pounded on the door in frustration, knowing there was likely no one inside.

Emere’s makeshift bandage was already drenched. Blood dripped along the edges of his garments and splattered to the ground. The square, while now completely empty in the middle except for the body, rang with the sounds of people trying to flee, sharp screams piercing through the hubbub. So many innocents would be trampled, but there was nothing he could do.

Who would dare attempt an assassination in the Imperial Capital? A provincial councillor meant nothing in the grand scheme of things, even if he was a member of a fallen royal family—surely there was no reason to expend this much effort in assassinating him?

Gildas’s body lay sprawled on the platform. As shameful as it was to flee from where his aide lay dead, his own life was still in danger.

Emere placed a hand on the dirty limewashed wall next to him, gritted his teeth, and kicked in the door. The bar holding it shut shattered with a loud crack, the shock of its break reverberating into his injury. The pain made him stumble and slide against the wall to the ground.

There were people in the world who could ignore their pain. Emere was not one of them, but he knew he couldn’t stay here—not if he wanted to live. Steadily, leaning on the corner of the wall, he got to his feet.

The wound you’ve just sustained isn’t serious …

Hoping Loran’s words from his dream were true, Emere gripped the bolt in his chest before he could think twice about it and pulled. A chunk of his muscle ripped out along with the bolt’s tip, eliciting a savage scream of pain from his lips—and yet it could barely be heard above the chaos around the square. His left arm suddenly refused to move and the bleeding was worse now. He needed more bandages, but he couldn’t rip any more from his clothes with just one working hand.

This was not the first time he had been shot by a bolt. In his youthful days of traveling the world, he had suffered injuries as a matter of course. But back then, he had her.

A surgeon skilled in the Ebrian healing arts, Rakel had always been there to patch him up. It had been ten years since he left her at Finvera Pass. The rumor was that she had a surgery practice in the Capital somewhere, but Emere hadn’t dared to visit her. What he wouldn’t give to have her—and her healing skills—here now. Trying to dull the pain with a few deep breaths and the memory of Rakel, he vowed to see her again, if he could survive this.

Emere slowly got to his feet, formulating a plan. The buildings in this neighborhood were connected by bridges across the alleys, which he could use for his escape without being blocked by the crowds outside.

Entering through the broken door, he quickly found a staircase leading up and began the laborious climb, grabbing on to the banister with his good arm to help haul himself up. While his other arm was less mobile than before, it at least felt much better compared to the agonizing pain that the bolt’s tip had been ripping through his body each time he moved.

The inside of the building smelled of cheap wine, ancient piss, and some kind of fishy broth. The buildings here were said to house a dozen families, each in only one or two rooms—a crowded and noisy kind of life, even for the city. From upstairs, a child shouted in a language he didn’t know.

It was a six-floor building, so the bridge was probably on the fourth or so. The assassin couldn’t have been shooting from this angle, but what if they were following his movements? They could be approaching from the other side of the bridge, waiting for him right around any corner.

A mop lay on the first landing. Emere stepped on the damp mophead and unscrewed the staff. It was much shorter than the quarterstaffs and spears he was used to, but it would do as a weapon. His injured chest was still aching, but the bleeding at least seemed to have slowed. All sorts of conjectures as to why he’d been a target raced through his mind, but he tried to ignore these thoughts for now, instead concentrating on getting up the stairs.

On the third-floor landing, a child of about five years was playing on a wheeled wooden horse before he looked up in fright at the man in torn and bloody clothing. He shouted something in an unknown language, then burst loudly into tears. Emere, as he continued up the steps, heard a deep female voice from behind him.

“Who are you?”

She spoke Imperial in an unfamiliar accent. Gildas had said there were immigrants from provinces other than Kamori in the neighborhood. He turned and saw the woman standing in the corridor. She had stepped out in a blotted leather apron, her hands tying up her curly hair. One look at Emere’s state and she quickly came between him and the child.

“I am a member of the Commons Council. Forgive me for borrowing your mop.”

“A councillor who not only makes children cry but steals mops?” The woman pulled a fearsome cleaver from her apron pocket and held it up. “You’re one of those provincial councillors, aren’t you? You think you’re better than us? Do you think your fancy clothes and your Imperial manners will change your lowly blood to theirs?”

The best thing would be to ignore her, but her words made him pause in midstep. It wasn’t his choice to be in the Capital, nor were these cumbersome robes some attempt to flaunt his status. Not to mention that he was about to be assassinated, despite his political insignificance, right on these dirty steps. But he understood what he must look like to this woman.

He turned, brushing away his indignation, and continued up the stairs, the woman cursing at his back in the language of her people. Maybe if he hadn’t said he was a councillor, she would’ve cursed him in standard Imperial.

