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For Sam, Nathaniel, and Simon:

The lights and loves of my life.

I Tell this Tale for you.



To Chelsea: Thank you for cheering me on.
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I Tell of Arthurn Tandros, his voice like thunder.

Of dragons before the Lessening, who ravaged Obsthea.

Of the dragons’ war with the mages, and death in droves,

And the hope, it seemed, long lost to winged beasts.



I Tell of Arthurn Tandros, his voice like thunder,

Who bade the world not to fear the war across the land.

For he would cast a spell to take from dragons their power

And once again bring peace unto the world.



The Arvel folk Told the Orrow, proud fishers in the north.

Proud Orrow Told Cerapi Hills, farmers for Obsthea.

Cerapi traveled south to Tell Kedrel of the Tale.

A Tale that returned hope unto the people.



In Arvel Forest, the last of the mages gathered

To strike one final blow against the dragons.

The fearsome battle waged, fire and lightning scorched the sky.

Magic and force that rent the land in twain.



I Tell of Arthurn Tandros, his voice like thunder,

Who raised his hands and cast his spell alone.

In the grip of his will, he seized the dragons and changed them.

He shaped them all in our image, beasts no longer.



And so the dragons were remade; Lessened, such as we.

No wings, no snouts, two legs instead of four,

Rounded teeth and fire lacking in their breaths.

They bowed before the only mage left standing.



I Tell of Arthurn Tandros, his voice like thunder,

Who even yet took pity on this new people.

They swore before him an Oath upon their honor,

To repay a debt of mercy with a life of labor.



I Tell of Arthurn Tandros, the greatest of the mages,

Who felled his enemy yet did not take a life.

He disappeared, and with him so did magic,

For dragons had slain all his mystic brethren.



I Tell of the Lessening that saved all of humankind,

The day winged beasts turned into favored servants.

This Tale I Tell so that each age may yet remember

And know that in these stories lie great power.



	- traditional folk Tale, “The Tale of the Lessening”













CHAPTER ONE

Only a Stone





Rhu Farrier lay on her back in a dimly lit tent, the moans of other injured soldiers a soft cacophony in the air. She, too, moaned under her breath against the pain in her leg. It had only gotten worse since it had been injured. Every time she moved, piercing agony shot through her. 

Though she lay still, she could see the injured limb well. They had cut through the leg of her trousers, leaving her injury exposed. The skin was pale, her normally amber-brown skin having faded to a sickly yellow taupe. The leg was difficult to recognize as her own, swollen as it was to twice its usual size, the skin pulled so tight it looked like the top of a drum. Long black leeches suckled from her, already engorged from so much fluid.

The healers spoke to each other nearby in urgent whispers. Rhu hadn’t thought much of the injury when it happened. She had received worse during her infiltrator training, not to mention during missions gone awry over the past several years. It couldn’t be that bad. But then, why did it hurt so much?

One of the healers returned, her expression grave. “I am Daughter Gwyn. Please, allow me to examine the leg again.”

Rhu nodded and gave a weak smile. “It’s… not too bad, right? Let the leeches bring down the swelling, maybe have some bed rest, and I’ll be fine in a few weeks?”

“Hush, child,” the healer said. Rhu bristled. Daughter Gwyn looked to be in her early thirties, no more than a few years older than Rhu was, surely.

The woman held her hands over the leg and whispered to herself with her eyes closed. She was a Daughter of the Risen Mother, clad in the usual black robes of their order. Her robes were covered with a white apron, and her face was concealed behind the mask that all healers wore when working. The apron was clean, but Rhu could see faded stains from blood.

After a moment, the Daughter’s hands flickered with pale, holy light. She ran them along the length of Rhu’s leg, pausing at the knee before moving downward toward her tingling toes. The healer’s hands traveled back up to the flesh of the calf, giving it a light squeeze. Rhu gave a groan and gritted her teeth. Daughter Gwyn made a soft tutting noise and gently picked up the leg a few inches from the bedroll. She bent Rhu’s toes, not even by half an inch, but tendrils of searing pain shot up through her, reaching her hips. Rhu cried out through her clenched teeth.

“Don’t… Don’t do that,” Rhu said, giving a shaky laugh. When Daughter Gwyn didn’t meet her gaze, she cleared her throat. “So, it’s probably broken, isn’t it? I didn’t think so at the time, but it must have fractured when that stone fell on it.”

“Can you feel any sensation in your foot?”

“Besides the pain?” Rhu frowned. “It tingles. Like pinpricks.”

The healer was silent for a moment. When she finally looked up again, her hands had lost their glow. She shook her head. “Alas, child, it is as Daughter Agartha told me. The bone is not broken. Not so far as either of us can tell in any case. It is pressure in your muscles, in your blood. Too much pressure, more than the leeches can take. We must act quickly.”

“Act? What do you mean?”

Daughter Gwyn gazed at her with down-turned eyes. “You held the Iron Gorge bravely, Kentara Farrier. But we arrived too late to save your leg. The limb is dying. It must be removed.”

“No… But it was just a stone.” Rhu’s eyes darted from her leg to the healer’s face. This had to be some mistake. “Examine it again. The skin wasn’t even broken. It was only a stone.”



***



The dragons approached, and Rhu was not prepared. A horde of Kedrelli soldiers marched north towards them through the Iron Gorge, and she had only a few dozen soldiers to defend against them. She prayed Tandrosian reinforcements would arrive soon.

This wasn’t something Rhu was about to tell the boy with her, hanging in a harness beside her. “Have the men prepare the stones,” she said, taking one final look through her spyglass. A sea of brightly colored faces in shining helmets met her gaze; she could see the scales of their skin, the unquestioning resolve in their eyes. With a sigh, she lowered the glass. The tall, twisting spires topping the bluffs on either side of the Gorge made the narrow pass the only way to the capital of Tandros without going several hundred miles out of the way. That army below wouldn’t be deterred by a few walls and her small contingent of soldiers. Rhu swayed in her harness, hidden from view between the spires, the rope held by hooks and pulleys attached to the rock face. “Our people are not to launch the stones until the Kedrelli are right on top of us, understand?” she went on. “Let’s not waste what few resources we have.”

The boy, named Arthurn, nodded. It seemed to Rhu that every other boy in town was named Arthurn. “Yes, Kentara Farrier.”

“And have every able-bodied archer meet me at Outpost Three.” Rhu glanced the opposite way, raising the spyglass again to look at the outpost. It was little more than two walls, one after the other, running the short width of the Gorge. The first was shorter, about twenty feet high, more a deterrent than an actual barrier to invaders. It held no door, no way through but to go up and over it, a task that was difficult enough without armor to encumber a person. The second wall towered at well over fifty feet, still not reaching the top of the Gorge, with narrow windows at two levels. The only way through was a small gate at its base, large enough for only one person to fit comfortably at a time. “If there are any experienced foot soldiers, have them post up at Outposts One and Two. We’ll need them there if we’re overrun.”

