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Despite the thorns on her boots, Adira’s legs ached from trying to keep her balance on the muddy thawing earth. Her spear clashed with a flimsy long sword–– intimidating to look at, but a waste of metal in combat. “Surrender now! And Réqka will show mercy.” 

She cornered the Yeava man against a barren birch tree. His worn, frostbitten hands gave out. His decorative weapon fell into the bloodstained slosh of snow as he lowered his head, defeated. 

Another warrior in a thick fur cloak stepped between the two of them. “To ashes with your mercy.” With a shout, she struck at Adira, throwing her off balance. 

Spear against spear, strength against strength, the Yeava warrior thrust her weapon towards Adira’s chest and missed. The sound of shouts and clashing weapons were blurred by the forest and muffled by the nearby sea, making it difficult to keep track of both her enemies and comrades. Adira stayed focused, and shoved the warrior back, creating an opening. She took it without hesitation and plunged her spear deep into the warrior’s belly. The warrior buckled. Her body quaked. Despite her slackened grip, she swung her weapon at Adira one last time. 

Adira dodged the futile attempt with a mere shift of her weight. “Your people have plenty of land! You die for nothing!”

“We will not all die. That is a better hope than what we leave behind,” she mumbled through strained breaths and grit teeth. The warrior tried to raise her weapon again, but her strength failed, and she dropped it in the slush and mud. Not wanting to prolong her suffering, Adira ripped the spear from the Yeava woman’s body, and left her collapsed in a flood of red.

The other Yeava warrior wept on his knees in surrender.

“Tie him up,” Adira ordered Lon, her new bumbling apprentice. He had defied the Circle in attempt to thwart Kain’s plan, proving himself loyal to Réqka. Trainees weren’t supposed to be fighting in battles like this, but after losing so many people to the river mere moons ago, they had to accept anyone fit and willing.

Lon restrained the defeated Yeava warrior. “Dían, what do I do?”

“Stay steady. They’ll retreat,” Adira replied. “They have to.” 

“Bowen fell,” Lon shouted, his voice sounding as damp as the earth beneath them. Adira’s stomach dropped. Distraction rippled through the group, putting them all at risk. She would not let anyone else die in this worthless battle.

“Pull back,” she ordered. 

“I’m sorry,” Lon cried.

“Pull back!” She shouted against the bitter wind, stealing her breath. The battle continued through the outskirts of the coastal city of Maan. 

Her group of thirty, now twenty-nine, young warriors recovered in the center of Maan where fires burned to warm the weary, and healers gathered to tend the wounded. There was no more space indoors. 

“Poppy, Dían?” Offered a caregiver stirring a copper pot of brew. Her brown hair was half-braided and half-crinkled from braids that had come undone. The sleeves of her wool cloak were folded back and held in place with bone pins, exposing the seashell bracelets on her wrist.

“Don’t let my group touch it. Pain should be felt, if at all tolerable. I don’t want my warriors neglecting themselves.” The caregiver’s face flushed at Adira’s harsh statement. Perhaps she could have spoken more softly, but neither battle nor winter could be survived with softness. 

The caregiver nodded, “Is there anything else you’d prefer?”

“Foxberry,” Adira requested. “If you have any left in reserve, get them foxberry. I don’t care about the cost.” 

The caregiver nodded again and started preparing the brew right away. Adira took off her gloves and hung them by the fire. “Liv!” she called for her second in command.

Liv fixed her blond hair into a braid. Even in the cold, sweat gathered on her fair, flushed face. She rolled up her sleeves, exposing arms of veiny muscle. “Yes, Dían?” 

“Fetch the local Sage,” Adira didn’t bother looking up from the fire. Liv followed orders without question or hesitation. After Kain’s curse forced Liv to cross blades with her, she understood Adira’s devotion to Réqka more than most. 

Lon stepped beside her. “Excuse me, Dían, the captive is whining... a lot.”

“Sean, Keir, bring the captive to the shore. If he has any illness, I don’t want it to spread to Maan,” Adira ordered a couple other warriors.

Lon handed off the Yeava man then wrapped his brown fur cloak around himself tighter. Blood crusted the corner of his mouth. A large scrape ran down the side of his freckled cheek. In the absence of another caregiver, Adira took a boiled rag and dabbed the wound. Lon only flinched a little. “How did it happen?” she asked.

Lon could hardly breathe out the words. “Bowen looked over his shoulder... checking on me. One of the Yeava stabbed him straight through. All the way through. I stood there gaping like a damn catfish. He didn’t even scream... just... fell over.”

“It’s the risk we all take,” Adira said, grasping for words. Lon didn’t deserve a first mission like this. He was barely old enough to fight, and, even then, she had suspicions he had fibbed his age. In the end, Réqka was too desperate to turn him away. “You’re not to blame.”

“I know, and I’m alright with the risk myself, but it didn’t cross my mind that I’d have to watch my friends die. I always thought it’d be me,” he curled his hands into shaky fists. “I got him though. That bastard.” Adira noticed the blood under his fingernails. “I feel sick. Why couldn’t he just mind his own business? Why did he...”

Adira rubbed her hands together by the warmth of the flames. If the boy showed any remorse for killing the Yeava man, he didn’t show it. Her insides twisted in knots. What comforting words, what hopeful condolence could she offer? If she knew, she would have said them to herself long ago. “It’s no use questioning it. Take a moment to grieve. We rejoin our comrades at nightfall,” she said.

Just then, the caregiver appeared again with a large tray of wooden cups. “I apologize, Dían. The foxberry has gotten more bitter with age. The taps aren’t flowing yet, so we don’t have anything to sweeten it. Some Maple Moon this is turning out to be.” The woman wiped her nose on the back of her hand and handed out the cups.

“It will heal the same,” Adira said, taking a drink of the sharp brew that made her mouth feel dryer than before. 

Lon cleared his throat, as if trying not to cough with every sip, but he didn’t complain.

Liv returned with the Sage. She was a very tall, tired-looking woman, wearing a fussy baby close to her chest. “You need me, Dían?” The infant pulled at her hair, and the Sage tried to shield the child from the cold. Why wasn’t a suitable caregiver tending to the child? Didn’t Maan understand how important and demanding a Sage’s responsibilities were?

“I have a fallen warrior that needs to be cleansed and sent to Sea,” Adira said, ignoring her impulse to insist someone else take care of the baby while the Sage works.

The Sage grumbled, “Another one? I already have two of my own people to send as well. May the sea favor us.”

Adira nodded. “It will. The battle can’t last much longer.”

A couple warriors carried Bowen’s covered body to the Sage.

“Wait,” Lon tucked a little carved stone under the covering. Such tokens were often sent with the dead to help their spirits remember each other. Adira doubted it worked, but she would never tell a fellow Réqkan that. Lon wrapped his arms around himself as he stepped back to her side. His rusty-brown hair hung in his face, but it didn’t hide the tears glistening off his cheeks. The other warriors bowed in respect as the Sage guided the men away.

