


[image: Ambessa: Chosen of the Wolf by C. L. Clark]





BY RIOT GAMES

Ambessa: Chosen of the Wolf

Ruination

Garen: First Shield

League of Legends: Realms of Runeterra




[image: ]



Copyright

Published by Orbit

ISBN: 9780356519869

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 by Riot Games, Inc.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Arcane League of Legends and all associated logos, characters, names and distinctive likenesses thereof are exclusive property of Riot Games,

Inc. Used Under License.

Map by Tim Paul

Interior artwork courtesy of Riot Games

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Orbit

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




To my mother, Rachel, and my stepmother, Cindy, and all the other women who found me, claimed me, and kept me steady on the path




[image: ]
[image: ]



Part I




Prologue

Ambessa Medarda flexed her fist around her katar. She sat heavily atop her mount as she watched the Raxii tribe’s warriors clash against her grandfather Menelik’s warbands on the rocky beach of the southern coast. The sound of weapons clashing and men and women dying was matched by the crash of the turbulent sea. She rested her hand upon the ungainly warmth that was her rounded belly. She had come home to Rokrund to fight a different kind of battle.

The Raxii were one of the old Noxii tribes who refused to join the Noxian empire at its founding. It was hard to say who had the strongest claim; Ambessa’s family had ruled it for centuries. Though they dwelt in the mountains, the Raxii put their name to a claim as well, and clearly they had decided how to solve the dispute. So they would. As Noxians did. Rokrund was Ambessa’s home. Her second child would not be born outside its walls, even if she had to fight through an entire army to make it so.

“Wolf’s Reapers!” She raised her katar above her head, and the warband behind her roared their readiness. The Wolf’s Reapers was her prized warband of the strongest warriors she’d seen fighting in arenas all across Noxus. The Raxii tribe would be too busy with Menelik’s warbands in front of them to see the army that would ride down from the north and sweep them into the sea. “We have marched a long way, just to find our gates blocked. Come now, and open them!”

They rode down the rolling hills, the thunder of their mounts’ hooves enough to drown out the ocean itself.

The first Raxii she met came at her with an axe in both hands, aiming high, to sweep her down from the saddle, but Ambessa’s horse sidestepped the blow. Ambessa sliced through one of his arms, and he screamed, dropping the weapon. Blood sprayed, and he might have cried out again, but she was already gone.

Time slowed until Ambessa thought she had always been here, in this red mud, her breath heaving, her back aching. At some point, she was dragged from her horse, and she kicked herself free as the beast was killed. The weight of her belly was difficult to bear for long. Every step became a greater and greater struggle. Her right eye stung with blood from a cut on her face, but she couldn’t reach it to wipe. She squeezed the eye tight and glanced around with her good eye.

As soon as she turned, she felt the rush of air behind her and ducked, falling to her knees to face her new opponent. A woman with a spear, muscled arms, teeth bared in fury. Ambessa had her own fury to contend with. She had not come all this way to watch her home fall into someone else’s hands.

She pushed herself to her feet and leapt.

The woman was quicker than she looked and just as strong, parrying the thrust of Ambessa’s katar and twisting away. She spun the haft of her spear, aiming for Ambessa’s legs, but Ambessa had moved, arm cocked back ready to strike—

Pain pinned her arm down at her side. She looked around, but the blood in her eye still blinded her. If she were not a Medarda, Ambessa might have felt the first tickle of fear then.

Instead, she brought her katar up to deflect the spear woman’s incoming blow, sidestepping until she could see her and the crossbowman whose bolt dug into her left shoulder. She couldn’t raise that arm anymore. But he was reloading, and that meant she had time.

She ran to get inside the spear woman’s guard, and this time, Ambessa broke through. The woman gasped as the katar pierced her. Her mouth opened, as if she would dispute the fact of what Ambessa had done to her. There was no disputing death. Ambessa pulled her blade free and pushed the dying woman to the ground.

She heard the whistle of wind before the second bolt hit her in the side.

My baby. Her first thought. Then came the pain. The pain in Ambessa’s shoulder was nothing to the agony that tore through her side. It bit deep. Still, she raised her katar again. Her next step faltered, though. Her knee went weak and she fell to the ground. She tried to catch herself on her hands, but her wounded shoulder gave out, too. She cried out as she fell onto her belly and rolled onto her back.

Every breath was agony. There was not enough air in the whole world.

Ambessa fought to stay awake as her vision narrowed, but the world around her was closing off, fading to blackness. Beside her, the woman she had killed stared up at the gray sky. Like Ambessa would, soon.

Then, instead of the woman, she saw a wolf, its muzzle low to the ground as it studied her. A harbinger of Kindred.

It came for her.
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Ambessa steps through the darkness—and she is no longer on the battlefield she left. She wipes away the muck that covers her—afterbirth is the only way she can describe it, though she knows this is the opposite of birth. She walks upon a path of thick stone blocks. All around her rise broad pillars of the same black stone, and the room is saturated with a red glow. Figures are etched upon the walls, but they aren’t clear. She knows not where she is, but she knows what she is doing: She is waiting. For what? No, she thinks, for whom.

“Hello?” she calls. No one responds. Her voice does not echo.

Ahead, the gloom lightens slightly. She glimpses a throne in the distance, and someone is sitting on it.

“Hello!” she calls again. But the person on the throne doesn’t respond. No one stops her as she approaches the throne and its occupant.

A sudden eruption of stone to her left makes Ambessa crouch defensively. There’s no enemy to fight, though. There’s a figure amidst the rubble, which floats around her, around the—figures. Ambessa sees herself among them, in the center of them.

She watches herself, apart from herself, watches this other Ambessa dancing in a room full of others, lost in the feel of her body, of its strength, its beauty, its hungers and the beautiful hunger of those around her. This is what the body is for, this is what she is. Her feet carry her closer. She wants to join them. She reaches her hand out—

No.

That is not why she is here. Some part of her knows this. She feels a pang of loss. That life is gone now. That body. She knows where she is now. Volrachnun. Where the Wolf takes great warriors after death.

She holds her hands out in front of her face. She can feel them more easily than she can see them in this penumbra, their certainty. Their strength. They are still hers.

“Who are you?” Ambessa calls to the throne, turning away from that vision of her own ecstasy. “What do you want with me?”

She quickens her pace, half jogging to get closer. All the while, she wishes for a weapon. Her hands are still hers, but she feels naked, unarmed and unarmored. She is naked.

And then, as if obedient to the logic of this dreamlike death-world, Ambessa is suddenly clothed: a sash that drapes across one shoulder, a breastplate that leaves her midriff bare, and a battle skirt with golden hip guards.