Arthurn nodded again, his shaggy mane of auburn hair rippling around his face. “Understood, ma’am.”

Rhu studied the approaching forces, mentally counting the rows of soldiers marching four abreast through the Gorge, as much as could reasonably fit in the narrow width of the crevasse with room to swing a sword. “One last thing. Let some of the others at Outpost One sleep. Mother knows they could use the rest.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Off you go, then.”

Arthurn swung in his harness with practiced ease, holding onto metal loops embedded in the stone as he unhooked his safety line and latched onto another. Darting between the spires like a monkey, he made his way south to the few soldiers hiding amongst the spires. Rhu couldn’t see it, but she knew somewhere several hundred yards away there was an alcove built between the spires. The alcoves held large stones hauled up on pulleys that they could launch at unsuspecting enemy forces below. With luck, they’d take out a few rows of Kedrelli before they even came within shooting distance of Outpost Three.

Rhu shut the spyglass with a snap and tucked it into a pouch at her belt. Thirty rows. One hundred and twenty Kedrelli dragons in this wave. They’d received word that Outpost Four had fallen the night before, after being bombarded with Kedrelli soldiers for three days. The enemy forces were advancing at an alarming rate; that was two outposts gone in just under a week.

After she unhooked her safety line, Rhu tugged on the rope of the harness twice, then once again. After a moment, she felt herself being lowered between the tall spires through a large hole in the rock, eventually landing in a long cavern. It had once been a mine, from a time when the Iron Gorge produced actual iron. Rhu nodded to the two girls who held her rope. Their faces were drawn and afraid, eyes pinched as they unstrapped Rhu’s harness. Their hands lacked callouses; perhaps they had been bakers or seamstresses in the town of Needle Peaks, just past Outpost One. Not quite soldiers now, but recruited for the Union’s army nonetheless.

Once she was free of the harness, the girls moved to help her with her armor. “Thank you, but you don’t need to do that,” Rhu told them as she belted on her sword and dagger. “I’d be removing it again when I reach the outpost.” Rhu picked up her leather breastplate and a basket holding her smaller bits of armor. Squaring her shoulders, she turned north towards Outpost Three.

Tiny torches lit the way to the outpost. As Rhu walked, she passed a few other stations, civilians waiting beneath holes in the ceiling with ropes and harnesses. She recognized a few of them as people she herself had recruited from town. Woodworkers and tailors turned into fletchers, tinsmiths turned into armorers. Rhu tried not to think of them, how scared each of them must be, their faces pulled tight as the girls’ before. Their eyes pleaded for their lives, but Rhu could make no promises.

She reached the station for Outpost Three, marked only with three white stones along the cavern wall to distinguish it from the other stations. Rhu approached the civilians manning the ropes. “Hello there,” she greeted. “Hoist me up?” The boy and girl—certainly no older than fifteen—began to strap her into another harness. Rhu set the basket of armor onto the ground, placed the breastplate in another basket, and attached them both to the same dangling hook. With a pull on the rope, the baskets were lifted up to the alcove above.

Rhu herself was hoisted up into the alcove, a sturdy wooden platform aloft between four spires. Close to the front were small, short-range catapults, meant to launch stones measuring two feet in diameter. Civilians loaded the catapults, commanded by a single soldier. Rhu crossed the platform and let herself be lowered again on the other side, the long rope taking her nearly two hundred feet down the spires and the escarpment below, beyond the inner wall of the outpost.

As soon as her feet touched the ground, two boys rushed forward to remove her harness and help her don her armor. They were the outpost’s runners, civilians again and not squires. Yet after days of doing little else but put together armor and hoist soldiers up and down the spires, the boys worked quickly. They said few words as they worked, the quiet of not knowing. Not knowing if the Kedrelli just miles away would slaughter them all.

“Report,” Rhu barked at an approaching soldier as the runners finished with her armor. The soldier was a dragon, scales pale blue with iridescent green markings over his bald, scaled head. Sky or Water Clan, perhaps.

The dragon saluted. “Ma’am, Eron Tide reporting.” He lowered his arm and gestured toward the wall. “We’ve received barrels of arrows from the fletchers in town. They’re crudely made, but they should fly true.”

“That’s all we can hope for at this point.” Rhu nodded her thanks to the runners as they buckled the final straps. She strode toward the wall, Eron following closely behind. There were two levels, open on the north side, with three narrow windows each. Two archers stood at each window, with small barrels for arrows at their feet for easy access. Normally, the barrels would be full of arrows or crossbow bolts. Yet after sending supplies ahead to Outposts Four and Five when they were attacked, their resources were spread thin. Each archer had barely more than a quiver’s full. “Do we have pitch?”

Eron hesitated. “We have two cauldrons on the top level ready to pour if the need arises, ma’am. Just enough for those two, however. We reserved the rest for the final two outposts.”

“Fine. They’ll have to do.”

They climbed the steps to the top level. As she passed, she saw perhaps two dozen soldiers—if that—who all looked at her with hardened expressions that were no less pleading than those of the civilians in the mines. No promises for them either, not when they were outnumbered six to one. Rhu took her spyglass out again, gently gesturing for an archer to move from his window. She could see the long rows of Kedrelli dragons snaking through the Gorge; it wouldn’t be long before they reached the first wall.

Rhu lowered the spyglass and collapsed it. “Is there somewhere I can address the soldiers so they can all hear?”

“The first level is wider than this one,” Eron replied, pointing over the wooden railing to the floor below. “If you stand there in the middle, the soldiers up here can look down.”

“Good.” Rhu descended the flight of stairs and stood at the spot Eron indicated, where the floor curved slightly outward so she could be seen from both levels. “Soldiers!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the nervous chatter. “I am Kentara Rhu Farrier. We stand here, together at Outpost Three in the Iron Gorge. Over these walls, the Kedrelli army approaches. I understand many of you don’t know me. But I look upon you, and I know you: brave soldiers, ready to defend our great nation! Survivors who have already weathered hardship with skill and dignity.

“The Kedrelli come to take all that you have already earned through your hard work and dedication. They stop here! We are what stands between Kedrel and Tandros! We are what stands between Kedrel and the Risen Union, blessed by the Mother! We hold this outpost at all costs!”

“How can we?”

Rhu blinked, turning towards the soldier who spoke. He was human, ruddy cheeks and tanned white skin typical of Cerapi. “You said something, soldier?”

He crossed his arms over his chest and glanced between Rhu and his fellow soldiers. “We’ve seen them through our own spyglass, Kentara. Just before you arrived. There’s only a handful of us, and they… there are so many of them.”