“You won’t tell anyone back home, will you?” Lon mumbled. “About the crying... I’m not usually this big a baby...”

“It’s alright. He was important,” Adira said, 

“Yeah, he was,” Lon nodded. A fresh flood of tears escaped faster than the edge of his sleeve could catch them.

“Comrades don’t shame each other, Lon. And your stories aren’t mine to tell. Rest while you can. I’ll be back when it’s time to leave.”

“Where are you going?” 

“I need some space.” By that she meant answers. Old rage bubbled under her skin–– a defense against old sorrow. She stopped fully feeling loss six moons ago. But the anger persisted over Kain’s destruction and at herself for letting it happen. She knew exactly who to take it out on.

The setting sun cast long, warped shadows onto the sea as Adira crossed the beach. Ice-covered sand cracked with every step. Bound to a tree, the Yeava man shook with deathly chill. His blonde hair was cut close to his scalp, except for one braid that ran down the middle of his head. A patchy beard spotted a surprisingly young face.

She crouched in front of the man and brandished her favorite bronze dagger. “Why is Yeava here? You know Maan is protected by Réqka. Come the summer war season, we all show our defenses, agree on peace, and you move on. It’s not even spring, and you attacked without warning, without the resources to face Maan with a shred of hope of winning. Why haven’t your people retreated?”

“I don’t want to be here...” he cried. “Please... a little warmth...”

“Why are your people trying to expand East? You have no rights here!” Adira shouted.

“We’re not... expanding...” the man coughed, his lips paled and cracked, “... fleeing the West.”

“Why?” Adira furrowed her brow. 

The man’s head drooped to the side. His gaze fell on her weapon. “What does it matter? The Fionians betrayed us. We couldn’t attack Réqka alone, and we couldn’t go back to Yeava. Maan was the only option left.”

“What’s stopping you from going back to your people?”

“I fear if I say, I’ll curse this land as well. Just slit my throat if you’re going to. I can’t stand the cold... I don’t want to be here.” His teeth chattered. 

Adira sheathed her blade. If this is what Yeava warriors had reduced themselves to, she was inclined to offer pity. However, her options were limited. Much of Maan was still affected by winter’s illnesses. Following strict orders to ward off sickness, no one was allowed in any of the homes that contained an unwell person. That limitation had made this whole mission a nightmare.

Still, she didn’t want to leave the man to freeze to death, especially when he had been cooperative in his surrender. “I’ll send you a warmer cloak and some food.” She glanced at his hands with increasing concern that the skin would waste away in the cold. “And gloves and a balm for your wounds.”

“At what cost?” he mumbled.

“No cost. It is the way of Réqka,” she said before leaving. Perhaps after he had time to heal, he would be more open to discussing Yeava’s self-destructive behavior.

Back at the fires, Adira drank another cup of foxberry brew and watched the last of the sunlight fade. Liv stepped beside her. “The group is ready to fight, Dían. I reminded Lon that he should be aiming to disarm before killing. He’s angry.”

Adira nodded, “Thank you, Liv.” She had wanted to hear victory drums echoing through the forest. But considering the comments of the two Yeava warriors, she had little hope they would back down. The quicker they ended this battle the better.

Surrender came half-way into the night with more deaths than necessary, and more captives than preferred. Adira ached for a proper bed to lay in but was relieved to be resting at all. Most of the fires burned too hot to be comfortable, so she settled for bundling up under a fur blanket by a dying down cooking stove. It still smelled like clams, which caused her stomach to growl, despite disliking seafood.

“You’re by yourself again.” Commander Sloane joined her and set a copper cup over the coals. The Commander of Réqka was looking a bit rough. The ruddy brown skin around his left cheek was turning an unnatural yellow and blue. His curly brown hair had gone frizzy in the damp weather. “Where’s Liv?”

“To rest. It’s been a long night.” She curled her fingers into the edge of the blanket to tighten it around herself.

“Dían...” A whisper as damning as it was gentle.

Adira was in no mood to hear his rebukes, however cushioned. “I lost someone, Commander. He wasn’t even eighteen. How do you justify that?”

“This wasn’t a typical battle...”

“Then we shouldn’t have been fighting it. My group is supposed to take mundane missions. I threw them into a city under attack and let one of them die.” She let out a deep breath. “It’s not supposed to go like this.”

Commander Sloane said, “At least it’s over. As far as I know, we only lost Bowen. Maan only lost a few.”

“We shouldn’t have lost any,” she snapped then quickly changed the subject. “The Yeava were scared to go home. Why?”

The commander took a seat on a stump by the stove. “I keep asking myself the same question. Yeava dabble in mountain witchcraft. Perhaps they angered some ill spirit, and now they’re running from it. Or maybe they’re running from their own shadow. There is a reason magic is forbidden in Réqka.”

The explanation didn’t sit well with Adira, but she couldn’t refute it either. “Are we sending the captives back?”

“That’s Maan’s business. What I’m concerned about is how you’re interacting with your group.” He gave the liquid in his cup a stir.

“They respect me.”

“Even more, they look up to you. They’d follow you to the depths of the sea. That’s not what I’m worried about. Liv is your closest comrade... your guard, your confidant. I see you ordering her to fetch people, dress wounds, sharpen weapons... all important, but simple tasks any of your warriors could do. Your second in command is supposed to support you, Dían. She has a lot of experience and wisdom. You chose her. You should trust her to help carry the burden of leadership.” 

“I do.”

“Then don’t you dare stay out here by yourself long. After a battle, especially one with unexpected or steep losses, you need to connect with your group. Make sure you all have a chance to feel human again. They did well, under the circumstances. Make sure they know that. You did too.”

“Yes, Commander. I just needed to catch my breath first. That’s all.” 

Commander Sloane nodded. The brew in his cup bubbled, so he carefully removed it from the stove then took a whiff. “Sun’s mercy that’s potent. Why must every damn thing in Maan smell like fish?” He sipped the offensive drink and winced. “Does the trick though. The Chief keeps the brew outside his hut. Help yourself, if you want to get a good sleep.” He held the cup out to her.

“I’d sooner count every grain of sand on the shore,” Adira gagged at the stench, tucking her nose into the blanket. The Commander chuckled as he walked away leaving her alone with the spirals of smoke rising from the stove. Yeava is running from their own shadow, huh? Doubtful. Something threatened the West.

She reached out her hand over the coals, letting the smoke weave between her fingers. Just an illusion. That’s what the Circle had told her about the power she felt Kain use against her. Heat from the torch fire that burned her. Thunderous cracks from the lightning. Screeches of wind. Adira drew back her hand and rested it over a little black stone she kept stitched into a knot in her sash. She knew with the certainty of the sun it wasn’t just shadow that filled the Eastern stronghold that night. And the darkness that consumed Kain right before his final heartbeats wasn’t just smoke.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

Megan


[image: ]


Megan packed fresh maple syrup, spring fruit, and a jar of wine she had been saving for a special occasion. She also brought a needle, thread and some small pieces of cloth and leather in case Zaek needed to patch anything. 

