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To my husband – Michael –

you’re despairingly non-fictional,

but holy shit, I love you.


CONTENT WARNINGS:
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sexual content;
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death; graphic violence
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CHAPTER ONE

Most of her body is bloodstained.

Old blood, dried and flaking in strange patterns. Dawsyn can trace the outlines. Landmarks on a map. It makes brittle ropes of her hair, and clings to the inside of her nose. It is all she can smell despite the rot on the walls and the fetidness of her own unwashed body. Nothing can mask the scent of blood that is not one’s own.

Ryon’s blood.

She bites down on her tongue. Each time his name rises, she tries to bury it like a body in water. But the thought is buoyant; it floats to the surface each time, the assault of memory with it.

A sword hilt glints from his chest and a creased hand wrenches it out; he is spilled out onto the floor.

“Lock her away,” the Queen calls.

“No!” Dawsyn howls, and her body revolts against hands that haul her from the ground, dragging her away from Ryon. His glassy eyes do not turn to the sound of her call.

“Hybrid, get up! GET UP!”

“I am sorry, miss,” whispers Ruby, the captain of the guard. The woman shoves a gag in Dawsyn’s mouth and ties a band around it. Dawsyn kicks and lands a blow to Ruby’s shin, but the woman is sheathed in armour. She grunts but does not buckle.

Dawsyn looks her last at Ryon Mesrich, at the face she’ll fail to carve from her mind. Then, she is pulled down a corridor, into a stairwell.

Dawsyn bellows and chokes out a promise, but the guards cannot hear it. The gag traps the vow instead.

“I will cut out her throat! I will cut your Queen’s throat!”

She’s learnt that the images dissipate quicker with pain – an infinite resource in her current holdings. Dawsyn scrapes her fingers along her cheeks, collecting the grime beneath her nails. She strikes her head against the wall, letting the crash of pain flood her senses, washing over the memory, dissolving it into the recesses. Dawsyn sighs, relieved.

It is dark, there in the cell where she waits, but her eyes have grown used to the shadows. She sees clearly, even if she’d rather not.

A dead rat lies in the corner. One of its eyes protrudes from where she stomped on it earlier. Bastard was brazen enough to gnaw on her toes as she slept. Dawsyn imagines the thing was used to encountering more dead prisoners than living, here below ground. The smell, which impregnates the very walls, lends truth to it.

Dawsyn is no stranger to captivity or dungeons, yet this prison is different – or perhaps she is. Thoughts of the ceiling caving in, of being buried alive, plague her. A useless preoccupation. One that will not serve her escape.

And escape she must. The blood, the rat, and thoughts of suffocating fill her with a darkening dread, and Dawsyn can’t allow it. She has survived too much to be thwarted by walls and bars. She will survive this, too.

With a grunt she rights her posture, pushing her back from the wall. Her legs are stiff from too many dormant hours on cold stone, but she stands, and her stare finds the lock of the cell gate.

“This time, stubborn bastard.”

She grips the rusted iron lock tightly. By now it is familiar. She closes her eyes, as one does in prayer, and she tunes out the smells, the voices. She forces a different string of thoughts to bind. She makes one singular bid loud enough to wake every molecule, calling to every corner of her body.

Summoning the magic.

Open! she thinks, shouts, pleads. Open it!

There. Slinking in the shadows of her being she feels it, dull and resistant. It does not crawl into her fingertips as it once did. Instead, it grips her edges and stays buried, a refute.

Dawsyn grinds her teeth. Open the fucking gate.

It doesn’t. It grows ever distant, and she hears its silky voice as it turns away, breathing its answer back into her veins. Release me.

Go! she says, pushing, shoving at it. Unlock it!

The magic merely quivers. A laugh. A taunt.

Dawsyn shrieks. The sound clangs off the walls and ceiling, and her hands pound on the gate.

“DO IT! NOW!”

But she has lost sight of it. The magic has retreated into her depths, and it won’t rise at will. She pants and shudders and continues gripping the iron, cursing and lashing and suffocating in her ire. She is aflame with it.

It’s a mockery, the way her cheeks flush and her palms sweat. She has rarely known heat her whole life – born and raised on the icy Ledge, grappling for warmth. Now she burns. Her mind is fire. It rages.

But this fire – the anger – is preferable. It is a distraction, at least. While it scorches her from the inside out, it keeps other thoughts at bay. She’d rather stay there, burning to ash in her own inferno, but the fire is short lived. It chokes out quickly, and without it, she is left in the wake of all that she knows. She has learnt this much in the past days of her imprisonment: when the fire ebbs, the drowning comes.

So it does now.

Her fingers, torn from their efforts on the lock, slowly slacken. Her shrieks become howls and her body folds to the ground again, her forehead resting on a wrung of the gate.

Ryon, she thinks again, only this time she is too weak to banish the name. Instead, she lets it come, she turns it over. Her howls turn to whispers; she feels the pain in her throat and does not try to swallow it. Tears make tracks through the blood on her face, and she barely notices how they blur her sight. She thinks of all the fights and enemies and words and touches and cannot make sense of them, cannot force them into straight lines or sequences she recognises. So, she drowns.

No wood to cut. No adversary to fight. No task to raise her from the bottom of herself. Just this unending cycle of grief. A different prison from the one she escaped.

She turns her gaze to the rat, red-eyed and rotting. “What can I do?” she whispers. “Please… tell me what to do.”
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CHAPTER TWO

As a child, Dawsyn’s grandmother told her tales.

When the Ledge hosted those blizzards of the hostile season and even the most keenly tended fire could not curb the cold, the stories would. Dawsyn learnt to stay the frost by letting it claim her body, but never her mind.

Within the mind is where the cold wins.

“Still your teeth, Dawsyn,” her grandmother would warn her. “That mouth of yours rattles louder than a bag of coin.”

Another strange word she did not know. She used to make a list of them – alien words that came often yet meant nothing: coin, mouse, clover, Terrsaw, drug, mint, pasture, tide, iskra…

“Dawsyn, sit with me, girl. I’ll take those teeth out myself if you cannot quiet them.”