But the problem wasn’t the insults hurled at him by a stranger, it was the taunt of councillor ringing through these narrow halls. If the assassin hadn’t known where he was a moment ago, they likely would know now. He gave the mop handle a white-knuckled grip with his working right hand, and gritted his teeth as he carefully placed his left hand on it. The pain would become manageable soon. He’d had worse in his youth.

He reached the fourth floor. There was a battered lattice door to the left, beyond which he could see the bridge, and beyond that, another door at the other end. No one lurked outside the first door, so he opened it and looked out onto the bridge.

The winds were strong, and there were no sides to the bridge—only holes where balustrades had once stood. But there was enough room for two men to walk side by side, and the bridge could be crossed in under ten steps. Emere took a deep breath and then took his first steps across. It was slippery from the light rain that still fell. The crowd surged below, still trying to exit the square. He hesitated. He hated heights.

That dream vision in the square. If Loran had been on the other side, he would’ve walked on a tightrope to get to her and fight by her side, much less this dangerous bridge. Squinting, he put his right foot forward, imagining that Loran was by the door on the other side … her leather clothes, her eyepatch, and Wurmath, the sword made from a dragon’s tooth.

Whether it was from the loss of blood or the height, a dizziness overcame him. Using the mop handle as a crutch, he continued to limp across the bridge. Something whipped through the air—a bolt flew right past his sleeve, but it made no impression on him. His eyes were fixed on the door across the bridge. Just as he had stretched his hand toward the star in the night sky in his dream vision, he reached toward the other side of the bridge.

Another bolt. This one thankfully missed as well, but he knew if one did hit, his body would fall into the crowd below from the impact. The thought troubled him, but he had to make it to the other side of the bridge.

Finally, he pushed the door and it opened without any resistance. Once through, instead of heading to the next door for the bridge on the other side of the building as he originally planned, he stumbled up the nearby stairs.

At the top, there was a trapdoor that opened onto the roof. He went through without hesitation. The wind had picked up even more, and the rain now came down stronger. And at the edge of the roof, looking down at the crowd below, was a tall woman.

Sensing his presence, she quickly turned to face him. Her hair was long and tied in the back, and she wore a leather coat over simple, undyed clothing. She had a hawk-like stare, as serious as an artist gazing at her painting. She carried a long box and had a shortsword on her belt. When her hand touched a lever attached to the box, he realized what the object was and leaped to the side.

A slew of bolts shot out of the box and clanged against the iron railing behind him, the sound ringing in the air. A Cassian repeating crossbow. He had only ever seen one on his travels, displayed like a priceless treasure in the home of an eastern prefect.

His injury and loss of blood slowed him down, and his only weapon was the mop handle in his hands. The garments of a politician were not made for quick movement, and rainwater soaked heavily into the thick and luxurious cotton. And this woman had all the hallmarks of a Cassian killing artist. He bit his lip and tightened his grip on the mop handle.

The woman pulled the lever again, and more bolts shot out. One of the bolts sliced through his clothes, just missing his body. Wrapping the wet fabric of his robe around his still-weak left hand, he couched his makeshift staff under his right armpit and charged at her, ready to be hit by another bolt. Instead, the assassin lowered her crossbow and unsheathed the sword at her side—Emere noted it was a regulation sword of the Imperial legions.

His left hand protected by the wound-up fabric, Emere grabbed her blade. The pain from the wound on the left side of his chest was close to making him faint, but he held on to his consciousness and the blade both, and swung his upper body around to strike his opponent’s wrist, disarming her of the shortsword. She grunted, then hit his head with the crossbow that she held in her other hand, and everything went black as he fell.

He couldn’t have been out for longer than a fraction of a second—the assassin’s sword still lay on the roof where it was dropped. But it was no use. Despite the brevity of his dizziness, it was enough time for the assassin to aim her crossbow right in front of his eyes.

Emere winced. In this last moment before death, all he could think of was what Loran had meant in his dream vision. You must become king. With the sound of the lever being pulled back, he said a final silent goodbye to Loran, apologizing for letting her down. He regretted leaving poor Gildas to lie in the rain on the bloody platform. It was raining when he had left Rakel. He was never going to see her again.

But instead of the whoosh of bolts, there was the sound of wound-up springs jamming. He looked up and saw the alarm in the assassin’s face. The intricate Cassian weapon must’ve broken when she had hit him on the head with it. She leaped back and pulled the lever again, but the crossbow did not fire. All it did was creak, and creak again.

Emere scrambled to grab the sword lying nearby. The assassin bit her lip before jumping onto the parapet at the edge of the roof, her calm and serious face now filled with rage. As Emere rose up and approached with the sword, she jumped. He ran to the parapet and looked over the edge, but there was only the slow-moving crowd below.

