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The Lost Bard of Taliyaven


❖  The Arriborn Eagle Council receives news that a Llennedian raiding party has crossed the border and is burning villages. They dispatch the west band to help the remaining villagers flee. The survivors camp at the Tilverdale ruins, and Denis Oravec is captured by a small group of Rochen spies.




❖  Masha Oravcová and her adoptive mother, Lenka, arrive in Ozveny, the capital city of Arribor. Ján Drobný helps them find a place to stay, and Alyosha Radovan helps Masha secure a job in the hrad. Since she will work for the princess, Masha is interviewed by the kráľovná, Nataša Drobná, and is asked if she recognizes the name Pavel Vetrov. Masha doesn’t, but her birth parents died in a fire when she was very young and she doesn’t remember them at all.




❖  Alexci Golovkin, a Rochen spy in Ozveny, is told to capture the newly-arrived Masha, as she is likely of Talinae-blood. His mother, the Golovkina, gives him a silencer (a Rochen slave trained to fight) to assist with his orders. Alexci doubts Dmitriy will be of much help.




❖  Masha gets to know a number of the West Band warriors, and they offer to teach her to read, ride, and use a sword. She dreams of becoming a warrior so she can rescue her missing brother.




❖  Zoya Zvonimira, the heir of Kazan Vyselki in the hidden forest of Taliyaven, is sent to a neighboring vyselki in hopes of securing peace. Instead of welcoming them, Lady Palina throws Zoya and her companions in prison. Nikandr Vetrov reveals his Skill with stone and helps them escape. They return home, and Zoya learns he is the son of Karyna Vetrova, the bloodkeeper that betrayed and lost her brother.




❖  Alexci’s silencer, Dmitriy, has tried to capture Masha and was stopped by the West Band each time. Dragoslav, a traitorous warrior, wants to take the command of the west band to make their movements in the city easier. Alexci is reluctant, but agrees to teach him a few tricks to help beat Captain Duren Akszenyuk. Duren, however, still wins the challenge.




❖  Anna Múdra, one of the West Band warriors, tells Masha that Duren cannot speak because he was held prisoner and lost his memory. Later, Masha is invited to dinner with Duren’s father, who explains that Duren used to know where the Talinae people live. He also tells her that her parents used to be friends of his—and they were possibly Talinae.




❖  Denis and his Rochen captors get lost in the Pathless Forest and eventually find their way out to the other side. They travel through Llenned on their way to the Narravian Mountains. Denis manages to escape, and finds a place to stay in a little village.




❖  Zoya wakes up to find a vengeful Lady Palina has surrounded Kazan Vyselki. A third vyselki joins the fight, and Zoya’s father mourns the violence that will ruin all of Taliyaven. His advisors suggest looking for Karyna Vetrova, a wordsmith with enough Skill to unite all the Talinae.




❖  The Eagle Council makes preparations for war as the Llennedian army marches closer. Alexci sends Dmitriy to bring a message to one of the Llennedian captains about their plans. Dmitriy encounters Ján along the road and they fight—Ján is wounded and left on the road. 




❖  A traveler named Štvankyňa finds Ján and brings him back to the West Band. Masha talks with the stranger, and suspects the woman is Talinae. She urges her to return home and bring back aid for Arribor before Llenned comes and destroys them.




❖  Denis is found by the very Rochen men he escaped from. They have with them a red-haired man who’s very words can command people. Denis is no match for Barys, and is captured again and taken to Rejair.




❖  Zoya goes to find Nikandr and asks him to help locate his banished mother. They go to his house and discover Karyna has just arrived. She marches into Lady Palina’s camp and demands they unite. All the Talinae sing together, and the protective wall is rebuilt, keeping them safe from the outsiders. Then Karyna convinces everyone to leave Taliyaven and rescue Arribor.



––––––––
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❖  The Llennedian army has reached the capital of Arribor, and is now waiting. Days pass. The princezná, Katka, is given her own crown warrior: Valentín Akszenyuk, Duren’s brother. When Llenned begins to attack in the night, Masha helps Katka hide while Valentín is killed in defense of the princezná.




❖  Meanwhile Duren and the West Band are guarding the city gates. The kráľ leads a desperate attack against Llenned during the night, and a small force attacks the west band from the inside. Dawn comes, and the Taliyaven army arrives to save the day. The Llennedian army flees.




❖  Masha helps care for the wounded. The West Band warriors are taking any injured Talinae to their own barracks to hide them. Zoya sees Masha and guesses that she has Talinae blood and a little bit of wordsmithing Skill. Duren helps the Talinae leave once they have healed enough to make the journey back to Taliyaven. Masha is called before the Eagle Council, where they thank her for saving Katka’s life, and award her the position of Crown Warrior.



––––––––
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The Red Bard of Roche


❖  The Arriborn Eagle Council receives a letter from Llenned, where Kráľ Zdenko offers a marriage between Princezná Katarina and his son. The council votes to send her, and many of the West Band warriors are selected to accompany her—including her cousins, Ján Drobný and Ružena Rehák.




❖  Masha says goodbye to her adoptive mother Lenka, and leaves with Katka. Some of the remaining Talinae are in disguise as warriors, and will return home with Štvankyňa along the way. Alexci Golovkin, the Rochen spy, sends out his slave Dmitriy to follow them and capture Masha.




❖  Zoya and Nikandr arrive back in Taliyaven and are captured by Lady Palina. She has taken over most of the other vyselkis while the army was gone. Lady Palina tells Zoya that her father was killed during the fighting. Pavel, Nikandr’s father, helps them escape prison.




❖  The remaining Talinae leave the group, and Masha realizes too late that Štvankyňa might be her long-lost mother. Now she doesn’t know if she’ll even see her again. Valery, one of the Talinae, leaves his only chance to return home and returns to tell Masha’s group that he noticed Dmitriy following them. 




❖  The princezná and her escort arrive in Llenned, and find themselves ignored. Masha wanders around the hrad, and discovers that Kráľ Zdenko is entertaining some Rochen guests.




❖  Back in Arribor, Kráľovná Nataša Drobná and Captain-General Ivan Kostra are pushing for the band captains to be required to retake the requirement tests. Maxim Akszenyuk knows that this is to get his son Duren to be removed from his position. Duren can no longer talk or read or write, and many do not like him being in command of the West Band.




❖  Meanwhile, Zdenko finally has an audience with Katka, and asks lots of questions about the Talinae and where they came from. Matej, the friendly Captain of the Guard, treats the group to dinner (complete with music from a minstrel friend) and teaches them how to play Sands. 




❖  The motion for the band captain requirements passes. Duren writes a single sentence (“Tell Ivan Kostra that I hope he is spared in the coming destruction”) and then flees without speaking a word. The letter makes Nataša angry. When she asks Maxim where Duren has gone, he lies.