“Are you ready, Megan?” Her mother brushed passed the curtain that hung in the doorway and snatched the leather bag from her bed. “You’ll only be visiting the Southern Mountains for the afternoon.”

“Don’t you have better things to do than inspect my packing? Who knows, we might get a late snow,” Megan said. 

Regardless, her squirrel-nosed mother poked and pawed at everything in the bag. “The bees are already out, so it won’t snow again. Plus, Commander Sloane and Dían Adira returned from Maan. Did you see them?”

“No, I didn’t notice the sixty horses quaking the yard,” she rolled her eyes.

“You can’t stay in the mountains overnight.” Her mother pulled an embroidered nightgown from Megan’s bag and tossed it at her. “Things didn’t go well in Maan.” 

“If the warriors are back, it can’t have gone that badly,” Megan replied, holding the garment close to her chest.

“They need rest and healing, so you need to be back here by tonight to help. And another thing, the ground is finally hard enough to travel to the Eastern Stronghold with all our supplies. We need to collect the artifacts and clean up the mess that was left behind over winter.” The mess, as if the murder of her cousin could be scrubbed away with a little spring dusting.

The bottle was the next victim of Chief Orla’s scrutiny. “Must you bring the good wine?”

“I haven’t seen Zaek in twenty-six days.” Megan folded her nightgown and set it on her bed but snatched the wine from her mother and shoved it back in her bag.

Her mother sighed. “You’ll have the rest of your life with Zaek, darling. You don’t need to burn all your passion right now.”

“I’m a married woman, Mother. I’ll burn my passion however I please,” she smirked. If only her mother knew how much passion she’d already set ablaze since she first pressed her lips to another person’s, felt their skin against her own. She had been discreet and careful not to do anything that would risk untimely reproduction, so there was no harm in it. But now, with Zaek, she was free. At least, she was supposed to be. “Zaek’s group should have been called back from the Southern Mountains moons ago,” Megan mumbled. She half suspected the rebellious outcasts of the Southern Mountains were being stubborn about negotiations as some kind of pathetic joke. “I didn’t get married just to be alone all the time.”

“You chose to marry a warrior, Megan, what did you expect?” Orla asked.

“Zaek was our guard. I used to see him every day. It wasn’t his choice to leave, Sloane forced him. You married a warrior too, and he’s always here.” Megan snapped and instantly regretted it. Her father was home because he was injured in battle long ago. He needed his caregivers to help him get through each day. She wouldn’t wish injury on Zaek, but right now she suspected she’d prefer a companion with a bad leg to an active warrior.

“Sorry,” Megan mumbled. Sunlight crept in from the window in the front of her room, casting the golden light of spring across her mother’s deep brown skin, highlighting the ridges of burn scars above her berry-blue eyes and down her right cheek and neck. Despite the scars, picturing her mother in battle was just about as hard as picturing herself in one.

Orla’s voice wavered. “I didn’t choose your father to escape loneliness. If that’s all you think a companion is for, then you think too little of love.” 

Her mother added a bundle of food to Megan’s bag as silence lingered between them. Then, satisfied with the packing, Orla hooked the bag shut with a copper clasp and held it out to her. Neither of them said another word.
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It took most of the morning to reach the rest stop between the Southern Mountains and Réqka. Megan could see the Beech tree forest budding into a soft green at the base of the range. Stray trees dotted the rocky terrain near the rest stop. Thorny berries and long grasses filled the space between. A round Réqkan hut made of log walls and a straw roof housed the caregivers and Zaek’s group. Billows of smoke rose from the opening in the center of the roof. Warriors walked in and out of the structure with roasted meat and leeks still on the spits.

Megan’s group started unloading the supplies they brought while she looked for Zaek. She peeked inside the hut but didn’t see him there. Then she checked the back.

Her heart skipped when she found her companion sitting on a tree stump. His dirty blonde hair was half tied back. Longer than she had ever seen it. A few strands still hung in his face as he sharpened his axe, propped up on his knee. The scrape of stone against metal stung the air as she walked towards him. The shine of the bronze reflected light onto his face that was already tanned from sunnier days.

“Looks sharp enough to me,” Megan said.

Zaek stopped the grating noise at once. “You’re here...” He nearly dropped the axe as his strong frame rose. He leaned the handle against the stump and set the sharpening stone beside it. 

“I brought wine,” Megan said.

“Damned if I need it,” Zaek closed the distance between them. One of his hands cradled the side of her neck, the other steadied the small of her back as he kissed her.

Her bag slipped from her shoulder into the crook of her elbow as she sank into his sturdy build. His beard had grown out enough to be soft against her cheek. “I like it this way,” she whispered.

“Guess I’m never shaving again,” he replied, covering her neck in teasing pecks that sent goosebumps down her arms. She relished it until someone called her name.

“They can wait,” Zaek whispered. But as if fated by the punishing sun, someone shouted for him as well. He let out a deep sigh, his breath warm against her skin.

“You were saying?” Megan smirked. 

He chuckled, “Damn them both, you just got here. When did we get so responsible?”

“Probably when your room stopped being in the same hallway as mine,” she said, but it didn’t sound like a joke. “I’ll pretend not to hear them if you will.” She gave his arm a squeeze.

He loosened his grip then let go of her. “I can’t.” He set her bag beside the axe.

Megan clasped his free hand. “More trouble?”

He fidgeted with the axe handle, averting his eyes. “We’re renegotiating alliances. We’re close to reaching an agreement.”

Megan furrowed her brow. “That’s the leader’s job...”

“Yeah, I’ve been wanting to tell you... Commander Sloane is making me train in negotiations because... well, it’s not going to make life easier, but he wants to give me my own group.”

Megan’s guts turned and bubbled. “You’ve only been a warrior two suns...” He couldn’t be considering this, not after all they had been through. 

A smile tugged at Zaek’s lips, “Eithne wants to be switched to defense and spend time with her children. She recommended me.”

“But you’re going to have children too,” Megan snapped. Leader meant their situation would be permanent. He’d be meeting with potentially hostile tribes, handling the worst conflicts, mission after mission, sun after sun. Megan’s mouth went dry just thinking about it.

“By the time we have kids, tensions will be settled down,” he replied.

“I’m late, Zaek, so they better settle soon,” she rolled her eyes.

His brow furrowed. “Late?”

“The moon hasn’t demanded its blood,” she gave a flippant gesture to the sky. He stared at her blankly. She sighed. “I think I’m pregnant.”