At the throne, she knows she will find her purpose. She continues…

… and is interrupted again by another scene, this one—a young Ambessa, a child, holding a lamb in her arms. She can’t remember ever having carried a lamb like this, and yet—there is something familiar. She is so young, so innocent— When was she last so innocent? She doesn’t know and she weeps for it, this gap within her like the socket of a tooth.

She steps toward this smaller self and sees, too, her faithful drakehounds, Quench and Temper. No matter where she went, they followed her until they died. That loss is more tangible—she can place that pain directly, and the adjacent pain: the loss of another friend, a friend who could be here now.

Ambessa turns to look for her, but instead, she sees the throne again. It is closer, but she still cannot see the figure who sits upon it. And her hands are no longer empty. Two half-moon blades, the same gold as her armor, gleam in the dim room.

She frowns. Armor. Weapons. What good are these things with nothing to fight? She is on her guard now, and approaches the throne more carefully.

Though the journey should be short, it is interrupted over and over again by these visions of herself, moments she recognizes and moments she does not.

A young Ambessa on the battlefield, holding a dead woman’s sword.

Ambessa and Azizi with their first child on her lap, holding Kino against her breast.

Ta’Fik and Zoya, surrounded by drakehounds.

Ta’Fik and Ambessa, surrounded by drakehounds.

An older Ambessa in a great chair, with a young woman and young man at either side.

Ambessa and that same young woman standing opposed, each ready to attack the other.

An entire life, lived and unlived, that she must pass by. Ambessa pulls herself away from the images of her past and of futures not to come. They will not come, they cannot come, because she is dead.

She stands at the foot of the stairs to the throne.

She cranes her neck up. She should not be surprised, and yet, she is.

High above her, the figure on the throne is her.

Ambessa swells with pride. This is what her valor has earned her. She takes the first step toward the dais, and her bare foot sticks.

“You must earn the right.”

The voice comes from everywhere and nowhere, pressing in on her ears and echoing in her mind. Two voices speaking at once, deep and high, gentle and forceful.

“How?” she asks.

“How do you think?”

From the shadows, a creature emerges, walking on two hooves. Their maned head dips and searches, as if sniffing her. They have four ears, two erect like a wolf’s, and two that hang to their jaw.

Kindred.

“I have earned my place in battle, have I not?”

It is, perhaps, impertinent, but the throne is right there. She is in Volrachnun. What more must she do to prove herself?

“You have earned your place in Volrachnun,” the twin voices say. “But have you earned your place in legend?”

They hold out a trinket, a three-headed wolf that floats, spinning, between them.

Ambessa reaches for it, but with a gesture, Kindred pulls it out of reach.

“You must face your trials.”

Ambessa grows impatient. “I will face any trial you set for me.”

And though Kindred does not have a face for smiling, Ambessa senses their amusement.

Suddenly, Ambessa is in a great arena surrounded on all sides by ledges and daises, and on those ledges are her audience. She sees their weapons, their armor. They are her audience and also—her competitors. Though none of them move toward her, she knows this is true.

She hears the shift of metal behind her.

A great warrior with a golden shield stands before her. His chest is bare save for the golden armor that wraps around his shoulders and upper chest. Gauntlets, greaves, boots, helm, all gold. A cloak the color of fresh blood. This is a land of heroes. Ambessa feels drab in comparison.

There is no sign of the throne, but Ambessa understands.

You must earn the right, says the voice. Voices.

She runs toward the shielded warrior, striking with the half-moon blades, but suddenly the Shield is behind her. He shoves her skidding across the ground.

The crowd bays for her blood, for the Shield’s blood, the blood of all and any, and she will give it to them because this is what the body is for, this is what she is!

Ambessa dodges his spear and strikes again and again, each blow met by a parry, each parry, a counterstrike. For a moment, she thinks they are evenly matched, she and this legendary warrior.

There is not enough time to congratulate herself, though. The Shield cracks his helm against her face, and she staggers back. Another blow from the Shield’s spear and she rolls beneath it—belatedly, she realizes that her stomach is small enough to roll; where is her child? There is no time to ponder that, either. She leaps into the air to strike him from above, like lightning from the sky.

He catches her and throws her down like thunder. Her blade skitters out of her hand.

She thinks, This is death? Because there is cheering. The cheering sounds like mourning, sounds like weeping. It sounds like her grandfather Menelik in the training yard, telling her to get up!

Someone is watching her. Their voices echo her grandfather.

Get up.

From her back, Ambessa stares up at the Shield. She cannot see his face, and yet, she feels the dispassionate stare. Though she is wounded, Ambessa rolls onto her stomach.

She is not done.

She pushes herself up again. She picks up the half-moon blade. She rises to her knee. Every wound she has ever had is open now, bleeding afresh as the Shield approaches, flanked by more warriors: an assassin with her twin red daggers and her golden breastplate; a rigid man with a whispering arm and a cloak of black raven feathers, his gold pauldrons gleaming; and more, and more, and more. They come for her.

She is not done. She stands. She faces them.

With a nod that Ambessa can only interpret as respect, the Shield lowers his weapon. His golden shield retracts.

“What is this?” she asks.

He does not answer. None of these heroes do. So Ambessa steps toward them—

—and takes another step toward the throne. She is suddenly back in the dark room of stone and memories.

The throne is empty again, and Ambessa climbs toward it, only to find Kindred there, between her and the throne, again.

“I passed your trial. Your heroes have let me pass.”

“One trial,” Kindred says. “We have long known you are willing to kill, Ambessa, war leader of the Medarda clan. Your trials are not over!” The voices twine together in a great screech, echoing each other, harmonizing and discordant by turns.

Ambessa shudders and presses her hands against her ears.

“I will face your trials!” she shouts back into the darkness.

And suddenly, she is no longer in darkness at all. The only hint that she was ever in that dark hall is an echo:

“You will shed the blood of others, but what of yours—your own—your heart—will you sacrifice?”

She turns to find Kindred, but they are not there.

The path before her is bright and burning beneath a desert sun, and people, people, so many people—they weep for her in their masks. They sing and weep and scream, and she can feel their grief, and still others do not grieve at all but surround her, all wild legs and wild arms in tattered wanderers’ cloaks. There is no space for her except for the space they make, so she steps into it, going where they lead. Above her, drummers in the sky beat the rhythm of her steps.

In her arms, she cradles a golden lamb. It is hard and cold and made of many pieces. There is something familiar about it.

“What is this?” she asks. Where did it come from?

There is no answer but the sense that it is precious, and it is hers and she must protect it, no matter what.