“We hold this outpost,” Rhu said again, harder this time. “We can and will, until reinforcements arrive. The walls will keep out the majority of them. The Gorge itself is a weapon. It will help us, so that we fight small numbers at a time. The entire wave can’t attack us at once.” She smiled crookedly. “And we have rocks. Thank the Mother for rocks! At the very least, we have plenty of those.” She gestured widely. “And we have all of you. Aim true, my brethren in arms. Your arrows will pierce their skulls before they even make it over the first wall. And those of you who fight better with swords: what few make it past the arrows won’t live to see what lies beyond your blades. For the defense of our families and loved ones, we must prevail! For the sake of the Risen Union, we must prevail! There is no higher honor than defending our nation from the Kedrel Emperor’s tyranny!”

A cheer rose up from the soldiers, stomping their feet and banging swords onto shields. From the alcoves on either side of the Gorge, too, came hollering shouts. The collective noise was loud and echoing for what few were gathered there, as if soldiers and recruited civilians alike could chase away their fears if they deafened it.

Rhu waited until the cheers died down, a small smile touching her lips. “To your stations!” she cried as soon as she could be heard. “Make every arrow, every bolt count! You do not shoot until you see the colors of their eyes! Foot soldiers! With me!”

She descended the stairs then quickly gathered the warriors into lines just beyond the wall’s gate. Their faces, a mix of human and dragon, looked back at her with expressions ranging from fierce determination to trembling anxiety. “I need four soldiers with me to fight in the space between the walls. Volunteers?”

Eron Tide was the first to raise a hand, along with two humans and another dragon. Rhu smiled approvingly as they took their places beside her. She swallowed as she looked back at the remaining six warriors. Mother save us… she thought, there are so few of us… “Once we are through it, you do not open that gate for anything until the battle is won, do you understand?” In the distance she heard yells of alarm and pain, sounds of stone hitting metal armor. Somewhere beyond the first wall, the battle had begun.

She pulled her attention back to the soldiers. “Not a single Kedrelli soldier comes through that gate. Block it with more stones if you have to, but they cannot come through.”

“And if the gate falls?” It was the Cerapian pessimist from before.

“Then you fight like your lives and nation depend on it.” She stared him down despite the fact that he stood several inches taller than her. “Because they do.” She turned to look at the other five. “Stand your ground here, soldiers. The Kedrelli do not pass you. We hold this wall until reinforcements arrive.” With a small prayer that the army wouldn’t reach these six, as they would surely be overrun, Rhu gestured to her four companions to follow her to the gate.

A civilian boy unlocked the first of the gates for them. Rhu pulled him aside. “As soon as we’re through, you have a rope thrown down to you and get into one of the alcoves. You do not unlock this gate until every Kedrelli is dead.” She saw the boy frown as he took in her round eyes and bronze skin, telltale signs of her southern heritage. “Besides me,” Rhu added with a sigh. “If they get through the gate, you send word to Outpost Two as quickly as you can. Tell them to be ready.”

The boy nodded, leading her through the first gate and unlocking the second. Once all the soldiers were through, the boy said nothing as he locked both gates behind them.

Rhu and the warriors filed into rows: Eron with her in front and the other three close to the wall. “We won’t have a lot of room to fight. Give yourselves as much space as you can. We don’t engage the Kedrelli until they’re halfway across the space between the walls. Give the archers a chance to do their jobs.”

Grunts and soft utterances of “Yes, ma’am” answered her. Standing beside Eron, she drew her sword and dagger and held them comfortably as she waited.

Eron glanced down at her weapons, light blades made for dexterity rather than force. “You don’t see many infiltrators on the front lines.”

“You don’t see many Water Clan in the mountains,” Rhu countered with a smirk.

The dragon chuckled. “I take frequent baths.”

Rhu’s smirk grew to a grin. “Perhaps too much information to be sharing with your commanding officer.”

The blue in Eron’s cheeks deepened. “Apologies, Kentara.”

Rhu shook her head, still smiling. “I’m joking. You can relax.” She looked ahead towards the wall, the distant shouting dying down now. She wondered how many were incapacitated by the stones. “I hate this part. The waiting.”

“Why?”

“There’s not much I can do right now,” she said quietly. “Give me a target, let me take it down. Kill it if I have to. I have a hand in my fate. I can read a battle, know what’s coming. This?” She looked around the space between. It felt like a room, with the walls in front and behind, and the sheer faces of the escarpments to their right and left. “I don’t know what comes after this.”

“It’s not so bad,” the dragon said, sounding wistful. “For now, at least we live.”

“At least we live,” Rhu agreed.



***



Daughter Gwyn glanced over to the other healer—Agartha—and gave a slow nod. Daughter Agartha opened their case of potions. Rhu couldn’t see what the other woman was pouring for her and wasn’t sure she cared. The haze of pain made it difficult to think. This had to be a mistake. “No… No…”

“The muscle is damaged beyond repair, Kentara,” Daughter Gwyn was saying. “Even the holy light of the Mother could not fix this. It is dead weight now, a poison to the rest of your body. If you leave it, it will kill you.”

Rhu looked up at the woman with tear-filled eyes. She couldn’t remember the last time she cried. “Please, Daughter,” she pleaded. “I need my leg! How will I walk? How will I fight?” She turned her gaze from one healer to the other, searching for some shred of hope. “What will I be without it?”

Daughter Gwyn’s shoulders slumped, the stillness of her face falling into a pinched look of deep sadness. “Alive, Mother willing.”

Rhu’s mind raced, too many thoughts and none at all at the same time. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Stop. One thing at a time. Finally, after attaining a semblance of steadiness, she nodded.

When Daughter Agartha brought the potion, a reddish-brown liquid in a small phial, Rhu numbly allowed the healers to sit her up to gulp it down. It was bitter and burned her throat. After she had swallowed the last of it, she let them help her to a stretcher. Her leg shifted as she moved, and she gave a sharp cry, daggers of pain stabbing through her. Two healing aides picked up her stretcher and followed the healers to another tent nearby.

Inside, there was a wooden table, clean but with dark spots visible against the wood grain. Spots that could only have been blood. Yet by the time Rhu reached the table, she could register little else, already feeling relaxed and drowsy. The healers helped the aides arrange her onto the table, making Rhu cry out again.

“We will put you to sleep completely just before we begin,” Daughter Gwyn told her. To Rhu’s right, Daughter Agartha began preparing tools for amputation, wicked hooked blades and bone saws arranged over their leather case. “It will be easier for you if you are not awake.”

A flash of alertness passed over Rhu. “No.”

“Kentara Farrier…”

“I don’t want to sleep, Daughter Gwyn,” Rhu said firmly. “I don’t want to wake up to pain and a stump where my leg used to be. If you have to take it, I want to know that it’s gone.”

Daughter Gwyn looked uncertain, biting her lip. After a moment’s consideration, she glanced over at the other healer before leaning in to speak softly to Rhu. “I will allow this. But you must be tied down. Any movement will jeopardize the procedure.”