The information took a moment to register on his face. “What... you...” instead of finishing his thought, he pulled her into another kiss. 

“What do you think?” She interrupted his lips.

He rested his hands on her stomach. “What do I think? It’s great! It makes me the happiest man in Réqka.”

“So, you’re not going to take the position?” Megan smiled. One of Zaek’s comrades rounded the hut. 

“Zaek!  is about to have a fit. Smooch later!”

Zaek lowered his voice to a whisper. “We can talk more tonight.”

Megan shook her head.

“When I get back to Réqka then?” 

“Whenever that will be,” she sighed. He kissed her once more, but it was only lips touching, a casual goodbye, an obligatory attempt at affection. He didn’t mean it that way, but she was too upset to feel anything else. 

“It will all work out,” he gave her hands a squeeze. “I have to go.”

“Mhmm,” she shrugged.

“I love you.” Zaek said and left with his comrade.

Megan lingered until he was out of sight. Someone else should step up to be the leader. It wasn’t complicated. Zaek was a dían’s companion. He needed to be with her, especially if she was pregnant. End of discussion... at least it should have been.

She returned to her group to stock the rest stop with fresh supplies and chat with the caregivers... or rather, listen to their complaints. Not enough firewood. Shoes sloppily stitched. Hunting is poor. Megan nodded and apologized and promised they would fix everything soon. They wouldn’t. There were far too many problems and not enough people to fix them. But she left the caregivers with a sense of being heard. Which was more attention than the other rest stops were getting.

By the time Megan and her group returned to Réqka, it was already later in the evening than her mother had expected her. She untied her leather shoes in the welcome room of the Chief’s hut and set them by the door. The floorboards were cold, so she tiptoed quickly into the gathering room in the center of the hut to find relief on the plush sheepskin rug. All six of the low tables that spotted the room were empty. But Adira sat on one of the embroidered mats by the dim crackling fire. She hadn’t even changed out of her brown leather armor. Her hands cradled a wooden cup. She usually tucked herself away in her room when she returned from a mission. Megan invited herself to a seat beside her. “Aren’t you sociable tonight?”

Adira graced her with the slightest of grins then stared into the swirling red of her drink. “I’m... trying.”

“Mother said the visit to Maan didn’t go well. Do you want to talk about it?” Megan asked.

Adira shook her head and took a sip of the wine. “No, I want to stop feeling so...” she shrugged. “It’s like I’m stuck in Harvest Moon... in that night.”

“We all are a little.” Megan wrapped one arm around Adira’s shoulder. Her muscles were tight as a bow string, hard as carved oak. “Good River, you do need to relax.” 

“Figured someone would pass by here gossiping or complaining.” Adira sighed. “It used to irritate me you know... all their petty chatter. Now it’s almost comforting, something normal.”

Megan’s mother told her never to tell someone she’s pregnant until she felt the baby kicking, but if Adira didn’t want to talk about what happened in Maan, maybe some cheerful news would give her a distraction. 

“I have something to tell you–– if you’d like.” She gave Adira’s shoulder a little squeeze.

“Why not?” Adira took another sip.

Megan took a deep breath and let the words fall from her lips. “I’m pregnant... maybe. It’s not certain, but it feels right. I’ve only told Zaek. Figured neither of you would babble about it.” She smiled and waited for her cousin’s response. 

“Oh...” Adira forced an unconvincing grin, “That’s good. Earth favors you.” 

Megan didn’t expect Adira to prance with glee, but her insincerity was more offensive than any insult. “What’s the matter?”

Adira set her cup on the fur rug covered floor beside her. “Nothing. You’re sure you’re pregnant? Seems too soon to know.”

“I’ve been with Zaek six moons, more or less. It’s bound to happen. I should have started bleeding a few days ago, so what else could it be?” Megan shrugged. Maybe you’re stressed. Maybe you’ve been working too much. Maybe it’s just a trick of the moon. Adira voiced none of these possibilities.

“You’ll have a successor,” Adira nodded.

“I’ll have a child.”

“Just like you’ve always wanted.” 

“Yes...”

Adira opened and shut her mouth. Megan’s spirit ached. Adira stood up, snatching her cup along the way. “As soon as the baby kicks, tell Morie.”

“Of course I will, but Adira...” 

She cut her off. “It’s late. I’m happy for you. But it’s late, and I... I shouldn’t drink this much.” Megan watched Adira step around the fire and through the archway to the kitchen.

Disappointment was inevitable the moment she opened her mouth. Megan swallowed hard. Why did she think telling Adira about the pregnancy was a good idea? How silly did she have to be to want Adira’s heartfelt congratulations? Or at least her heartfelt disapproval. She heard the slosh of water from the kitchen. Megan caught up with Adira by the wash basin.

“You have to take lot of walks along the river,” Adira said.

Megan raised her brow. “Morie will force me to.”

“And eat plenty of roast.”

“Okay enough of this, what happened?” Megan took the cup from Adira’s hand before she scrubbed the grain right off.

“I lost a boy,” Adira’s voice cracked as she lifted the silver wash basin from its holder.

Megan held her breath and put the cup away on its shelf. Her mother hadn’t mentioned losses. Words caught in her throat.

Adira shoved the creaky back door open with the side of her arm. Megan followed her outside into the vegetable and herb garden. “Can I ask who?” Megan ventured.

“Bowen. His parents are metal craftsmen.” Adira stepped over to a bed of newly sprouted root vegetables.

Megan recalled the boy. “Lon’s friend?”

“Lon is friends with everyone, but yes,” Adira replied.

Megan rested her hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Adira. It wasn’t your fault.”

Adira drenched the vegetables with about as much tender care as an angry child filling a bath. Mud splashed onto the delicate leaves, and a stream of water trickled towards Megan’s bare feet. “What do you know? He was only seventeen. He wasn’t ready for battle, and he left too much behind. I should be the one to tell his family...”

“Adira...”

“...but I don’t get to. Because if I speak those words, they’ll see me as the one who let their son die. And a Dían of War can’t be seen... as that. I should have brought their son home alive. I should have refused to fight, even as backup.”

Megan swallowed hard and took the water basin out of Adira’s hand before she drowned their next meal. “Let’s not take it out on the parsnips.”

Adira curled her fingers into her long coppery hair. “Death is following me. I can feel it. It found me under the Harvest Moon and won’t let go. What if it reaches you too? Pregnancy can be dangerous.”

“Is that what this is about?” Megan said. “Because I’m going to be absolutely fine whether you worry or not.”

“Maybe...”

“If you can muster some excitement for me, maybe it will bring the earth’s favor.”

“I’m trying, but it’s not an ideal time to be pregnant,” Adira said. It stung more than it should. The crickets chirping filled the break in their conversation.

Megan swallowed hard, “It’s Spring. It’s the perfect time.” 

Adira sighed, “The Yeava who attacked Maan said there is trouble in the West. Since then, one of our messengers hasn’t returned.”