Dawsyn slammed her jaw shut and frowned insolently. Still, she scurried over the wooden floor and into her grandmother’s lap, the promise of warmth too great.

“There. Now, keep it out,” she said, tapping Dawsyn’s temple. “It isn’t alive, after all. Is it, now?”

Dawsyn pushed the finger away. “I want a story.”

“You’ve got some blasted manners.”

“Hush,” Briar begged from where she sat before the hearth. Dawsyn’s guardian – the only mother she knew – rocked a sleeping baby in her arms. Maya was only a month old and had already known a week of blizzards.

“All right then. Quietly now. Which story?”

“The one of the water.”

“River, or ocean?”

“The ocean!” Dawsyn called, and earnt a scowl from Briar.

“Again?” Valma groaned, yet pulled her closer. She let Dawsyn’s cold cheek rest against her chest. Dawsyn’s teeth were quiet now. “So be it. Close your eyes, my Dawsyn. How will you see the water otherwise?”

And Dawsyn closed her eyes willingly, awaiting the familiar tale.

“In the valley is a river, a great channel of water that flows off the mountain and over ground. It cut a path through the forest a long time ago. If you keep pace with the water, it will take you to the edge.”

“The edge of the world?” Dawsyn asked blearily.

“The edge of our world.” Valma said. “A great big bowl, so gigantic it stretches as far as the bird flies. You cannot see where it ends. And at the bottom of the bowl rests Garjum – the ocean’s prisoner. A huge creature with seven faces and forty arms.”

“You said fifty last time.”

“Fifty then, stubborn child.” Valma’s hand came to rest on Dawsyn’s other cheek to warm it. “Garjum did not always live in the water. Once, before humans lived, he walked the ground. But a great storm brought a wave that reached the sky and crashed into the forests, up the mountain, and dragged Garjum back into the ocean’s belly. It never let him go. Garjum has lived there ever since. He still tries each day to reach the land. He uses his mighty arms to grab the shore, pulling at the water, but the ocean is too strong. Each time Garjum pulls the tide back, the ocean breaks away, and the waves crash back onto the shore again. Garjum and the ocean battle over and over, even after thousands of years. Still, Garjum never surrenders. Each day he wakes in that prison and faces the battle once more. He knows that each pull of the tide is one closer to reaching the ground. Each fight he loses, is one less until victory.”

“Why does Garjum not want to live in the ocean? It sounds beautiful,” Dawsyn mumbled.

“Beautiful? What about it sounds so beautiful?”

“It’s blue,” Dawsyn said. “And not frozen. I wish I could see it.”

“Perhaps someday you will.”

Dawsyn turned her face to her grandmother. “And Garjum?”

“And Garjum,” Valma nodded.

Dawsyn seemed to consider for a moment, her eyes heavy. Then she turned back into her grandmother’s arms, burrowing down in her hold. “Garjum might give up by then.”

“Nonsense,” Valma told her, smiling thinly. “Garjum does not belong in the ocean. All things find a way back to their home.”

Even young Dawsyn knew what a lie that was. How many people had disappeared over the Chasm or into it? Not one had walked out again. But the words, true or not, did their job and Dawsyn slept, cradled against Valma before the hearth while the wind battered the Ledge outside. It would be seventeen years before Dawsyn found the ground, found the kingdom of Terrsaw, saw the ocean. It would take a little longer though, for her to realise that her grandmother, the crown princess of Terrsaw, was right after all.

She would find a way back home.
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CHAPTER THREE

Even with her title, Ruby is not permitted to wander the palace at will. The guards at each entry will not allow even the captain of the guard to pass without Queen Alvira’s permission. She trained them as such. The kitchens, she taught them, are the only exception.

Ruby lifts the visor of her helm. Beneath, her eyes show the wear of long days, and even longer nights. The guards, every one of them, are walking the line between exhaustion and duty. Since the night Dawsyn Sabar and her Glacian friend returned to the palace, the Queen has ordered more sentries, more archers, more presence throughout the Mecca than ever before. Ruby has had little time to sleep between her watches, recruit training, strategizing meetings, and, though it risks her position, slipping extra food to a certain prisoner.

She does away with her helm altogether and rubs her hands against her much-abused brown cheeks. The places where the body armour presses against her bones smart. Her feet are blistered and bandaged. Her head is heavy.

“Look after this, will you?” she says to one of the cooks, placing her helm on a chopping board. The palace kitchens are below ground, and thus, the Queens rarely venture near. Ruby and some of her more trusted comrades often find sanctuary within its humid walls, stealing morsels from the cooks and resting their legs.

One such cook nods to Ruby as she swipes an unattended serving tray from the counter. “And where yeh be taking that tray, miss?” asks Darius.

“Never you mind.”

“That be for Queen Cressida. You gon’ make her go hungry?”

Ruby scoffs. “Her majesty has yet to spend a single moment hungry.”

“Then you’ll make a poor man double his labour?” Darius whines, his forehead spotted with soot from the brick ovens. Ruby has come to pilfer a tray every day for a week, and she knows for a fact that he purposefully left this one out for her. A man with a missing ear and barely enough words to string together, but detrimentally kind. Ruby has taken advantage, of late.

“Leave off, Darius. These feet haven’t had respite in a year. I’ve earnt the meals of ten Queens.”

“You ain’t eating no Queens’ meals. You be scurrying to the dungeons to feed that Ledge woman!”

“Shut up!” Ruby spits, her eyes wheeling to the other cooks. Thankfully they are too absorbed in their tasks to notice. “I hear you speaking lies like that again and you won’t have a tongue left to tell them!” she hisses.

Darius smiles, the gaps in his mouth more prominent than usual. “Aye. Stop yer squealing, Ruby. I ain’t gon’ tell nobody. Just you be careful, sneaking round underground where you ought not be. And I ain’t looking after no helm. Take it with yeh. You never know who be waiting to knock yer head off.” Darius winks.

Ruby smiles at him. As captain, she should reprimand him, remind him of his place, but she finds when it comes to friends, her authority takes its leave. Ruby pats him on the shoulder, replaces her helm to her head, and leaves with her Queen’s supper tray in her hands.

