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Looking back on one’s earliest creations is always a challenging feat. Growth—particularly in the context of storytelling and those who practice it—often means recognizing how far one’s evolution has brought them also provides the double-edged sword of wishing they’d evolved faster, or more effectively in how that story was presented. 

This is no fault of the work itself; stories are written as a product of the time they were written in, by the person who wrote them. Just as people evolve into something better than they began, so too does the work that must compete with newer offerings. 

Embers of Aloessia is governed by both such a privilege and burden. As one of my earliest stories, and the jumping-off point for future stories that follow it, the story’s earliest incarnations suffered from various ailments rooted in a combination of inexperience and inflated ego that has long since ebbed to the nihilism of age and unsought humility that wasn’t present when I first published it five years ago. It lacked the benefit of the lessons I learned through both the books that came after it, and the real-life trials that I had yet to experience.

And yet, it remains the same story of friendship and found family that makes up its foundation—a tale which has undergone three technical reiterations but mostly remains thematically and structurally unchanged at its heart. A young daughter’s request for her dad to author a story about a princess based on her love of contemporary Disney royals, just for her, could have hewed to something formulaic and easy. My work in adult urban fantasy often embraces the same themes found in Embers; the accessibility of its characters for an all-ages audience, however, remains gated behind the mature themes of my darker books. For a blossoming reader like that little girl who is now nearly a woman and may only appreciate it for a few more short years through a lens of relative innocence, it was always a source of pride to her friends and teachers that her father had created this story just for her.

Revisiting the original adventure of these characters and the world that formed the basis of The Sommerland Chronicles, I hope the characters of Princess Viviana and twins Lara and Antam Braede always will be able to be experienced by both my daughter Skylar, along with many kids like her and adults alike. I also hope this edition purges the final early whims of the younger author who often rushed to finish his stories, thinking time would run out prematurely to tell all the stories in my head, and often failed to be prudent in preparing them for public consumption. Whether visiting Aloessia and eastern Sommerland for the first time, or returning to experience the adventure I always, yet slightly chaotically poised it to be, I hope it is finally free of the detractions of that inexperienced artist, so that it can finally be consumed without distractions and its original, glaring flaws.

Thank you for taking the chance, and welcome to the world of Sommerland.

––––––––
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NICHOLAS GAGNIER

Ottawa, Canada

February 2024
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The D’aille girl ran from the law in pursuit of her, because that was the way it had always been. Sprinting through Aloessia’s Lower Market, the cobbled roads were impeded by everything obstructing her path. Civilians, guards, children, steeds, stray dogs, and mouthy vendors made up the souls between wooden stalls on any given day. Crude storefronts were filled with fruit left out longer than was safe, and flies had begun to pick at it in stuffy summer air. Wealthier merchants displayed racks of meat, clothing, weapons, and services, easily outselling peasants who picked some apples in Giant’s Valley, then scraped together enough money to rent a stall for the day. 

The crowd was mostly oblivious to the girl’s small body breaking through them. Some gasped and stared when she bumped their elbows with her shoulder, but it was nothing compared to the platoon of heavily-armored men who crashed through bodies behind her, knocking possessions from the arms of bystanders. Merchants shouted after them, saying the girl went that way. 

A long time ago, in a city far away from the one through which her heart pounded, and legs burned from constant pursuit, some lesson of the great Meo Castigan was uttered. A man not normally known for the cold logic of a historian’s filter, Castigan said it was our differences that make people special. While the context surrounding that conversation was lost in the annals of time, it often flashed through the girl’s head in times like these.

There was not enough time in a day to explain how the girl with purple birthmarks on otherwise human flesh came to be fleeing the Aloessian Guard. A generally gleaming appearance saw the free-standing waterfront metropolis affectionately christened the “Marble City” by Aloessia’s earliest residents; the girl had floundered in this city too long to expect its architecture symbolized white-knight qualities. Perched on the far eastern seaboard, a continent away from her origins, there was little rhyme or reason to why a fifteen-year-old girl was the subject of such intense pursuit, other than it being the way it had always been.

Meo Castigan’s words returned to her, buried within a different era of the girl’s young life.

Individuality is a tricky thing.

“Find the girl!” 

Their leader’s voice rang through the busy market, but there were too many bystanders between them and her, and the girl did not wish to be found. 