He collapsed on the rooftop, no longer able to fight through the pain, and sighed. Today wasn’t his day to die after all.




2

ARIENNE

When the direction of the winds changed, dust blew into Arienne’s face. She raised her hood and lowered her gaze. The ground at her feet was a burnt red, with only a few hints of long-dried grass. There wasn’t much vegetation at all in this wasteland—she could walk for miles without looking up from her feet and never bump into a tree or bush.

It was hard to imagine such a place could exist. The abandoned paths of the Rook Mountains had been harsh, with only a few lumbering bears about, but compared to the devastation of Mersia, the bare rocks and shrubs of the Rook Mountains were practically verdant. Here, there was only dust.

Her lone companion in these barren lands was an old donkey, and he looked pitiful in the dusty winds with his burdens of dried goods and water on his back. He had no name when she bought him, so she called him Aron—it was the name of an explorer in a book she loved, a story about searching for treasure in a vast desert.

“Aron, let’s rest a bit.”

The winds were exhausting. She kept her back to the gusts as she sat down—not a rock or fallen tree in sight for her to rest upon. She pulled the donkey to her side and brought out some dried mutton from a saddlebag. It had been three days since she entered these wastelands, and the meat and hard bread tasted of dust. Large grains of sand knocked against her hood, the sound echoing in her ears.

Arienne read that grass had once grown up to the waist in these parts, and large oroxen, twice the height of men, had roamed these fields, shepherded by herders on horseback. The herders spent their winters and springs at home in a large, rich city, and in the summer herded the oroxen before returning to their homes in the fall. The city had been called Danras, and the country had been called Mersia.

Danras, with its sister city-states of Iorca and Lansis, had labored under the tyranny of Eldred the Grim King, until the Empire came 170 years ago. Danras had sided with the Empire against the Grim King, and once he was overthrown, Mersia became the eastern edge of the Empire. It was a pivotal moment in the Empire’s expansion to the east, where the strategic location of the new province proved to be invaluable in the Cassian Wars.

But of course, Mersia’s life as an Imperial province hadn’t lasted long. One hundred years ago, seventy years after the annexation, the vast steppe teeming with life and riches became these deathly wastes in a single morning, struck by a weapon that would come to be known as the Star of Mersia. It was punishment for declaring independence, or so the common knowledge went.

Arienne slipped the rest of her dried meat into her sleeve and closed her eyes. She imagined a ship sailing on the water. The white sails billowed upon tall masts, and the ship raced across the waves as the spray crashed around it. The sky was clear, and the sun had begun its descent from its high point into the west. The ocean reflected the sunset colors, the water as yellow-red as the earth of Mersia. Arienne pictured herself dressed like a pirate from an illustration in one of her adventure books, holding up a retractable telescope.

A crewman comes up to her.

“Captain Arienne, have you set a course for Danras?”

What shall she name the crewman? Cly, maybe. No, Bly. That sounds better for a pirate. Arienne scans her map, but not too closely—detailed images will only make her vision more inaccurate.

“Bly, tell the crew to turn thirty degrees to starboard. And maintain this speed.”

“Aye, Captain.” Bly turns his head and shouts, “Oy, you sea dogs! Thirty degrees starboard, she says!”

A chorus of “Aye!” is heard.

Through her telescope, an island slowly comes into view. But this is no island—it is the ruins of a city. It is Danras, or at least the Danras Arienne imagines in her mind.

The ship in her mind turns. Arienne concentrates on the sensation of her body turning with it, the movement of the ship underneath her as it heads to its destination. Out loud, she recites a short chant. Power blooms in her mouth.

Arienne opened her eyes, and the ruins in her imagination rose from the eastern horizon like a mirage before fading away. She stood up and turned to the direction of the mirage. A brief dizzy spell made her lean on Aron’s neck. Ever since she stepped into the land of Mersia, the flow of her Power had become erratic.

Arienne had paid attention to every rumor about Mersia that had come her way. While they were uniformly ominous, the most disconcerting one of all was that sorcery was of no use here. Without her magic, she would just be a teenage girl with no special talents. The prospect scared her—but then she thought of Loran, the King of Arland. Hadn’t Loran been an unremarkable widow of thirty-eight before she jumped into the volcano to save her country?

The wind changed direction again, and blew sand in her face again. But Loran’s request echoed in her mind. Arienne’s initial plans after the war had been to find a way to hide Arland’s gifted children from the Empire, to teach them what she knew of sorcery and create a real school for sorcerers, unlike the death trap that awaited them in the Imperial Capital.