She takes the stairwell to the dungeon at a torturous pace, stepping as lightly as her garb allows. The armour at her thighs and chest clatters nonetheless and the sound is lobbed from wall to wall, higher and higher. There is nothing so indiscreet as a Terrsaw guard. Queen Alvira and her wife, Queen Cressida, will be in their living quarters at this time of night; but still, Ruby grows nervous. She thinks of her years of training, the years of grovelling and grinding in a world made for men. The small tray in her hands could very well make all that for naught, should someone become wise to it.

And still, she carries it. She descends the steps into the dank and the dark – to the woman of the Ledge, the one with the name of a royal. But by no means do the girl’s current holdings infer anything of the sort.

A guard stands sentry before the gate to the cells, half asleep and slumped, but when Ruby rounds the corner, the man straightens. It is Grayson, this evening.

“C-Captain?”

“Grayson. Your meal is going cold in the kitchens. I thought you might be starved to death by now.”

“Aye, but who will–”

“I’ll take my supper here while you are gone. I could use the quiet.”

Grayson sighs in obvious relief. “Aye. My thanks, Captain. I’ll not be too long.” He takes a set of bronze keys from his belt as he speaks, thrusting them into her waiting palm.

“Take your time,” Ruby mutters, and waits for the guard to pass. Once Grayson’s clamour on the stairwell no longer echoes, she scowls. Sometimes, she wonders if they are too easily persuaded. Perhaps she did not train them as well as she thinks.

Ruby opens the gate with care, balancing the tray and keys both. Inside, the keep is separated into several cells and only one is occupied.

Dawsyn Sabar sleeps in the corner of her confines, her neck bent at a painful angle. She still wears the garb she returned to the palace in a week before, only now it is a patchwork of stains. Her hair covers her face in knotted, black ropes. Opened knuckles. Fingernails missing. Each day, Ruby comes to find the girl has worsened. Each day, the captain feels sicker for it.

A Sabar, they say. A real Sabar. Ruby cannot help but look for assurances that it could be true. Her bone structure, brown eyes, black hair. She supposes they resemble that of the Sabar portraits that still adorn the palace walls. Ruby has stared at them a thousand times.

It is a miracle. The bloodline survives, and its survivor sits in a cell of her own palace, fading into something small.

Ruby finds it… uncomfortable. Each night, when she returns to her barracks knowing that a Sabar lives as a prisoner below ground, her mattress becomes one of thorns. Whatever skerrick of peace might be possible is thwarted by the resounding calls that echo through the alleys and laneways of the Mecca. News of Dawsyn Sabar’s escape from the Ledge has been passed from ear to ear, and the people are rallying, desperate for the palace to confirm it. She hears them celebrating in the streets, swamping the palace gates, and calling for her to be brought forth. It turns Ruby’s stomach to think of what they might do, should they learn the truth.

Sleep evades her. She wonders what will become of the girl – a girl who lived and grew as an offering to Glacians in her place, and in the place of every other Terrsaw citizen who was not born to such an unfortunate providence. How will she reconcile with herself should the Queens grow tired of keeping her? Queens who seem so ready to cast aside a miracle as unlikely as a true living Sabar. Ruby grew up with parents who prayed to the fallen king and his lost daughter each night; they would be ashamed of her now, to know she could only offer the last living Sabar a meal and no more.

“Miss Sabar,” Ruby calls, letting the tray clatter on the iron rungs of the gate.

The woman jolts upward, her stricken face finding Ruby’s immediately, her feet already beneath her again, ready. An animal stirred by threat.

Impressive.

Ruby clears her throat. “Supper.”

Dawsyn sags again. Her body rocking back to the floor.

Ruby slides the tray through the trap door and locks it shut again. The sound makes her cringe, but she shrugs it away and nods to the side. “There is a dead rat in the corner.”

Dawsyn’s expression remains unchanged. “It was being impolite.”

The captain grimaces. Hesitates. “I could smell it from the stairwell.”

“I assure you it smells only half as bad as me.” Dawsyn gives herself a dispassionate glance.

She is a strange woman. Alien. Even removed from the garb and setting of a prisoner, Ruby imagines she would still note the differences between them. She is a contrast of sharpness and serration. Brutally defined in her movements. There is a clarity to her, even dulled as she is here. But even caged and reduced, Ruby suspects that an entire spectrum of instinct lurks beneath her surface. She is dangerous – it is immediately obvious to anyone with sense. Ruby suspects that surviving the Ledge would have required much more than mere aggression. She would need ruthless resolve, strategy, near-constant vigilance. Ruby can see all the facets of her savagery, and all that it took to hone it.

Dawsyn eyes the tray warily. “Do the Queen’s prisoners usually receive two hot meals a day? If so, do not tell the people of Terrsaw. I suspect some would take desperate measures to acquire such privilege. No labour, and more food than one might ever see.” Even her words are serrated. Calculated. Precise cuts to draw measured blood.

Ruby grimaces. She grew up on the fringe of the Mecca. She knows missed meals like the back of her sword. “Perhaps I find you intriguing.”

“I’d try not to, Captain,” Dawsyn says dully. “The last person I intrigued was dead soon after.”

An image of the hybrid upon the throne room floor invades Ruby’s mind. She still cannot fathom it, how this fierce woman – a Sabar, a prisoner of the Ledge – came to accompany a Glacian.

“Eat,” Ruby mutters.

Dawsyn moves on her hands and knees to the tray and settles before it. Whatever pride she once used to straighten her spine before the Queens is now gone. She sits at Ruby’s feet on the other side of the grid, eating potatoes from her fingers.

“Why do you come, Captain?” Dawsyn asks. “Will your conscience rest easy if I’m well fed before they kill me?”

Ruby tarries again. The girl has a propensity for bluntness, and it makes her stumble. If she’s honest with herself, Ruby can admit the woman intimidates her. It does nothing to quicken her wits.

Ruby wants to think that Queen Alvira will come to her senses, but she must concede the unlikeliness of it. Those terrible things the Queen had said in the throne room still ring in her ears. Still keep her from sleep.

