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      Ana had never admitted it to anyone, but the thrill of combat was intoxicating to her. There was nowhere she’d rather be than the middle of battle, wielding a sword in her hand.

      Not because she enjoyed taking lives. No, it was the sport of competition that she really loved. The planning and strategy of warfare, followed by the execution—the physicality of it suited her well. Her mind and her muscles were conditioned for agility, for endurance. Whenever she sat idle too long, anxiety crept in, infecting her and making her reckless. She longed to be in the thick of things, putting her life on the line. Earning every heartbeat.

      But this battle was different. It was so much bigger and more important than any battle she’d fought before.

      This was the last one.

      The evening was clear. With no clouds obscuring it, the sky was exquisite. A black canvas, splashed with glittering stars that huddled in dense patterns, bleeding their shivering light through the blackness in smears of violet and indigo.

      The moon was nearly full, and it weighed heavily upon the world, bearing down with an intense awareness, like it knew what was about to happen.

      Ana stared at it, transfixed. The familiar queasy sensation that always greeted her on the eve of battle was starting anew. Some people might consider it a sign of fear, but she knew better. No, it wasn’t fear. It was excitement.

      “Maílerier Ana?” One of her captains was standing nearby, watching her with a curious expression. “We are ready.” He spoke with a thick, melodic accent and struggled to pronounce his consonants. Most people still spoke Awnle by preference, and this new language was difficult for them. Even Ana had to admit she didn’t care for it, although she could speak it fluently. But watching everyone else struggle was tedious. She missed the simplicity of her old language, the ease of communication.

      But people would learn to adjust. They had to.

      Caer was right. Awnle was far too intertwined with the ancient religion—the old ways. It was time for something new.

      “Very well,” she said, adopting a slow, clear tone so her captain would understand. “Show me.”

      The captain led the way down the hill. Ana made to follow him, but paused briefly to gaze at the enormous city below her. Nearly a decade had passed since she’d last seen it, and somehow it appeared even bigger and more impressive than it had all those years ago.

      She was a young child when she’d first laid eyes on the great city of Bratia, but it was one of her clearest memories. The first city she’d ever seen, she could still remember how Bratia had overwhelmed her, how it had inspired her.

      Large dry-stone walls snaked around the mosaic of buildings. The Reynic Mountains loomed in the distance like fierce spectators, passing judgement on the city and its inhabitants. Foothills rolled down to the city centre, tapering off and lending a natural rise and fall to the landscape. One lone hill, Túir-Bratia, stood at the city centre. Terraced fields rose along its slope like steps towards the sacred sector, where the enormous Sun Temple sat, watching over the people below.

      The temple was a massive structure, showcasing three vaulted domes with patterns of windows carved in the roof to fill the sanctuary with light at sacred hours. A dozen flaming pillars, known as the Fire Obelisks, encircled the temple, each paired with a smaller fountain that drew water from an unknown source.

      The land was an unusual contradiction of dryness and bloom. Farther away from the city, the land was sparse and parched, but a magical lushness covered the city itself, as though the Natures had blessed it with life.

      But every so often, when the Earth and Wind were imbalanced, a deadly sandstorm would rage through the area with enough force to tear everything apart. So, the people of Bratia had erected a Wind Tower on the plateau directly opposite the temple. It was a large, square tower built of clay and stone, with rows of ornamental chimes and bells that jingled as the tower swayed in the gentle breeze. When the winds grew wild, the heaviest and most protected bells pealed, and the people knew to board their windows and seek shelter from the violent storm approaching.

      It was a thrilling sound, simultaneously terrifying and glorious. Ana could still remember the last time she’d heard it. The pounding of her heart and the warmth of blood rushing through her veins. Even then, she’d longed to brave the storm, to fight the Natures themselves, and prove she had the strength to withstand them.

      But that was a long time ago, and the air was conspicuously silent tonight.

      Ana followed her captain down the hill to where her battalion lay waiting. The army had been camped here for weeks already, surrounding Bratia and isolating it from the rest of Mórceá. Negotiations with city leaders had ceased two days ago. Bratia refused to surrender.