But Arland had just barely managed to obtain a fragile autonomy; to not follow in Mersia’s doomed footsteps, Loran knew, the Arlanders needed to learn all they could about the Star. So, Arienne had journeyed a long way, determined to fulfill that mission.

Loran would have understood if Arienne had turned down this mission, but it wasn’t only because of her king that Arienne was here now. She needed to come to this place, this land once ruled by the Grim King Eldred, to understand her own sorcery better. And while the country was said to be an utter wasteland, Arienne could not shake the feeling that there was something here that Mersia had left behind for her.

She pulled the donkey’s reins toward the new direction she had found, but Aron refused to budge. The horse seller had said there would be no better companion to make it to the other side of the mountains with than this donkey. That he was obstinate, but a less stolid fellow would never even make it to Mersia, let alone have the gumption to set foot in it. Arienne was starting to regret that obstinance. She pulled again on the reins, but Aron did not give.

“Let’s go, Aron! Do you want me to leave you behind?” she threatened, convinced he could understand her. “Would you be happy with that? The sun is setting soon!”

Aron had all the food and water, so she could never actually leave him behind. But the threat worked, as he finally began plodding where she led. A broken-off shrub rolled past them in the wind. The dust now hit her left side instead of her face, which felt like a small mercy.

There was truly little here but dust. For three days, the gray skies overhead remained without a trace of sun. During the starless nights, the cold cut to the bone.

But it was said there was something more frightening in the night here than just the cold. Arienne gathered her robes about her with her right hand and with her left stroked the glass orb she wore around her neck. She had bought it before crossing the mountains, sold to her as a talisman for warding off ghosts, created by the rhymesmiths of the Mersian city of Iorca before the Empire’s coming. She didn’t know how much longer it would take to find the city of Danras. Until then, she could only hope that this tiny orb riddled with cracks would protect her from the terrors of the night.

Without pausing in her steps, she opened the door to the room in her mind. She had collapsed her previous room when fighting Eldred two years ago, so she had built this new one to resemble the room that briefly gave her shelter during her escape from the Imperial Capital. She could barely remember the face of the man who had helped her, but every time she came into this room, she wondered what he could be doing now. Only two years had passed, but it felt like so long ago.

It was bright outside the window from the pale streetlights of the Imperial Capital. She sat on the edge of a large bed in the middle of the room. Right next to the bed was a crib under the window and inside lay little Tychon. Arienne reached out and gently tapped his small, plump hands, and Tychon stirred a little in his sleep.

She remembered how she had defeated Tychon’s father, Lysandros, at Finvera Pass. The memory used to make her shudder, but now she only felt gratitude that she managed to win and escape with her life—and Tychon.

He was a baby with pink cheeks and sparkling dark eyes, but outside of her mind, he was nothing more than the carefully preserved corpse of a baby inside a small coffin of lead. Now that she had hidden him inside this room, she would never take him out. Never again should he be anything else than this happy child in this peaceful room.

The direction of the winds changed again. These spontaneous shifts did nothing but confuse and annoy her. Sighing, she lifted her head. An eastern patch of the gray sky was turning darker, fading into black. Night was falling on Mersia.

Aron stopped her again. After one more glance at the darkening sky, she looked about them for a place to spend the night. In the distance, she could see what looked like the ruins of a hamlet. But the horse seller beyond the mountains had warned her—Venture not into where people once lived. For the past two nights, there had been large red rock outcroppings in the shape of arches under which she could set her tent and light a fire, but there were no such structures in sight tonight. Sleeping in the open fields with no protection had to be avoided as much as possible. There had to be a hillock or something that could block this infernal wind. Arienne gave a firm tug at the reins as she walked on.

Suddenly, she lost all control of her body. Her lungs filled not with air, not with water, but with something else as her vision turned to white and then faded to black—then her whole body dropped to the ground like a puppet whose strings were cut. A feeling of helplessness and despair overwhelmed her. Her right cheek hit the ground, her arms refused to move, and her mind refused to think.

This place might have been absent of life, but there was a presence of something that should not exist. A chill of the soul. A spiritual hunger that permeated the air like fog. Mersia until that moment had been mere wasteland; now Arienne was reminded that it was where the Star had unleashed a massacre.

The invisible fog of chill and hunger began to take on shapes around her, a crowd of people forming in thin air. Figures like unfinished sketches, scores of them, hundreds, passed by in the dark wastelands. The hooves of the phantom horses made no sound, and the lips of the phantom people wearing wide-brimmed hats mouthed inaudible words.

Curled up on the ground, Arienne used all of her might to bring both of her hands to the orb around her neck. She rubbed the cool glass, feeling its scratches and cracks. Nothing happened—her Power wouldn’t flow to it, no matter how much she willed it to with what little strength she had left.