“That could mean any number of delays.” Megan shrugged as they walked, eager to warm up inside.

Adira said, “When Zaek accepts a group of his own, he’ll be sent West. Eithne’s served Réqka for over twenty suns. She’s done enough.”

It made sense to send young blood, but why did it have to be her companion? “Isn’t there anyone else?” Megan shoved open the back door with the side of her arm.

“If there were someone better, Eithne would have recommended them.” They stepped into the kitchen, and Megan returned the wash basin to its place. She grabbed a cloth to dry her feet. Megan felt she might cry, and Adira must have noticed. “I’m sorry. We’re low on numbers. Everyone has to make sacrifices.”

“Hasn’t Zaek made enough sacrifices? I can’t have a baby without him here.”

Adira tucked a few stray curls behind her ear. “I might be able to suggest a temporary alternative.”

“Could you?” Megan took her hand.

Adira nodded, with a look that could have convinced the oaks to bend. “If you promise you’ll take care of yourself properly. Consider it my congratulations.
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“It’s been too long, Commander. It’s time to send a group West,” Chief Annan took a drink of a lightly floral brew. It had been eight days since the commander and Adira had returned home from Maan in the East, but their messenger still hadn’t returned from the West. 

That morning, Chief Annan, Commander Sloane, and Adira shared a meal of barley bread, preserved figs, roasted nuts, and salty fish in the garden. The spring air was warm enough to forgo a cloak. Budding vines creeped up the garden wall. Delicate red and white roses filled the space with fragrance. Unfortunately, the floral scent was overpowered by the stench of fish.

Commander Sloane chewed his bread and contemplated Chief Annan’s comment. “I dread telling warriors that they’re going to miss the Rose Moon.”

“They’ll be back before summer. Better to miss Rose Moon than be pulled away in an emergency,” her father said, shoving a large slice of barley bread in his mouth. He brushed the crumbs from his bushy red beard.

“I don’t foresee trouble, Chief. Delays happen,” Commander Sloane said. 

“You all were attacked in Maan, of all places, Maan! No one has attempted to take the coast in ages.” Chief Annan finished off his fish and helped himself to another. “I assume the best, you know I do, but we must not dismiss what we learned from the Harvest Moon Tragedy. Its lessons were too costly to waste. Even if it seems overly cautious, with your agreement, Commander, I intend to give the order to find our messenger as soon as possible.”

Adira nibbled her bread, careful not to let any of the fish juice touch it. She had been waiting for this conversation and now that they were finally having it, her mind begged her not to say anything ruinous. 

Since the North-western mountains had been victim to rumors of witchcraft, Réqka only had a few alliances in the region. Most tribes remained small, unknown, and disinterested in settling. Yeava was one of the few exceptions. Their conquests were put to a stop in the battle over the village of Jyu before Annan became Chief. But despite the loss, Yeava built themselves a city large enough to shelter many generations.

When Kain arranged their attack on Réqka last Harvest, they must have already been desperate. Their loss in Maan confirmed it, since the Yeava were willing to give up their tribal identity for refuge. What were the chances Kain had told them about the power he had discovered? Or maybe Yeava had discovered it and introduced it to Kain? Speculation would get her nowhere. She was under oath not to speak of unnatural powers, a condition of the Circle’s judgment to raise her up as a hero instead of executing her for treason. No reason to upset, or worse, tempt the people.

Commander Sloane relented, “I agree. But I was hoping Zaek would get more training before going West,” he sighed.

“It’s not ideal, I admit. What do you think, Dían?” Her father’s question took her by surprise.

She brushed off her fingers and set back her shoulders. “You’re asking me?”

“Certainly, you’ll be Chief someday. You’ll need to make these decisions. What would you do in our situation?”

Adira glanced from the Commander to Chief Annan. Now was her chance to make good on her promise to Megan. If her solution happened to work out in her own favor as well, so be it.

“Considering all the circumstances, I would go myself,” she said.

Commander Sloane frowned. “Dían, you can’t possibly think...”

Chief Annan cut him off. “Don’t be hasty. Let’s hear her out.” Her father gave her a nod to continue.

Adira shifted in her seat. “Obviously, I wouldn’t go if I were Chief, but as Dían, it would be appropriate. Searching for one missing messenger is a dull mission. One my group can handle. They need to get acquainted with the land anyway. During Rose Moon, why send a group that doesn’t want to go? Send one that does. In this case, mine.” It wasn’t a lie. She just left out a few details that weren’t appropriate to mention. 

Commander Sloane said, “Dían, you should be with your people, your family. You’ve hardly been home all winter. Rose Moon is sacred. It’s the beginning of Spring. You should be here.”

“It’s the same moon there, Commander. The spirit of Réqka isn’t bound to this place. The earth is one, so is the moon... hasn’t the Sage said that?” It was a sound and clever point, Adira thought, suppressing a grin.

Commander Sloane glanced to Chief Annan for a reply. Her father sighed, “It isn’t unreasonable. But both you and Commander Sloane should go with a handful of volunteers from each of your groups. Since the mission in Maan was more violent than expected, I don’t want you going alone. Sloane can check on the city of Jyu. You can visit the village of Don. You’ve never been there, and you need experience meeting with the other Chiefs. Thoughts, Sloane?” 

Adira swallowed her offence that her father didn’t trust her alone, despite understanding his fears. Commander Sloane didn’t look thrilled about the plan but didn’t have a good reason to reject the idea either. “It will have to do. We can rest at the west camp tonight, so we have a head start in the morning.”

“Then it’s settled,” Chief Annan said, the corners of his eyes creased with a smile. “But remember to honor Rose Moon while you’re away.” Despite approving the plan, she knew he would miss her during the celebration.

Adira mustered a smile back. “Perhaps the Rose Moon will bring us favor, and we’ll find our comrades and messenger safe and well.” She hardly believed that herself, but she figured her father would.

He replied with a chuckle, “Oh, my dear little fox, don’t console me. You’re growing into your new responsibilities. So must I.”

Just then, Megan’s striped cat slinked to her with cunning displays of affection. It purred and rubbed its whiskers against her ankles. Adira sighed and tossed the creature the rest of her fish. Someone should enjoy it. Commander Sloane and Chief Annan finished off the last of their food and put their fish bones in the wooden scrap bucket to be used in the gardens. 

“Dían, have your group ready by the stables by noon,” Commander Sloane ordered. “Bring Liv and three others. We don’t need to look like we’re invading.”

“Yes, Commander,” Adira replied, setting back her shoulders. Commander Sloane still didn’t look pleased, but since Zaek got to stay near Réqka and she got to leave, she didn’t particularly care how the commander felt about it.

