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  For Nena.

  Thank you for bringing magic into my life.


  Contents


  Chapter One – Three Days, Three Bells


  Chapter Two – The Canvas and the Ink


  Chapter Three – Change of Plans


  Chapter Four – At Last, Four Bells


  Chapter Five – The Scribe’s Gift


  Chapter Six – Revelations


  Chapter Seven – Fight & Flight


  Chapter Eight – Aftershocks


  Chapter Nine – Departed & Reunited


  Chapter Ten – The Glacialis


  Chapter Eleven – The Village of the Unprinted


  Chapter Twelve – The Road Never Traveled


  Chapter Thirteen – Lost & Found


  Chapter Fourteen – The Arrival


  Chapter Fifteen – Sanctuary


  Chapter Sixteen – And the Battle Begins


  Chapter Seventeen – The March


  Chapter Eighteen – The Siege


  Chapter Nineteen – The Aftermath & the Cost


  Epilogue


  Acknowledgements


  About the Author


  Chapter One


  Three Days, Three Bells


  Three days.


  My thin leather shoes slapped softly against the dirt leading away from grandmother’s cottage as I made my way across our stretch of farmland located at the edge of Frosthaven. With a gentle breeze tickling my skin, I passed through the brambles and bushes full of berries, then to the wide array of fruit-bearing trees in the orchards at the edge of the land. I couldn’t help but be aware of the plumes of hazy brown dust as they floated about my feet, wisps circling my ankles as my weight shifted the soil, leaving a trail of dusty clouds in my wake.


  I was running away.


  The weather was perfect, with the comforting smell of the cool dry air still lingering in the breeze, the wind pushing me forward. I stopped and watched the ribbons of dirt around my feet wither away. I took a deep breath and buried my face in my hands.


  It was the smell of autumn, a season that any other year I’d welcome with open arms. It was still warm enough to explore the wilderness, venture outside into the fresh sharp air, but cold enough that few did the same, leaving me to my own devices, alone in the woods with the rushing freezing streams hidden beyond them. There were plenty of other upsides too though, in addition to the vibrant color of the forest. There was the warmth of the hearth in my grandmother’s kitchen on frigid evenings, and the joy of picking and tasting the final harvest before the Glacialis. These were the things I looked forward to the most, and I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy any of them.


  Not with my Inking looming.


  There was no time for good-byes. I didn’t care if I was about to come of age or not. I didn’t want to be Inked. To have some magic tattoos telling everyone who I was, what I was, what my future would hold. I packed some supplies, and set off. Inside the medium-sized leather satchel, I carried a bundle of necessities for the road. Dried food from my grandmother’s cellar, enough dehydrated berries, jerky, and seeds to last me over a week, but not so much to cause trouble with the stores come the winter. Other necessities included a few tunics crammed into the bottom of the bag, a leather canteen, and a couple of trinkets to remind me of home.


  Just because I had to go didn’t mean I wanted to leave.


  I grabbed my father’s broken pocket watch from deep within the dresser in my bedroom, the gears and springs resting silently inside their shimmering bronze case. I also took one of my grandmother’s scarves, a fraying, trailing bit of fabric, the bright shades of berry dye long since faded into pinks and violets.


  I walked to the edge of the farm, stepping over the roots of the enormous, ancient trees that jutted out of the earth; the woods were thick, old, and intimidating. There was no gradual rise in foliage, changing from farmland to small shrubs, little trees, and then to wild forest.


  Instead it was as if one of the Gods had hurled thousands of million-year-old oaks at the ground from the sky, hammering them into the soil like thick stakes at the edges of Frosthaven. At the border, I looked up at the tall trees, beams of sunlight slicing through the canopy, the light glimmering through the fading leaves like ripples on water. Then I peered into the woods where Dreya and I spent much of our childhood, running, and exploring.


  Would she understand? Would I ever be able to come back?


  The idea of striking out on my own, venturing somewhere new, didn’t bother me all that much. But disappearing without Dreya, and without saying farewell to my grandmother, that gave me pause.


  I’d at least left Dreya a letter.


  “Caenum!”


  I jumped back and tripped over a broken branch, then went tumbling to the ground.


  Dreyalla jumped out of nowhere from within the woods, a bundle of flowers packed into a basket slung over her arm. Her tangle of long hair danced madly around her shoulders as she charged toward me while I did my best to scramble away.


  “Well, well, look who was about to get lost in the woods,” Dreya said, smirking while arching an eyebrow.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked. I stood up and brushed the dirt off my pants.


  “What are you doing here?” she insisted, eyes curious, hands on her hips. “Did you forget what today was?” The Ink tattooed on her arms reacted to her question, the petals and vines twisting upward, as if the flowers wanted to listen.


  Her Ink was beautiful that season, with white honeysuckle petals dripping with dew, multicolored nasturtiums that made their way down her forearms, all of which rustled when a breeze licked at her sun-kissed skin. In nature, ivy doesn’t really inspire awe as it creeps along forest floors or climbs up trees . . . but on Dreya, it demanded attention. The red and purple veins twisted up her arm toward the sunlight, stretching up her neck and tucking gracefully behind her ears.