❖  Barys, the warden in Rejair, is in Llenned to capture the Arriborn princezná. He meets with Dmitriy and they make plans. Then Matej invites him to join in a Sands game. He asks Barys if he is in Llenned to harm Katka, and Barys promises that he won’t hurt her.




❖  The remaining Talinae reach Taliyaven with Štvankyňa (Karyna), and reunite with Zoya and her few survivors. They plan an attack on Lady Palina. The attempt goes wrong when Henadz, the vyselki-wordsmith, is able to combat Karyna’s Skill. Because he can’t see a clear winner between them, he offers to let them go. Lady Palina insists that Zoya cannot become the ruler of Kazan Vyselki since she’s not married—so Zoya marries Nikandr on the spot.




❖  Masha encounters Dmitriy in the hrad, manages to escape, and returns to her rooms to discover Katka has been kidnapped. She joins the rescue attempt, and they manage to catch up and save Katka from the Rochen. They return to Stryhaen, and meet Matej’s minstrel friend. Slava warns them that they can’t return to the hrad, and helps them hide at a friend’s house.




❖  Dmitriy manages to discover the house where Masha and the others are hiding, and tells Barys. However the resulting raid is unable to find the secret room, and is unsuccessful. Dmitriy is beaten and told to watch it just in case anyone leaves. 




❖  Duren arrives in Stryhaen and joins everyone in their hiding place. He sends Ján Drobný back to Arribor to reassure everyone that Katka is safe. They find Dmitriy unconscious in the street and save his life. 




❖  Zoya and the others arrive at Kazan Vyselki and find that it has been ravaged. All the homes are sealed in stone. While the others mourn, Nikandr is determined to open up every house and manages to find a few survivors. Karnya and Pavel decide that they need to find a safer place to stay. They leave Taliyaven to return to Arribor.




❖  Duren visits his uncle’s house and is asked to play in a Sands game by his cousin. He meets Matej and Barys there, and has a fight with Barys—the man who tortured him in Rejair.




❖  In Rejair, Denis, is invited by some of the guards to sing songs in exchange for leaving his cell for a while and sharing a meal. He makes some light friendships, and even helps with bandages when one is injured. They consider trying to escape. However, the leader of Rejair catches them talking about God, and the Rochen guard Dimka is told to bow to the Rochen gods. He refuses, and is thrown into prison as well.




❖  Duren, Masha, and Dmitriy are staying at the Akszenyuk house when they receive a surprise visit from Barys. Before much conversation can be had, they are set upon by slave traders and captured. They manage to escape, but leave Barys behind because Duren doesn’t trust him. Barys breaks out on his own and kills the traders with his Skilled words.




❖  The day of departure arrives, and the remaining Arriborns are rescued from the hrad. Duren distracts Barys and Matej long enough for the others to escape, and then joins them. They fight their way out and gallop to freedom—but Ružena is left behind in the process.




❖  As they travel home to Arribor, Dmitriy tells Duren that a Rochen army is coming. Duren sends Masha ahead to warn Arribor, and she manages to ride his half-wild horse back to Ozveny on her own. She tells the Eagle Council that Roche is coming, but they don’t believe her and say they are planning to march to Llenned and attack them. Masha is escorted from the Room of the Eagles by the kráľovná’s crown warrior and thrown into prison.



––––––––
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The Singing Bard of Llenned


❖  Duren returns to Ozveny to find Masha has been put in prison. He takes Dmitriy and goes before the Eagle Council to prove that Nataša Drobná has been working with Roche. The council still does not believe him, and Nataša orders him to be banished. He cuts a hole in the floor with his sword Hirenadaye and flees with Dmitriy.




❖  Meanwhile Ján Egresky helps Masha escape from prison. She meets up with Duren and they leave Ozveny behind. They camp at Tilverdale and watch the Arriborn army march to Llenned despite being told that Roche is coming. Later, Masha and Duren meet up with the escaped Talinae from Kazan Vyselki, and find a safe place in the Pathless Forest to make camp.




❖  Left in Ozveny, Katka discovers that Kikolai has orders to take her to Roche. Ján Egresky and warrior Konrád Sokol help her escape. They join the others in the Pathless Forest, only to find Kikolai has followed them. Dmitriy and Ján fight Kikolai’s men and Ján loses his life and Dmitriy kills Kikolai. The Pathless Forest takes care of the bodies.




❖  Barys realizes that his usefulness in Rejair is nearing the end, and he takes Denis and flees. They meet up with Duren and Valery, who were on the way to rescue them, and a reunion takes place. They are hunted by pursuers from Rejair, and Barys puts a knife to Denis’ throat to force Duren to surrender. Duren locks away all his memories again.




❖  Valery escapes with Hirenadaye and rejoins with Masha’s group to share the news that Duren and Denis are in Rejair. Ján Drobný and Dmitriy rush off to rescue the rescuers—but are only imprisoned themselves.




❖  Katka leads Masha and her Talinae family to Llenned, where they interrogate Nataša for the truth. She tells them how her brother, the Rochen kráľ, blackmailed her into spying for him, and how she was too afraid to tell Radomír the truth. She agrees to help fight against the Rochen army that she helped bring over.




❖  Matej, the Llennedian Captain of the Guard, reveals himself to be Kráľ Zdenko's son, and takes over his father’s throne with the help of Maxim Akszenyuk and the wordsmith Slava. He offers an alliance to Arribor, and the High Houses unite together against the coming Rochen army. 




❖  After days of losing battles, they come up with a final, desperate plan: kill Innokentiy Usenko, no matter what. They gather up their bards—Masha, Karyna, and Slava—and prepare three groups to attack from all sides. Barys joins them and gives his life and final words to protect Masha.




❖  Nataša leads one of the charges and is captured by her brother, Innokentiy. He recognizes their plan and flees, taking three prisoners with him to Rejair: Nataša, Zoya, and Slava. He tortures Slava to learn the location of Taliyaven, and Natasa translates Slava's words. Then Innokentiy returns to Roche, taking Nataša, Denis, and Dmitriy back with his army.




❖  Masha and the others track the army to Rejair, where they rescue Zoya, Ján, Ružena, and the other prisoners. They learn that Slava and Duren died and were taken away. Zoya had her tongue cut out, and can no longer speak, but the others are in better shape.




❖  Returning to Stryhaen and the army camps, Masha says farewell to Karyna before her mother dies. Kráľ Radomír killed during the war, and now that Nataša is gone, Katka is now the Arriborn kráľovná. The High Houses are united again, and Roche has fled across the mountains, but it does not feel like a victory.
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Caven Blackburn

A village inn, Llenned, Second Age, 1964. 

“WHEN WINTER WINDS sweep o’er the waves

And riverbeds freeze through,

When dark nights pass to silver dawns

And I can’t come to you;

Then think of me in memory

And hear my voice in song.