Ambessa struggles forward without knowing what she is looking for, shoving away the creatures wailing at her, with their eyeless faces, their blue skin, their mouths wide enough to devour the lamb she clutches to her chest. She ducks her head down to protect it, to protect herself from the cacophony around them, in this bright, blinding desert.

She is afraid. Ambessa has not felt fear like this in a long time.

Give it to me.

The words come to her, and she clutches the lamb even tighter.

Let it go.

“No,” she whispers, shaking her head.

The shrieking mourners in their robes press closer and closer until Ambessa falls to her knees. The lamb in her arms seems to shiver. How is she supposed to let it go? It is a part of her. It is hers. Though it is a thing of metal, its wide dark eyes are warm and welcoming. It needs to be protected.

But the echo of Kindred’s last question comes back to her.

Sacrifice.

Ambessa holds the lamb up and releases it.

It floats upward, and immediately, she wishes she had not. The lamb rises above her, above them all. It is out of reach now. She will never get it back. The sun burns hotter against Ambessa’s skin. The white wraps she wears do not protect her. The dancing guides grow more frantic, encircling her. The drumming drowns out her heartbeat. The wailing, open mouths smother her own cries.

The lamb rises to the mouth of the many-headed wolf. She remembers this wolf. The token, spinning before Kindred, offered to her. The lamb will be devoured if she does not save it.

Let it go.

But I can’t, she thinks.

You must.

Then the lamb is no more, and the many heads of the wolf bare their teeth, and she screams for the lamb as it is devoured, screams like those who mourn her, raking her nails across her own face, drawing blood, but she does not care. Something is gone, someone is gone, all she has known—

“A sacrifice,” say the twinned voices of Kindred.

Ambessa is back in the dark hall of Volrachnun before Kindred, and they offer all that she wants most. She reaches for it, it, shapeless, it, untouchable, it— What will it cost?

“I will pay it,” she says. Whatever the cost, she will pay it.

She closes her hand around the many-headed wolf, and blood-red light sears along her veins like seams in a volcano venting fire. It burns. It is agony.

Ambessa screams as Kindred’s light passes through her, and she understands what they are truly offering her for the first time. A possibility. A future: She sits upon the stone throne with a sword at her side. This is her destiny; if she goes back, she can take it.

Or she can die. She can take her place here, in the realm of heroes. She can stand in the arena beside the Shield, dressed in the armor of a legend, her leonine mask in gold, her hair flowing white, a billowing mane, a golden torc at her neck. These warriors would follow her, and she would lead them on the hunt of champions. The hunt of the chosen.

It is what she has always wanted—to die a wolf’s death. To be worthy of Volrachnun, and here it is, offered.

Earned.

She will ride with them—a throb pulses in her stomach, heat—in this land of heroes—her stomach is flat, but that is not right—forever with those who have passed the Wolf’s tests—light, white light, and with the pulse comes a cramping spasm—her victory is already certain, here in Volrachnun—
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Ambessa woke with a gasp from a beautiful, terrible dream. In the distance, she thought she saw a wolf’s tail vanish into the fog creeping up the beach. At another agonizing spasm, she reached for her belly. A contraction. She found the crossbow bolt that had taken her—killed me? She felt for the edges of the arrowhead. It was deep, but she did not think it was barbed. The echo of the dream gave her strength to grit her teeth against the pain, and she pulled it out with a growling groan.

She needed to get back to Rokrund Citadel. The baby was coming.

With an effort, Ambessa pushed herself to her feet. She supported her belly with one hand, pressed down on her wound with the other, and picked her away across the bodies littered on the rocky beach. The sea’s roar had died with the end of the battle. She could barely tell who won; the fallen on both sides were mixed together, but the Citadel’s walls still stood.

She looked back over her shoulder for any sign of the wolf she was sure had been there. Her dream had been too vivid to be only a dream. So much of it was hazy now, but she remembered one thing: She sat upon a black throne, atop a mountain of—of what? Stones? Bodies? She didn’t know. But she knew she had earned her seat with blood, the blood of her own body and the blood of those who stood in her way. The Wolf had given her this gift, but she had felt a promise in it—

It is yours—if you can take it.




Chapter One

Fifteen Years Later

Ambessa rose to her feet, her katar leaving the body of the Binan captain. The dead man’s blood dripped down her weapon and onto his leather armor. He was the soldier who had come to challenge her on her arrival. The feather in his helm had briefly been a beautiful gradient, lively in the wind as he barked orders to his soldiers, other loyal soldiers of the Binan family, here at their fortress-palace near Kumangra. Now that feather lay limp and all one color: the red-brown of a boot-churned battlefield.

He should have surrendered.

Instead, he had wasted his life and the lives of his command against the inevitability of her conquest. Now Ambessa had territory in the east and possibly, just possibly—a connection to Ionia via the Binan family. When Ambessa took her place as the matriarch of the Medarda clan one day, she wanted Darkwill to owe her. She would show him what she had to offer early, so he would understand how indispensable she was. And after that, perhaps… Ambessa pushed aside thoughts of the distant future. There was still the present to contend with.

All around her, her warband rounded up the survivors who were smarter than their captain. They gathered and bound the soldiers in the lush grass outside the palace proper. The yellow-brown stone leading into the palace was littered with bodies that many of them watched fearfully. Most of them followed her with their eyes, though.

The palace itself was more jungle than building, surrounded by trees—not the pines Ambessa knew from the mountains near her home in Rokrund, nor the palms in Bel’zhun, where she and her armies had marched from, but great drooping things that devoured, dripping with vines.

“Ambessa.” Rictus, her second-in-command, was dragging a young woman to her by the arm. Flat discs and black cords hung from piercings in her face. The woman was frightened, but he was being gentle.

Ambessa looked the girl in her wide eyes. “You’re one of the Binan family?”

“Yes,” she said. “Lady Mion of Binan.”

Ambessa’s sources had described the Binan land as lush and verdant. The exotic fruit would sell well throughout the rest of Noxus, and the positioning was perfect to get ahead of Piltover’s canal tariffs. The Binan family itself was an old one, wealthy, though they had left Ionia some time ago for reasons Ambessa did not yet know. There would be time to learn that.

“General Medarda!” A shrill voice broke the moment between them. The messenger skidded to a stop before Ambessa, one hand on her knee and one hand holding out a sealed letter. “Urgent from Bel’zhun.”

Ambessa was ready to dismiss the girl from her warband entirely for this interruption, but the last part stayed her. Bel’zhun. Her daughter was here, safe with her, but her son, Kino, was there with their father, Azizi, seeing to certain trade agreements. The letter was stamped with the Medarda star, four sharp points of guidance. She flicked a glance to Rictus and Lady Mion. The girl trembled where she stood. Ambessa turned her back on them and flicked the letter open.