***
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Adira informed her group and packed, but she had one more obligation to fulfil before leaving. The spring sowing was well on its way. In the fields across the river, villagers under judgment often labored alongside workers by trade, preparing the soil with offerings to the earth for another prosperous season. They greeted her as she passed through to a sturdy, large hut decorated with white spring flowers hanging from the windows.

Adira stopped at the door and fought the impulse to knock. Suravi, who insisted they were still sisters by marriage, had told her not to, but it felt inappropriate to stomp in unannounced. She took a breath and gently nudged the door open, “Suravi?” A fire burned in the middle of the room, and something was baking in the stove on the far-right wall. Rosy wool blankets embroidered with golden spirals and vines, among other common comforts formed an inviting seating area to the left. The door on the back wall led to a bedroom.

The door swung open. “Adira! Come in, Love!” Suravi pulled her into the room and wrapped her in a hug. “I’ve ached to see you. How long have you been back?”

“A few days.”

Suravi led her to the seating area and insisted she make herself comfortable. “You should have visited sooner. How are you?” Suravi skipped over to the kitchen area and poured a couple cups of wine. 

“I should be asking you that,” Adira said. “Are you feeling alright?” Adira had known Suravi was pregnant before she went to Maan, but now her round abdomen was plainly visible, even beneath her loose, flowing white dress. Long gold earrings shimmered against her deep brown skin, and her coiled brown hair fell freely to her shoulders. 

She returned with the drinks. “I’m not queasy anymore, thank the River. And Reen hardly lets me lift a finger,” she smiled. “He’s doubling the size of the sunflower crop. He says it’s to meet the growing demand, but I know that’s hardly the truth.”

Adira took a sip of the wine. Its woody, rich taste left a warmth in her mouth that almost made her wish she didn’t have to leave.

Then the door opened again, and a teenage girl stepped in carrying her little brother. “We saw Auntie Adira come in. Can we visit too?” Jessa asked. Reen’s brother died in the tragedy leaving Jessa, their daughter, and Rory, their baby boy, behind. Jessa’s silky black hair was braided in a little crown around her head. Her dress was similar to Suravi’s. The grief in her dark blue eyes betrayed her smile. Adira wouldn’t have known Reen’s family if it weren’t for Suravi, but now Adira was obligated to consider them relatives too somehow. She had never been great at talking to children.

Suravi said, “Come in only if Reen doesn’t need your help.”

“He doesn’t. The work is going fast,” Jessa said and set her brother down. His hair had gotten long and curly, and he looked so much like his sister. “Do you want to visit with Auntie?” He immediately buried his face in Jessa’s skirt. His tiny hands started to form frustrated little fists as he begged to be picked up again. “Sorry. He’s still shy.” Jessa gave in to the boy’s request, and he wrapped his arms around her neck.

“I can’t stay long anyway,” Adira said, “Suravi, I wanted to let you know that I won’t be making it to feast this Rose Moon. I’m being sent on another mission.”

Suravi’s smile vanished sending a pang of guilt through Adira’s stomach. “But it’s my first Rose Moon in Réqka, the first one away from the rest of my family. Can’t anyone else go? You’re a Dían after all.”

Adira shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you somehow. Maybe I’ll bring gifts for you all.” She didn’t have the slightest idea what to get them, but she felt compelled to make it up to them somehow.

Suravi said, “You can bring gifts if you like, but either way, promise you’ll share a feast with us when you return. River knows we don’t need anything. I just want to be surrounded by people I love.”

The word love left a hollow pang in the center of Adira’s chest. A word Gabriel’s family gave away like wild clover but still tasted like vinegar on her own lips. “Yes. We can do that when I get back.” She finished off the wine then thanked Suravi and headed out the door.

As she walked back through the fields, she wrapped her hand around the sun pendant that hung at her chest and swallowed hard to avoid crying. Grief over Gabriel was sudden like that. Just when she thought she was through with tears, another piece of him would reveal itself. It wasn’t real, none of it was real. But how do you run out of it would have beens? He would have loved to visit his new relatives. He would have known the exact sort of gifts to get. Adira didn’t have a right to miss him. He only occupied a handful of days as her companion. But then again, maybe that’s precisely why the missing dragged on... they should have had more time. And she all the “could have, would have, should have” demanded mourning too. When he died on those cursed western cliffs, she hadn’t only lost him, she had lost pieces of her future, and there was no knowing how many. 

It made it that much more convenient that she had to leave. Gabriel wasn’t in the far west. He was here, in Réqka, lounging in the shade of the fruit trees, and going on about how much he loved the wild apple blossoms. She wasn’t sure she could bear being confronted with the Rose Moon they never got to share.
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It was evening by the time her group reached the Western camp. The shabby place smelled like mud and pine needles. The trees that surrounded the camp were so tall they swayed with every breeze and so wide it would take three or four people to reach their arms around their trunks. The vines that lined the wall of the huts were starting to bud. Adira was surprised to see the promise of flowers, considering how little grew in the area. 

Liv accompanied Adira because she had to, and Lon accompanied her with unmatched enthusiasm. Adira reminded him that they would not be battling this time, but that didn’t seem to calm him down in the slightest. Her third comrade was Selkie, a woman made of harsh lines and simmering anger under rosy fair skin. She was named by her unbearable parents who thought she was more special than she was–– who wanted a “good future for her”. But, like so many restless children, she eventually pledged her young life to defending Réqka, the prospect of travel too enticing to pass up. That was before the tragedy took her companion too. Now, Selkie seemed drawn to battle for the sake of it. It probably wasn’t healthy or right, but Adira understood it too well to scold her. 

Selkie kept her straight red hair tied back and her bangs were slashed haphazardly falling across her forehead in pieces. She didn’t seem to care that it was uneven. Adira had watched the warrior shave her head, just to grow it out, braid it long, then chop it off again. Adira could never do something that drastic with her appearance, but Selkie didn’t seem content to remain the same person for very long.

Adira’s fourth comrade was Keir, one of her best archers. He had a build like an oak tree and a voice like a lazy stream. His black locs hit his shoulders and were half tied back. He was about ten suns older than her and had been in her group longer than anyone else. Adira was surprised he volunteered to join her since his companion, Sean, wasn’t doing well after their last mission, but she didn’t want to pry. Perhaps married people need time apart too. Or maybe Kier needed to stay busy during Rose Moon to drown grief like she did. Adira had never asked precisely who he had lost during Harvest. At this point, everyone’s stories were the same anyway. They were all trying to fill in the gaps left in their lives, and no one seemed exactly sure how.

Commander Sloane arrived at the Western camp before Adira’s group and let them in through the front gate. Smoke rose from the central hut which meant Ash, the caregiver, was probably cooking. Adira felt an itch in her arm. A phantom memory of Ash stitching up her wound a lifetime ago. 