When snowstorms melt to flowery springs

You know I won’t be long.”

The child sang the chorus perfectly, reaching every note with ease. He did not play the harp on his lap, but kept his hands held up as if preparing to strike the strings and begin another song.

“Perfect!” Karyna Vetrova patted the boy on the head. “He’s already got the words memorized! He can play the song. Now we just have to put them together.”

“Ee doesn’t even ken what t’ words mean.” Caven Blackburn leaned against the wall by the open window, his fingers and a knife working at a half-whittled wooden bird. A few drunks staggered around the inn’s courtyard below, and he kept part of his attention on them, in case they turned riotous. “Ee’s just repeatin’ t’ sounds, Karyna.”

“But he’s hitting every single note like an experienced Talinae singer. I didn’t realize someone outside the forest could have such skill!”

Caven felt sorry for the poor child. The little boy rarely spoke. He sang when Karyna gave him words to say and sometimes answered Nataša when she asked him questions. But he mostly kept to himself and observed.

He was too young to witness death, Caven decided. This child had been removed from his safe home and brought across the mountains. He was in a strange land with strange people.

What horrors Nataša had fled from, Caven could only imagine. He’d traveled to Roche and witnessed the fanatical devotion to their gods. He’d watched the bloodthirsty Games of Silence and the way they treated their slaves. Caven knew what cruel leaders were capable of. He knew what it was like to flee from a home that had become too dangerous to live in.

He didn’t remember why he fled—that past was somewhere behind the wall of memory—but he knew there was blood and murder and death.

Whatever had driven Nataša to flee across the mountains, it was still etched across her face. She was afraid, just like her little brother. Afraid of what she’d left behind, afraid of what was still waiting for her ahead.

He understood that.

“Ask him if he wants to learn another one.” Karyna ruffled through her pack on the bed, scattering the contents across the blankets. “I’ve got one of the easy fireweaver chants from Kazan. Think he can memorize it in three tries?”

“Karyna, ye can’t teach ‘im yer songs!”

Karyna hesitated. “Why not?”

Caven left the window, just in case the wind carried his words out to people who had no business hearing what he was going to say. “Ye can’t teach Talinae songs tae people. It’s risky. Dangerous. Teach ‘im somethin’ from Arribor.”

“He’s just a child. A child holds no danger, right Pavel?” Karyna turned to her husband. Pavel sat at the other end of the small room, playing chess with Lavinia by the light of a small fire.

“A child isn’t dangerous,” Pavel muttered.

Caven wasn’t sure if Pavel’s reply was merely inattentive, or if Karyna was using her Skill on him so that he agreed with her.

“What will ee do when ee’s an adult an’ remembers t’ song?” Lavinia looked up from the game. “Arromëre ‘as forgotten almost everything about t’ Talinae. Do ye want tae send another ‘opeless dreamer tae die in t’ Pathless Forest? Or ‘ave ‘im be thought mad as ee pursues a place that isn’t supposed tae exist?”

Caven barely suppressed a laugh. Karyna wasn’t used to people arguing with her, and she was still learning to rein in her frustration at having to speak kindly and not use her Skill.

“I still think you’re too careful about things,” Karyna sighed. “You’re not even Talinae. But you’re probably right. It doesn’t hurt to be careful.”

“Exactly.” Caven returned to the window. The courtyard below was now empty. The others should be back soon. Radomír wanted to buy Nataša some better traveling clothes. Maxim went to protect Radomír. Kikolai went to protect Nataša.

That left the rest of the coterie to watch the child.

“I suppose that’s enough practice for now.” Karyna whisked the harp away and plucked a few strings. “Maybe I’ll go downstairs and try to earn a little more. Lavinia, will you bring your fiddle?”

“Once Ah finish t’ game. Then Ah’ll be down.”

No matter how many times she played Pavel, Lavinia always lost. Caven thought Pavel cheated. Pavel said it was practice.

The child, left alone on the floor without an instrument, began to cry. Karyna took that as the perfect opportunity to leave. Lavinia looked up from her game and made as if to get up.

“Ah’ve got ‘im,” Caven said, pocketing the knife and the carving. “Finish yer game.”

The child only cried harder when Caven picked him up, but that was expected. Caven wasn’t the friendliest-looking person, and he knew it. He was all sunburnt-skin and calluses, and probably the last man a child would go to for comfort.

“It’s alright,” he said, bringing the child to the window. “Want tae see if we can find any stars? Can ye look out an’ see any stars?”

More crying.

“What’s yer name?” he asked, wondering how many times he would have to ask before his memory took the name as something worth remembering. It was a part of the complicated process of locks and keys that his people often struggled with—remembering things without the need to hide them away.

“Alyosha,” Lavinia supplied. “’Is name’s Alyosha.”

“That’s a good name,” Pavel added. “Perhaps he will grow up to be a strong warrior and save many lives. It’s your move, Lavinia.”

Alyosha was too busy crying to pay much attention to Lavinia as she bemoaned her loosing game. Caven took the child away from the window, since it wasn’t keeping him occupied, and tried to find something else. “Would ye like somethin’ tae eat? Ah’ve got some bread left from supper.”

Apparently Alyosha didn’t want anything to eat. Caven sat him down on the bed and reached for Lavinia’s fiddle. “What about this? Would ye like tae try another instrument?”

“I want my mom!”

At least the child was speaking. Caven sat down beside him. “Ah ken ye want ‘er, but she’s not ‘ere. Yer sister will be back soon.”

Alyosha shook his head. “She’s not my sister.”

Caven repeated the Rochen words in his head. Had he translated wrong? Misunderstood something? Or was Alyosha speaking nonsense?

Or had Nataša lied to them? And if so, why? What was she hiding? Who was in danger? Herself? The boy? Both?

“She’ll be back soon.” Caven plucked a few strings on the fiddle. “Ye want tae play it?”

“I want my mom!”

Caven looked at Pavel and Lavinia. They were focused on the game. Lavinia didn’t speak Rochen. Pavel understood very little.

“Is Nataša yer mom?” Caven asked.

Alyosha nodded through his tears.

“An’ yer father? Is it Kikolai?”

“Nyet. He’s dead. And we’re running away.” Alyosha hiccupped and tried to wipe tears from his eyes. “Can we go find my mom? I...I want her.”

Caven pulled a handkerchief from Radomír’s unguarded pack and used it to clean Alyosha’s face. “Ah donnae want tae take ye outside an’ ‘ave us get lost. We need tae wait ‘ere until she comes back. But Ah promise, she will come back.”

“She’s going to come back?”

Caven saw the fear in Alyosha’s eyes and wondered once again what they had fled from in Roche. One parent had not come back. And now the second one was gone.