She skimmed it and gasped, barely able to hide it. She read it again more slowly and felt a strange twisting in her stomach. She refolded the letter and handed it back to the messenger.

“Put it with my things.” Ambessa’s voice did not betray her.

She turned back to Lady Mion.

“Where is the rest of your family?”

“My father is dead and my mother is elderly. My sister cares for her,” she said. Though her voice was soft, her mouth was set firmly. “I manage the estates alone.”

“There were also… prisoners.” Rictus’s pause was weighty.

Ambessa let her glance linger a moment longer on the girl before saying, “Take me to them.”

Rictus handed the noblewoman to a pair of soldiers, then led Ambessa into the palace. This was no new construct; the Binan family had been here for generations. Some of the trees the Binans had cultivated within the stone building had to be older even than Ambessa herself. The rooms they passed were, on the whole, uninteresting—no great treasures, though there was a room full of books and scrolls that might have been a library or one person’s study, and she made a mental note to have them transported to Bel’zhun. Rictus stopped her at the end of a hall, unlit by the curling sconces that illuminated the rest of the palace. The door was already broken at the handle. Someone—one of hers—had kicked it in.

Slouching against their binds sat a handful of vastaya, some of them with grubby fur, others with limp feathers or dull scales. Ambessa’s nose twitched at the stench. They’d been kept here a long time. They watched Ambessa warily as she entered. One in particular stared more sharply than the others, with unnerving square pupils.

She nodded to him. “You. What are you doing here?”

“The Binans are keeping us prisoner,” he growled, lowering his horned head as if he would ram a Binan if given the chance.

Ambessa shared a glance with Rictus, who shrugged one massive shoulder. “Why?”

“Because we’re tired of the Ionians taking over our homes.”

Ah. Ambessa began to understand, and with understanding came a thrill of possibility. Especially now that her accession was painfully closer than she had ever expected.

“If we free you, you will swear to Noxus.”

The vastaya swallowed and sat up straighter, his short tail steady though it was still fluffed with tension. “We will make a deal with Noxus.”

Ambessa narrowed her eyes. “Yes?”

“The Ionians are destroying the vastaya’s magical forests. As our lands weaken, so do we. We’re left with nothing. Some Binan men in Ionia caught me as I was trying to—” He shook his furry head, his muzzle wrinkled in disgust. “Our tribes tried fighting back, but something is—happening to us. We’re not as—as strong as we used to be. There are fewer of us. But if Noxus came, they could help us overthrow them. Take back what is ours to shepherd.”

“You would get Noxus into Ionia?” Ambessa knew how impenetrable the islands were—rumors said the land itself was alive, fighting against any and all invaders. It was unheard-of, enough raw magic to put the bravest, most experienced soldiers on edge.

“If it would get us our homes.”

Ambessa nodded slowly. Ionia. The untouched islands beyond the sea, a tantalizing fruit just out of Darkwill’s reach. His greatest ambition. When her scouting bands had told her of the once-Ionian family here, she had come. The vision she’d had that day she had died—almost died—in Rokrund loomed great in her mind. The letter from home made that vision even more urgent. Darkwill would be more than pleased to learn this, and once she took her place at the head of the Medarda family, she would be that much closer to it.

“Good. I will take you to Grand General Darkwill, and you will swear to Noxus. We will see you home.”

Before she could do any of that, though, she needed to get back to Bel’zhun.

Menelik was wounded, Ambessa.

He is unlikely to recover.

Return swiftly.

Return to Bel’zhun, where her grandfather would have no choice but to name his heir. And that meant Ambessa needed to prepare her own.

Ambessa stopped in the main hall of the palace and considered the large chair waiting in the middle, raised upon a dais. It was dim and dark, the windows curtained off to block the bright sun as it rose, and more trees stretched from floor to ceiling alongside stone pillars. The throne itself was broken, a streak of blood marring its pale, striated stone surface.

“Rictus. Where is Mel?”

“She has… taken to speaking with some of the Binans, General.” He raised an eyebrow, as if to ask if he should stop it.

Ambessa sighed. “Send for her. And ready Lady Mion.”

It was time for Mel to know death.
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From outside the palace, unseen, Ambessa watched Mel enter the throne room and take in the destruction. Chunks blown out of the stone by black powder, a Rokrund specialty. Blood streaking the walls, the pillars, the floor. The trees, however, seemed untouched. The girl studied it all carefully. At fifteen years, it was past time for her to learn this lesson. After giving her a moment alone, Ambessa followed her in.

Mel turned at the sound of her approach.

“When I was ten,” Ambessa said, “your grandfather brought me to the aftermath of the Battle of Hildenard. He offered me a gold coin for every blade I retrieved from the fallen. Said we needed the steel.” Loose stone skittered down a pillar. “But I knew it was a lie. He wanted me to know death.”

Mel furrowed her brow. “Kino says war is a failure of statecraft.”

Ambessa bit back her snort of irritation. “Your brother thinks he can talk his way out of anything. He fancies himself a fox among the wolves. But mark me, child, if you want to last in this world, you must learn to be both the fox and the wolf.”

Mel considered this, taking in the throne. The wall behind it was shattered in a radial, as if by a heavy blow.

“We’ll paint the walls in gold. Import crystal chandeliers. Advisors will enter here.” Mel gestured toward a side corridor off the main room as she approached the throne. “But the regent will have her own secret entrance.”

Hope rose in Ambessa’s chest.

“She should have a kind, fat face,” Mel continued, skimming her palm along the seat back of the broken throne. She seemed unbothered by the blood painting its surface. “Clever, to charm her subjects, but pliable so we can mold her.”

Ambessa let herself imagine the picture her daughter painted. Already, Mel was poised, and she knew the power of appearance. Her high-collared dress with its pointed sunburst across the chest suited her—elegant, but sharp. The gold holding back her hair, already like a crown. She had mastered one of the most difficult parts of the Medarda Code: A clever tongue is as valuable as sharp steel.

“Perhaps she could be my daughter.”

Mel’s hazel eyes widened in surprise, the first shock she’d shown since she arrived at the killing field that was once a palace.

“You’d give me a throne?”

“I will give you the world, child. If you prove you can take it.”

At a signal, Ambessa’s soldiers brought in Lady Mion. The young woman was a silhouette highlighted by the bright sunlight of the morning. She seemed to have an inkling of her fate to come; her earlier defiance was gone. She was unwilling to even hold her head up in defeat. The stones of her headdress swayed across her face, and a thick necklace hung at her throat with a pendant made of some sort of bone, perhaps, and beaded with turquoise and coral. That craftsmanship would not do well in all of Noxus, but someone somewhere might buy it. The green of her robes matched the trees in the throne room.