      Ana couldn’t help but admire their bravery, however misguided it was. Their army was outmatched and their citizens were losing steam.

      Ana’s cavalry patrolled the river and the streets in and out of the city, intercepting reinforcements and killing anyone who tried to flee. Ten divisions of infantry held the north with archers bombarding the barracks and religious sectors through the night. Artillery and siege engines were in place, ready to attack. The musicians, who had blasted a relentless death siren for days, preventing rest and instilling fear, had been ordered to stop.

      It was almost time.

      “This way,” said her captain. He gestured for Ana to follow him towards the base of the incline.

      They arrived at a narrow plateau. Here, her soldiers had erected a makeshift pavilion sheltering the entrance to a series of tunnels carved into the earth. The soldiers snapped to attention as Ana passed through their ranks, and she nodded curtly. She didn’t have time for formalities.

      “How deep does it go?” she asked, resting her hand on one of the timber supports and peering into the closest tunnel. The tunnel curved sharply. A faint light glowed halfway down where one of her men had hung a lantern, but beyond that, there was only darkness.

      “All the way,” he replied. “We found graves, as you say. Then we stop.”

      Ana felt suddenly queasy. It pained her to think of the sacrilege she was about to commit. Disrupting a sacred resting site was supposed to bring eternal shame and damnation. The Spirits would be displeased.

      Nonsense. Nothing but superstition and religious naïveté. She’d long since relinquished those beliefs, even if certain instincts lingered.

      Ana took a deep breath and pulled her mind back to the present. “Well done,” she said, clapping her captain on the shoulder. But even without superstitious fear and shame, the gravity of what she was about to do weighed on her. She turned to gaze back at the magnificent city behind her. “It is a pity, though,” she said, sighing. “I hate to destroy something so stunning, but they’ve given us no choice.”

      The longer Ana stared at the city, the more mystical she realized it was. This was definitely a city built on Resonance, and once its power was gone, Bratia would cease to exist. The land would likely die and the remnants of this glorious pinnacle of human achievement would crumble back into dust.

      “We need more cities like this one,” she mused, taking in the rest of its massive shape. She allowed herself to feel nostalgic for a moment as her eyes travelled over the city landmarks. There was the glorious amphitheatre where she’d seen the live retellings of the Spirit Creation, complete with elaborate costumes and sets; there was the lyceum where the maílehrs spoke on matters of scholarship and art; and in the west, set against the moonlight, stood rows of sculptures and statues, each carved by one of the eminent artists who’d lived and died in Bratia.

      “Yes. When this is finished, that’s what I’ll do.” She turned back to face her captain. “I shall return to my home in the eastern mountains and build a new city—a modern city—to mark the coming of a new age, and stand as testament to our people’s strength. And it will be even more glorious than this.”

      She smiled to herself, content with the promise she’d made. It didn’t matter if Bratia was destroyed, because she would build something even greater.

      After all, soon she’d be one of the most powerful people in existence. There was nothing she wouldn’t be able to do then.

      Ana glanced up at the moon, wondering how much longer they’d have to wait. “Have we had any word from him?” she asked, not turning her gaze from the sky.

      “Yes, Maílater Caer sends news. He will be here tonight.”

      Ana nodded and said nothing. Instead, she left the pavilion and walked towards the plateau’s far edge, where she could see the city clearly—the city where she’d spent so much of her youth.

      As children, she and Caer had come here to study with Maílehr Illayan. It had always been Caer’s dream to become one of the great practitioners, but Ana was more interested in practical matters. She’d preferred her lessons with the other maílehrs much more, lessons on strategy and the sciences—tangible things. Resonance had always eluded her. She had never mastered it the way Caer had done.

      She could channel the Natures in small ways, but it frustrated her that she didn’t understand the Spirits as well as Caer. Resonating was like breathing to him. It was natural, and it worked. But for Ana, connecting with the Spirits required a great deal of focus and strength, and even then, she could rarely match Caer’s ability.