“She’s goin’ tae come back. Yer ‘er little boy. She’ll come back an’ everythin’ will be right again.” Caven wiped the last trace of sticky tears from Alyosha’s cheeks. “An’ maybe tomorrow Ah’ll let ye ride with me an’ take ye for a gallop. Would ye like ‘at?”

Alyosha nodded bravely, and Caven laughed. “Ah’ll make a ‘orseman out o’ ye! Don’t ye worry! Pavel is right—Ah ‘ope ye grow up tae be a strong warrior, Alyosha. Make us all proud.” 
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Maxim Akszenyuk

Ozveny Hrad, Arribor, Second Age, 1991.

Maxim was going to end up in an early grave.

He was late to the dinner. His boots were covered in mud. He’d forgotten to grab the gift for Žigmund Drobný. Duren was completely drenched from head to toe, and Valentín was (self-proclaimed) starving.

Maxim Akszenyuk was the personal crown warrior of Princ Radomír Drobný, once the very picture of safety and professionalism, and now he was filthy, unprepared, and very late. The meeting wasn’t important as far as the internal affairs of Arribor went, but he hated to be late to anything, especially something that was important to Radomír.

At least they were at the hrad now and weren’t getting soaked by the torrential rain outside. Maxim lowered his hood and wiped rain from his cheeks. “Clean your boots off, please. We don’t want to leave a mess for the servants to clean later.”

“Duren took his boots off, Father.” Valentín dutifully scraped his boots on the stiff brush by the door. “He said they didn’t fit. I told you earlier.”

Valentín had said something about boots when they left the house, but Maxim hadn’t been paying attention. Duren had said the handed-down boots were too big the other day, and Maxim just assumed Valentín was passing along Duren’s complaints.

The door-guard politely ignored Duren’s bare feet.

“Why did you take your boots off, Duren?” Maxim knelt and used the end of his cloak to clean the mud and rain from Duren’s feet. “It’s been raining all day.”

“Ah said ‘ey were too big! ‘Ey keep fallin’ off!”

“Where are your socks?”

Duren held up his boots—the socks were stuffed inside.

“I said that you had to wear extra socks until we got something that fit you better. That’s supposed to keep the boots from flying off your feet.”

They were already at the hrad. They were already late. There was nothing that could be done. Maxim could only kneel in front of Duren, ease his damp feet into the socks, cram his double-socked feet into the boots, and march the boy down the hallway. Valentín and his rumbling stomach kept pace behind.

Four days since the West Band’s raid on the slave traders. Duren had lived with them for four days. Radomír had kindly taken Maxim off the crown warrior rotations to allow him time to get Duren settled in. Today was the day Radomír and Nataša got to meet Maxim’s newly adopted son. And now he was going to present Duren as a bedraggled ball of wet clothes and oversized boots.

“Ah can walk!” Duren screeched, heels and fists going in all directions. One boot went flying, ricocheting off the wall and settling onto the floor with a thump.

“I’m not letting you tramp around the hrad barefoot.” Maxim prayed for patience as Duren’s teeth sunk into his shoulder. It didn’t hurt, thanks to the extra layer of protection his cloak added, but it still bothered him that Duren would resort to biting at all.

He was going to present to the princ and princezná a very angry bedraggled bundle of wet clothes and oversized boots and sharp teeth.

They couldn’t get to the royal family’s private dining hall fast enough. Maxim stared at the door for a moment, gathering what dignity he had left, and then replaced Duren’s missing boot. Muddy boots were better than bare feet.

God, give me patience. Maxim turned to the guard and nodded, indicating he was ready to be let in. Duren’s boots left smears of mud on the stone floor as they entered. In all the chaos, Maxim had forgotten to clean them.

Žigmund Drobný was in the middle of retelling some wild story, and Maxim’s arrival caught him in the act of standing on top of one of the chairs, arms spread out for balance. The nearby nobles looked both disturbed and rather entertained at the same time. “And then I told the pirate—Maxim Akszenyuk! There you are! I wondered when you’d arrive!”

All of Maxim’s anxiety over being late vanished, chased away by the sudden fear of receiving one of Žigmund’s strangling hugs. Thankfully, Valentín rushed forward and jumped into the noble’s embrace, taking Žigmund’s attention away from greeting Maxim.

“I’m glad you made it.” Radomír’s quiet voice rumbled at Maxim’s side. “Is this Duren?”

Maxim looked down at the child and smiled. “Áno, this is my son Duren Akszenyuk. Duren, this is Crown Princ Radomír.”

Unprompted, Duren bowed.

“I heard your story, Duren. I’m sorry about everything that happened to you. But Maxim will take good care of you.” Radomír put a hand on Duren’s head, ruffling the dark curls. “You are welcome at the hrad anytime.”

“Is this yer ‘ouse?” Duren asked.

Radomír jerked his hand back. Maxim’s heart nearly stopped. Duren was just a child, but he looked so much like his father. Even if Caven Blackburn was considered a traitor, surely Radomír and Nataša would have mercy on his son. Would they order a child banished as well?

“You talk like an old friend of mine.” Radomír knelt down, getting on eye-level with Duren. “And it makes me glad to hear that accent again. Now, Duren, you’re going to eat with my children and I hope you’ll all be friends. But I want you to make me a promise, and I’m going to make you a promise in return.”

Duren stood deathly still, his face serious.

“I want you to promise to protect them. Maxim’s going to teach you to be a swordsman, and I’m certain you will be a strong warrior someday. Can you promise me that you’ll protect them from danger?”

“Ah’m already a warrior! Ah can use a sword an’ ride a horse.” Duren’s voice was full of pride. “Ah can protect ‘em!”

Radomír smiled. “Good. Then I will make my promise to you, Duren Akszenyuk. While you are in Arribor, you will be under my protection. While you carry your sword to guard my children, you have my blessing. While you carry the Akszenyuk name, you have my love. May you never forget it.”

Duren only bowed again. Maxim bowed as well—for the promises were really meant for him. As long as Duren was faithful, as long as Duren was friends with the Drobný family, Duren was safe. If he tried to spread the lies that his father Caven spoke, he would no longer be welcome in Arribor.

“Thank you,” he told Radomír.

“In the name of old friendships, we will look after their son,” Radomír said. “I trust you will raise him well.”

“I will.” Maxim took Duren’s hand. “Come. Let me introduce you to Albín and Katarína.”

The children were all sitting at the far end of the room, at their own little table laden with pirohy and all kinds of fruits. Albín sat at the head, like the proud princ he was, and made barely a glance at Duren. No doubt his parents had already told him the story of the orphan Maxim had adopted. No doubt Albín had already decided Duren was beneath him.

It would take time, but eventually Albín and Duren would become friends. Albín might rein in some of Duren’s wildness, and Duren’s excitement would bring more smiles to Albín’s lips. Or perhaps that was all just Maxim’s hope.