“What should we do with her?” Ambessa asked.

Mel’s eyes were wet with the sheen of the Binan noblewoman’s pain. Lady Mion raised her pitiful gaze to Mel’s, and still Ambessa waited.

“She won’t make trouble for us,” Mel pronounced. “Strip her of her possessions and send her to the far colonies.”

“She’s a symbol of the old regime.” Ambessa grabbed Lady Mion by the chin. The girl’s hair was lank with sweat, and she stank with her fear. Though Lady Mion’s holdings were not quite so extensive, Ambessa leaned into the lesson for her daughter’s sake. “Kill her now, and only one must die.” She released the woman roughly. “Let her live, and you may need to kill thousands.”

“We can show the people we are merciful!” Mel’s voice rose almost desperately. She looked again to the noblewoman. Mion of Binan pleaded with her eyes. Almost the same green-brown shade as Mel’s own.

Ambessa turned to Mel and realized her mistake too late. Lady Mion was too close in age; Mel felt too strong a kinship with her.

She should still be able to do what must be done.

But it was clear she could not.

Ambessa spun and struck the girl across the neck with her katar.

“A wolf has no mercy.”

The young woman fell.




Chapter Two

Ambessa was welcomed back into Noxian territory by Bel’zhun’s eastern Noxtoraa. The great stone arch not only marked the road for travelers, but served to remind them whose land they trod upon. And, if the arch were not enough, red banners hung with the Noxian crest and thin red streamers waved from poles at intervals on either side of the road, all the way into the city proper.

Bel’zhun itself seemed lively and bustling, but Ambessa led her army around the edge of the city center, the better to avoid the crowded, narrow streets full of hawkers and shoppers, beasts of burden and beasts of labor. Urgency had pushed her to ride hard from the Binan palace, to sail swiftly across the narrow channel.

The somber compound Ambessa returned to contrasted greatly with her internal sense of victory. It butted up against it uncomfortably, much like her grief did. A hush muffled the corridors and the grounds despite the bright warmth of the sun that should have invited garden strolls and games. She left her horse for one of the younger soldiers to take to the stables, and the rest of her warbands dispersed to their barracks, some thousand split across the Wolf’s Reapers and the Fists. Only Mel and Rictus accompanied Ambessa farther.

She sighed as she stepped into the main house of the Medardas’ Bel’zhun compound. The compound itself was different from their home seat in Rokrund; here, it was a cluster of buildings enclosed by a gateless wall, the top of which curved in a cutout semicircle that ended in sharp points, mimicking the palaces of the Shuriman warlords who once ruled here. The corners of the walls were capped with shaped stone that reminded Ambessa of the hooked beak of a desert eagle. The central building was flanked by blunt Noxian-style pillars cut from pale sandstone, and was capped with a dome the color of the sea. The house itself was large enough to hold any number of visiting Medardas—and with the news, Ambessa was probably not the only one here.

Mel walked stiffly beside her. The girl had been closed off since she’d failed the test Ambessa had given her. The journey back had been uncomfortable, to say the least, but nothing Ambessa said as they traveled had made Mel understand just how uncomfortable power was.

Walking into the main receiving room was like walking face-first into a bombardment. The wide and airy space was crammed to the corners with notable Noxians, Medarda and not, come to pay their respects to the great leader. Ambessa made sure none of her worries showed on her face, and despite everything, she was proud to see Mel do the same. The sullen set of her mouth vanished, and she gave Ambessa one last look before going to greet the dignitaries as they cooed over how much she had grown since they’d last seen her.

Ambessa spotted her brother Katye immediately; he was coming toward her, draped in a light silk scarf. Her son, Kino, stood beside a rare black marble vase, tall and handsome and appropriately somber as he charmed Lisabetya, the steward of Krexor. Lisabetya had been adopted into the Medarda family when she was young. She was pale-skinned, with graying black hair and one blind eye, and she was thick about the arms and chest, with heavy hips. Krexor was known for its bladesmithing, and Lisabetya had spent her fair share of time in the smithy. Something Kino said made Lisabetya laugh, head thrown back and mouth wide open.

Steward Ta’Fik was in attendance as well. Ambessa wasn’t surprised; he was her cousin, raised beneath Menelik’s guiding hand just as she was. Once, they had been close.

As full as the room was, there were many people Ambessa didn’t recognize, and some whom she expected to see but did not. Stewards Smik, Dauvin, and Amenesce weren’t there at all. She would need to find out why.

Before she could consider her maneuvers further, Katye Medarda took Ambessa’s hand and clasped her tightly about the shoulder. “Sister, it’s been too long.”

“Katye. What is he doing here?”

Katye followed her quick glance to Ta’Fik. Ta’Fik was speaking to someone Ambessa didn’t recognize, a woman in a loose belted tunic that left her well-muscled arms and legs bare, well suited to Bel’zhun’s warmth. Her eyes were narrow, her brows low, as if she squinted into a gale.

“Apparently, he’s speaking to Stefana of Kilgrove, Dauvin’s niece.” Katye sniffed. “No ‘How are you?’ No ‘How is Rokrund?’ You wound me.” The mirth in Katye’s eyes was not unlike his nephew’s.

Ambessa gave him a level stare. “Must I ask? With the city in your hands, I always expect to find everything well when I return.”

Katye chuckled at the flattery. “We’re not doing so bad across the sea. The servants do miss Mel, though.” His graying mustache was all the hair he had, and he stroked it almost humbly, which was at odds with his rich flowing robes and soft slippers. His scarf was the color of sand under the noon sun, dyed with a single stripe each of emerald green, blackberry purple, and dusty rose. The craftsmanship of Shurima on full display. Despite his fine dress, he still stood rigid as a spear, and he moved like a man still capable in the fight. He sobered, though, and leaned close. “I suspect it will be some time before you are back, though?”

“That depends. Ta’Fik. My spies have told me that he’s been renegotiating some of Darkwill’s debts with Piltover.” Ambessa squeezed her brother’s shoulder, as if they were only exchanging more pleasantries, and forced herself not to glance over again at her cousin, even though her neck prickled with the feeling of being watched. “What do you think?”

Ta’Fik’s talks with Piltover were part of why Ambessa had set her sights on the Binan land. Binan land would offer Darkwill a way to bypass Piltover entirely.

Katye took a glass of sunwine from a passing servant and sipped it. “I think he is very charismatic.”

“He’s no commander.” Ambessa kept her voice low as she, too, took a cup. “He hasn’t led a warband in decades. Menelik would never choose him.”