Rhu nodded.

Gwyn poured out a small amount of the red-brown potion into another phial and held it to Rhu’s lips. “A little more, not enough for you to sleep. But… it will be excruciating, even with the laudanum.”

“I know.” In the back of her mind, Rhu knew it was a bad idea. Not just bad—terrible. Even still, the more she thought about it, the more she hated the idea of having her leg there one waking moment and simply gone the next.

Daughter Gwyn opened her mouth, then closed it again, hesitating.

“What is it?” Rhu asked.

The healer shifted, her eyes soft with compassion and uncertainty. “I know… a trick. A kind of, well, prayer that the Risen Mother has given us. One that might help you manage the pain.” Her eyes darted to Daughter Agartha, who had begun erecting a curtain to hang over Rhu’s leg. The bottom of the curtain brushed against Rhu’s hips. “Think of a memory,” Gwyn whispered. “One that you’re most fond of.”

“A memory?” Rhu’s eyelids felt heavy, though she could still keep them open without much effort.

“One that makes you happy or comforted. Hold that memory in your mind, think about how it makes you feel, and speak aloud a word or two to remind you of it. I… hear that helps sometimes.” Daughter Gwyn gave a smile that Rhu supposed was meant to be encouraging, but did little to make her feel better. “Give it a try.”

Rhu said nothing, instead letting out a long breath.

Daughter Gwyn took padded leather cuffs and enclosed Rhu’s left ankle and each of her wrists in them. The cuffs were then attached to metal loops on the table. “Hold this in your mouth,” she offered, producing a thick bit of wood with leather wrapped around it. “In case my little trick doesn’t work.”

Opening her mouth, Rhu took the leather-wrapped wood and rested her teeth on it.



***



Far across the space between, the first of the Kedrelli dragons appeared over the top of the shorter wall. He was halfway over the edge when an arrow sank deep into his exposed neck, a spray of blood erupting from him. Another dragon appeared soon after the first and fell, an arrow piercing his left eye. They came steadily then. Each arrow that shot across the space was punctuated with a shout as each archer claimed a target.

“If I may speak freely, ma’am,” Eron said, raising his voice against the sounds of dying. “Should you not be towards the back? It occurs to me that if the tide should turn in the battle, we could be without a commanding officer. Again.”

“Not my style,” Rhu replied, her eyes still on the far wall. “I go where my soldiers go. I can’t lead from the back.”

Eron gave a small smile and nodded, then turned his attention to the battle. “Here they come.”

A few were making it to the ground alive, now that the steady flow of Kedrelli made it difficult for the Unionist archers to attack them all. They were coming up three at a time, the living disregarding their fallen brethren as they landed unsteadily on top of the prone corpses. An arrow found one of the dragons between the eyes shortly after he landed, but the archers missed the other two. The Kedrelli dragons barreled straight at Rhu and Eron.

As soon as he could reach her, the Kedrelli swung hard, his weight too far forward. Rhu stepped out of the way and turned to push him over, letting his momentum topple him the rest of the way down onto his face. The first soldiers were always like this, fodder for arrows more than an actual threat to experienced warriors. It seemed almost a pity to kill him.

The dragon lunged at her again. Rhu dodged. She skirted the edge of his range and, upon finding an opening, sank her sword through his chest from the side with a single stab.

It continued like this for some time, more surviving the climb over the wall. While Rhu and Eron were engaged in battle, they let some of the Kedrelli run past them, the other three moving in to attack. Time blended together; surely only minutes had passed but, to Rhu, it felt like hours. And the longer they fought, the progressively harder it became to dispatch them.

Sweat beaded on Rhu’s brow as she engaged one of the Kedrelli, a Fire Clan with smoke gray eyes the same color as hers and a face the shade of a summer sunset. His bastard sword was longer than her slender, curved blade. She stayed just out of reach from it, darting one way and the other as he swung it at her with surprising speed. Safe, but so was he. Rhu ducked under his blade as he sliced at her head. Springing forward, she brought her sword around as she spun, severing his hamstrings. The dragon cried out. He fell forward, just catching himself with his hands. Bright red blood sprayed her leather breastplate. Straightening, Rhu pierced her sword into the dragon through the nape of his neck.

Another dragon lunged. Rhu dodged just in time, stepping with light feet around the dragon’s sword. Too close to the wall, too many bodies clambering in the space between. The Kedrelli’s sword came again. Rhu rolled against the wall, the air swishing onto her cheek as the blade came too close. Rhu twisted as she leapt, sword and dagger alike slashing through boiled leather, then scales, then flesh.

Still faster, the Kedrelli came over the wall. They didn’t seem to care that they would have no room to fight, that they might trample the living as well as the dead in their push forward. No regard for their own lives or the lives of their fellow dragons. Onward, onward they came, until the space between the walls was teeming with them, the remainder of her soldiers backing towards the wall. Rhu, another human, and Eron were the only ones left. She had long since lost sight of the others.

“Stones!” Rhu cried. And waited. The next moments seemed interminable. As the Kedrelli pressed in on them, there was nothing for Rhu to do but to stab as many of them as were nearby. Never mind that one was quickly replaced by another. One less, and then one more. No matter. If she died here, Rhu would leave a pile of bodies before the end came for her.

Large stones hurtled toward the mass of dragons, hitting with a resounding crash. The metal of the Kedrelli dragons’ helmets crumpled beneath the force of the stones, skulls cracking loudly as they hit. Even as they slashed back at the still-advancing dragons, Rhu and the other Unionist soldiers kept as close to the wall as they could to avoid the oncoming stones.

When the first volley ended, Rhu knew it would be some time before the catapults could be reloaded. “Get some distance from the wall!” she grunted to her remaining companions. She slashed her sword across the neck of one of the enemy soldiers. “Stick together as best you can.”

“There are too many of them!” Eron shouted over the din. His blue-scaled face had a gash across his left cheek that bled profusely.

Rhu ducked down to sweep the legs out from the Kedrelli before her. “We’re here to thin them out, not kill them all!” she replied, finishing the soldier with the point of her blade pushed into his neck. By that point, the Kedrelli forces had to have been down to half their number at least. Rhu had long since lost count, but it was difficult to navigate the space without stepping on some fallen soldier.

The gathering of Kedrelli standing at the base of the wall were preparing ropes. Rhu felt the bite of a blade gliding across an exposed bit of skin at her right elbow, but even as she hissed in pain, she gave a grim smile. Up atop the wall, a cauldron of pitch poured over the side, falling upon the dragons beginning to climb. On the other side, another cauldron was upended over the grouping of dragons attempting to break down the gate. The dragons’ screams pierced through the Iron Gorge, even above the ever-present clash of swords.