The ghostly crowd walked on by, the hooves of the horses piercing her innards with ice whenever they passed through her body. Arienne wasn’t sure how long it had been before one of the horses stopped and its rider dismounted. The rider wore tattered leather clothes, charred in places. As the ghost approached Arienne, she saw that he was a man, his head hanging from his neck at an uncomfortable angle. The ghost bent forward and gazed down at Arienne.

Terrified, she tried to bury her face in her knees. She silently begged for the ghost to stop paying attention to her and to continue on his way. But the ghost kept gazing at her. Unable to resist, Arienne looked up slightly, and their eyes met. A face with a short mustache. Empty, sad eyes.

“Child, what are you doing in this place? No longer do we have leather or meat.”

His words were as cold as ice. Arienne, barely able to breathe, tried to say something, but the only word that escaped her was “Why … ?”

The ghost’s face instantly began to melt. His skin—mustache and all—slid off, revealing his cheekbones, then the rest of his skull. Breathing was now impossible.

The skull spoke.

“Why has Mersia become what it is now? Or what became of the great green steppe and the herds of oroxen, the beautiful city of Danras?”

She barely managed a nod. Clumps of hair from the hanging head of the ghost dripped down to the ground and vanished where they fell.

“Are you an Imperial? Did you come here because there is still something you haven’t destroyed yet?”

At the mention of “Imperial,” the hundreds of ghosts passing by suddenly stopped in their tracks. The riders, even the horses, turned their heads her way.

Unable to speak, Arienne shook her head, again and again. The skull-ghost stared at her for a moment before turning away and mounting his horse as if they had never spoken.

“O Grim King!” he called out, almost like a sigh. “We have come. Late it may be, but accept our offerings!”

The ghosts suddenly broke out in wails, vanishing one by one into the invisible fog. When the last ghost was gone, Arienne expelled the breath that had been locked inside her lungs.

She had to go back the way she came. She could not spend even one moment more in this place. Mersia would kill her.

As soon as the first scintilla of strength made it back into her body, she began to crawl. She grabbed Aron’s reins. As she bore her weight down on them, Aron brayed and began to walk backward, dragging Arienne along, but she dared not let go. If only Aron could drag her all the way back to Arland. The ground scratched her cheek, but the pain was nothing compared to the desperation she felt.

A shriek, inside her mind. Arienne screamed out loud as she was suddenly deluged with Power as if a dam had broken. Her whole body came back to life as if she were a fish tossed back into the ocean.

She let go of the reins. Aron, freed of her weight, stopped backstepping. Arienne unsteadily got back on her feet. She could breathe. She could move her arms and legs. She took a deep breath. The sky was darker, but the winds had ceased, and the shrieking continued only in her mind.

Opening the door into the room in her mind, she found that it was only the baby who was shrieking. Babies were supposed to cry often, but this was the first time Tychon had really cried like this. Arienne didn’t know how to comfort a baby—should she comfort him? It was his cries that had saved her from the paralysis, like a spell broken.

“It’s all right, Ty, I’m all right now. Thank you for saving me. Now shhhh.”

Tychon’s cries grew softer and then ceased. His grimace disappeared and he was his happy, adorable self again. The walls of the room still seemed to echo with his cries, though, a sound her ears couldn’t hear but she could feel nonetheless. It almost felt like the thudding of faraway drums, directing soldiers to march on.

There was pain in her right cheek where she had scraped it along the ground. Aron stood at a distance, looking at her warily. Carefully approaching the donkey, she took hold of the reins with her left hand.

Her hair fell over her eyes when she lowered her hood. She gripped a lock of it and noticed that the dust of the winds had made it almost impossible to discern what the original color of her hair had been. She gently tugged the reins. Aron followed obligingly. The desperate feeling from a moment ago was gone, but something pressed down on her heart. She felt uncertain about whether she’d be able to call upon her Power when she needed it.

Arienne fixed her clothing and gathered her wits. This mission was hard, but it would be harder to give it up. There was a long way to go, but even longer still should she turn back. Focusing on the thudding drumbeat left behind by Tychon’s cries, she continued on her path.

As night continued to fall upon Mersia, Arienne thought about what had happened and tried to rationalize her experience. Countless souls had vanished in the blink of an eye here, and any such massacre would leave a trace. Sorcerers were especially sensitive to this trace. And Arienne had to admit that this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened to her.

When Arienne was a little girl, her parents had once taken her with them to Kingsworth to sell their goats. What had left the deepest impression on this country girl wasn’t the people on the street in their colorful clothing or the loud and fanciful performances of the traveling troupes in the squares—it was the slaughterhouse. A shapeless, ineffable presence saturated it all around. Little Arienne had stared at the slaughterhouse as if haunted herself. That was when her magical talents were first suspected.