Such joy you would have brought the masses had they known you existed, had they known you had been brought to them. Those fools bow to the memory of your ancestors like they were gods. They would have supported you.

True words, but spat out like venom. Ruby had not recognised the voice behind them, had never seen Alvira’s face crease with such hatred. A Queen who had erected monuments to the Sabars, led prayers for their resting souls. Two different Queens. Ruby has tried and failed to consolidate them. There is too much she does not know. Too much that no one will speak of. Ruby is the captain of the guard and no more than that. She has no business knowing more. Her only business should be protecting the Queens, the palace, Terrsaw.

And this night, Queen Alvira believes the kingdom’s biggest threat sits here, eating potatoes.

“You may live yet,” Ruby says, though the words are hollow. “No plans have been sanctioned for your execution.”

Dawsyn actually laughs, bits of potato on her lips.

Ruby grabs the rungs with both hands. “You’re a fool, Miss Sabar.”

“How so?”

Ruby looks incredulous. “I know the Queens offered you a deal, a way out. Yet you refused them?”

“Yes.”

Ruby slaps her hands to the bars. “Why?”

No answer comes. Dawsyn simply stares at Ruby. Calculating. Calculating.

The captain growls in frustration. “Then if you die in here, it is of your own doing.”

Dawsyn leaps then, like a mountain cat – sharp and undefined, both at once. One moment she is hunched on the floor, next she has her eyes levelled with Ruby’s, hands clenching the rungs. They clang threateningly with the sudden impact, making the captain lurch away.

“No,” Dawsyn implores, her eyes rounding in their intensity. “Not my doing. The deeds were done long before I lived, Captain.”

Ruby swallows. “Perhaps, but there is no changing them. The people on the Ledge will remain there whether you take the deal or not. You cannot liberate them in death.”

Dawsyn says her words with exactness, each one a thin blade pricking her skin. “Nor can I liberate them while chained to the Queens.”

“They do not wish to chain you,” Ruby answers, exasperated. If she can just make her listen. If she can just make her see reason. “They are afraid of you. Afraid of the Glacians. But you could persuade them… prove otherwise.”

Dawsyn shakes her head, sighing deeply, as though her words are wasted exertions. “You do not strike me as a simple woman, Captain,” she says, backing away from the grid. “You know as I do; they do not want my advice.”

“I am the captain of the guard. I’d claim to know more about the Queens I serve than you do.”

Dawsyn huffs a laugh once more, but her face is drained, drawn. “I am sure it comforts you to think so.”

Ruby lifts her chin. “By all means, Sabar, please tell me what I do not know. You speak often, but say very little.”

Dawsyn turns razor eyes on Ruby again, and it makes the captain blanch. Something inexplicable begs Ruby to avert her gaze – the dark depths of them, unflinching, bottomless.

“They fear me,” Dawsyn intones.

Ruby sighs. “That I know.”

“No.” Dawsyn shakes her head. “You do not. Your Queens do not fear what havoc I may reign down upon Terrsaw. They fear I will take the crowns from their heads.”

Ruby frowns. “They fear the Glacians, Miss Sabar. They vowed to protect the kingdom at all costs.”

“All costs,” Dawsyn murmurs, “have already been paid.”

“They believe you and the half-Glacian, Ryon,” – Dawsyn’s fists clench at the name – “would bring the Glacians here, to Terrsaw. We cannot allow that to happen. These mixed-blooded Glacians… they can live in the warmth where the others cannot. They could very well come to conquer. That is why Queen Alvira keeps you here. She believes you would go to Glacia, tell them that Ryon was slain by our Queen, and lead them down to the valley. They could win a war easily, Miss Sabar. I am sure you well know it. I trained this army myself, but I am not fool enough to pretend we would not be decimated in a battle.”

“Queen Alvira wants you to believe that the mixed-bloods are no different from the pure.”

“Are they so different?”

“They are,” Dawsyn says without pause. “They have no desire, no need to swoop in and steal humans from the valley. They are free from King Vasteel’s tyranny, just as we are, just as those on the Ledge are.” Dawsyn’s glare is murderous. “And yet the Queens have no interest in allying with them to save their own people.”

“So, take the Queens’ deal,” Ruby presses, frustrated. “Persuade them!”

Dawsyn seems to consider her for a moment, her shoulders slumped, defeated. She sighs, turning away from Ruby. “They do not wish to listen,” she says lowly. “They wish to silence me. Soon they will realise they cannot.”

“Then pretend,” Ruby hisses, her voice echoing despite it. “Just pretend… and live. Is that not better?”

Dawsyn lies down again, curling onto her side. “You still haven’t explained yourself. Why do you come down here, Captain? You needn’t. My death will not be on your hands.”

Ruby’s tongue sits dry and reluctant. She unsticks it from the roof of her mouth. “My parents… they idolised your ancestors, your grandmother. What would they think of me, knowing I helped keep you prisoner here?”

A silence stretches between them, but in the darkness, Ruby sees Dawsyn frown, sees her eyes shut, and though pain is absent in her voice, it is clear on her face. “I cannot sit quiet and do as Alvira wishes while those on the Ledge slip into the Chasm.”

Ruby groans, smacks her hand against the iron as she turns to leave. “Your arrogance will be what kills you.”

“Your Queen will be what kills me.”

Ruby halts, desperation causing her to try one more time. “Unless she has your allegiance!”

“I will sooner die than kneel.”

There is no swaying her. Ruby sees it in the jut of Dawsyn’s chin, the pinch between brows.

“Then you shall die,” the captain tells her. Ruby stalks quickly from the keep, ignoring the slow churn of her stomach.


[image: image]

CHAPTER FOUR

Her Majesty, the Queen of Terrsaw, observes the girl on the floor with something akin to desperation.

She is not desperate, of course. True leaders cannot afford to be – and she is, in fact, the truest.

The girl sleeps, or rather, she pretends to. Queen Alvira would like to think it is out of fear but knows better. The girl pretends to sleep in the Queen’s presence out of petulance.

A dangerous prospect.

“Dawsyn, dear?”

The girl remains unmoving. It is… irksome.