The girl needed a distraction, to rid herself of them once and for all. The crowd went uncomfortably quiet, knowing the men’s swords could just as easily turn on them. She knew them, and they were not men of mercy. Worse, they served Lord Hark, and would cut down anyone who tried to protect her.

It wasn’t always this way; despite the fact it always was. The girl’s earliest memories of the Aloessian slums, which her mother said never to leave, consisted of much happiness. She was also D’aille, but her marks were not as bright as the girl’s. They lived in a tent city with others like them, but one by one, all the D’aille were subjugated into a life of submission. 

Only the rare guard dared venture down Marble Road now—a mud path doubling as a street through the slums—host of the poorest of Aloessia’s poor. The girl’s mother trained her to avoid those patrols, to always be alert. Instinct was all which saved her life and prevented her from being taken slave.

The girl was always careful.

Just not today.

***
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SURVIVAL USED TO BE so simple.

On their home Island of Jem, Antam and Lara Braede may have barely known their birth parents. Those people left them in another’s care long ago. That man was dead now, and Jem fell under Kolbish control. 

Lara, a girl of fifteen who dressed in the island’s customary hide armor and kept a moonwood bow strapped to the back of her belt, had little against the lizard people who ravaged Jem’s shores, burning everything in sight. The flames started with their hollows built into the canopy of trees. Omeg said nobody knew who built the island’s sprawling boardwalks high above the forest floor. 

Now, fresh off the boat in the Aloessian harbor, the glistening white city across the channel was somehow less magical. For all the years Lara spent wishing to visit someday, these were never the circumstances she hoped for. Omeg was dead. All she had left was Antam, who would ditch her at the earliest opportunity. 

And their village in the treetops was gone.

“What a beauty,” Antam mused. Minutes apart in age, and nothing alike, Antam inherited build and lack of finesse Lara shared none of. She inherited more cunning than he could ever hope to attain. 

“Are you referring to the city, or the blond you can’t tear your eyes from?”

“What blond?”

“That one,” she gestured, pointing out the girl he knew his sister was talking about. She was leagues above him, draped in clothes which didn’t have to bear the burden of being worn repeatedly, with hair she must have had ten other women brush for her. 

“Oh? Her?” Antam replied as Lara walked by him, shaking her head. “Yeah, I might have been gazing.”

“You’re a pig.”

Antam jogged to catch up. The sword and bow Omeg attained long before Jem fell, and the Kol were upon it bounced at their respective sides. Walking up the pier, there was little somberness about Antam, despite everything that had just happened. 

Antam was Antam.

“You know, we should head up to the barracks,” he said, matching her pace. Lara knew what he was saying and why.

“Why? So, you can ditch me?”

Taken aback by the answer, Antam looked around, pretending he hadn’t heard it. The twins turned onto a main road laid in cobblestone, and Lara overheard it referred to as Emperor’s Way, doubling as a ramp up to the Lord’s Keep, governed by a man named Attican Hark. Omeg wanted the Braedes to keep up with current events across the strait in case they ever needed to make for Aloessia. 

He wasn’t wrong to do so, as the Kols eventually proved.

“I’m telling you, Lara! What else are we going to do now?”

“I don’t know!” she replied, stopping in her tracks. “I don’t know, Antam. I’m just...trying to forget everything we’ve ever known is gone, you know?”

“You don’t know that sis.” 

Lara shook her head.

“There was nothing left, Antam. You saw it from the rowboat. Jem is gone, and so is the village. It’s Kol territory now.”

Lara closed her eyes but opened them again. She didn’t want to see Omeg’s face as his heart was pierced by flying crossbolts, or think of her city in the trees, burning at the stake.

“We have to keep moving forward,” Antam said, “I’ll join the Order, you see if you can find some work.” 

A carriage driver yelled at them to stop standing in the road. Antam returned a rude gesture, but they acquiesced, stepping aside. The tired horses grunted appreciation, pulling their less grateful occupants despite the sores on their haunches and wheezing stamina. 

Lara frowned, certain she amounted to more than being someone’s housekeeper or less ideal breed of servant. 

“Yeah, because you’re going to join the Order tomorrow, right Antam? How about we find food and shelter first—unless, you know, you’re ready to cut ties right off the damn boat.”

“It’s not like that, Lara.”

“Yeah? Feel free to inform me what it’s like, then. Because you have been shrugging me off all our lives; and now, when I need you most, you’re trying to ditch me! As usual!”

The response landed where it needed to, long enough to make Antam recoil, finally displaying some hint of inner conflict.