“You would be surprised, my dear.” Katye raised a finely arched eyebrow. The dark kohl lining his eyes and dusted with gold made them seem even sharper. “That is less of a priority to some.”

“I see.” Ambessa grunted in distaste. “Has everyone grown soft, then?”

Katye smiled, showing his teeth. “Not me.”

“Is Menelik—is he well?”

“He’s been accepting visitors. Someone’s probably already told him you’re here, but I can make sure.”

“Please.”

Katye patted her arm, then floated off to stir up more trouble, leaving Ambessa to subtly scan the room again for Ta’Fik.

Now Ta’Fik was speaking to Azizi, a snake slithering up to the breast, guaranteeing she had no choice but to approach him. A stranger stood beside him, shorter than him with dark skin and close-shaved hair. The short stubble was white. Ambessa made her way over.

“Azizi,” she said, taking him by the arm and pressing a kiss to his cheek. From the periphery of her half-closed eyes, she watched Ta’Fik. Saw the flicker of annoyance cross his features.

“Ambessa, my dear. You’re back.” Azizi took her by both arms and kissed her on both cheeks before kissing her on the mouth. “I’ve missed you. How was your trip?” He was intelligent enough not to give away more than that.

Ambessa smiled. “We found more than we could have hoped, but not everything could be trusted to a letter.”

Ta’Fik’s smile tightened at the corners, but his voice was smooth. “Congratulations. I wish we could all be so adventurous. Unfortunately, my responsibilities keep me close to home, but it did mean I could come quickly as soon as I heard. You’re the last to arrive.”

“I’m sure you’ve been a great help.” Ambessa met his false tenderness with her own. “Introduce me to your friend.”

“Inyene has been my advisor for some time; they’ve proven invaluable in renegotiating azirite deals with some of the more… difficult Shuriman warlords.”

“Kind of you to join my cousin on his bereavement, Inyene. Be welcome.”

Inyene was beautiful, but slight; they barely looked like they could stand up against a strong wind. Their billowing white trousers only made them look smaller. When Ambessa took their hand, it was uncalloused. And yet, their response was warm and almost—sincere.

“I understand his grief only too well. And yours, perhaps? Though I would not presume.” They bowed their head graciously. The gold hanging from their nose gleamed in the candlelight.

Ambessa watched them for a hint of something deeper between them, but they gave nothing away.

“And the children?” Ta’Fik asked. “How are they?”

Ambessa stiffened. Luckily, Ta’Fik didn’t give her or Azizi a chance to respond.

“Mine are around here somewhere. Gintara, my eldest, led a band against some Shuriman rebels who took some of our foundry mages hostage. She rescued them and crushed the rebellion. Production has never been so high.” Ta’Fik grinned. “Menelik was very pleased to see them.”

“That’s wonderful,” Ambessa said, remembering the shocked horror in Mel’s face as the Binan girl fell, dead at her feet, blood pooling around the coral beads. Azizi caught her eye, one of his thick, dark eyebrows raising minutely. Ambessa relaxed her grip on her wineglass. “I’m sure they’ve done the Medarda name proud.”

“General Medarda?” A servant waited politely for Ambessa to turn. “Hostlord Menelik has asked for you.”

An opening for a tactical retreat. Ambessa left Azizi with a squeeze of the hand and Ta’Fik with a calculating look that he returned. In truth, though, she wasn’t sure if she preferred to stay. Surely fencing back and forth with Ta’Fik as they always had was easier than facing the twisting grief in her gut that had dogged her since first reading that letter.

Menelik’s rooms were dark. The servant carried a taper through the anteroom and into the bedroom, where they lit others. Then the servant left, and Ambessa was alone with the man who had raised her more than her parents ever had.

She knelt beside his bed out of respect and took his hand.

“Grandfather.” She pressed the hand against her forehead. It was cool, not feverish or clammy. He squeezed in response, and his grip was stronger than she had expected.

“Stand, girl.”

More than forty summers and still she was “girl.” She smiled at him as she obeyed. She pulled a chair over and sat.

“You’ve gotten slow, Grandfather.”

He chuckled the same gravelly laugh she had always thought only she could pull from him. “I haven’t. Everyone else has just gotten faster. And they’re cheating. It’s not enough to win—”

“It’s how you win. I know.”

Oh, how she knew. Every tenet of the Medarda Code, every quip of wisdom he’d gathered in his lifetime, drilled into her, day after day after backbreaking day of training and studying and scheming. All under his tutelage. He had chosen her, back then, one of the few Medarda scions he’d deemed worthy of his personal attention.

“How are the healers treating you?”

“I taught you better than small talk, Ambessa. Be direct.”

“It’s not small talk to ask after your health when you’ve been wounded.”

“It is when we both know why you care for my health.”

“I care for your health because you are my grandfather.” She cared for his health because she hadn’t been aware of how drastically it could change—and in mere moments. The closer she looked at him in the dim candlelight, though, the more she wondered how much was recent. He had always loomed so large in her mind that the man in the bed before her was startling. He still had much of his size, but he seemed smaller out of his armor than she remembered. His chest was bare, and bandages peeked up from beneath the blankets.

He pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes, waiting.

Ambessa shook her head, sighing. “Have you decided who you will name heir?”

Menelik nodded once, sharply, the way he had whenever she had offered an acceptable answer to his questions so many years ago. “I have had a vision.”

Ambessa looked at him sharply. “Of? Was it about the Immortal Bastion?”

He frowned. “No, why?”

She shook her head again. “Apologies, Grandfather. What was your vision?”

“It wasn’t a grand one.” His face grew troubled. He scratched at the gray stubble that coated his chin and neck. He had never worn a beard as long as she’d known him. He caught her staring. “They don’t shave it often enough for me. I’m half-tempted to get up and do it myself, but they keep the razors tucked away. As if they’re afraid I’ll kill myself. Me!” He scoffed.

“Let me.”

Ambessa found Menelik’s shaving equipment in the ornate dresser to one side of the room, and she lit more candles. Azizi liked her to shave him, and Ambessa had never once said no to a sharp blade. She made the lather on his chin and set to work.

“Tell me about this vision.”

Something passed over his face as he held her eyes. A glistening in his eyes that made her throat thick before he closed them and let his head tilt back against the pillows.

“I dreamed of a wolf. A wolf with a human body.”

Ambessa flinched, and Menelik hissed. “Wolf? The Wolf?”

He grunted, neither yes nor no. “A bloody battle is coming, and the Medardas are in danger.”

“All of us?” Another swipe of the razor on the towel, another against his chin.

“The clan itself. It begins with the fall of… It begins with a fall.”