“Hello Uncle Maxim!” Ján Drobný twisted in his chair. Fruit stains decorated the front of his vest, and his brown hair was uncombed and spilling into his eyes.

Ján Drobný was, in Maxim’s opinion, a wild terror, and any friendship he made with Duren would only result in chaos. At least he lived on the coast, isolated with his ailing mother, and only visited Ozveny on rare occasions. Maxim wouldn’t have to worry about Ján and Duren spending much time together.

Maxim was about to introduce Duren to the children when Duren jumped backwards, screeching loud enough to overpower all the conversations in the room. It was clearly terror, but at what?

Kikolai stood in the shadows at the corner of the room, silently watching the children while offering protection should something interfere with the royal family’s dinner. A fresh bandage over his injured eye was faintly stained with blood, and his freshly-shaven jaw made the silencer tattoos stand out against his pale skin.

He was already a terrifying figure without the wounds of his recent fight marking him out as someone seasoned in battle. Maxim couldn’t fault Duren for being terrified.

“Hush, Duren, he won’t hurt you! He’s the princezná’s crown warrior.” Maxim tried to pull Duren closer, but Duren was crying, babbling, his words incomprehensible either through his accent or another language. The other children stared, the nobles tittered and whispered, and Maxim realized that Duren was not going to settle and needed to be removed from the room before the situation got worse.

Alyosha Radovan left his seat beside his adoptive parents and hurried to Maxim’s aid. “Here, let me take him. I’ve already eaten.”

Before Maxim could say anything, the young man picked up the wailing Duren and wrestled him to the door. After a moment, the room was quiet and conversations picked up again.

Maxim straightened his vest and took his seat opposite Radomír. Some nights, he was a crown warrior, like Kikolai. Tonight, he was just Radomír’s friend. “I’m sorry,” he said, ladling a heaping of pirohy onto his plate.

“For what?”

“Being late. Duren’s appearance. His disruption.” Maxim shook his head. “I should have declined attending. Neither of us were ready.”

“It’s okay, Maxim.” Nataša’s smile was warm. “We’re glad you made it. And we can’t fault him for being scared of Kikolai. Anyone would be, who didn’t know him.”

Nataša spoke the truth. Kikolai spoke little and kept to himself. Only those who knew him well knew about his ability to paint beautiful illuminations. And only the children knew about his love of telling stories.

“I hope he’s healing well.”

Kikolai had taken one of his short leaves right before Duren’s arrival. Not many spoke of Kikolai’s Rochen heritage, and it was easy to forget that the crown warrior was rather devout when it came to following the Rochen gods. He rarely left Nataša’s side, and only did so when there was some ritual or sacrifice to some god that needed to be made. Maxim didn’t care enough to ask what sort of things he did for his worship, but he knew Kikolai always went alone.

Knowing Kikolai’s abilities, no one ever worried, but this time he’d been attacked and wounded. Maxim wondered if Nataša would forbid her old friend from going alone—or going at all—next time.

“He seems to be doing okay,” Nataša said. “But I’m afraid he may lose his eye. The healers are doing everything they can.”

“I’m surprised he’s here at all.”

“He said he wanted something to do. And I’m glad he’s able to work. We’re going to have our hands full.”

Maxim thought about Duren and agreed.

“Žigmund is leaving Ján and Ružena with us. He wants them to be schooled properly, and is afraid they won’t get the teachers they need out on the coast. So they will stay here in Ozveny. It’s going to be quite a change for the children.”

Maxim thought about Duren and Ján together and agreed even more.

The rest of the evening passed peaceably. Maxim could forget about the deaths of old friends and the uncertainty of the future. He could even forget that he was a protector. Tonight, he was just a nobleman, sharing conversations with his friends over a good meal.

And then it was time to leave, and he remembered Alyosha and Duren had left long ago. Their places were empty, which worried him. He said his farewells quickly and went on the search with a sticky and stuffed Valentín.

They found Alyosha and Duren in the library across the hall. Duren sprawled on his stomach and happily flipped through the illuminated pages of a book. Alyosha sat beside him, strumming a harp and singing some gentle ballad.

“I’m glad to see you managed to calm him down.” Maxim settled into a nearby chair. “I don’t know if I’ve ever seen Duren so still.”

Duren looked up. “Can Ah ‘ave ‘is book?”

Alyosha shook his head. “Nie, it belongs to the hrad. But you can come here and read it anytime you like.”

“Ah want tae come every day an’ look at it!”

“I’ll come and get you tomorrow, then. I’m sure your father would appreciate some time to himself.” Alyosha plucked a single string. “I’m not doing anything.”

Alyosha Radovan did not look like Nataša, not when you looked right at him. His face was narrower, harder. His brown hair was so unlike her dark waves. But if you knew Nataša well enough, you could see her eyes and smile in Alyosha’s face. Brother and sister, indeed, when they were happy and smiling.

Of course, Alyosha did not smile often.

It was a fault Maxim couldn’t blame him for. Alyosha had lost his parents at a young age, traveled across the mountains, watched mountain jackals kill people in front of him, and then was given to strangers to raise. Sometimes Maxim wondered if Alyosha resented his sister for passing him off to the Radovans to raise and call their own.

Resentful or not, Alyosha was always polite. Perhaps, now that he was older, he understood that being a young single woman on the run in a strange country was not the best place to raise a child. Maybe he had even forgiven his sister for her choices.

“Thank you, Alyosha. That’s very kind of you to offer to bring him to the library.” Did Alyosha have any memories of Caven or Lavinia? Did he see them in their son? Would he care, even if he knew? “Come to my house tomorrow, and I’ll spar with you for a bit and you can go to the library afterward. Does that sound agreeable to you?”

That rare smile spread across Alyosha’s lips. “Áno! I would like that!” 
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Masha Oravcová

The hills near Stryhaen, Llenned, Second Age, 1991.

Masha could see the sea from Duren’s memorial. Long grasses waved in the breeze, tickling the front of the engraved stone, and the fresh small of saltwater filled every breath Masha took. From this lonely rise, far away from the city of Stryhaen and the blood-stained battlefield, if someone stood at the right angle, all that could be seen was grass and waves and mountains.

Squinting against the wind, Masha could almost see Duren standing in front of her, his face towards the ocean. She’d seen him watch the waves, once. The look in his eyes spoke of a history that was not hers, a history known only to Duren and his people. From across the sea his parents had come, and even if Duren considered Arribor his home, his blood still called out to a homeland that he’d never known.

Journey homeward, read his memorial stone, right underneath his name.

Duren Blackburn Akszenyuk. Journey homeward.

Nikandr had made the engraved stone himself, etching the words into the stone with a shaking finger and shakier song. Even now, he cried into Pavel’s shoulder. Masha had cried all morning and knew she would cry more later.