      But soon they would be true equals. Soon they would be the only remaining practitioners in the world, sharing all the power they’d siphoned.

      A commotion at the camp drew Ana’s attention away from the city. Half a dozen men on horseback were wending through the rows of soldiers, moving towards her.

      Although it had been a while, she recognized Caer instantly. He rode in front, looking more self-important than ever. Since the last time she’d seen him, he seemed to have done away with his rustic attire, in favour of something gaudier and more elaborate.

      “Really?” she asked, indicating the golden embroidered surcoat he was wearing over an unnaturally gleaming hauberk. Caer had always possessed a flair for the ostentatious, but this was pushing it a bit far.

      “What?” he asked, swinging down from his horse to stand beside her. “You don’t like our new uniforms?” He gestured back to the group behind him, and Ana realized they were each wearing a surcoat with matching golden and violet undertones to complement his.

      “You look ridiculous,” she said, shaking her head. “This is war, not pageantry. You should dress for agility and combat.”

      Ana had always favoured minimal outfits designed to give her and her fighters the most flexibility. Her soldiers all wore combinations of leather and rawhide with bone inlay, and scaled metal cuirasses over the chest and stomach where they needed the most protection.

      But given the speed and skill of her soldiers, it was all a bit unnecessary. Injuries were rare in her army, and casualties were even rarer.

      “Well, I like it,” said Caer a little sullenly. “I think it makes a statement and shows our strength.”

      Ana suppressed a snort as she watched the other men descend from their horses next to their leader. She recognized every one of them, and she smiled when one came striding out to meet her.

      “Eón,” she said, grasping arms with him in greeting, according to the customs of her people. “It has been too long.”

      “Indeed, Maílerier Ana.” He grinned broadly as he released her arm and surveyed the camp. “It’s a thrill to be on the battlefield again. I’ll be honest, I have missed fighting next to you… Not that I don’t appreciate the promotion,” he added, casting a sidelong glance at Caer.

      Ana pursed her lips sourly. A few years ago, Caer had asked her to assign a group of her most highly trained men as his personal soldiers. At the time, she’d agreed, thinking Caer planned to do some actual fighting with them. But a long time had passed since Caer last stood on a battlefield, which meant that ten of her best soldiers had spent the last two years idle. No longer warriors, they were more like a ceremonial guard.

      It frustrated Ana to no end, but she knew better than to argue with Caer. It wouldn’t get them anywhere.

      “Well, this is it,” she said, turning to address him. “The last one.”

      Caer nodded and glowered at the city. “I loathe this place. I look forward to watching it crumble. Finally.”

      Ana frowned, but said nothing. She couldn’t claim she was excited to watch Bratia fall.

      “Where is Illayan?” Caer asked after a pause.

      “The maílehrs have stationed in the citadel, trying to repel our attacks. Illayan should be with them. Unless you believe the rumours about the community gathering in the mountains…” She cast him a dubious glance.

      “Do you believe them?”

      Ana shrugged. “I wouldn’t put it past Illayan… but it doesn’t matter. Over thirty practitioners are in this city. Whether Illayan is among them… it doesn’t change what we’re here to do.”

      “And what about the relics?” Caer asked.

      Ana frowned again. “The last anyone saw them, Illayan had brought them to the temple for worship. They should still be there.” Then, seeing the expression on Caer’s face, she continued, “Tell me, what is so important about a collection of old religious trinkets? I thought we agreed icon worship was meaningless.”

      Caer shook his head. “They’re important to me. That’s all you need to know.”

      Ana scowled at him. “Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “You may keep your secrets for now, but when this is over, you will tell me what they are and why they’re so important to you.”

      Caer gave her a simpering smile. “Of course I will,” he said. Then he clapped his hands together in excitement. “Well, shall we get started?”

      Ana watched him with narrowed eyes for a moment.

      When had he become so adept at hiding things? As children, he’d never been able to keep secrets from her, but now it seemed every word he spoke was a lie.

      Ana took a deep breath. Her issues with Caer would have to wait. They had more important things to focus on now.