“I am not trying to ditch you!” Antam said. “Just trying to think of a more viable career path than beggars, is all.”

Lara chuckled. “Maybe you should be the maid.”

“Maid? Who said anything about a maid? I was thinking you could land something at the nearest brothel, sis.” At the expression he received, Antam recanted his joke. “Well, we either work or we steal. What will it be?”

“Right,” she said. “Because the Order is totally going to let you in after pickpocketing rotting fruit.”

“Totally different, Lara. If I get caught, it will be the city guard who doesn’t let me in. The Order only cares about rogue D’aille and Kol. They travel all around Sommerland. People idolize them. Do you think I want to stand at a gate all day, or chase down bratty children? Kill me now.”

He beckoned to start walking. Lara obliged him, not keeping pace. 

Only moments later, the twins heard someone scream.

***
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“HOW HARD IS IT TO FIND one D’aille child?” the leader yelled at his men, just as the girl took cover on the side of a wood stall. Its merchant looked down at the D’aille cretin with disheveled hair and a sooted face, in clothes that would slide off her shoulders if she didn’t adjust them so often. He was a pudgy fellow, with a balding crown and stained teeth and clothes so brown it was hard to tell their original shade.

The girl shook her head at him, pleading with eyes and purple streaks like glowing wings running beneath them, not to say anything. It was no use; a moment later, the merchant shouted out the girl’s location. Launching from her crevice of stall and stone wall, the force of her momentum sent the man onto his backside in the street, scrambling away. 

Running for her life in the opposite direction, the girl attempted to pace her burning breaths. Her shoulders weren’t weighed down like the men who chased her, but the line between marathon and sprint through Aloessia’s outskirts was increasingly blurred. The world spun, channeling a hodgepodge of muted greys and browns. Black hair loosely trailed behind her, unfitted clothes flapping in humid air. More market stalls of the sprawling Aloessian strip flew by. The leader’s voice ebbed and flowed in volume, depending how many gains the girl made with any given turn.

The closed drawbridge of Aloessia’s main gate was open today. The Lord of Aloessia was partial to senility he mistook for whispers of paranoia and insisted that gate remain closed. For it to be open meant something special was happening. Left of the gate, the slums began. The girl was familiar with their darkness yet had no intention of returning through them. The only other methods of openly escaping Aloessia were the harbor, which carried the risk of drowning, or over the battlements. Both were suicide for a person like her.

The gate was open today. The girl didn’t know why, but it was open, and freedom just beyond.

Right of the main gate that stared down visitors from across the continent was a rampart separating the Lower Markets from higher tiers of living. Guards on their perches would surely see the girl with D’aille markings cross into the slums from anywhere in the city, making line of sight an extremely valuable consideration.

It might be suicide, but she turned right, past the dilapidated cabins of the Lower Markets. Working her way toward the base of the stone ring encircling the elevated noble districts, culminating in a hill on which the Lord’s keep sat alone, she considered it was meant to keep D’aille and undesirables out of the upper city. It did nothing to keep them off Emperor Way, or from loitering in the market. The only area the wall made no attempt to protect was the Arcane District. The mages didn’t need one, they said, because they advised the Emperor, and the ring was built by nobles to keep Aloessia’s rabble down in the dirt. 

The mages also didn’t need one—as Hark often countered, anyway—because the city’s Lord cared nothing for magic users, or at least not more than any other minority in the Marble City.

The guards must have assumed she would flock up Emperor Way, in which case they did not know their quarry one bit. She was smarter than some city guards gave her credit for and continued along the rampart’s bottom until coming to the main road. 

Peeking out from her corner, she spotted steeds and traders upon them, having journeyed from Freedomheart or further to peddle their wares on the East Coast. The girl had never been to Freedomheart, and from what she knew, would not want to visit. Their dress was different in comparison to say, a Symate visitor from down south. The girl would not be caught dead in either garb, but at least the white Symate robes were nicer than sand-colored tunics. 

In comparison to her own cotton dressings, either would be a bump in status. 

It would make no difference. She was the hunted, unable to dress her way into society’s good graces. The marks on her flesh would still show, and she would be killed or worse, taken into servitude.

The girl had no desire to live like that.

Around the corner separating her from being spotted in plain sight, two youths argued in the road. The girl could not help but observe them. People had always interested her, and she tried to spot qualities which made them the supposed race of superiority. These ones were young, likely her age. Their features were similar, leading the fugitive D’aille to deduce they were related. 