Now, as she stared out beyond the stone and watched the dark waters stretch out to unknown lands, only a single tear fell. The little hill was wild, untouched save for the placement of the little memorial. It was beautiful, but it wasn’t Duren.

Duren deserved a place in Arribor, a grand memorial where people could place flowers and show to their children. He died a hero, they could say. He bravely faced his fears in the end. He never gave up the secret to Taliyaven.

Not that it mattered now. Duren was dead, and all they could give him was a single stone on a solitary hill with a view of the ocean he never got to cross.

Masha staggered to her knees, suddenly unable to catch her breath. The tears she thought were going to wait arrived full force, and she let them out, unable to hold them at bay.

Duren, dead.

Slava, dead.

Karyna, dead.

Radomír, dead.

So many others, dead.

“The Lord’s my shepherd, I’ll not want;

He makes me down to lie.

In pastures green; He leadeth me

the quiet waters by.

My soul He doth restore again;

and me to walk doth make

Within the paths of righteousness,

ev’n for His own name’s sake.”

Maxim Akszenyuk led the West Band warriors in the žalm. Some sang loudly, without needing the words. Others shared žaltárs or hastily-scribbled slips of paper. Ján Drobný sang with tears streaming down his cheeks. Masha did her best to join in, wiping away her tears and letting the wind take her words.

“Yea, though I walk in death’s dark vale,

yet will I fear no ill;

For Thou art with me; and Thy rod

and staff me comfort still.”

Duren had escaped from Rejair once. He returned home without his words and much of his memory, but one thing he’d not forgotten—his God. And Masha knew his God had certainly not forgotten him.

That first capture, there was more for Duren to do and he had returned. This time, God had called him home.

“My table thou has furnished

in presence of my foes;

My head thou dost with oil anoint,

and my cup overflows.”

Masha turned to study the entire West Band as they sang. They wore what had once been called their finest—their cloaks and weapons and embroidered vests and armor. But now they carried the marks of battle as well, in bandages and bruises, in torn clothes and tattered cloaks, in the empty places where ghosts and memories now stood.

Maxim stood before all, close enough to put a hand on the memorial stone, close enough for his tears to fall on the song-carved words. He wore black, as he had at Valentín’s funeral, only this time he stood alone.

“Goodness and mercy all my life

shall surely follow me:

And in God’s house for evermore

my dwelling place shall be.”

The žalm over, Masha could hear the cry of a gull overhead. She raised her gaze to the horizon as Maxim drew his sword and saluted. “Journey homeward!” he cried to the wind.

“Journey homeward, Captain, and lead the way,” Múdra whispered.

Ján lost his grip on his sobs and released them into the wind.

The sun slipped closer to the ocean, and the water turned golden.

“He’s not here,” Masha said. “This is not where I will remember him. He’s not in Rejair, or even in Arribor. He’s in the gentle nicker Shadow makes, and in the way I carry my sword. He’s in the ocean wind and the open road and the darkest shadows at night.”

“Duren belonged both nowhere and everywhere. But now he’s finally home.” Alyosha bowed once to the stone. “And perhaps you will see him again, with your god.”

Múdra opened her lips, but Alyosha was gone, ordering the West Band warriors with a whistle and a gesture—signals that Duren had created, signals that his warriors obeyed without question. Ján hesitated, but Alyosha put an arm around his shoulders and led him along with the rest of the West Band.

“Do you want me to stay?” Múdra took Masha’s good hand.

Masha turned to the waiting Talinae. One memorial was held. There was still one more mourning ceremony to go. “Please,” she said. “Stay.”

The Talinae were laid to rest on another hillside, this one closer to Stryhaen and the road, with no view of the ocean. A new fence protected it from animals and other intruders, and the freshly-dug graves smelled like earth and sand and blood.

One grave held Masha’s mother.

Pavel sang in their language, leaving Masha to only guess at what beautiful and sorrowful things he was saying. The others joined in, adding their skill to the tune. Only Zoya remained silent, her eyes red and damp. Her brother was buried beside Masha’s mother.

Karyna and Barys. The bloodkeeper and her charge. The lost bard and the warden of Rejair. Traitors. Cowards. Heroes. How would history remember them?

“I didn’t really get to know her,” Masha said to Múdra, and found that tears choked her words.

“I know.” Múdra wrapped her arms around Masha. “But I have hope that someday you will have all eternity to get to know her.”

Karyna had professed faith, right at the end. Had it been true repentance? Had she really understood what that redemption was for? Masha didn’t know for sure, but God knew. And Masha knew He could change stubborn hearts, even at the last breath.

Her mother was in God’s hands.

“Heaven will be such a special place,” Múdra continued. “It grows full of those we love while earth only grows more empty.”

The song ended abruptly as Pavel dropped the words, no longer able to sing through his tears. Nikandr carried on for a few lines before he broke into sobs. One by one the other Talinae joined them, crying for those they had lost.

Zoya, forever silent, though alive.

Karyna and Barys, dead and buried.

Slava and Volha, missing. Slava’s body probably lay with Duren’s, wherever Rejair left it’s dead. Volha had never been found after the battle.

Kazan Vyselki had suffered heavy losses. Masha could only imagine the destruction left after the wordsmith Henadz marched against it. Pavel and Nikandr had tried to describe it to Masha, but words would never make up for seeing something with her own eyes.

Her mother had wanted her to go to Taliyaven. Even now, Karyna’s last words hung over her grave—both a command and a warning.

Do not listen to him!

Masha had her orders. Sooner or later, she would travel to Taliyaven. Sooner or later, she would face Henadz in of a place she’d only heard stories of.

Do not listen to him!

The command echoed in the back of her mind, a constant echo. How long until she could no longer hear her mother’s voice? How long until she forgot the way Karyna sang, or how her golden hair swirled as she marched?

Masha had already lost one parent. Oto Oravec had raised her and her brother Denis and loved them like a father. And now Karyna was gone as well.

They left the little graveyard behind, and Pavel stayed a moment longer to close the gate and give one more farewell to his wife. Masha waited for him, letting Múdra and the others pass on ahead. As he crutched his way up to her, she noted he was moving slower than usual.

“Thank you,” Pavel said, and wrapped his arms around her.

“Will you be alright?” she asked.

“Áno, I will. I’ll see her again.”

Her father, her blood father, spoke confidently, and Masha buried her face into his chest and believed him.

“We’ll return to Kazan Vyselki, and perhaps someday, we will perform the proper ceremonies for Barys and Karyna.” Pavel broke the hug and adjusted his grip on his crutch. He took a shaky breath and then began to long trek back to the war camp. “Traitors they have been, in one way or another, but their final fight was in defiance of Roche and the protection of Taliyaven and the High Houses. They died heroes.”