Ambessa paused mid-stroke, the razor against the apple of her grandfather’s throat.

“And then?”

“And then if there’s not a strong Medarda at the head of the clan? Ruin.”

“There are plenty of strong Medardas, Grandfather. You don’t have to worry about that.”

“You forgot the battle. Plenty of the strong fall in battle. We need strong lines.”

“Where was this battle? In Volrachnun?”

Menelik hesitated. Considered. “No. It was here, on this plane, among the living, but I cannot…” He shut his eyes, concentrating. After a moment, he shook his head, looking even more strained than before. “I don’t know. I don’t know where.”

Ambessa held him still to finish. “I was in the east, south of Piltover. I found a stronghold with old ties to Ionia. What I found there will secure Darkwill’s friendship for a long time to come.”

She didn’t tell him about Mel’s failure to kill the princess.

“Good. We’ll need all the favor we can get.”

Ambessa scraped the razor on the far cheek. “We could avoid this all if you named an heir now. If you die first, then there will be blood.” It was as close as she would come to saying she expected to be named heir and she would fight for it if he named another.

“I know. But the doctors say I have time.” He smiled slyly. “Perhaps I exaggerated a little in my notes to make sure you all came quickly. First, we must speak, all of us, about the direction of the family. Besides, I might even make a full recovery.”

Ambessa eyed him warily. What was there to say that needed to be discussed before she was named heir? 

“Truly? That’s good news.”

Menelik sighed. “I’ve shrugged off worse before. Time. Time is what I need.”

“And rest.” Ambessa cleaned the shaving tools and tucked them away. “You’re all finished. Sleep.”

“I never planned on dying in a bed,” he growled. But he didn’t argue with her, and that, more than anything, convinced Ambessa that he was closer to Kindred’s threshold than he wanted to admit.

“You’ve dreamed of the Wolf, Grandfather. He will take you when the time is right.”

The reassurance was perhaps less than truthful. The Wolf came to those who died in battle. The wound that had taken Menelik had been delivered by a blade—would that be enough to grant him entry into Volrachnun?

Ambessa thought again of the vision she’d had. Over fifteen years ago. The sword and a dark throne. She still remembered the pulsing golden light that had engulfed her, the golden armor of the Wolf’s chosen. Her vision answered Menelik’s—she was the solution to the downfall he feared.




Chapter Three

After her visit with Menelik, Ambessa sought refuge where she often did—in the Reckoner Arena she had funded from her own spoils with the blessing of her grandfather. In the chaos of a fight, everything felt clearer, more immediate, more real. Even as a spectator, the Reckoner Arena captured that feeling for her. Only this time, she drowned that clarity out with the most expensive wine that she could find.

Rictus stood behind her chair, watching the fight below as she did. He did not drink with her, but Katye more than made up for that; Katye sprawled casually across the sofa in their viewing box, his feet poking out of his sandals as he waved one foot in time with the chanting of the crowd.

“What do you think?” Ambessa asked Katye. She had just told him of Menelik’s dream, or vision, or whatever it was. She wanted to think that he’d been delirious. Probably she would have, if the Wolf had not visited her once.

Her brother’s attention seemed to be on the field below, watching the champion’s first victory of the night. She was growing exasperated when he finally spoke.

“A battle for succession is just about the worst thing I can imagine for our clan. If you recall the schism just after the founding of Noxus, when the lord of House Kythera died with no children? The nieces and nephews fought until all of them were dead.”

Ambessa raised an eyebrow. “Is now the time for those dusty old stories? Who won?”

“Those dusty old stories are called history. Ignore it at your peril.” He sipped his wine to make his point. “The youngest won. But his wife, who was having an affair with the brother he killed, poisoned him in his sleep.”

Ambessa snorted. “I have no fear from Azizi on that score. When Menelik names me heir—”

“You’re so sure he’ll choose you?”

“Why shouldn’t he?” Ambessa said coldly to mask the doubt that had been snaking around her like a death-creeper, threatening to pull her down.

“Ta’Fik is making a strong case with some of the other stewards. It’s always been the two of you—”

“He’s an overstuffed cacklebird—”

“He has two heirs who have proven themselves in battle, as he has made sure to tell every single person he spoke to today.”

Ambessa bit her words off and glared at him. The heavy disappointment that Ambessa had been staving off threatened to overwhelm her. Now it was mingled with her fear for the family at large.

“You know Mel came with me on the Binan mission,” she said in a low voice. She waited until he nodded for her to continue. “I asked her… I gave her a chance to prove she was ready. That she could be what this family needs.” Ambessa shook her head. “If she’s unwilling to take the forceful steps necessary, how will she lead this family?”

Katye stroked his mustache in silence. Then, with his finger against his lips, he said, “I’m sorry. She did show so much promise. Perhaps if you give her more time. You’re still decided against Kino?”

“Time is promised to no one. I let myself forget that, and now look—Menelik is on his deathbed. I thought I had years to prepare. No, if they cannot be the wolf and the fox, then I will find a wolf for them.” Ambessa looked over her shoulder at Rictus.

The large man’s expression was solemn. “If you are no longer here to protect your children, then I will have already left this world.”

Katye made a considering sound in his throat. “Well said. That, and you are too old.” He laughed and tipped his wine cup over his mouth before waving it for a refill.

Ambessa turned back to the dirt pit below. They dragged the victor’s bleeding opponent out of the ring while the champion’s basilisk thrashed its tail. Navus was his name. He slouched arrogantly astride the basilisk and leered around the arena. He flicked the blood off his glaive. They announced the champion’s second challenger simply as “Rell,” and Ambessa stood. She had been waiting for this fight, and now she watched with special attention.

Rell rode her horse straight-backed, like a noble’s daughter, and the horse, though it was clearly not a noble’s horse, was well trained and accustomed to its rider. In one hand, Rell held the reins loosely. In the other, she gripped a spear. The horse’s hooves churned up a cloud of dust that obscured Ambessa’s vision. By the noise of the crowd, she wasn’t the favorite. The basilisk snapped its jaws as the horse cantered around it, and its master’s leer widened.

Ambessa beckoned Rictus over. “Tell me what you make of her.”

The starting horn blew. The girl rode at her opponent, unfazed by the growl of the basilisk, though her horse’s eyes were wide. She mastered the beast, though, her knees gripping its heaving sides. Navus laughed, loud and arrogant, as he kicked his basilisk forward. The great lizard-like creature needed no urging, digging its claws into the dirt to find speed. Rell didn’t waver, only lowered her head in concentration, and the point of her spear.

Katye rose to join them, tapping a fingernail against his glass.