This could be an opportunity. 

“I am not trying to ditch you!” the boy protested. “Just trying to think of a more viable career path than beggars, is all.”

If separated, she could corner the sister. Maybe convince her to help. Worst case, the girl would rob her blind and make a dash for the main gates, hoping no crossbow bolt hit her—

Any thought of freedom was rudely interrupted by a pair of hands grabbing her from behind. They pulled the girl up, slamming her into the wall where insects burrowed, and peasants drew their dreams of a better life. There was no such thing for her. The hands turned her around—when the girl could see her assailant, she groaned, and would have preferred the cold, blank wall.

“Hi, Vee. Been a while.”

Even though they hadn’t seen each other in months, Yalen hadn’t changed a bit. As fellow D’aille, the two had never gotten along well as Vee did with human kids. To that end, Yalen never got along with anybody, and their sibling-like rivalry lived on in the tall D’aille’s shoulder length hair and striking eyes.

“Running from something?” he chuckled. “Saw you go by in the market. Never seen a D’aille move so fast.”

Vee grabbed his wrists, pulling them off her shoulder. He had already cost her best chance of escape from Aloessia. She wouldn’t indulge his creepy fascinations.

“What do you want, Yalen?”

“Oh, just making sure you’re not leaving without saying goodbye. That would be...tragic, to say the least.”

The purple markings were not as bright on him. They were not as bright as any D’aille, only smudges beneath the skin. Fate had different plans for the girl, who was given stripes that stood out anywhere and everywhere, making her an easy target.

In the words of the great Meo Castigan, individuality was a tricky thing.

“Your feelings are no longer my concern,” she told him. “Not after that lotus drink, anyway.”

Yalen scoffed, rolling his head on the neck below it. 

“Do you really think it’s going to be any different outside those city gates, Vee? Have you heard the stories about what’s out there? By the gods, you won’t even make it to the Seven Steppes!”

“If you think some old archaic gods are going to compensate for a life of endless servitude,” she said, “you don’t know me very well, Yalen. Don’t blame me because you were caught and sold. Isn’t your new master looking for you?”

Yalen shrugged, looking at the ground.

“Sent me shopping. I just so happened to spot you running. Decided to follow you.”

“Of course you did.” Vee felt slight guilt for being so harsh. Much as he deserved it, Yalen no longer had the luxury of running away. “Is everything okay over there? With your master, I mean?”

Another shrug.

“Dresden treats me nice. I don’t live in the cellar like some D’aille. His neighbour, Stace? Has six D’aille, and they all look at me like I’m some traitor. So, you could say...I got lucky.”

Lucky is an understatement. Most D’aille would kill to be treated so kindly. She had wondered about Yalen since the day he was apprehended but couldn’t linger here long. The two fighting youths had retreated elsewhere, and the gate was her best chance of leaving this nightmare. She wasn’t going back to the slums, and living in lower Aloessia was no option for a D’aille.

At this point, the choices consisted of freedom or death. Yalen must have seen the determination on her face; he chuckled, telling Vee she was mad.

“Aloessia is a prison, old friend,” he concluded. “Built to keep our kind in. What are you running from, anyway?”

Vee shrugged, unable to break fixation on the main gate.

“Life, loss, things like that. What’s it to you?”

“Well, I don’t know about you, but when I see D’aille doing things so stupid, they may well be considered suicidal...I can’t help but intervene.”

“Who said anything about suicide?” she asked, returning her gaze to the end of the sloping road. Its guards struggled to keep their heads upright. Each must count how many seconds he had stood there, and how many more he would have to endure before going home. “I’m just going to go for a run.”

“Right into the arms of the Aloessian Guard, sure! Scream your name as you run by! Let the whole blasted world know you’re D’aille.”

Yalen could yammer on all he liked. The girl was done with this oppressive city. All that was left was a life hiding in alleys and shadows, like a rat. 

All that remained were memories of her mother Ess, a D’aillen maid, choking on her bodily fluids.

The only thing left in Aloessia for Vee was pain.

*** 
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“SO, YOU WANT TO HUNT D’aille? Aren’t they all in slavery?”

Antam shook his head. The facades improved the higher the twins climbed. Roads and alleys split off on either side into darker recesses Lara did not yet wish to see. People lined the streets. They came from all levels of society—west, south, poor, rich. The D’aillen slaves Antam referred to passed them, almost always with a human in tow. 