      “This way,” she said, turning and leading them back to the pavilion. “We’ve been mining since we arrived. These tunnels reach all the way into the crypts beneath the city. One good shock and they should all crumble, levelling the sacred district. Then we can take advantage of the disarray to breach. I have a dozen siege towers positioned along the strongest walls, two teams with fifty trebuchets; and over six thousand good soldiers ready to fight.”

      “Excellent,” said Caer, grinning from ear to ear. “The city should be reduced to ruins by morning and every last maílehr will be dead.”

      Ana felt the excitement again. She longed to start the battle, to fight.

      “Soldiers! Make ready!” she called across the hordes of warriors forming neat rows along the city walls, with swords and spears in the front and archers in the rear. They stretched beyond where her eyes could see, moving in unison like a great serpent uncoiling its writhing body across the hills. She could just make out the enormous siege towers being rolled towards the eastern wall, and she heard the creaking sound of bowstrings and catapults being drawn.

      A blast of horns rent the air to signal her orders across the army. Ana felt a burst of pride as she gazed out at her soldiers. Every one of them had served her with honour and skill, and they would share in this victory with her.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” she said, nodding to Caer. She gave one last reflective look at the city before she drew her sword and readied herself for battle.

      A second, higher horn blew, and then a low rumbling sound began. The sand vibrated around Ana’s feet. She glanced over at Caer. He closed his eyes as he resonated with the Earth, sending tremors through the mines that led to the crypts beneath the city.

      Bells pealed in the distance and she knew the Wind Tower was shaking. Ana whipped her head towards the city just in time to see a cloud of dust burst into the air somewhere near the western wall.

      The air filled with screams as dust billows the size of rain clouds exploded from the city centre and wafted outwards. The sound of stones crashing to the ground and cracking against one another was deafening. Before long, the air was so full of dust and debris that Ana couldn’t see anything.

      Then suddenly her eyes were burning. An enormous inferno raged in the sacred district where the fire obelisks had collapsed, bleeding their flames onto the nearby rooftops and reducing their wood to tinder.

      It was a horrifying sight, but Ana tried not to let her emotions overpower her. This needed to be done. It was a necessary sacrifice for the greater good.

      The practitioners needed to be stopped. There were far too many of them, and their power had remained unchecked too long. Resonance was a powerful force, one that should not be left uncontrolled. It needed to be limited to those strong enough to cope with its burden.

      It was the only way to keep everyone safe.

      That’s what these last ten years had been about. Ana and Caer had been fighting to liberate the people, to protect them from tyranny. The tyranny of those too weak and too flawed to use Resonance the way it was meant to be used. Those who had succumbed to their basest desires of greed and power.

      It had taken years and countless battles to get here, but they were finally ending the exploitation of Resonance forever. Ana had led her army across the land, conquering settlements and suppressing the old religion, whose teachings had encouraged the practice of Resonance and led people down the path of destruction and violence.

      It was important work. There was a nobility in it that nothing could taint. She was a warrior, fighting in the open air for a better future, and it didn’t matter what Caer was doing in secret. It didn’t matter that his experiments had grown more gruesome with each passing year, or that he relied on her to draw attention away from his actions.

      He had his role, and she had hers.

      And now, at the end, she knew it had all been worth it. Caer had discovered a means to extract Resonance, to remove it permanently and contain it somewhere unworthy hands couldn’t reach it.

      Ana didn’t know how he’d done it—she wasn’t sure she wanted to know—but none of that mattered. Right now, all that mattered was that she and Caer were going to save Mórceá together. They were going to usher in an era of peace and order.

      The fall of Bratia was the final stage—the final community in need of cleansing. It had long been a pinnacle of the ancient religion, a home for master practitioners and their apprentices. The maílehrs encouraged communion with the Natures. They encouraged average people to explore Resonance and use it freely.

      But not anymore.

      The dust began to settle and Ana gazed at the heap of burning rubble where the great city of Bratia clung to life.

      Coughing slightly on the dust that still lingered in the air, she turned towards Caer. “You’ve grown stronger,” she said with a mixture of admiration and disapproval. She hated that she envied his power.