Ambessa winced when she saw the basilisk lunge for the horse’s throat. It wouldn’t miss, there was no time for the girl to change course—

Rell didn’t even try. As the basilisk lunged for her mount, she thrust the spear into the soft meat beneath the creature’s chin. Her own horse screamed as the basilisk’s teeth and claws raked it, and Rell leapt clear. Both animals’ pained screams mingled with the roar of the crowd and Navus’s own anger.

When Navus’s basilisk collapsed, Navus jerked his glaive back and swiped it across the horse’s throat. Then he turned on Rell.

The girl was picking herself up off the ground, but her spear was lodged in the basilisk’s head. Instead, she reached for two daggers at her belt.

Ambessa held her breath. “Come on, girl.”

Katye eyed her curiously. “Well,” he said. “It was a good run.” He turned to leave, but Ambessa stopped him with the back of her hand against his chest.

Navus said something that Ambessa couldn’t make out, preening and turning his back to get the laughs of the crowd. But Rell was fast, faster than Navus expected. When he turned back to face her, she was already charging him down, blades like sharp fists. He tried to keep her at a distance with his longer reach, but she was smaller than him and wove around the blows. Each time she dodged, she was a little closer, and then it was too late. Rell was behind his blade, behind the worst of the danger to herself—and Ambessa could see the rage on the girl’s face as one dagger sliced at Navus’s knee. As he collapsed with a cry, she struck out at the opposite arm, slicing a tendon there, too. Navus dropped his glaive and cradled his arm where he knelt.

The girl kicked the champion’s weapon aside, and it skittered toward their dead mounts. There was something pure about that fury. Something that Ambessa recognized.

“How’s that for a little girl?” Rell spat at Navus in the hush-breath silence of the crowd.

She didn’t let him answer. Instead, she flipped her bloody dagger and knocked it into his skull. He collapsed into the dirt.

Katye’s eyebrows rose up to his scalp. “Well, now. She wouldn’t be the first fighter from the pits who found her way into a warband.” Katye gave Rictus a knowing glance.

It was no secret that the Wolf’s Reapers were made up of Reckoners. Some fighters sought her out especially, hoping she would come to their matches and claim them. Rictus had been a Reckoner once, too. He’d fought in the Rokrund pit that Ambessa had founded first, almost two decades ago. He’d been one of the first fighters, indebted to the Medardas, but instead of leaving when he’d fought off his dues, he had asked to join Ambessa’s warband. Ambessa had been keeping an eye on Rell for some time now.

She looked to Rictus for his assessment.

He grunted. “She’s raw.”

“We all were, at one point.”

He blinked slowly. “Very raw.”

“We can hone her.”

“If you want to see a real fighter,” said a voice behind them, “you should come to one of my matches.”

Ambessa turned around slowly, carelessly. Behind her, with Rictus’s spear pointed at her chest, Ta’Fik’s younger child, Tivadar, stood in a long sleeveless tunic that showed off her ropy arms tattooed in black. She was apparently unarmed but for a long dagger sheathed in her belt.

“You fight in my arena, child?” Ambessa said, turning back to the pit where aides were clearing the unconscious body of Rell’s opponent while she strutted. Strength, skill, and showmanship.

“I do. And I’m better than that new upstart by a long shot.”

“Hm.” Ambessa didn’t deign to turn around.

A beat of silence, then—“What about you? You look like you’d do all right down there. How about it? You, me. A hundred gold pieces to the winner?”

Another silence. Ambessa glanced over her shoulder to see Tivadar sizing Rictus up. Rictus was not a small man, taller than Ambessa and half again as broad, and he stood like a predator: no fidgeting, no pacing, just patience, waiting for the proper moment to strike. Nothing about the man was wasted.

And yet, this child looked at him with contempt. Rictus merely watched her, his halberd ready. As the silence stretched, she grew more agitated, glancing between Rictus, Ambessa, and Katye, and flexing her empty hands.

Finally, she scoffed. “I suppose you’re big but not bright, is that it? Aunt, is this the best you could come up with?”

Ambessa raised an eyebrow at Rictus. The man shook his head slightly: no need for her to humiliate the child on his account. Perhaps on her own, however.

Ambessa turned fully in her cushioned chair, one leg crossed over the other. “If you’re so talented, child, why are you playing messenger for your father?” She beckoned with her empty glass for the pretty serving boy, and he replaced it with a full one. “I came here to find peace, not to be pestered by a pup yapping at my heels.”

“I’m not my—” She flushed red. “I just thought I might find my cousins here. But Kino and Mel don’t have the taste for physical arts, do they?”

Not a messenger, then, exactly, but a goad—which was a message from Ta’Fik in itself.

Ambessa hummed again and sat back in her seat. The new fight had already begun. “When is your next match, child?”

Tivadar stammered, surprised by the turn of the conversation. “Er, next week. Why?”

“Very good. I will look forward to your performance. Good luck.” She didn’t look back at her, a clear dismissal.

After a moment, she heard the quick footsteps departing the box. The fall of the curtain behind them.

“Are you sure you don’t want to take her up on her offer?” Ambessa asked Rictus when she was certain they were alone again.

Rictus grunted. “She is young.”

“Bah.” Ambessa waved a hand dismissively and drank deep from her cup. “Ta’Fik sent her to irritate me. I won’t give him the pleasure.”

[image: ]

They waited for Rell at the fighters’ rooms, where the champions prepared for their bouts, nursed their wounds, polished their weapons, and picked their petty squabbles before the real games began in the pit above. When the girl came out, a man and woman were berating her, and though she’d just beaten the champion and surely won a sizable purse, she hung her head.

“Rell,” Ambessa interrupted. “You fought well today.” She held her arm out, and Rell clasped it, brightening immediately.

“You came,” the young woman said excitedly. She was of an age with Mel, Ambessa suspected, with dusky skin and a flare of blond hair.

“Of course I did. You know your fights are always my favorite. I saw you took my advice about committing to a course. Not quite how I expected, though.”

Rell grinned. “If they don’t expect you, they can’t defend against you.”

She was brash, and full of energy she could barely contain. It was as if she’d forgotten her parents entirely. Ambessa shared a glance with Rictus. Raw.

“Rell, dear, aren’t you going to introduce us?” The man who had been speaking to her earlier pushed his way between Rell and Ambessa. He had a limp. He was a plain man, but he had quick, observant eyes. He knew exactly who Ambessa was.

Rell’s enthusiasm was snuffed out. She looked at the ground as she said, “Father, this is General Medarda. General, this is my father and my mother. Father was an infantryman before he was wounded. And Mother—”

“How do you do?” Rell’s mother
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