  Even then, with Dreya standing there, looking at me curiously, her vines and ivy moving and rustling, I couldn’t help but wonder what flowers and greenery would bloom on her next year, or the year after that. Oftentimes, whatever began to bud was the best choice for her family’s greenhouse that season.


  Ink was like that. Always suggesting and nudging, always spot on.


  Which is exactly why it scared me.


  I wanted to know myself first.


  And as she stood in front of me, glaring at me with that look of playful accusation, I felt the smile vanish from my face.


  “Seriously, what is it?” she asked, taking a step toward me.


  “It’s nothing,” I grumbled, “I was just heading out to get some more kindling for grandmother.”


  “Caenum, I know you,” she said, taking another step. “You can’t lie to me.”


  “No really,” I said, trying my best to maintain an honest tone in my voice, whatever that might be, “it’s nothing. Just you know, out for a walk, clearing my thoughts . . .”


  “Clearing your thoughts?” She took another step, and I moved back, almost tripping over a root growing out of the dirt path. “First it was getting kindling, now it’s clearing your thoughts?”


  “What is this?” I asked. “Are you the Citadel Guard all of a sudden, come to interrogate me? Oh, please, Captain of the Guard, I don’t know anything; please don’t throw me into the fights . . .”


  “Fights!” she exclaimed. “Now that—”


  “Oh, please—” I started.


  “Is a great . . .” she continued, her voice trailing off, hands outstretched, fingers out like claws. There was a look of playful menace in her eyes, one that I’d seen way too many times. The ivy on her forearms inched up her wrists, eager to decorate her fingers, as if it were going to shoot out and ensnare me.


  “Dreya seriously, don’t.”


  “Great idea!”


  With a roar she lunged at me. I reached out and grasped her shoulders as she leaped onto me, and we wrestled down onto the soft dirt road, as the dust kicked up into the air. The vines on her arms even seemed to jump in the battle, twisting and curling around on her skin, as if they were trying to grapple with me as well.


  I made some attempts to push her off me, but there was something . . . something about having her pressed against me on the ground.


  “All right, that’s enough!” I said, trying to push her off me, my heart racing. Dreya pushed my hands off her shoulders and pressed me down to the ground, her full weight on top of me, straddling my waist. With her knees planted firmly into the dirt, she slid her hands to grip my forearms, pressing them to the earth.


  “Do you yield?” Dreya asked through gritted teeth, a faux anger in her voice, as if we were soldiers on the field of battle, each of her furious fingers a dagger or a sword. Her thick locks of hair hung over her face, and I sputtered to keep the thick strands out of my mouth as clouds of dirt stung my eyes.


  “Never!” I said, attempting a playful snarl while thrashing about, trying to avoid her piercing amber eyes. I looked off to the side, toward the rolling fields and farmland, and tried to will my heart to beat slower. She let go of my arms and pushed down on my shoulders.


  “Do you yield, sir?” she shouted. I turned and looked up at her, and met her gaze, her dark yellow eyes looking intently into my dull brown ones. These kind of moments had become all too frequent. Especially lately.


  “I yield!” I yelled, breathless. I made my move and grabbed her waist, ready to throw her off me.


  And then, I stopped.


  There’s a pause, an awkward lingering between us. With her on top of me, hands pressed down against my shoulders, my hands on her waist . . . I could feel her breathing. Her firm muscles under her tunic. We stared at each other for a second, before I broke the silence.


  “I-I yield,” I stammered.


  “Good,” she says, pushing herself off me and standing up. She brushed the dirt from her clothes and took a deep breath, tucking a rogue strand of hair behind her ear. “Now then,” she said as I slowly stood, her arms crossed, the vines tightening along her forearms. “As written in the treaty of your surrender—”


  “There was no—” I started.


  “As written,” she pressed, and I immediately shut up. “The defeated party,” she glanced at me, “the defeated party being you, will be subject to the following. One: getting himself up immediately, as the victor would like to spend some time with him. Two: discussing, at length, his feelings regarding his upcoming Inking. And three: quit being the biggest whelp in the Realm starting right now.” She stopped and looked over at me. “Do you agree to these terms, sir?”


  “That sounded like more than three terms—” I started.


  She stepped toward me, hands outstretched and ready to do battle once more.


  “Do I have a choice?” I asked.


  “You most certainly do not,” she said. She picked up the wicker basket full of plants off the ground, and cradled it under her arm.


  “Now get yourself together and meet me at your house. We’re getting something special ready for you.” She glanced down at her basket of flowers and herbs, and I tried to peek inside.


  “Ah-ah, I don’t think so,” she said, shielding the contents of the basket with her other arm. “You’ll ruin the surprise. Finish up whatever you’re doing out here and I’ll see you inside.” And with that, she darted out up the dirt road toward my grandmother’s cottage, leaving me alone with a racing heart, aching ribs, and the tall trees of the ancient forest.