Then two years ago, in a fortress destroyed by the Imperial army that had come to suppress Arland’s rebellion, shadows that just barely retained the outlines of what they used to be, specters that Arienne could only call ghosts, had roamed among the ruins. They seemed invisible to the people Arienne had been there with. Sleep eluded her for days. Months later, when she got up the courage to go again, the ghosts were gone.

A hundred years had passed since the fall of Mersia, but the traces of the people who had lived there still lingered. The ghosts she had just seen—had they grown any fainter in the past hundred years?

She took a lantern from the donkey’s burden and lit it. The light was only just enough to illuminate a few steps around her; else she was lost in a world of pitch-black. Without the light, she might as well have been standing in the middle of the night sky.

There was no point in seeking shelter in this dark. Arienne put down her lantern and took off her glass orb—it still might have its uses, but it had utterly failed her tonight. She hung it on the lantern, before turning to take down a long staff and blankets from the donkey’s back. It would have been good to raise the staff and hang the lantern on it, but it was too dangerous to go looking for a stone to support the base in this darkness where ghosts roamed. And there was no point in making a fire—what few dead plants could be gathered around here would burn out long before the night was over, and there were no beasts around to menace her anyway. The only defense against the cold was to cover up with as many blankets as possible. She hesitated as to whether to extinguish the lamp to save the oil, but in the end, she left it on to burn through whatever fuel it had in it.

In the narrow bit of ground that the light of the lantern touched, Arienne put down her staff and pallet. Winding Aron’s reins around one arm so he wouldn’t wander away in the night, she lay down and wrapped herself in her blanket as warmly as she could.

She closed her eyes and entered the room in her mind once again. Tychon was asleep, his breathing making slight whistling sounds. Careful not to wake him, she gently lifted him from the crib and carried him to her bed. She slipped into the silky velvet sheets. Inside the room in her mind, Arienne was not covered in the filth of travel. The cold still seeped into her bones despite her thick blanket, but in this room, Arienne could lie down on a comfortable bed and cover herself with luxurious bedding. She could fall asleep to the peaceful view of a slumbering baby.

Whether it was a dream or simply a drifting thought before falling asleep, Arienne thought of Danras, the city as it was before it was devastated by the Star of Mersia. She had never even seen its ruins, but she imagined what it might have looked like.

In these imaginings, Danras, a city made rich from leather and meat, was an impressive fortress surrounded by log walls. Outside the walls, tall grass made a sound like the ocean’s waves as the wind rustled through it. Children played in the grass, laughing, their heads popping in and out of view. The paths to the wall didn’t need to be mowed, as the oroxen kept the roads trampled.

As the gates opened, the city was revealed. Leather was more common here than cloth, and the windows had rolling blinds of orox leather instead of drapes. The streets were crowded, with the occasional person in Cassian velvet among the leather-clad crowd. The people seemed to have gathered for a purpose, their gazes fixed in one direction.

Through the crowd, a tall woman wearing tasseled leather chaps rode a tall horse toward the leather gates. Her hair was woven into a single long braid, and she wore a leather hat with a wide brim. There was a sprinkle of freckles on her tanned face, which exuded good health. Arienne wondered who she was.

A large carriage followed the woman. The crowd made way for the horse and carriage, applauding and cheering, and shouting something. A language Arienne had never heard before, and yet she understood.

“Yuma! Chief Herder! Bless us again this summer! Bless us!”

There was the sound of a horn being blown beyond the gates. The rumble of countless orox hooves on the ground came closer. The sweet smell of grass wafted on the breeze. The year’s herding was about to begin.

Arienne fell asleep.




3

YUMA

The rain pounding against her hat brim thudded in her ears. The sky, even wider than the endless steppe, was covered in black clouds. There were still hours to go until the sun set, but the world had already entered a strange night.

“… can’t … this …”

Aidan, who had painstakingly made his horse climb up the hill to her, could scarcely be heard over the sound of the rain.

“What? Come closer, I can’t hear you!” Yuma shouted, gesturing at him to approach. With her other hand, she gripped Falco’s reins and a handful of his mane. Falco, whipped by raindrops, shifted with displeasure and restlessness. His black coat looked somehow blacker when soaked with rain.

Aidan’s horse took a few steps closer. Rivulets of rainwater poured off Aidan’s hat and his short gray mustache. The light hit just the right side of his face, which was permanently unmoving and had a blue tinge; the lighting made him look even more serious than usual.

“We can’t go farther like this. We need to signal the Grim King and pay his due!”

The clouds and rain were indeed a sign that the Ruler of the Merseh Steppe wanted his share. The rains would not cease until oroxen were given over to him.