“My apologies for disturbing you. I’ve come with gifts.” One of the guards shadowing her brings forward a pile of fine fabrics and unlocks the gate. He places them inside and Alvira’s nose wrinkles as the finery is laid upon the grime-laden stone.

The opening of the gate does not stir Dawsyn Sabar. No attempt at escape. Not a slither of curiosity.

Irritated, Alvira clears her throat. “Clothes, my dear. You could use more. We cannot soak in the blood of our past lovers for too long.”

A twitch. Alvira cannot see the girl’s face, but she imagines her eyes have snapped open. The Queen smiles. A thread to pull.

“It must hurt, knowing that the bothersome creature very nearly brought about your death as well.”

A flex of the girl’s shoulders.

“Even more so, to think that you cannot hate him for it, now that he is gone.”

The prisoner pushes her upper body from the ground. Her face slowly turns. She glares at the Queen. Burns her. She is little more than a child with the stare of an ancient. A detail that hasn’t escaped Alvira’s notice. An… unfortunate detail.

“Or perhaps you’ve realised your own mistakes? The ones that led to Ryon’s death–”

“Enough,” Dawsyn Sabar calls clearly, stronger than Alvira would have expected or preferred. The Queen had ordered her to be fed sparsely, to weaken her. She knows from experience that it is difficult to persuade the sturdy and able-bodied.

“Come now, girl. You are old enough to know that deadly games earn deadly prizes, and the games you… participated in with that half-breed were as ill-advised as trying to murder a Queen.”

“Stop.”

“Did you think you would find love with him, dear? Safety? Did the two of you plot to take this palace from me? I did you a favour, Dawsyn. That accursed boy would have killed you eventually. You should be thankful I killed him firs–”

“All right! Stop, please.” Dawsyn rises to her feet. Legs unwilling, she approaches the cell door, her hands up.

Queen Alvira smiles at her captive’s slumped posture. It is not so difficult, she thinks, to break a person.

Dawsyn stops before her on the other side of the grid where the stack of clothes lies. She exhales, and with it, the rest of her resolve seems to leak away. The grime on her face reminds Alvira of the street urchins in the Mecca. How quickly pride fades when you cage it.

Dawsyn finally looks up at her, but instead of having the decency to look ashamed, she smiles and tilts her head. “I am embarrassed for you. Did you really think I’d break if you poked me?” She laughs then, low and tired. “Could you think of no more creative means of persuasion? People like you always resort to baiting.”

The Queen’s cheeks turn hot. People like me? she thinks. She blinks in polite confusion, though the back of her throat feels scorched, aflame with ire. “There are no people like me, dear. I am the Queen of Terrsaw.”

Dawsyn grins. “You are a thief. Wearing a crown you stole won’t make you more than that.”

“I’ve given my life to this kingdom, you insidious girl!”

“No, you have given other people’s lives – an entire village. And then you demanded that those who remained kneel to you.”

“I am the reason anyone still remains!” Queen Alvira’s voice echoes off the walls and back to her; she hears how shrill her voice has become, raking her throat as it bellows out. Her hands grip the iron bars before her, the rust biting into her palms. She does not remember placing them there.

And Dawsyn smiles still. “Look at that,” she says. “Perhaps there is some merit to baiting.”

The Queen fights to slow her breath, her skin aflame. “I do not have time for children’s games, Dawsyn. And neither do you.”

“By all means, you can see yourself out.”

“Your execution has been set for tomorrow,” the Queen continues, savouring the pleasure of watching the girl’s jaw tighten. There, she thinks. That’s better. “You will be hung before the people of Terrsaw, Dawsyn Sabar, for attempting to assassinate your Queen.”

Dawsyn raises an eyebrow. “Is that why you have brought me these fine threads? Do you prefer to hang only the presentable?”

“You’ll hang naked if you must, Dawsyn. It is no concern of mine how you die.” There, the truth between them. Alvira lets it linger, lets her see how very small she is in her world. But not so small in the minds of others, unfortunately. “What I’ve brought you, however, is an alternative. I could give you a life within these walls the likes of which you’ve never imagined. Clothes, banquets, your own quarters, guards, companions–”

“The very same thing you’ve offered me each day for a week.”

“And is it not better than a snapped neck?”

Dawsyn considers the pile of clothes. “Tell me, Your Majesty, when did the people of Terrsaw learn of it?”

The Queen stills. “Learn of what?”

“That the last living descendant of the Sabars is a prisoner in your dungeon.”

A silence stretches between the two women – one waiting, one calculating.

The girl knows far more than the Queen can allow, but who has informed her?

“You do not need to behead your guards, Alvira,” Dawsyn intones, reading and interrupting her thoughts. “No one has betrayed you. The chanting on the streets echoes into my cell. It grows louder each day. It is why you’ve kept me alive, is it not? People are growing mutinous, or so it sounds. They’re demanding to see me, to know how I escaped the Ledge. Stop me if I’m wrong.” Her voice lilts at the end.

Denial is useless, the Queen decides. “They do not know you are a prisoner, Dawsyn. Only a guest. But, yes. They are… eager to see you.” Eager is a vague substitution for the rallying feelings stirring in the Mecca. Restless was a better term. Disquieted, perhaps.

Dawsyn waits, those unsettling eyes tunnelling into the Queen, as though she were the one standing in rags and covered in blood.

“Do you see the unrest you cause, simply by being here?” the Queen continues, testing a different route, another way around the wretched girl. “And you are just one person. Imagine the upheaval if every soul on the Ledge were brought down the mountain.”

“And what would you have me tell them, Your Majesty?” Dawsyn asks. “I’m curious.”

The Queen does not dare grow hopeful. “You could tell them the truth,” she says. “Tell them how you escaped. Tell them about the pool and the iskra if you must. But do not give them hope that the threat is gone. Do not give them hope that others on the Ledge can be liberated.”

“Because you fear them,” Dawsyn interjects. “Imagine what my people will do to you, when they learn you sold them like cattle.”