  With the Glacialis approaching, Dreya spent most days out in the fields around Frosthaven, collecting all of fall’s final flowers and herbs, rescuing them from death by frost and ice. Her tattoos had her marked as a florist and herbalist, just like her mother. While the Glacialis meant a lot of different things to many different people, it had a particularly unique effect on Dreya, one that I had been dreading this year. As someone Inked with floral imagery, her tattoos reacted to the freezing wind, wilting and dying. She took it hard year one, and I was worried about this year.


  To our families, who relied on the farmland for our livelihood, the Glacialis meant harvesting as much as we could, from our farms and from the wilderness. So on days when there wasn’t much for me to do on the farm, I’d join Dreya, chasing after her through the tall grass, and rolling hills spreading out beyond our families’ land.


  Much to my annoyance, however, my grandmother always welcomed us back with a smug look on her face, her smile warm, teasing the two of us about how we were destined to be together. This was certainly a nice change from how Dreya’s mother and father, treated me and my grandmother. There was always this . . . this air of disapproval when it came to the two of us spending time together, glances that told me that my small, broken family wasn’t good enough.


  But I didn’t care. Growing up as “the orphan with the mysterious past,” I’d become accustomed to those kind of looks, and the whispered bits of gossip, surrounding me and my grandmother, just two outcasts living on the outskirts of town.


  Whatever. I needed only two people: my grandmother and Dreya. According to my grandmother, Dreya was actually one of the first people to meet me, right after my long-gone parents.


  Long gone indeed.


  I pushed forward a few steps into the woods. There, among the towering, ancient trees, sat a small pile of stone with a younger tree growing at its base. The small tree looked like a sapling surrounded by the thick older trunks, but I know it’s exactly ten years old. Some dried-out flowers are nestled among the rocks, and it’s there that I stopped and squatted down, running my hands over the smooth surface of the stones.


  “Hi . . . ,” I started, in a whisper. Whenever I visited here, I tried my best to keep it together, but that empty pit in my chest always made itself known, something shouting from the hollow space inside.


  “Hi, Mother,” I finish, after exhaling and clearing my throat.


  I sat there for a moment, hidden just beyond the edge of the woods.


  I stood up, clenching my fists, looking deep into the wilderness. It was now or never. This was my life. This was my choice. I tried to push down all the doubt and swirling emotions rising in my chest, and took a step deeper into the woods.


  “Caenum!”


  I turned around and between the trees I spotted my grandmother, a cauldron dangling from her garden-weathered hands as she peered out from the back door of our cottage. Despite feeling as though she was almost a league away, I could definitely spot a smile on her tanned face, her bright-white teeth impossible to miss. I hurried out of the woods and waved at her, attempting a smile of my own.


  “What are you doing over there? Come on in!” my grandmother yelled, beckoning me back to the house. “Lunch is almost ready, and you’re not going to want to miss this!” She held up the cauldron and then walked back into the house.


  Trying to leave during the day had been a bad idea. I took a step back into the thick forest, bending past around a wide tree, back to the site of my mother’s grave. I breathed in the smell of the sweet decaying leaves on the forest floor. I dug out a nook in one of the small rocks, pushing leaves away, their fading texture crumbling in my hands. I wedged my satchel in the rocks and covered the small space with twigs and branches.


  “Watch this for me, would you?” I asked. I turned to walk out of the woods, and then back to the small tree, its branches stretching toward the sky, as if it were desperate to catch any glimmers of sunshine that streamed down through the thick, dark canopy. “Don’t be disappointed in me, please?” I asked. “I’m . . . I’m sorry.”


  I stepped out of the woods and back onto the farmland, marching my way toward the cottage.


  I could wait until nightfall.


  “Are you almost ready? I’ve got a little surprise for you,” Grandmother called. She peeked through my bedroom door, clutching a ceramic black soup bowl in her weathered hands. I leaned over and tried to see what was inside, and my grandmother took a step back, grinning.


  “Nope,” she said, teasing, a smirk on her face. “Finish getting ready and meet us in the kitchen.” She disappeared beyond the door.


  “And hurry up!” Dreya shouted from inside the house.


  I peeked out of the window, the bright autumn afternoon greeting me as I willed the sun to lower itself toward the horizon. Lingering would only make things worse.


  I made my way into the kitchen. My grandmother was fussing over the table setting, messing with the spoons, cloth napkins, and the giant pot in the middle of the table, and Dreya stared impatiently at her bowl. I bit my lip as I walked over, the impatient look on her face strangely attractive. I wanted to let her wait a little bit longer, but the smell of beef, barley, celery, onions, carrots, and . . . something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on, the secret spice my grandmother always used, wafted through the air and caught my attention.


  Immediately, I knew what was inside that giant pot sitting on the table, made of black ceramic, etched with patterns of the meadows outside.


  Grandmother had made her legendary stew.


  “There he is!” Dreya exclaimed, looking up from her soup bowl. “About time. Still sore?” She winked.


  “Please,” my grandmother said, smiling, “you’ve got to eat something.” I walked over to the table and sat down. Dreya made a quick move at me, her hands outstretched, and I flinched. Scowling at her, I inched my chair closer to my grandmother, who promptly filled up a bowl and handed it to me. The bowl was warm in my palms, and
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