The commander led the group to the center of the yard where huge tree stumps served as tables and chairs. Moss creeped up their sides, but the tops looked smooth and oiled. He took a seat and dropped his bag on the table. Adira sat across from him. Lon sat beside her and the rest led the horses to feed. “My group is going on ahead since Jyu is a bit further than Don. Dían Adira, you’ll leave in the morning. Do not let your group neglect sleep tonight.” Commander Sloane pulled out a copper disk with stars hammered into the surface and handed it to Adira. “Just in case you need it.”

Adira could follow the stars fine on her own if they got lost, but she took the map anyway. “Should I send word when I get to Don?”

“That won’t be necessary. I want your group to stay together unless something goes wrong or you stumble upon new information about the lost messenger,” Sloane said. 

Adira turned to Lon. The boy might as well learn something if he was going to shadow her. “Typically, Réqka passes on information from higher to lower authority. Commander Sloane knows when we should arrive at Don. It is our responsibility to be dependable and be where he told us to be.”

“Right,” the commander said, “But if you even suspect something is wrong, please send word right away.” 

Lon replied, “I think I’d like to be a messenger.”

Adira said, “It’s a draining position, but we can consider it. You can practice by checking the central hut and ask the caregiver, Ash, if she needs help with dinner preparations.”

“Hell yeah! Right away Dían!” Lon hopped up and sprinted to the hut.

Sloane took a drink of water. “How is he working out for you?”

Adira watched her young apprentice knock on the door of the central hut. His whole posture was filled with energy. She had never met someone who could stay so positive for such long stretches of time. “He’s... dedicated.”

“Hmm,” the commander crossed his arms, and fixed his gaze on her like he was waiting for a better answer.

Adira said, “He’s meeting our standards.” Barely. “He fits in with my group. I don’t have any concerns.” Even if she had, she wouldn’t have told the commander them. Lon trusted her too much to risk having him replaced with someone else.

The commander gave her a nod and stood up, stretching his arms. “Good. Tell me if you run into any problems. Just because the boy’s judgments were cleared after the tragedy doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten them.”

Adira knew Lon had picked a fight with the Sage when the sacred well was cursed during Harvest. He was facing five suns of field work for it, but since he was, at most, fifteen at the time and in the midst of tragedy, the Circle agreed to drop his judgment as long as he found a good mentor. Technically, he had two mentors. Adira, to help him with his warrior skills, and the Sage to help him handle his temper without defaulting to violence. It was a bit contradictory, but it seemed better to try and shape Lon’s fighting spirit into something useful than deny it. “Understood commander.” 

After Sloane left with his group, Adira figured she ought to prepare her hut for the night. As she got up, a crow seemed to be watching from the tree behind her. Adira was unsettled by its presence. Its dark eyes glimmered in the streaks of dying sunlight breaking through the budding branches. Her heartbeat skipped, but she decided not to give the bird any attention. She was here on a mission. She couldn’t let herself be distracted by the possibility of crows talking to her again. It probably hadn’t even happened the first time.

Selkie caught up to her, interrupting her worry and dulling the feeling of the crow’s gaze.

“Pick any hut you like,” Adira told Selkie, her voice cracked slightly. Her comrade inspected the edge of her massive double-sided axe. “I doubt I’ll sleep regardless, Dían.”

“You have to sleep. It’s a long journey to Don.” Adira noticed the blank expression on Selkie’s face and realized she probably wanted to sleep but couldn’t. “Are you having nightmares, again?”

“They got worse after Maan,” she said. Adira knew Selkie had been suffering from dreams, but she didn’t know how to address it and was certain she would do it wrong. But she could hear the commander telling her to connect to her group.

Adira said, “If you ever need to wake me, that would be appropriate.” She cringed at how foreign the words sounded coming from her. “Not that you’re weak. You’re a good warrior, but sometimes...” her words faded. Her face warmed.

Selkie smiled. “Thanks, Dían. Liv usually talks some sense into me. I’ll be alright.” 

At least I tried, Adira thought. Liv kept her eye on everyone’s well-being all the time. And she was so good at it. There was no point in Adira coddling everyone too.

Selkie reached for the door of a hut on the Eastern side then flinched. “What’s that scratching?”

Adira joined her by the door. The distinct sound of nails clicking on a wooden floor sounded from within.

Just then, Lon returned with a wooden tray of drinks. Ash walked behind him, her head wrapped in a scarf, and her gaze raking over the whole group. “Not that hut, dear,” Ash said. 

“What’s in there?” Adira asked.

“Rats,” Ash said. 

Selkie leaned on the handle of her axe. “I can get rid of them if you want.”

“No, they will only come back.” Ash pointed to a hut off to the right. “That one is dry and clean.” Selkie took a cup from Lon’s tray and drank it as she walked over to the hut.

“It seems you have a lovely group of people on your side,” Ash said.

“Yes, that was Selkie, and you met Lon already. He’s my apprentice.” Lon handed Adira a cup. She noticed the brew’s minty odor too late. When she took a sip, it was impossible not to wince. 

Ash held back her amusement. “Yes, I know Lon. I taught his mother how to make black dye.” 

“You know my mother?” Lon nearly shouted in shock. “She never mentioned you.”

“Once you were born, she became very busy. Now, be useful and take that tray back to the hut and stir the stew,” Ash ordered Lon. There was a loud thump against the door of the rat-infested hut, startling Adira.

Ash furrowed her brows and took Adira by the arm. “I think it would be best if you slept on the other side of the camp, my dear.” Before Adira could protest, Ash dragged her away.

They passed the crow again, perched in an even closer tree. It still watched her. Adira felt the weight of the stone tied into her sash. It was always there, but at that moment she remembered the small cuts in her hand and how they burned with power when she read the note alone. The crow flew from branch to branch as they walked across the yard. It was following her. It had to be. She sipped the disgusting mint and pretended not to notice the crow. “Ash, do you mind if I break into one of the jars of wine? I’d like everyone to relax tonight.”

Ash took a deep breath. “There’s no wine here.” 

“Oh... some mead then?” Adira tried sounding as casual as she could, but Ash shook her head. With that, Adira wondered if she was lying to get her to drink her “healing” brews.

Adira stopped to face her. “I know there was a large supply of drinks here. What happened to them?”

Ash replied, “I dumped them.” She nudged Adira to keep walking.

“You didn’t...”

“I did. It was the right thing at the time.” When they reached the hut, Ash stopped to face her. “Tell me Adira, why are you encouraging your group to drink before bed? That’s unlike you.”

“...they deserve a good rest before our mission.” Adira twisted one of the gold beads in her hair. She heard the beat of wings behind her and glanced over her shoulder. The crow landed on the ground behind her. 

Ash observed the bird as it hopped closer. “Uh-huh...”

Adira scrunched her curls between her fingers. “Actually, Ash, I was thinking of taking a walk in the woods tonight. If you don’t have any wine, do you have anything else that could keep the others occupied?”

“What makes you think it’s a good idea to go off in the woods alone, at night, in the cold?”