The Queen says nothing for a time. She has, in fact, imagined what they might do. She has imagined a great many things, more times than Dawsyn Sabar could fathom. She has thought of every choice before her and the consequences of their inception. She has mapped each course forward and divined the paths that will etch themselves in a thousand directions, spawning a constellation of different endings, and there are very few that leave the Queen any better than she was before this iniquitous girl fell off that ledge and stumbled into her kingdom. “You will be brought before the town at dawn and accused of treason,” the Queen tells Dawsyn now. “We will tell the people how life on the Ledge corrupted you, broke you. I will tell them you brought a Glacian inside the palace walls and the two of you tried to assassinate the Queens, and they will cheer as they watch you die.” This last word reverberates from the stone ceiling, and she senses a guard shifting uneasily behind her. “Or, you can live. You can shut your damned mouth and look to the future. You can help me build a stronger kingdom, one properly prepared for battle should the mixed-blooded Glacians swoop into our valley.”

Dawsyn collects the clothes from the floor, running a hand over the silken threads despite the muck caked upon them.

“Death,” she says, “is preferable.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Dawsyn is awake long before the guards come to collect her. The darkness of the dungeon does not allow for her to know the time; dawn seems to take an age to arrive.

Finally, the clanging of armour echoes down the stairwell and the iron gate rattles violently as it opens.

“Miss Sabar?”

The guards insist on calling her that. All seem reluctant to speak down to her, as one would expect of a captor to their captive. Even this, the simple rousing, is laced with hesitation.

Dawsyn looks her last at her dead-rat companion, its beady eyes long since dulled, and stands, legs aching. The chill of this cell does not come close to matching that of her home on the Ledge, yet it still feels cruel – that she should be born cold and die just the same.

She sighs and rubs her gritty hands against her gritty shirt.

The guards – four of them, Ruby included – stand before her cell. Their garb differs today. Ruby’s chest plate bears the Terrsaw emblem: a sword splitting a mountain in two. A farce. The other guards have red embossed on their helms.

“Well,” Dawsyn says. “You all look very shiny.”

Despite the deep lines of her furrow, the captain’s lips twitch. It quickly fades. Dawsyn watches Ruby swallow, a lump travelling the length of her throat. The spark of anger Dawsyn saw in her, admired her for, is now gone. It is a different strain that creases her forehead now. The captain holds her chin and shoulders like that of an admiral, but every other facet of her says something else entirely.

I am sorry, she mouths to Dawsyn, some unfathomable loyalty compelling her to do so, and Dawsyn suddenly feels responsible for whatever burden this woman carries for her fate. Of all the people that should shoulder the blame for her demise, Dawsyn is angered that this captain, a woman who has only carried out her duties and shown Dawsyn compassion, should be the one to feel its weight.

Ruby’s hands tremble as she unlocks the cell door and slides the grid open.

Dawsyn reaches out into the open space and grips Ruby’s fingers. The guards at the captain’s back hasten to action, their own hands gripping Dawsyn’s forearm, her shoulders. The sounds of their drawn swords fill the stale air.

But Dawsyn only squeezes Ruby’s hand, a woman who has little need to be concerned with a prisoner like her.

Ruby’s eyes, now afraid, meet Dawsyn’s.

“You were kind, when you needn’t have been,” Dawsyn tells her. “This is not your doing.” For a moment, their eyes simply linger on each other, intangible missives passing between them, and then Dawsyn’s hands are tugged away by the guards.

Ruby shivers as Dawsyn is pulled back. She squeezes her eyes shut a moment, but when they open once more, resolve shrouds her. “Bring the shackles,” she says clearly.

The guards work quickly to secure Dawsyn’s wrists and ankles, and then they are guiding her out of the cell, up the stairwell. For the first time in weeks, the light leaks down to her, growing brighter as they climb. At least there is this, Dawsyn thinks – golden light drenching her just once more before she dies, making her forget the cold.

The path is long and twisting. Each step brings the taste of fear on her tongue. It is useless to fear, she knows. Soon, every terror, every memory, every feeling will be snuffed, but looming death has a tenacity for dredging up every dark and terrible thought from the depths of the mind.

She hopes her neck snaps on impact. It is the most rational fear she can cling to. The idea of slowly choking makes her gag. The crowd watching her body rotate in a slow circle, her body twitching in vain, clawing for its next breath…

Perhaps Queen Alvira will sully her name with lies and the people of Terrsaw will stone her to death instead. Perhaps they will break through the guards and lunge straight for her throat. Anything seems preferable to suffocating by degrees.

Despairingly, not even these, the last desperate minutes of her life, are enough to rouse the dormant magic within her. As the guards lead her through the dark passages of the palace, she calls to it, over and over. And though she can find it, feel it curled into its corner, she senses how heavy it is, how tired. She cannot lift it.

The passage curves again, and at its end is a portcullis to a courtyard, dusty and bare but for the gallows that wait ahead and the jostling crowd before it. The guards stop before the portcullis, waiting as it rattles upward into its cavity above.

The courtyard falls silent.

Dawsyn’s breath hitches.

“Ready?” Ruby whispers.

Dawsyn does not answer. How can one ever be truly ready to die?

The people on the Ledge are still trapped.

The pool in Glacia still churns.

Ryon. Ryon.

Ryon’s death remains unavenged.

And there it is, that flood of grief that has tried valiantly to consume her. That sorrow for a man who has not earnt her last thoughts in the moments before she dies. But something in her still welcomes the memory of his touch along her jaw, the feel of his lips on her forehead. And if she’s to die this day, then resistance is pointless. She closes her eyes to better see his face and is, for once, not perturbed by the copious tears that overcome her.

Perhaps there is sanctuary to be found in those gallows. She can finally follow the ones who left her here alone, and cross that unseeable bridge. Perhaps they will be there, waiting.

The guards lead her forward, slowing their gait to allow her shackled feet to keep pace.

Thousands of faces turn to see her, chained and dirty, her eyes squinting against the harsh sun. Beyond the crowd is the Mecca, now emptied of its people. So many of them, here in this desolate corner.

Dirt starts to collect between her toes. It occurs to her that this is the first time she has felt earth beneath her bare feet. She cannot even linger on the strange way it yields. There are so many things that will remain mysterious to her now. So many corners and facets of this world undiscovered.