      “It is a means to an end,” he said, though Ana noticed a strange glint in his eye as he gazed at the devastation he’d caused. “Now… I believe you have an army to lead.” He inclined his head towards her and gestured to the fragments of Bratia where the city’s remaining forces scrambled to regroup.

      Ana nodded and took a deep breath before giving the call for her soldiers to advance. She raised her sword high in the air, and ran forward, towards the smouldering wreckage of the finest city ever built.

      Its ruins would form the foundation of a greater, stronger society.
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      Catanya’s arms ached and burned. Exhausted, she dropped her oars and struggled to climb out of the rocking boat and into the icy water. It was early evening. Cloud cover veiled the stars above the oppressive wall of mountains before them. She and Drayk pulled their boat ashore and stared back at the vast ocean.

      After an entire day at sea and the constant exposure to freezing wind and mist, the cold had seeped into Catanya’s bones. Her entire body was numb, and she was shivering uncontrollably. Her breaths clung to the wintery air. She fumbled with the straps on her bag, trying to pull it out of the boat.

      “I don’t think we should try to go any farther tonight,” said Drayk. It was too dark to see his features, but she felt his gaze on her and she heard the concern in his voice. “There’s an inn at the port where we can rest and plan our next steps. If we’re careful, we can make it there unnoticed.”

      Catanya nodded mechanically. They had arrived at the southwest side of the Kingdom of Awnell, just beyond the boundaries of its capital city. They had initially agreed to make their way through the city under cover of darkness so they could reach the mountains before dawn, but Catanya was grateful for the change of plans. She knew it wasn’t safe to linger in the city, but the last two days had depleted her. The fight with Jémys and the confrontation with Cadyan…

      Her weariness was more than physical. She desperately needed to rest.

      They walked along the shoreline at the base of the escarpment, moving slowly to avoid attracting the sentries’ notice. Catanya followed Drayk’s lead as he navigated the uneven terrain, using it to keep out of sight. They walked until they reached the edge of the cape, where it angled inward towards the bay. Catanya’s jaw dropped as she turned the corner and saw what lay ahead.

      An enormous structure overlooked the bay like a ferocious predator bearing down on its quarry. The fortress was partly built, partly carved from the glistening black stone of the tallest mountain. The stones flickered and gleamed, giving the illusion of an ink waterfall pouring into the ocean.

      “Welcome to Awnell,” said Drayk.

      The fortress rose in levels up from the port city, and at its peak, reaching up into the sky, stood three enormous towers with stacks of turrets, spires, and bartizans. The northernmost tower was the largest and most embellished. Hewn from the mountain’s peak, it was still connected in areas along its northern edge.

      At the base of the fortress, the city burst forth from the bay in a labyrinth of buildings. The port teemed with people passing between ships, wharves, and warehouses, and transporting cargo through the wide gates in the massive black walls that surrounded the inner city. Vast, savage waves hurled themselves against the docks, drenching everything and everyone and threatening to drag it all away. But the city stood unmoved and unflinching, its black-stone walls smeared with great, billowing clouds of sea foam that slid and dripped down to be reclaimed by the bay.

      Catanya stared in awe, thinking the Awnadh must have built this fortress to withstand anything. It loomed over the inlet with a formidable presence that spoke of its resilience and strength.

      “It’s incredible,” she whispered. Despite everything that had happened and everything she was feeling, she couldn’t help but smile. “I’ve heard stories of the great city of Awnell, but this…” She shook her head, lost for words. “I never could have imagined something so… It’s so glorious and terrifying at the same time.”

      “I suppose it is,” said Drayk, following her gaze. “It’s been a long time since I actually stopped to think about it.”

      “How is that possible?” Catanya couldn’t imagine taking something like this for granted. “It’s exquisite. I want to remember every detail. The facets and windows. How the lines and arches interconnect. The perfect symmetry… I need to draw it. I wish I could…”

      Drayk arched an eyebrow. “Perhaps another time, yes?”