Overhead, arrows still flew. With no further dragons coming over the first wall, the archers picked off targets throughout the space between. The Kedrelli numbered only a few dozen now, little more than the Unionists stationed there at the outpost. Rhu and her companions worked their way inward toward the wall, coming up behind the remaining dragons preparing to climb. Smaller stones came toppling down from the wall then, knocking down what few dragons were able to get a hold with their grappling hooks.

“Watch for the rocks,” she told the others, then pointed ahead, directing them to strike. The dragons whirled around to face them, but not before Rhu’s sword and dagger had sliced through hamstrings and sinew. Two fell, and soon they were dead. Rhu circled. Another two dragons came at her, driving her backward toward the rock face of the escarpment. Though she managed to stay out of reach of one dragon’s sword, the other caught his blade in her armor at a place dangerously close to her lower ribs. With a cry, Rhu pulled on the sword-arm of the second dragon, hurling him face-first into the escarpment. Following through with her sword, she cut across the place where the dragon’s neck and shoulder met, severing an artery. The other lunged through the spray of blood. Rhu dropped down, the blade narrowly missing the top of her head. She rolled away, getting some distance between them as best she could.

Rhu hadn’t followed her own orders. When another downfall of rocks were tossed down from the wall, she realized too late. A rock the size of a melon slammed into her right leg. Rhu cried out, pushing off the stone and clutching her injured limb. The dragon came at her again; no time to nurse her wound. She rolled again, the dragon’s sword once more too close.

“Kentara!” a voice called out, and the other Unionist human stabbed the Kedrelli above her, then again for good measure when the dragon hit the ground. “Are you all right?”

“Just a stone,” Rhu grunted, holding her hand out for the soldier to help her to her feet. “Nothing broken, I think. But, fuck, it hurts.” She staggered as she stood, careful not to put too much weight on her leg. “Looks like the archers have the rest of the wave well in hand. As soon as they’re done, have them retrieve as many arrows from the corpses as they can.” She looked around. There were only a few Kedrelli left, retreating to the first wall. Arrows flying toward them made them fewer. “Did we lose Eron Tide?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The soldier wiped the blood from his blade on a bit of exposed tunic on one of the corpses. He nodded toward the western escarpment. Beneath a few blood-strewn bodies, she saw scales of blue and iridescent green. “He’s gone.”

Rhu nodded, her mouth drawing to a grim line. Three lost. It could have been far worse. Tentatively, she put more weight onto her right leg, hissing as pain cascaded up from her calf and down to her toes. This, too, could have been worse. “Let’s head back to the gate. We could all use some rest before the next wave arrives.”

The soldier let out a soft sigh. “Yes, Kentara.”

When they were safely through the gate, Rhu took stock of what they had left. The arrows were nearly all depleted; the pitch was gone. If they had any hope of surviving, the fletchers back in town had better have outdone themselves. Otherwise all they had to defend the Gorge were rocks and the wall itself. If the Kedrelli breached the wall, if the battle came to twenty swords against over a hundred, they would be overrun. As Rhu sat at the outpost, her leg swelling with each passing hour, she prayed again for reinforcements. There was little else she could do.

Help finally came two days later, in the midst of another Kedrelli siege on Outpost Three that was nearly lost. Rhu had been unable to fight, the pain in her leg too much even to stand upon. All she could do was sit at the top level of the wall, yelling out orders while she watched their supplies of arrows dwindling to nothing. The rocks they hurled at the enemy took out several at a time, but still they came, twice as many as the last wave. The Kedrelli dragons had burst through the gates, bottlenecked in the narrow passageway. As they came through one by one, the Unionist soldiers did what they could to kill the dragons. Yet onward the dragons came, three replacing each one they killed, until they were overwhelmed. When reinforcements arrived behind them, horns and marching footsteps heralding them, Rhu’s first thought was that she was hallucinating from the pain.

Her next thought was one of exhausted relief. Thank the Mother they’ll have healers. I’ll be back in the fight in no time.



***



“The workspace is ready now, Daughter Gwyn,” Agartha’s voice said from the other side of the curtain.

“One moment,” Gwyn replied. She looked back down at Rhu. “Let us know if at any time you need us to make you sleep. We cannot stop the amputation once it’s begun, but Daughter Agartha will be watching you if it is too much for you.”

“Jesh do et,” Rhu said around the bit of leather and wood.

Daughter Gwyn nodded. “Do not forget what I told you.” After lingering a moment longer, she disappeared behind the curtain.

Though the laudanum had relaxed her a great deal, now that the procedure was about to begin, Rhu felt her stomach turn circles at the thought of them cutting away her dying leg. Battle was different. She had been cut before, stabbed before, but she had her sword and dagger with her then. She could do something, defend herself, sink her blade into her opponent’s own flesh.

There was no opponent here. No sword in her hand. Just the healer’s knife and saw, and her leg offered beneath them.

It had only been a stone.

She felt a blade touch the skin just above her knee as it made the first slice. Even though she had been expecting it, the pain seared through her. She bit down on the leather-wrapped piece of wood, a muffled scream lodged in her throat. A memory, a memory… Her mind floundered for one, something to take her mind away from this tent and the blade sinking deeper into her skin and sinew. Something comforting, Gwyn said. Something happy.

An image came to mind. Strong, callused fingers guiding her tiny hand. A stick held in her fingertips, drawing shapes in a fresh mud wall. Loops, lines, and leaves. Gray eyes and a broad smile shining down at her.

“Etched flowers,” Rhu whispered, the words distorted by the leather and wood. Etched flowers, it will not hurt, she declared to herself. She repeated it until she believed it. Etched flowers, it will not hurt. “Etched flowers…”

A calming warmth flowed over her. She chanted it again and again in her mind, following the rhythm of each pulling stroke of the blade.

The blade hit bone. The healers switched to the saw. Rhu could hear the scraping. The sound hung in the air for what seemed an eternity, making her spine shiver. Etched flowers, it will not hurt. She felt it, but felt detached from it. Her teeth relaxed around the leather and wood.

Rhu expected that once the saw cleared through the bone, the last few cuts would be quick. But the healers took their time, and Rhu lost herself in the memory again, not wanting to think too hard on what was happening on the other side of the curtain. 

In any case, the bone was gone. Her leg was ruined.

Light flickered on the other side of the curtain. One of the Daughters—Agartha, it appeared—took a long-handled cautery iron from one of the braziers lighting the tent. The heated metal gave off a soft glow that Rhu saw before Daughter Agartha took it behind the cloth. They pressed it against her leg. Or what was left of it, at least. Rhu felt the heat touch her flesh. Etched flowers, it will not hurt. The metal was hot, but did not burn.

The smell told her it did.

Rhu heard someone washing up on the other side while the other healer stitched up her leg. After a few minutes, Daughter Gwyn came around the curtain to stand at her left side. “You did very well, Kentara Farrier,” the healer said. Removing the piece of leather-wrapped wood from Rhu’s mouth, Gwyn smiled, though her face looked strained and tired. “It’s over.”