Traveling to Taliyaven and seeing Kazan Vyselki sounded impossible now. A tentative peace between the High Houses now existed, but both Arribor and Llenned were recovering from the fight against Roche. Masha had no wish to enter Taliyaven and fight in yet another battle. “How are we supposed to fight Henadz? Only a few of you survived his attack against Kazan Vyselki, and I doubt the others fared much better.”

“Karyna gave you her last words. That’s a powerful protection, Masha. A dying bard pours the last of their Skill into that final breath.” Pavel stopped for a moment. “Remember Barys? When he spoke during the battle? All the armies stood still, even the Rochen. That’s how powerful he was. A bard’s song has no hold on the Rochen, and yet Barys stopped them, even if for just a moment.”

Karyna was not as Skilled as Barys, but she had more Skill and practice and knowledge than Masha. And she had been speaking to just one person, and not an entire army.

Stop, Barys had said.

Do not listen to him, Karyna had said.

What had been Slava’s final words, before he died in Rejair? Zoya said he had been unable to speak when they brought him to her cell. Had his last words been lost?

Masha turned to look back on the lonely hill. Maxim still stood before Duren’s gravestone, and as she watched, he knelt and buried his face in his hands. “Duren died protecting Taliyaven,” Masha said. “He died trying to rescue my brother. I can’t let that be for nothing.”

The sun slipped below the horizon, and Maxim and his son’s empty memorial fell into darkness and shadow.
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Nataša Drobná

Narravian Mountains, Roche, Second Age, 1991.

The ground remained dark, even after the morning sun rose and brightened the sky. Nataša had forgotten about the black Rochen dirt that stretched as far as one could see. She stared at the earth beneath her boots and tried not to think about the grassy fields and flowering gardens left behind on the other side of the mountains.

It was not a lie when she said the loved the beauty of Arribor. Was there beauty in the black dirt and gray stone of her homeland? Nie, there was nothing good to be found in it.

Laughter caught her attention, and she looked up and ahead—her guards had marched on without her, too deep in their conversation to notice she’d stopped. She was still surrounded on all sides by the army, and escape was impossible, but she felt a little less like a prisoner for the moment. It likely wouldn’t last long.

“I can’t get over the ground,” Denis said from beside her.

Nataša looked down one more time. The top layer of dust on the road had been disturbed by the army, floating in the air and covering her boots and the edge of her cloak in a grimy layer. “Nothing grows here. It’s a dead land.”

“It’s pretty.”

Nothing about Roche was pretty. Nataša glanced at the village boy to see if he was teasing somehow, but he merely continued his marching pace, eyes fixed on the ground. He walked in a slouch, keeping his balance as he carried Dmitriy on his back, his elbows tucked under Dmitriy’s knees.

Denis had carried Dmitriy almost constantly for the past three days. At first, Dmitriy had been allowed to ride in one of the wagons when he could no longer walk at the army’s pace. Nataša had even held out a bit of hope that he would heal—though she wasn’t sure why she should care. But then one of the wagons broke an axle and was left on the side of the mountain for the jackals and mountain goats to climb on, and all the supplies had been distributed into the others, leaving no room for a wounded silencer that no one cared for.

Dmitriy had tried to keep up on foot, but the army pace was merciless. Trapped in the middle, if someone fell, he was likely to be trampled to death. Nataša had witnessed Dmitriy’s first stumble—one of the men behind them had intentionally stepped on him. With their disregard for slaves and their fear and hatred for silencers, the army would have no mercy on him.

She suspected she would receive the same treatment, should she lose her strength and fall as well. It kept her moving, kept her breathing, kept her from sitting down and giving up. She marched step in step with Denis, eyes on the road ahead, and tried not to think about what was going to happen next.

Khlynov wasn’t too far away. It was the first city once you reach Roche—or the last one before you began to cross the mountains, if you were leaving. Nataša had only been there once, and there was nothing noteworthy. It was a village, like Blackbay and Newtown.

Or rather, like what Blackbay and Newtown had once been before she helped burn them to the ground.

“I’m sorry,” Nataša whispered, “that your home is ash.”

“What’s that?” Denis sounded slightly out of breath. What would happen once he finally lost his strength and fell?

“I’m sorry,” Nataša said again, though that really made no difference now. Saying I’m sorry couldn’t rise Newtown from the ashes. Saying I’m sorry couldn’t heal the scars on the village boy’s cheek. Saying I’m sorry couldn’t bring back the dead. Saying I’m sorry didn’t erase the words she had helped translate, putting even more lives at risk. “Your home is ash. You’re a Rochen prisoner. Innokentiy knows how to get to Taliyaven. It’s all my fault.”

“Don’t give yourself too much power,” Denis said. “I’m sure you didn’t do everything yourself.”

Nataša wasn’t sure if that was an insult or not.

Their pace slowed as the road followed a small rise. Nataša could feel the sweat turning her back damp, even though the morning was cold. She would have to take her cloak off eventually, but there was nowhere to keep it but to carry it. If she left it on the ground, she’d never see it again.

“I’ve met Innokentiy Usenko.” Denis spoke again. “And the man in charge of Rejair. And I know Boris. Or Barys. However he wants us to say his name.”

The Talinae prisoner. The one who had gone to Llenned to sway Zdenko to their side. The one with words as powerful as Karyna’s. What had happened to him? Had he survived the battle? Had Radomír survived? Had Masha and the others made it back safely? Had Katarína kept her word and waited in Stryhaen?

Nataša hated not knowing. She couldn’t even trust that Katarína was safe, not with Alexci on the same side of the mountains. He could do anything to Katarína, try to take the Arriborn throne, and Nataša was powerless to stop him. It wasn’t the first time she felt that way. Albín’s death was a reminder that Alexci might not be working for her, but alongside her...and had plans of his own.

“You’re not as cruel as them,” Denis continued.

“You only say that because you don’t know everything I’ve done.”

“That’s true. But you’ve been kind to me.”

“I was told that Rejair had a red-haired village boy in captivity. The reports said you knew nothing of use. I told them to keep you there anyway.”

“They wouldn’t have released me. No one escapes Rejair.”

“I wanted you in Rejair because you are the son of Pavel and Karyna. Even though you knew nothing, I wanted you there because it would hurt them when they found out.”

And hurt them it did. The hatred in Karyna’s eyes would haunt Nataša for the rest of her life. “I thought that having you as a prisoner would keep them from trying to stop our plans. But it was pointless. I should have left you and Masha alone. You could be back in Arribor, where it’s safe.”

“If I hadn’t been brought to Rejair, then who would be here with you now? Who would carry Dmitriy?”

No one would need to carry Dmitriy. If Denis hadn’t been in Rejair, then Duren wouldn’t have gone to rescue him. And if Duren hadn’t been captured again, then Ján and Dmitriy wouldn’t have gone to try and free him. They would all be safe in the Arriborn war camp, laughing around a fire and enjoying each other’s company.