Yuma bit her lip. Down the hill, their herd of oroxen surrounded the kitchen carriage, both herd and carriage protected for now by the song of the Host. Lightning flashed in the clouds ahead, dimly lighting up the ground below, making the oroxen uneasy. They were a hundred times as massive as she was, but they were also as skittish as rabbits. Once the Host exhausted himself and the thick strands of rain started hitting their backs, the oroxen would flee every which way.

Northward, thirty herders were striking camp, collapsing tents and putting away bedding. There was still plenty of grass in these parts for the oroxen to graze, and they could easily spend another moon here. As long as the Grim King didn’t interfere.

Aidan shouted, “Chief! You must send the signal of supplication! We have much ground to cover before we leave the Grim King’s backyard!”

Yuma brushed rainwater off her coat and firmly shook her head.

“We shall not!”

Not this year. The Grim King must learn that harming his people would mean harming himself. Aidan half opened his lips and murmured something but gave his horse a kick and descended back down the hill.

There was a strange movement on the edge of her vision. Turning to her right, she saw that a patrolling horse had fallen on the rain-flattened grass. Her horses were well-trained, but a younger one might have been spooked by this crushing weather. Its cries would be enough to determine how seriously it was hurt, but it was impossible to hear anything over the rain.

She could hear Falco’s hooves splashing in water, though. There was not a river or stream in this region, only the tall grass that grew up to her waist, and yet the land was flooding. Did the Grim King not care about anything other than his tyranny? Would he not be troubled if they all drowned?

Yuma gave a long sigh as she realized that her hat only limited her sight and was not shielding her from the rain. She took it off, hooked it onto her saddle, and gave a kick into the sides of her horse. The rain pounded her scalp as Falco shot like an arrow through the falling curtains of water.

“Chief!” young Rizona shouted, the first to recognize her as she approached the group of herders.

“Rizona, whose horse was that? Is the rider hurt?”

“Jed, it’s Jed’s …”

But Rizona was not looking at the fallen horse. Her eyes were gazing above, as if following a bird.

Yuma realized the other herders were also looking not at her but at the sky. She followed their gazes, and there was indeed something up there darker than the dark sky. A great roar sounded like thunder through the rain.

Without hesitation, Yuma grabbed the crossbow that hung on the left of her saddle and aimed at the shadow above. She pulled the lever on the bottom, hearing the bolts click into place. Without blinking away the rainwater in her eyes, she pulled the trigger. Almost at the same time, the shadow shrieked once more.

Something fell from the sky onto the fallen horse with a thump. A bloodied Jed. He gasped and moved slightly—still alive, but only just. Yuma pulled the lever and aimed again.

Just before she could shoot, someone shouted, “It’s coming!”

The black shadow swooped toward them at enormous speed. Before Yuma could even command her horse, Falco leaped out of the way, just dodging the giant thing that landed right where they’d been.

It was not a bird or a bat, though it resembled both. As large as an orox, it was covered in scales. The monster got up on its hind legs, spread its webbed wings, and roared. A smell of rot enveloped them, a stench of death not even the rains could wash away. From its snake-like, four-eyed head unfurled a blue tongue.

The herders reared backward on their horses. Jed, who had fallen from the sky, was barely breathing. Yuma fired her crossbow. The monster flinched, but it was impossible to tell if her weapon mattered at all. The Grim King’s dead servants knew nothing of pain or fatigue until they died again.

“What are you all doing? Draw your bows!”

But even as she said it, she realized the bowstrings and feather fletchings would be drenched and ineffective in this wet weather. Merseh was normally arid, but now … Some of the herders heeded her call and raised their bows, while others drew their machetes instead. But most of them were frozen in place, trembling on their mounts.

Yuma made Falco slowly back away as she loaded the crossbow again. Calmly aiming for the monster’s milky eyes on its darting snake-like head, she pulled the trigger and hit one of its eyes.

But the monster gave no indication of having been injured. Instead, its remaining three eyes fixed on Yuma, and getting down on its winged front legs, it crawled toward her. Fast. It was at a speed that Falco could not simply back away from—Yuma turned Falco’s head in the opposite direction and spurred him on as she turned and pulled the lever on her crossbow to load it.

Despite Falco’s speed, the slithery tongue of the monster was still close enough to touch. She pulled the trigger and the fourth bolt hit it in the middle of its forehead. But the Grim King’s monster did not stop. Her heart fell to her stomach and the rain roared in her ears. Letting out a hoarse wail, the monster reared up and threw itself upon Yuma and Falco.