Rhu tried to nod, but found her eyes sagging, threatening to close. At the Daughter’s words, a burning sensation began to spread across what remained of the limb.

“I take it my trick helped? I did not hear you after a time.”

“Yes,” Rhu replied, though her voice did not sound like her own. It sounded distant, lifeless. She thought to ask why she felt so detached, but a moment later, she could not bring herself to care. The burning was painful now, though she did not have the energy to do more than give a grunt of discomfort.

“You need your rest,” Daughter Gwyn crooned. “Sleep now.”

“As you say.” Rhu closed her eyes, losing herself in the weight of her own body, however lighter that it was now.









CHAPTER TWO

Mission Briefing



Rhu hated the stares the most. When she woke one day, two weeks before the Feast of the Lessening, she grabbed her crutches from beside the bed, in the barracks section of Fort Ravos. As soon as she left her quarters, she felt eyes upon her back every time she passed someone in the dimly lit stone hallways. She had returned to Fort Ravos two days ago and she was already tired of the eyes and whispers that followed her throughout the barracks and training yard. Oh, a few of the comments she overheard were complimentary:

“That’s Kentara Farrier, Hero of the Iron Gorge. You hear she led two dozen men against two hundred Kedrelli?”

“I heard it was three hundred!”

The praise was flattering, but she wasn’t used to the attention. Their awestruck chatter sent heat straight to her ears with embarrassment.

Most of what she heard from her fellow soldiers, however, were the whispers that they thought she couldn’t hear, as if the loss of her leg cost her the use of her ears too. Despite the odd looks she received, Rhu still liked to go to the training yard for calisthenics in an effort to strengthen her core and relearn to balance herself. As she stretched and jumped rope and did push-ups, she could hear others talking when they should have been sparring.

“Shit, look at Farrier. I’m surprised she’s not still bedridden, injury like that. What’s it been—six months? Seven? How long does it take to get over your leg being chopped off?”

“Don’t know. But what’s she doing all that work for? She won’t need muscles sitting behind a desk.”

“I didn’t think of that. Good for her for trying, though. If it were me, I’d have fallen on my sword first.”

“I’m surprised she hasn’t yet. You ever talk to her? She was career. Loved being an infiltrator. It’s a damn shame.”

Rhu tried to tune them out, her anger energizing her as she continued her exercises.

“They talk about me like I’m not even there!” As was often the case when she was this angry, Rhu later found herself in the quarters of her best friend. Loren Spinner sat on his bed, leaning over his knees and propped up on one elbow. He looked over at her with a thoughtful expression, his lips pressed to a line as the volume of her voice steadily climbed. “The things they say… as if I’m useless now or that I’m doomed to spend my life sitting at home forever. Or that I should have—what? Laid down my life because I lost one limb?”

“To be fair,” Loren said in a dry voice, “it was an important one.”

Rhu raised an eyebrow at him. “Is there a limb that’s not important?”

There was a pause as Loren considered, tapping his lips with two fingers. “A toe. The little one.”

“I lost that too,” she pointed out with a lopsided smile.

Loren laughed. “Ah, well then. Good that it was only a toe. Otherwise you’d be fucked.”

Rhu laughed too, glad that she and Loren were home in Fort Ravos at the same time for once. The war often took them both in opposite directions: Loren to the front lines, Rhu past them into Kedrelli territory. She considered her friend, her gaze falling on the stretches of scars that covered the left side of his face and neck. The scars hid beneath the collar of his uniform, but she knew they went down over half his torso and arm. The scars twisted Loren’s ebony flesh, thick in some places, thin and stretched in others. The result of a Kedrelli firebomb, and he had been one of the lucky ones. She remembered visiting him nearly two years ago when he arrived at the fort’s infirmary. Loren had been nearly unrecognizable under the swath of bandages; she only knew it was him because his elderly parents sat worriedly at his bedside. “Did the others treat you the same way when you were burned?”

“There was talk. Most of it was teasing. Several people thought it was very important to tell me how ugly I am now.”

Rhu frowned. “I don’t think you’re ugly.”

“I know you don’t.” His expression turned gentle, the hard edges of his face melting with fondness.

Knowing the look too well, she shifted uncomfortably under his open affection. Years ago, they had been a couple, but Rhu had broken it off. She knew Loren still had feelings for her, however. As much as Rhu appreciated it, that romantic love wasn’t mutual. “You’d think being superior officers would afford us a little respect,” she said, trying to refocus the conversation.

“People talk, Farrier. Especially about their superiors. You know that better than anyone. If I remember your stories correctly, you exploited that fact on a regular basis when on mission.”

“It is an easy way to get information.” Rhu gave him a crooked smile. “But is it so much to ask that we be exceptions to that rule?”

As Loren chuckled, a horn blew outside for the changing of shifts. With a start, he got to his feet. “Damn, we’re going to be late if we don’t hurry.”

Her brow furrowing, Rhu looked up at her friend. “Late? For what?”

His hands paused in the act of buttoning up the waistcoat of his uniform. “They didn’t—” he began, and his eyes widened. There was a distinct look of panic on his face when he spoke again. “Oh, I mean, I’m going to be late. Just me.”

“Spinner.” Rhu rose from her chair and grabbed for her crutches that had been leaning against the desk. “What are we late for?”

Her friend sighed. “I have an important mission briefing. With the Primar… and the Praetura.”

Rhu’s mouth fell open. “The Praetura?” Kentaras always received mission details from Primar Harrion, but the Praetura was the ruling body of the Risen Union. If they were coming to the meeting… “Is this about the mission to Talavra?”

Loren’s large brown eyes drooped. “I don’t know for sure,” he said as he opened the door and stepped through. “But the Praetura haven’t been here since they gave you that mission. That’s why I thought you were coming too.”

“No, I wasn’t told,” Rhu muttered as she followed him out the door. “Those bastards…”

“What are you going to do?”

Rhu struggled to keep up with Loren’s long stride, the crutches making her underarms ache. “I’m coming along anyway, of course. Even if they don’t let me into the briefing, I need to have a word with Primar Harrion. They’re not foisting my mission onto you without talking to me first.”

“This should be interesting…”

Together, they exited the barracks and crossed the training yard to the main building. Fort Ravos was a large stronghold adjoining Arvel, the capitol city of Tandros. The stone walls of the fortress rose a hundred feet, blending into the outer wall of the city on one side. The wide training yard was filled with a cacophony of noises, new recruits testing their mettle against straw-filled dummies and posts. Nearby, soft whispers fluttered the air as arrows swished past, finding the targets with one soft thunk after another. As Rhu hurried to keep up with Loren, who had already slowed to accommodate her, she found her eyes wandering towards the soldiers going through their sword forms, feet sliding across the ground in precise movements. After over a decade performing those exact motions, Rhu’s legs longed to be doing the same. Even the one that was missing felt restless to go through the forms.