“Not all. Lot of them out there in the wilds, living like covens. They’re hostile to most humans, apparently. Kill you on sight.”

When they were younger, Antam used to fill Lara’s head with tales of beasts in the deeps until she was scared to sleep. Ten years later, nothing had changed, other than tolerance for his mischief.

“And you consider this a career path? Playing bow and arrows with native, aggressive D’aille?”

Antam shrugged. “Beats dying here, don’t it? Not sure about you, but don’t think I want to stare at the rich all my life.”

They ascended the main slope running to the Lord’s Keep. Shops on its sidewalks looked nicer, the windows a little cleaner. Streets branching in either direction were better cleared of animal waste. The air was fresher, despite familiar smokestacks Lara spotted running down the other side of the city; they had long marred the horizon from her tree village on Jem Island. People further along the path dressed in robes and gowns, rather than the rags and armor and traveler’s garb which greeted them by the harbor.

“You could join the mages?” Lara suggested, pointing to a nearby group of people wearing hooded blue robes. “You’d get to play with fire, and not get killed tracking rogue D’aille and the Kols who just destroyed our—"

Before she could continue, the crowd around them began to panic. It was rustled feathers at first; people looking around them, someone asking if anybody heard the loud banging down one of the streets leading from the main road. Everyone heard it. People fell into a hush; every sound was a trigger to reflexes Omeg spent years honing with them.

There was a scream. The final pitches from that sound dropped off into silence, broken momentarily as an orchestra of dislodged bricks and debris rained down on the street. One building on the intersection corner sagged as an overgrown centipede bore onto the main road. A man in a beige tunic was crushed by its midsection settling into the common area. The previously serene atmosphere was further broken by fresh screams accompanying the creature’s roar from a mouth neither of the Braedes could see.

“A lindworm has escaped the arena!” 

“Run for your lives!”

The chorus of panic sent Lara’s gaze straight to Antam, who appeared unfazed by the flailing monster. Without an air of fear about him, he confided in her that they could take it. 

“Just remember what Omeg taught you. Stay back and run circles around the thing. We call that ‘kiting’.” He winked as he said it, knowing Lara didn’t need the lecture.

Unsheathing her bow, she stepped forward.

“Please,” Lara retorted. “Were you even listening when Omeg was teaching?”

Reaching to the quiver strapped around her shoulder and down her back, she pulled an arrow, fixing it along the drawstring, pulling toward her face. Antam walked forward, drawing his sword before the creature, feet taking a defensive stance.

“Oi!” he yelled up at the monster which had left potholes in the cobblestone all the way to its position. “You ready, Lara?”

Lara had no chance to respond. The lindworm lunged, throwing its full upper torso at Antam. Its thrashing head missed, crashing through another building to the left of it. More debris rained down, stones of houses shattering outward on the road. Lara released the arrow in her draw. It flew in an upward curve, driving itself through the monster’s face, spilling yellow substance from the wound. The lindworm pulled its head from the groaning shops and screamed, its guttural bellowing accompanied by the smell of sulfur. She drew another arrow. Antam switched to attack stance, bringing the blade of his sword down into the lindworm’s abdomen, cutting away several limbs surrounding it. They landed at his feet, shriveling in the summer sun.

“Lara! Again!”

The drawn projectile launched from the bow’s rest, hurtling across time and space, piercing the lindworm’s face on its opposite side. The monster heaved, and Lara wondered how long the city guard would stay hiding before deciding to help them slay it. 

Antam withdrew his sword from deep within the lindworm’s organs, pulling more yellow jelly from its innards. It splattered on his boots and stained the road around them. He hacked away at the creature with sideswipes, dancing like Omeg taught him. The lindworm lurched, head swerving on a non-existent neck, thousand arms falling away in pairs. Antam grunted, yelling with each thrust of his arms, exercising much of his rage against the attack on their home he would not get to avenge. 

He would never admit it, but Omeg’s death had broken the boy who wanted to be a famous warrior, and have his name etched into the same books he used to read in their city amongst the trees. Watching the lindworm give up struggling, collapsing to the ground, Lara foresaw that her brother would never be the same.

“Antam?”

In a fog of sand and dirt, risen between stones at the monster’s corpse, Antam met his sister’s concerned gaze. He panted, clothes and sword covered in the jaundice fluids of an overgrown insect. 