The crowd continues its silence as she passes, the gallows looming ever nearer. When she blinks the dust away, Dawsyn can make out the people around her but cannot discern their demeanour. Are they curious? Remorseful? Exultant? What do they think of her, this escapee of the Ledge? Do they wish to see her dead?

As the captain leads their assemblage forward, the crowd parts to her presence alone. She leads the way through, her chin lifted, but Dawsyn can still see the way her hand trembles.

An eternity passes before they reach the steps. As it draws nearer, Dawsyn’s heart beats in protest, crashing against her ribs. She takes the steps awkwardly, her shackles a hindrance. The guards have to lift her to the platform, and once upon it, the nausea swells.

Help me, she calls inward, desperate, afraid. Help me.

But the magic is as trapped as her. She can feel how it sticks to the sides, mired in fear.

Beneath the noose, the woman who escaped the Ledge is turned to face the crowd – scarred, barefooted. Wild.

Dawsyn finally sees them: the faces of the Mecca. Women in aprons and shawls and coats with shiny buttons. Men with dirty hands and clean faces. Gaunt cheeks next to fed bellies. Parents with children at their feet, on their hips, in their arms. People bent with age and illness, and yet they all are here, wide-eyed.

Confused.

Disturbed.

Enraged.

She can feel, then, why they have come. It is not to spectate.

A short horn sounds from above, and for a moment, Dawsyn is transported back to the slopes, running through a blizzard with Glacians at her heels. That sound always forewarns disaster.

The Queens, Alvira and Cressida both, appear on a balcony, the only one jutting from this corner of the palace walls. The silver threads of their dresses catch the sun and glisten. Queen Alvira’s hands clasp gently before her stomach, a ring per finger. She meets the gaze of her people, a perfected mix of duty and contrition.

How Dawsyn wishes she could pull her over that banister.

The crowd turns their attention to their monarch, and the guards hold their right hands over their hearts in her presence. Dawsyn waits, eyes straight ahead.

“To the good people of Terrsaw,” Queen Alvira calls, her voice ringing from those plum-stained lips. “Today we mourn, for before you stands a miracle: Dawsyn Sabar, the granddaughter of Valma, the fallen princess of Terrsaw.”

A rumble spreads amongst the people, one of awe, and one of impatience. So, it is true, they seem to say. A Sabar.

“But that is not all she is… She is also a murderer.”

Dawsyn’s head whips to the balcony.

“Miss Sabar escaped by making a deal with a Glacian, and it was this same beast that helped her away from the Ledge and led her to Terrsaw. But this was not before she killed some of her own people on the Ledge who would have stopped her. Our people. Our fallen ones.”

The crowd stiffens in increments, growing stunned, then appalled.

Clever, Dawsyn thinks, watching the throng as it shifts. She waits for their shock to subside, for the fury to take hold.

“Miss Sabar and her Glacian were welcomed into the palace, and they turned their swords on us too. This girl came to take the crown for herself. She may bear the Sabar name, but she has inherited none of the virtue of her family long since passed. I am sure she has suffered much on the Ledge… and I fear it has corrupted her.”

Dawsyn remembers the day she swept through the streets of the Mecca, the patrons backing away as she passed them with a blade in her hand, her face etched in murderous rage. She closes her eyes in defeat.

“I had wished, as you all did, that her presence would bring us hope. But I cannot allow you all to suffer under the pretence that others might find their way off that forsaken mountain. This girl is not our miracle. She is a monster, and I banished monsters from our lands long ago.”

The Queen turns to her wife, and Cressida reaches out with trained movements, to place her hand in Alvira’s. “We will protect you, our people, at all costs,” she proclaims, her voice thundering over the heads of her countrymen, ringing down the streets of the Mecca beyond. “Prepare her,” the Queen calls, her voice lower, softer once more. A well-executed trick.

Dawsyn is shunted backward. Suddenly her feet are stumbling over the loose timber of a trapdoor, and a ring of heavy rope falls over her shoulders. Automatically she lifts her hands to pull the rope away, but the shackles tug painfully at her wrists, and she cannot stop the guards from cinching the noose around her throat. Wait, she thinks. Not yet.

“Who was the informant?” a voice shouts from the crowd.

Quiet descends once more. Even Dawsyn’s heart stops to hear it speak again.

“Who knew o’ her misdeeds on the Ledge? How did yeh learn of it?”

The Queen squints down into the crowd, her jaw taut. “Who speaks?”

“I do.” And from the crowd steps Salem.

Dawsyn’s breath stutters. Her throat closes.

Salem, his nose reddened and bulbous as ever, his paunch prominent and height more so. He stares, steely eyed up at his Queen.

Stop, Salem, she thinks, panicked to see him there alone. Please, be quiet.

“I’ll ask again. How could yeh know anythin’ o’ the Ledge?” Salem bellows to all, but his eyes are fastened on Dawsyn’s.

“Don’t!” Dawsyn shouts at him, her head shaking. “Salem–”

“Seize him,” the Queen says calmly, regretfully. “I will have no man nor woman corrupted by this girl.”

Guards descend on Salem, pulling his arms to his back, pushing him to the ground.

“NO!” Dawsyn shouts.

“He only asks a question!” someone calls, a voice Dawsyn does not recognise. “For what reason will he be detained?”

The crowd rumbles. More shouts. A woman, tears streaming down her face, clutches a baby and yells, “Show us this Glacian! Show us!”

“The girl may know a way up the slopes!” another calls.

“SILENCE!” the Queen roars, but it does nothing. The crowd is roiling, the undercurrent shifting. Their clamour begins to fill the air. Fists rise, bodies shift with agitation.

“Let her live!” Some call.

“Grant her pardon!”

“A Sabar has returned to us!”

The crowd converges, moving closer to the platform, to the palace walls. And all the while their demands unify to become a single chant – the same call Dawsyn heard from her dungeon cell, the call that could not be drowned out by earth or stone.

Bring her home!

Bring her home!

BRING HER HOME!

“PULL THE LEVER!” Queen Alvira calls, her eyes wide with alarm, spit flying from her lips.