Moments later, she and Loren entered the main building and found Primar Harrion standing outside the largest briefing room. A Tandrosian like Loren, Harrion was tall with dark brown skin and a kind face. He was dressed in his formal uniform, dark green and high collared, with four knotted, gold-colored cords on his shoulder signifying his rank. When he spotted Rhu, he scowled. “Did you tell her, or did she find you out?” Harrion asked Loren as they came near.

“A little of both,” Loren replied with a small smile. “You really should have mentioned that she wasn’t supposed to know.”

Rhu stood as tall as she could and glared up at her mentor. “Harrion, what’s going on? Are you giving my mission to Spinner?”

“Mother’s mercy,” Harrion said with exasperation, “you get straight to the point, don’t you.” He opened the door to the room and pointed inside. “Go in, both of you. We’ll begin as soon as the Praetura arrive.”

Both Rhu and Loren went into the room as Harrion held the door open for them. The briefing room was wide and windowless, already lit by lanterns along the stone walls. A long wooden table encompassed the middle of the room, arranged with chairs around it. Often times, the briefing room would be full of maps and reports all over the walls and table, but today the room was clear, almost sparse. “Have a seat,” the primar told them. “You can take mine, Farrier.”

“You would have had enough chairs if you’d invited me in the first place, sir.” Rhu hopped over to a seat, leaning her crutches against the wall.

Harrion scowled, a single vein visibly protruding just above his brow. “Damn it, Rhu, it wasn’t my idea. I fought them on this. You know I’ve always been on your side.”

Rhu felt a pang of guilt, and the fire of anger within her extinguished somewhat. “You have. But you are also one of the people who commands the Union’s armies. Surely you have a say in how your troops are treated.”

Yet as Harrion opened his mouth to speak, a knock came at the briefing room’s door. With a tug to straighten his jacket, he put one hand on the door handle. His dark eyes narrowed at Rhu for a moment, a warning to behave if ever she saw one. He hadn’t looked at her like that in years.

Harrion opened the door and stepped aside. She and Loren both stood out of respect as the Praetura entered. The three rulers of the Risen Union were also dressed in their formal garments, traditional black robes of pleated silk that flowed with ease around each of them. Atop their heads, they each also wore black wigs, waxed and pinned into curlicued shapes high above them. If they had been brightly colored, the Praetura would have looked exactly like the birds that flew around the forests outside Talavra, long tails that fanned out behind them and tall plumes crowning their heads. In black, each Praetor instead looked like a coiffed crow.

“Your Honors,” the primar said smoothly with a deep bow. “It is good of you to join us. You may remember Kentara Rhu Farrier from our last meeting with you.” He gestured to Rhu before sweeping his arm towards Loren. “And we also have with us Kentara Loren Spinner, the man I spoke to you about.”

With one hand on the table to steady herself, Rhu bowed alongside Loren then listened to the introductions made for Loren’s sake. Praetor Saret was a small, odd-looking man: short of stature, with the pale complexion and thick brown beard typical of people from the Orrow Islands in the north. In contrast, Praetor Mari was quite massive. The representative of Cerapi had to have been six and a half feet tall at least, and half as wide. Her imposing stature was softened by her ruddy cheeks and the warm, motherly smile on her olive brown face. Tandros’ own Praetor Cairwell had no such kindness upon his countenance. He seemed to be chiseled from obsidian; his sharp features blended seamlessly from ceremonial wig to pleated robes. His glare was hard, piercing, judging.

The Praetura took their seats at the other side of the table, facing Loren and Rhu. “Primar Harrion,” Saret began at once, “I do not recall Kentara Farrier being invited to this meeting.”

Harrion had schooled his face into a placid expression, but Rhu could see that vein at his temple protruding again. “It seemed only fair she be included, Your Honor.”

Saret sniffed, the little hairs of his massive beard twitching. “Nevertheless, some forewarning would have been appreciated.”

“Come now,” Praetor Mari said, waving a hand dismissively. “The poor dear would have needed to hear the news somehow. It makes no difference.” She turned to Rhu and smiled, folding her hands on the table before her. “Kentara Farrier, we of course heard of your defense of the Iron Gorge. We applaud your bravery and sacrifice.”

Rhu bowed her head by way of thanks. “I am happy to serve, Your Honor.”

“What were you even doing there?” Praetor Cairwell’s deep voice rumbled with ill-concealed derision.

“The Iron Gorge is the fastest way into Kedrel, sir,” Rhu replied with a frown. The Praetor knew that, so why was he asking? “I was on my way to carry out a mission. The very mission the Praetura tasked me to complete eight months ago.”

Cairwell crossed his arms over his chest. “And did you complete your mission, Kentara?”

“You know that I did not, Your Honor.”

“And why did you not carry out your mission?” Cairwell’s brow rose in mock surprise. “I was under the impression that you are one of the best infiltrators. It’s why we sent you.”

The condescension on his face made Rhu clench her teeth. “I was… waylaid.”

“For eight months.”

“Eight months of recovery, Your Honor,” Loren cut in, looking anxiously from Rhu to Cairwell. “The Iron Gorge—”

“Were you there, Kentara Spinner?” Cairwell’s face might have been placid except for the glare in his eyes.

“No, sir.”

“Then do not interrupt.”

“It was all in my report… Your Honor.” Rhu struggled to keep her face still despite the man’s goading. “I am sworn to protect, and the kentara in command of the outposts had been killed. I had to remain at the Gorge.”

Cairwell glanced at her crutches then met her eyes once more. “And in so doing, lost one of your legs.”

“Now, now, my dear Cairwell,” Mari chided gently, patting the other praetor’s arm as if calming a child. “You mustn’t be so harsh. Kentara Farrier is a hero. Her defense of the Iron Gorge kept the Kedrelli out of Tandros. What would you have had her do? Abandon the soldiers stationed there? Or the quaint little town they protected?”

“Yes, in fact. Farrier is a kentara in rank only. Normally, she does not command a cohort of soldiers. What she should have done was leave the job to more capable hands.”

The vein was back on Harrion’s forehead again. “Your Honor, you read the report, confirmed by other soldiers stationed there, as well as by the kentaras who took command when reinforcements arrived. Anyone with ‘more capable hands’, as you say, was dead.”

Saret sat forward in his chair, tapping a fist against the table. “No one is discounting the fact that Kentara Farrier did an honorable deed in service of the Risen Union, Mother praise its name. Yet the fact still stands that because she was… ‘waylaid’, as it were, the war is still ongoing. She may have saved Tandros, but she was meant to bring an end to the fighting entirely.”