Now Duren was dead, and Ján a prisoner. Dmitriy and Denis were losing their strength every day, and if they survived the journey, they would only meet their death in the coming Games.

Except Ján would still have gone to Rejair to rescue Ružena. At least Nataša hadn’t had a hand in Ružena’s capture. Zdenko had captured her in Llenned, but had Barys been the one to take her to Rejair? Who was to blame for that?

Denis stumbled a step, and Dmitriy raised his head in silent alarm. The army continued to march, their pace relentless.

“Don’t fall,” Nataša said.

“I won’t.”

Tramp, tramp, tramp, came the feet of the soldiers behind them. The black dust rose in the air like mist from a nightmare. Nataša hated being home.
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Zoya Vetrova

The graveyard outside Stryhaen, Llenned, Second Age, 1991.

Nikandr had struggled to write the words on the gravestones. At first Zoya thought it was sorrow, and didn’t think much of it. She left her husband alone, and let him grieve the passing of his mother and his friend.

After all, Zoya had her own griefs and sorrows to mourn.

But they returned to the graves two days later, to replace the flowers with new ones, and the words were already starting to fade. Nikandr stood at the gate and said nothing.

“Your song is already gone,” Zoya signed.

Nikandr made a single motion in reply. “I know.”

He’d started talking to her in finger-speak, choosing to communicate with his hands the same way she had to. It was a touching gesture, until Zoya saw the fading words. Unless Nikandr came and re-did them over and over, someone would have to chisel them with a tool to get them to stay in the stone.

Zoya entered the graveyard and set down the new bunches of flowers. She had explored street after street in Stryhaen to find a flower-seller that had anything worth setting before her brother’s grave. Nikandr had money, somehow, and didn’t argue or haggle over the price with the woman. He spoke easily in the language, without any hesitation.

But...perhaps he was faking that ease. Maybe he was only speaking when necessary. Maybe he was hiding the curse from Zoya as best he could, because he knew she had lost enough. Her parents were dead. Her brother was recently buried. Most of her people had lost their lives to Henadz. All Zoya had left was her bloodkeeper and her husband.

If Nikandr was dying, Zoya wanted to know. So she asked, once Nikandr had placed his flowers on Karyna’s grave and shed his tears. “Do you have the red sickness?”

Nikandr raised a hand. “Why?”

“You’re not talking to me with your voice. Your song is weak. Do you have the curse?”

“I’m fine. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

Zoya was not relived with that reply, and gave Nikandr a look that hopefully showed her displeasure. He smiled and sat down before the graves, crossing his legs and resting his elbows on his knees. Zoya sat beside him, waiting. Bahdan stood by the gate, his eyes on the far horizon. He refused to leave Zoya unprotected, even when she was with Nikandr.

Bahdan hadn’t said as much, but Zoya thought he blamed Nikandr for Zoya’s injury, as if Nikandr had been the one to leave everyone behind and recklessly try to rescue Barys.

“It’s not the singer’s curse. My Skill is well-practiced, and I rarely push beyond my limits. I don’t think a voiceless death will be my fate.” Nikandr sighed. “It may be that I’m just weary. The travel, the war, the death...none of us are at our best right now.”

Writing in stone was such a simple trick, one young stonesmiths practiced over and over as they learned their skill. Even for beginners, the writing often remained for years before the stone began to fade.

“I think it’s my sorrow,” Nikandr said aloud, “and I think it’s because Taliyaven has fallen.”

Fallen. Zoya met his eyes. What had Henadz done in their absence?

“Remember when we first united the Talinae to repair the Wall?”

Zoya nodded.

“Before that, the wall was crumbling. The fighting and hatred between all the lords and ladies and vyselkis was making the songs in the Wall fade. I thought, perhaps, that it was simply time, but I believe that if there was complete peace in Taliyaven then the wall might have remained strong for many more hundreds of years.”

Nikandr gestured to the graves. “We’ve been fighting against Roche, trying to keep Kráľ Innokentiy at bay. And it’s a good thing. But I think Henadz has also been busy. With every vyselki he ruins, every song that is lost, the Wall grows weaker. I can no longer feel it.”

“You can feel the Wall?”

“Stone is connected, deep underground. It runs like rivers through the earth and towards the mountains.” Nikandr smiled. “Everyone thinks that wordsmiths are the most powerful, because they can change the hearts of men and women. But have you ever considered, Zoya, what it must be like to sing to a stone and feel it change under your hands? Have you considered what it must be like to carry flames in your fingertips? Or to listen to the winds and where they have been?”

As a lesser-skilled wordsmith, Zoya had never considered other singers and what it would be like to have your Skill all around you. She sang to people and hoped to comfort or encourage them in some small way. Her Skill supposedly gave her an easier time at reading and understanding people, and knowing what a song would do to them. But what if what you sang to and understood was all around you, like the wind and stone?

“If the Skills of other singers are lessened when Taliyaven fades, what about wordsmiths?”

Nikandr shrugged. “I’m not sure. How do you feel?”

Zoya pressed a gentle finger under her chin. She couldn’t talk anymore. Her Skill has been almost nothing, even before then. She didn’t feel any different. “Masha has almost no connection to Taliyaven to begin with, and little interest in her Skill. I don’t know if she could feel a difference if there is one.”

Masha certainly had little interest in her own abilities as a wordsmith. Zoya wasn’t sure why. Growing up outside of Taliyaven, Masha wouldn’t have known, but by frequent singing and attention to others, she still might have grown her natural Skill to some extent.

Zoya looked down at the graves. If Barys or Karyna were still alive, perhaps they would have insight. They would be able to help fight against Henadz. Karyna had struggled against the powerful wordsmith, but she was better than nothing. If Barys was still alive, he would surely be able to stand up to Henadz and order him to stand down and surrender.

Without either of them, how could they rescue Kazan Vyselki? Masha had Karyna’s final words, but how was that going to help? Masha was one person. Karyna should have staggered out and shouted her words to the entire army. If the High Houses were all ordered to go to Taliyaven and fight, then their victory would be certain. Or perhaps Karyna should have spoken to Zoya herself. With such powerful final words spoken over her, Zoya could march up to Henadz and kill him. Why had Karyna spoken to Masha?

Karyna always messed things up. She made the wrong decisions. She let Barys order her around and then abandoned him when they were in danger. She wandered in the Pathless Forest and did nothing during her time of banishment. She backed away from a fight against Henadz. She tried to kill Nataša.

“Mama was not as Skilled as everyone thinks.” Nikandr spoke slowly, hesitatingly. “She traveled through the vyselkis as a young girl and studied every old book she could find. She first crossed the wall to find more knowledge of our ancestors and their songs.”

Zoya studied the name on the gravestone. Karyna. Vetrova. Banishment had not been the punishment Zoya’s father intended it to be. Not to someone
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