Yuma jumped off the horse just in time, rolling on the ground and looking up to see the monster’s teeth biting into Falco’s neck. Her crossbow landed a few steps away, and her machete was still at Falco’s side, attached to the saddle. The monster whipped its head and blood spurted from Falco like a fountain, the horse’s legs jerking pitifully. Falco and Yuma met eyes as lightning brightened the sky. She had been with him since he was born, fed him herself when his mother died soon after giving birth. The monster, as if admiring its handiwork, stared down at the dying horse. Falco ceased all movement.

The thick veil of rain obscured the other herders from her view, but it was clear enough that no one was coming to help her. The monster turned from the horse to Yuma. Its lolling blue tongue was now lying, still thrashing, at its feet—this monster had bitten off its own tongue in its frenzy to maul Falco.

Meeting its eyes, Yuma slowly got to her feet. She had no weapons, not even her hat, which was still hanging from Falco’s saddle alongside her machete. She swept back the stray hairs that fell over her eyes and quickly tied up her braid into a firm bun. The monster tilted its head once before approaching her slowly. There was nowhere to hide on this field, and no human on their own two legs could outrun this monster. Yuma carefully found a hard piece of earth to stand on in the pooling rain and straightened her back to her full height.

The enemy might be the size of an orox, but Yuma had learned how to handle oroxen from a young age. If she could get on this monster’s back and grab its neck, she might have a chance of bringing it to heel.

The monster walked to her, its claws scraping the ground. That stench again. She glimpsed the root of its severed tongue in its mouth, black blood oozing from the wound and dripping off its chin. Yuma ignored this horrifying sight and instead concentrated on the monster’s mouth and neck. The monster’s stride grew faster. It was like a wolf that had been cautious at first but couldn’t resist the smell of meat any longer.

The monster’s teeth-filled maw came at her like an arrow. Yuma swerved to the right and grabbed the monster’s neck using her left arm like a snare. Without a second thought, she jumped and mounted the shoulders of the monster. The monster almost stumbled when her full weight landed on it, and its scream slammed against her eardrums.

The Grim King’s monster reared its head to try to shake her loose, but instead lost its balance and fell to the side. Yuma’s right hand hit the ground in an effort to break her fall, but the weight of the monster made it pointless. Mud splattered everywhere. She almost lost consciousness, not to mention her hold on the monster’s neck, as pain ripped through her whole body.

The monster’s claws tried to reach her, but only the vestigial ones on the edge of its wings scratched a little at her cheek and tough leather clothes. She added her right arm around its neck and squeezed with all her might.

The monster rolled on the ground. Mud entered her nose and eyes. It smelled of dead flesh everywhere. But Yuma did not stop strangling the monster. She straightened her back and heard a dull crack, and the monster’s neck went limp.

Was its neck broken? Perhaps. And yet the monster, its neck hanging like an old rope, stood back up. It wasn’t a living beast after all—just a carcass reanimated by the false life bestowed by the Grim King. It suddenly leaped into the air with Yuma still on its back. The dead stench hit Yuma’s face with every flap of the wings, and she squeezed the monster’s neck tighter. Not to kill, this time, but to keep herself from falling.

The monster flew slowly into the air, its head hanging on its broken neck. The ground grew farther away. There were bolts embedded in one eye and the forehead of the monster, but the remaining three eyes were still open—did it even see with those empty milky eyes? Yuma looked down to see Falco’s carcass far below as well as the herders with their machetes drawn, rushing to her aid too late. A few pointed in the air and shouted. Her eyesight blurred, and her fingers grew weak.

But so did the wings of the monster. Yuma hugged the undead beast’s neck tight and closed her eyes as she and the monster crashed to the ground. A shock, incomparably greater than the last, thudded through her, making her lose her grip and bounce off the monster before rolling to a stop. Something burst inside her. How much better it would have been if she’d lost consciousness …

The herders surrounded the monster but did not dare approach it further. Two of them galloped toward her on their horses.

Yuma, trying not to seem injured, stood up as gracefully as she could. Then, slowly but steadily, she walked to where Falco lay and closed his big eyes before she unhooked the hat from the saddle, placed it on her head, and drew her machete from its sheath.

The monster flailed on the ground. Once upon a time, it might have been a formidable predator in a faraway land, flying free in the sky in search of prey. But now it was sending up its rotting stench on the steppe, dying a second death. With its remaining three cloudy eyes, it stared at Yuma as she walked up to it. Holding her machete with both hands, she struck down on its neck. Again. And again.

The head was finally lopped off, and the monster was no more.

She wanted to collapse there and then, but the other herders were watching. Piercing the ground with her blade, she leaned on it as she slowly sat down on the ground. Black, bloody lumps oozed from the neck of the monster. Its stench no longer registered in her mind.

“Chief …”

A herder had come down from his horse, and all the others followed his lead. They
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