There is no sound to reach Dawsyn’s ears beyond the tumult of the people, the screams of the women, and shouts from the men. The floor disappears from beneath her feet, and she falls into the dark space below.

Before the noose snaps taut, she meets the eyes of the Queen, feels her blood slither with hate. She gives a silent promise of revenge, in whatever form she may take in the afterlife.
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CHAPTER SIX

She dangles.

The noose does not break her neck like she’d hoped. There is nothing to hear anymore and nothing to see. Vessels in her eyes have given way to strain, her airways are crushed, and despite it, her body still fights for air. Her jaw struggles to open, her hands clench and release in vain. Where her mind has departed, the rest of her still claws for life uselessly.

Spasms take her chest first, then the rest of her. As she spins for the audience in a hapless circle, her body convulses and quakes until it begins to give in. The spasms slow. Her bare toes, earth-sodden, give their last twitch.

It is just as Dawsyn’s body stills that the people of Terrsaw finally overrun the guards barricading the gallows. They swarm in a titanic wave, swallowing the shine and polish of the guardian’s armour in one mighty heave. The guards fall below the crowd and not one of them raises a sword.

A woman, cloaked and slight, darts between the fists and feet and finds her way over the wooden platform, to where Dawsyn twirls and twirls at the end of the noose.

The mob behind riots, too busy to see the woman take her palm to the rope and snap it with nothing but a squeeze. They do not see how the trapdoor came to close itself again before Dawsyn Sabar could fall.

Dawsyn herself does not know how she came to be sprawled upon the wooden planks, her lungs gasping at the air, her head and palms and feet burning with the return of oxygen.

“Get up!” a hiss in her ear demands, “Now!”

And before she can, heavy fabric envelopes her, blankets her. It is tugged over her head, its hood bracketing her ears – a cloak. Hands pull at her underarms, heaving her to her feet.

“This way!” the voice hastens, deeper, more urgent than before, and Dawsyn stumbles forward, choking, eyes streaming. She pitches her body off the end of the platform, blood pounding back into her brain. The hands at her back thrust her along the outskirts of the crowd, where the young and the old spectate as the riot builds.

Together, the two women run the length of the courtyard walls and out into the Mecca, where the streets are hollow but for the sounds of rebellion at their backs, and not a person they pass stops to glance at the cloaked girl from the Ledge, now the girl missing from the noose.

Down the cobblestone alleys they run, their path adjacent to the palace. It towers over the Mecca’s many roofs and spires. Dawsyn’s legs and feet are leaden but somehow they move quickly, keeping pace with the dark figure who leads the way out.

Dawsyn’s hood falls to her shoulders, but she cannot spare a moment to conceal herself again. What little she sees of faces pressed against windows pass too quickly. She does not know if those faces will recognise her, if they will reveal her escape to the Queens.

The road becomes nothing more than dirt, and soon the buildings begin to bunch, their roofs sagging. Dawsyn recognises the outskirts. Beyond, green fields unfold to the forest line and as she and her saviour sprint into the dew-slickened grass, the sun breaks through the cloud and meets Dawsyn’s shoulders.

It takes only minutes to leave the Mecca behind. A handful of moments between death and freedom. Soon, she is far away from the castle and the courtyard, where a cloud of dust is stirring, mudding the Queen’s face.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The bedlam in the courtyard only worsens as they meet less and less resistance. Already, the Queen’s guards fall back, their shields just barely holding the people off.

Cut them down, Alvira thinks. Just a few. Make an example. The rest will heed the warning.

The balcony is not all that far from the ground. Any bastard could climb to it should they possess the gall.

A guard at Alvira’s back pleads for her retreat inside the castle. “Your Grace,” he implores. “Keep clear of the balustrade.”

She ignores him. Her eyes flit between her subjects, raising their fists, their faces twisted and vehement. How ungrateful they all are. She should send them over the Boulder Gate. Let them see how they fare within reach of the very beasts she shields them from.

“Come, dear,” says Cressida, taking Alvira’s cold fingers in her hand. “Don’t spare them a glance.”

But the Queen of Terrsaw resists still. She hears the commands of her most favoured guard call for her soldiers to retreat. She watches them back into the safety of the palace gates, and a cold fear invades her.

How quickly it can all fall, she thinks.

Finally, Alvira turns her attention away from the mass of bodies, hands clenched around her bulbous rings, eyes glistening with rage. As she makes to leave, those eyes fall to the empty gallows, the cut rope swinging to the beat of her people’s chants.

Bring her home!

Bring her home!

The girl.

The girl!

“Where is she?” snarls Cressida beside her.

“She’s… gone,” murmurs a guard, dumbfounded and useless.

But Alvira is already spinning, her skirts catching and tearing on the armour of the guards as she barrels past.

“Find her!” she shouts. And then another order: “And bring me that iskra witch!”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The high cornstalks snatch at the skin of her cheeks. The soles of Dawsyn’s bare feet are laced with shallow cuts as they crush the broken shoots.

Will the guards come already?

Will the mob buy her a moment more?

The forest line is ahead, over the last knoll. There, the grass will not claw at her face, but the forest floor will prove even more unforgiving. She sprints toward it, her muscles resisting.

A little further, she wills them.

Her chaperon crashes through the bracken a moment before Dawsyn. She gasps painfully, her body leaning toward the sanctuary of ground, ready to surrender. How weak she has become in such a short time. She places her hands on her knees and gulps at the air, struggling to look up at her guide, her saviour.

“Who are you?” Dawsyn demands.

The cloaked figure turns, and Dawsyn looks at the place where a face should be. Instead, only shadow fills the hood of the cloak. It unnerves her.

“Show yourself,” Dawsyn says now, squaring her stance.

A slow laugh. “Not even a word of thanks first?”

The voice… It is familiar. It brings to mind flashes of brilliant white light, the bitter taste of wine, the slow, seductive smile behind red lips. “Baltisse?”

The woman’s hand passes over that faceless hollow, and as it lowers, the mage is somehow uncovered, her molten eyes churning just as Dawsyn remembers.

“You are as demanding as ever,” the mage says
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