And that’s when the mob rounded a corner—the same one blocked by debris from the lindworm’s charge into the heart of Aloessia—pointing a crossbow at the children who had just saved the Marble City from further tragedy.

They were dressed in rags, each with dark purple tattoos, or markings, somewhere on their faces, usually below the eyes. Their leader was an older gentleman with grey hair and a gaunt face, wielding the only crossbow in the group’s possession. His markings were faded but ever present as he trained its pointed bolts towards them.

“What have you done?” he yelled. “Oh, what have you done?”

Fear, anger, and panic coated their faces, holding them together like it drove so many others apart.

“Excuse me?” Antam asked, gesturing to a set of legs under the dead monster. The rest of the man’s body was invisible beneath it. “That thing killed someone!”

The leader scoffed, tightening his grip on the raised crossbow. Were he to fire it, the bolt would go right through Antam Braede’s heart.

“That was our escape!”

“Escape?” Lara asked.

“They are D’aille,” Antam responded. “All D’aille must be owned, or they are considered a danger.”

“We are escaping!” the leader said. “Move out of our way, or I will not hesitate to shoot you!”

“Wait a second,” Antam continued. “Are you saying that you set that thing loose, and could have seriously injured even more innocent people, let alone killed them?”

“No one is innocent!” The man’s scream was desperate, bared teeth superseding peeling lips. The people brave enough—mostly women and children—to follow him cowered. “You humans are all the same! So full of yourselves, you can’t distinguish a mark—which means nothing! —from your idea of perfection!”

The D’aille calmed himself but held the crossbow steady. Had the city guard not run at the sight of a worm that got too much water and sunlight, he would surely be dead. 

“Now,” he said, “are you going to let us pass, sir, or should I spare myself the trouble and shoot you—”

The man was interrupted by something landing on him from the buildings above. The cracking bones echoed through the evacuated square, and his assailant moved so fast, Lara required a second to attribute the blur to a living person. The woman climbed to her feet on the spot she had leapt from the rooftops onto the man—the same markings inhabited her cheeks, only much brighter than her peers. They blazed brilliant purple between gorgeous black hair in freefall, drawn beneath emerald-shaded eyes which could haunt a man forever.

“Didn’t your mother ever teach you to play nice with the humans, Ren?” 

Crumpled at her feet, the rogue D’aille managed to groan and not much else. Antam sheathed his sword as Lara completely lowered her bow. The one who saved them looked back at the people like her, telling them to return home. 

“They’ll pin it all on Ren here. Tell your masters that he gave you no choice. Biena vel.”

Ren’s followers nodded and thanked her, retreating the way they came, past damaged throughways to the houses they cleaned and cooked for. The girl with purple bolts in her face bent down, securing Ren’s crossbow.

“What does that mean? Biena vel?” Lara asked.

The girl’s bright green eyes came to rest on her, digging into the depths of her soul. Then, the crossbow was trained back on Antam.

“It means, ‘be well’,” she said. “In the old language. Human saying, co-opted by the D’aille they broke and abused. Now, give me everything you have.”

“Wait. You’re robbing us?”

“Yup,” the D’aille girl quipped, alternating her target between the twins. There were no guards in the streets to stop her, but she couldn’t take them both.

“We don’t have anything!”

“Sure,” the girl said, circling her captives. Antam watched her, trying to decide whether to draw or stand down. His jaw clenched, fists bunching near the hilt of his sword. “Hand it over, or I’ll have to shoot you.”

At least Ren was off his guard.

“We really don’t have anything, lady. Just off the boat from our island where Kol burned everything in their path. Came on big wooden ships. Threw torches, shot arrows—”

“That doesn’t make sense,” the girl replied. “Kol can’t wield weapons with their claws. The ones who don’t have them are defenseless.”

“I don’t know what to tell you,” Antam shrugged. “These ones had weapons, and they knew how to use them. Lara and I were the only survivors.”

The girl with the crossbow pointed it at Antam’s sister. Lara nodded, trying to keep tears from her eyes—trying not to think of Omeg gasping for air, taking an arrow to save her.

The D’aille was about to respond when she heard a familiar sound—jangling armor descending Emperor Way from the barracks above. Satisfied she would not get anything from the twins, the girl backed away, but didn’t lower the weapon.

“That’s my cue, I guess. Biena vel.” 

The D’aille woman turned, sprinting in the direction they had come from the harbor
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