“I can still do it,” Rhu insisted firmly, her voice steady. She looked at each praetor in turn, but could see in their faces that they no longer had faith in her. They wore the same expressions she had seen constantly these past two days from every soldier in Fort Ravos. Their eyes were riddled with pity. It wasn’t even that they doubted her, a question of ability yet to be answered. The Praetura were unequivocally convinced she was no longer capable of the mission… or of anything else.

“We appreciate your enthusiasm, child,” Mari said. Her condescension was worse than Cairwell’s, Rhu decided, hidden behind kind words and smiles. At least Cairwell was honest about it. “However, you have done your part on the battlefield of this war. It’s time to pass the task to someone who can get it done quickly and efficiently.”

Rhu shook her head. They couldn’t give her mission away. She loved Loren like family, but this was her job to do. “With all due respect to Kentara Spinner, he would not make it to the Imperial Palace in Talavra.”

Loren frowned. “I can handle myself, Farrier,” he grumbled.

“Spinner is an exceptional soldier and commander,” she continued, sparing him a glance that she hoped appeared apologetic. “But he is not trained as an infiltrator. He will stick out. Not only because he is quite obviously Tandrosian. There is more to going unnoticed than merely hiding.”

The three praetors exchanged meaningful looks before looking up at Harrion. The primar sighed. “She is correct about the training,” Harrion said with obvious reluctance. “Kentara Spinner has not been trained in infiltration. He has always been meant for the infantry.” Harrion paused, leaning forward onto the table. “But I stand by my recommendation of Spinner as Farrier’s replacement. Any other infiltrators are deep under cover. Meanwhile, Spinner is cautious, discreet, and the finest marksman I have had the pleasure of training.”

“Thank you, sir,” Loren said, straightening under the praise. “And—I’m sorry—we seem to have skipped over the part where someone actually tells me what this very important mission is. What could possibly end the war so quickly? Besides assassinating Emperor Vale, anyway.” He scanned their faces, each in turn. His eyes widened. “Ah…”

“Exactly so,” Praetor Mari said as she beamed at him. “We will be sending you deep into Kedrelli territory to remove Emperor Vale from power by any means necessary. Naturally, there is a high degree of danger. It is likely that you will not return. That said, do you feel up to the task?”

Loren paused before nodding wordlessly, his jaw squared with determination. Rhu almost smiled despite herself. She knew her friend. There wasn’t a mission Loren Spinner would ever turn down if he was told he was needed.

Cairwell, pressing steepled fingers up to his lips, cleared his throat and leaned forward in his seat. “Tell us. What do you know of the so-called emperor of Kedrel, Kentara Spinner?”

“I must admit, not a great deal, Your Honor,” Loren replied. “Only what I’ve learned in training. That he was once the Praetor, when Kedrel was part of the Union. The war began over a decade ago because the Emperor hates dragons and couldn’t abide the declaration by the Risen Union that the dragons be released from the Oath. Anything else is rumor.”

“And what kind of rumors are those, my dear?” Mari encouraged, still smiling.

“Some are barely worth noting, Your Honor. That he’s reclusive. Few people see him. The other rumors are more… absurd.” He swallowed hard and laughed loudly, a sound that made Rhu cringe inwardly when no one else joined in his laughter. “Some of the refugees from Kedrel say that Vale can use magic, like mages in the days of old.” With another laugh, he looked around to each praetor. He cleared his throat and cast a poorly hidden glance in Rhu’s direction. “Only a rumor, though.”

Loren hadn’t heard the rumor from just any Kedrelli refugee. Rhu had told him. Her vision unfocused as fifteen-year-old images flashed in her mind’s eye. Blue flames whipping into the heavens, burning hot despite a downpour of rain. Horror filling her as she stood hand-in-hand with her friend, Dax. The water had sizzled over the nobleman’s house, boiling in midair. In the midst of all the chaos, heedless to the screams of agony coming from beyond the gates behind him, a dark-robed figure stepped out onto the street. Dry, unruffled. Untouched by the wind and rain. The fire had burned for hours, though the storm raged on. The flames never spread to any of the surrounding buildings.

Rhu suppressed a shudder at the memory. Her mother had said that night, in too quiet a voice, that the home belonged to a supporter of the rebellion. An Oathbreaker sympathizer. Rhu and her mother fled from Talavra the next day.

She was so lost in thought that she almost didn’t register the fact that Praetor Saret had asked her a question. “You are from Kedrel, Kentara Farrier,” he said. “What do you think of these rumors?”

“I’ve heard the same,” Rhu replied stiffly. “Vale is a dangerous man, with few friends, from what I understand. There are many in my homeland who fear him.”

“But not you.”

Rhu shook her head, hoping the clawing in her stomach from the memory did not show in some fashion upon her face. “No, Your Honor,” she said, her voice steady. “Even if Vale is a mage, he is still only a man, able to be killed like any other. If that were not the case, the Lessening would not have been deemed necessary.”

Saret and Mari exchanged a glance before the former gave a thin chuckle. “Yes, well said. And you have brought up some excellent points about the… disadvantages of Kentara Spinner’s training and heritage.”

Praetor Mari smiled warmly. “Yet you must understand. The fact still remains that we cannot possibly send a crippled soldier into enemy lands on so important and dangerous a mission. It’s simply impossible.”

In desperation, Rhu looked to Primar Harrion, who merely shook his head. “I can still fight,” she insisted. “Give me a sword and I can prove it to you.”

“And if your opponents will not stand still to let you stab them?” Cairwell spoke up. Though his face was serious as always, it sounded like a laugh was held just within his throat, ready to come out. “Will you hop after them?”

Rhu gripped the armrests of her chair to keep herself from punching in the praetor’s teeth. “If necessary.”

“What an entertaining notion. I would quite like to see that.”

“That’s enough,” Harrion cut in, slamming a hand onto the table. The vein on his forehead was back again. “Praetor Cairwell, you will speak with respect to the soldiers under my command. Kentara Farrier is a decorated veteran. And even if she were not, she deserves to be treated with courtesy and basic decency.”

Cairwell sighed and waved a hand dismissively. “Of course. But I only meant to illustrate how, frankly, ridiculous it is that Kentara Farrier came into this meeting uninvited and demanded that we entertain the fool notion of allowing her to continue this mission. It is a waste of our time. She is certainly welcome to assist in the war effort in other ways, but I have had enough of this nonsense.”

Rhu didn’t think it was possible, but Praetor Mari’s smile widened further. “You are quite right, Cairwell dear, that she is still a valuable asset to us. Kentara Farrier, over the coming weeks, why don’t you help Kentara Spinner prepare? It won’t quite be like full infiltrator training, I imagine, but any coaching you could provide could only further the success of the mission.”

In looking at the faces of the praetors, Rhu could tell that, even though Cairwell had been the only one to say so, all three of them no longer wanted to discuss the possibility of her finishing the mission. “Yes
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