“I want to be closer to the Earth. I need guidance... for this mission,” she swallowed hard. 

“Plenty of Earth right here, dear,” Ash said.

Adira took a sip of mint water. It wasn’t even hot, just barely warm. “I can’t explain it, but I feel like I’m supposed to be out there.” Adira stopped herself from scratching the side of her arm that was starting to sting. “I thought you’d understand. You’ve helped me before.”

Ash shooed the bird away, then leaned close to her, gaze fixed and intense. Adira wished she hadn’t said anything at all. “Don’t think I don’t know what’s out there Adira. I’ve lived here nearly forty suns. No one goes in those woods to be close to the Earth. They go to be close to something else, something Réqka forgot long ago, but it hasn’t forgotten us.”

“I... don’t know what you’re talking about.” She still felt the crow watching from a distance, and Ash watching her even closer. “You’re right.” Adira said. “Maybe it’s Gabriel I want to be close to. I think visiting the place I lost him might be healing.” She brought as much sincerity to the explanation as she could. It wasn’t even necessarily wrong. She didn’t know what she was looking for. She just knew she had a lot of questions, and no one to answer them.

“You’re a much worse liar than your cousin Kain,” Ash said precisely, wounding her just where she knew it would hurt her enough to stay put. Adira brushed it off and opened the door of the hut with more force than necessary.

“Adira.” Ash said softly, resting her hand on Adira’s shoulder. “If you step into those woods, I’ll send your friends right after you.”

“I’m not...”

Ash cut her off. “Kain said he thought the ancient magic could heal. He explained it in such a way that I believed him. I didn’t know much about it, myself, and, regrettably, I told him where he might find information about it. I have to live with that choice, but I won’t let you go down that same path.”

“I’m not Kain,” Adira grit her teeth, pulling away from the woman’s touch.

“No, but you’re troubled, and even if you hate me forever, I won’t protect you from Réqkan law this time. Let it die.
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Megan couldn’t think of a worse way to spend a misty spring morning than visiting the place of her cousin’s gruesome death. Talking about it was out of the question. As her and her mother’s groups tromped through the forest, no one made a peep until they reached the stone wall that surrounded the stronghold. Once upon a time, it seemed to stretch to the sky, an impenetrable structure built to protect Réqka’s precious artifacts. It used to be safe, filled with sweet memories of childhood. Now, every stone was so swathed in grief it seemed the whole structure might crumble to dust with the slightest upset wind. Fungus creeped up the base of the wall and frayed rope ladders dangled over the edge. 

“No one use the ladders, they probably aren’t safe,” Chief Orla ordered. Megan nodded and approached the entrance. The gate had been left open, so they dismounted their horses and led them in to graze.

The yard was overgrown with tall, woody-stemmed yellow flowers that snapped as they made their way to the door. Grassy weeds swayed with the breeze and brushed against their ankles and calves.

“It will be alright.” Chief Orla probably said it more to reassure herself than anyone else. Everything about this was the opposite of “alright”. They were dealing with the remnants of violent treason for Sun’s sake. Megan’s mother ordered a couple strong members of her group to shove open the door. Wood scraped on stone. Megan swallowed hard and followed her mother into the room where her cousin was killed.

The stench of rot hung in the stale, damp air. Adira had brought Kain’s corpse to the judgement room, but she left plenty of horrors behind. Cleaning the Eastern stronghold had not been a priority when homes, stables, and fences needed so many repairs. But they couldn’t put off the fortress forever. The artifacts needed to be cleansed of any lingering curses or ill spirits that manifested because of Adira and Kain’s battle, not to mention a good dusting. What would become of the building itself was yet to be decided.

The floor was littered with ash, odd tufts of matted fur, and bits of bone. Adira had mentioned fighting wolves, but, back then, Megan thought it impossible to imagine such creatures lurking the rooms of the stronghold. But here was the evidence. Everything Adira had said was true.

The blood stains were worst of all. A knot tightened in Megan’s stomach. Violence had painted the stairs and stone floor with streaks and splatters. The whole group froze at the sight.

Olive, the caregiver’s young daughter, broke the silence. “Dían Adira must have stabbed that traitor Kain over here!” She ran to a dark splotch under a window, blonde curls bobbing all the way. 

“Olive!” Morie shouted.

“It’s alright.” Chief Orla rested her hand on Morie’s shoulder. “He probably was executed there.” Executed. Megan felt a shiver down her spine at her mother’s casual lie. The one the Circle agreed was more appropriate than the truth.

“No use wasting time. Where would you start cleaning, Dían Megan?” Her mother turned to her. Megan glanced to the left where the kitchen would be. “I suppose the proper way would be to remove the most valuable artifacts and writings first.” Though burn it all was a tempting solution.

“Fine. How would you divide us up?” Her mother asked.

“... pick a room and get to work.”

“Megan, when you’re a leader you have to give specific instructions,” Orla sighed.

Megan wrapped her arms around herself. “How should I know what to do? Cleaning a fortress stained by the blood of your treasonous relatives wasn’t exactly covered in training. It feels like we’re in a damn tomb.” 

“Megan...” Her mother scolded.

Morie rested her hand on Orla’s shoulder and smirked. “It’s alright. It does feel like a damn tomb.” 

Orla sighed and shrugged off Morie’s hand. “You’re going to be chief someday, Megan.”

Megan only felt a little guilty for her crass remark. No place on earth had ever felt so cold and haunted. She didn’t want to treat it like a chore. She wanted to seal it up, abandon it, and let the earth take it back. But even if they did leave the Eastern Stronghold to rot, they still had to remove and cleanse the artifacts or else hundreds of suns of history would be lost. 

“Fine,” Megan said, setting her shoulder’s back and folding her hands in front of her. “Morie and my group can sort through the kitchen and bedrooms. Chief Orla’s group can transfer full crates to the river boats to bring to the city.” Megan took a deep breath. “And you and I, Mother, should handle the library.”

“That will do.” Orla nodded then addressed the group. “Everyone should remember to avoid touching any blood. If you do, head to the river to wash right away.”

As everyone dispersed, Megan and Orla walked silently side by side towards the steps. Megan nearly tripped on a metal fire poker. She picked it up, hand trembling. Her mother swallowed hard and took it from her. “It does no good to wonder,” her mother said. 

Megan nodded, but not wondering was impossible. They climbed the stone steps, slick with moisture from the recent spring thaw. When they reached the torn wine-red curtain in the library entrance, Orla paused. “I don’t mean to make this difficult for you.”

“You don’t seem interested in making it easier either,” Megan mumbled. 

Her mother sighed but didn’t respond. Orla drew back the curtain, and they both stepped into a room of shattered clay tablets and toppled shelves. The table that had been in the middle of the room was turned on its side. Torn and dusty scrolls lay across the floor. This was
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