      Catanya shook her head. “I know. It’s just I’ve never seen anything so… so…” She cast around, struggling to find the words. “It’s a work of art,” she whispered.

      “Mmm. Deadly artwork,” said Drayk in a low voice. He indicated the squads of archers and spearmen lining the walls and filling the towers. “Come on, we can’t stay in the open for long.”

      Catanya took one last longing look at the glorious fortress before she followed Drayk.

      They continued along the shoreline until they reached the port, where they blended in with the workers and travellers, who were moving around and chatting animatedly.

      Catanya had never seen such a teeming, vibrant place. The city was bursting with activity. A group of children ran past, apparently unchaperoned; bands of laughing people pushed through the crowd towards the taverns; and countless shops and vendors were still open, calling out deals and trying to lure in customers.

      Catanya and Drayk passed a row of carts, each selling different exotic foods. The delicious smells made Catanya’s stomach ache. She hadn’t eaten since they’d left Caerlon, and she longed to try the different cuisines. One vendor was selling what resembled roasted pork on skewers, but it smelled of such complex spices it made her mouth water. Another vendor had small dough bowls filled with sugary-looking confetti and drizzled with a glistening syrup. It looked surprisingly decadent for street food.

      As Catanya and Drayk pushed past the row of vendors and emerged at the end of the street, the crowd intensified. Drums and flutes played nearby, punctuated by people whooping and cheering. A performance was happening on the opposite side of the street.

      “Stay close,” Drayk muttered. He led them down a narrow alley, away from the commotion.

      They finally arrived outside a large inn. A crooked sign creaked as it swung in the wind, bearing the words, The Fairweather. The building was old and weather-beaten, with barnacles and algae growing along its outer walls. Catanya could hear music and voices chatting happily within, and she wished she could join in the jollity.

      She raised her hands to lower the hood of her cloak, but Drayk grabbed her arm and said, “Leave it. We don’t want any unwanted attention.” Then he raised his own hood, and, taking her hand, led the way inside.

      A blast of warmth and light hit Catanya, along with a pungent bouquet of spicy food, alcohol, and sweat. The front room was packed with people of all ages and walks of life, chatting and hooting noisily. In the corner near the fire, several people were singing a sea shanty very loudly and slightly off key, while another corner housed a party of old men playing a slow but evidently heated game of dice.

      “Ah, you stinkin’ cheat!” shouted one gambler. He upturned the table and shook his fist at the man across from him.

      Catanya jumped back as a brawl broke out. Drayk continued towards the bar, evidently unfazed. The inn was so crowded they had to push and squeeze past tables of drunken sailors and clumps of entwined couples. A portly barman stood at the bar, watching the festivities and wearing a smile.

      “What can I do you for?” he asked, turning towards them. Then his mouth fell open, first in surprise, then delight. “Drayk? Is that you? My boy—”

      “Shh!” said Drayk, waving his hand. “Listen, Reg, we need a room for tonight and nobody can know we’re here, all right?” He gave Reg a meaningful look.

      “Ah, all right, I hear you.” Reg looked from Drayk to Catanya and smiled. “What have you gotten yourself into this time, eh, boy?” He shook his head in amused disbelief.

      “It’s nothing to worry about,” said Drayk with a nonchalant shrug.

      “You know,” Reg leaned in and lowered his voice, “Lia’s been searching for you. There are rumours going around…”

      “Rumours?” Drayk cast an uncertain glance in Catanya’s direction.

      “Aye. Rumours. They say you’ve jumped ship. Gone off on your own, they say.” He eyed Drayk shrewdly.

      “Oh, come on, Reg. You know better than to believe the stories these old fools tell you.” He jerked his head towards the drunken men nearby.

      “Then how come you don’t want Lia knowing you’re here?”

      “All in good time, Reg. All in good time.” Drayk flashed a coy grin. “Now, a room, if you please?”

      The barman looked like he couldn’t decide if he was worried or intrigued. But he nodded and grabbed a key off the rack behind him, handing it to Drayk. “Here you go, then, my boy. And I’ll bring food up for you.”

      “Thank you,” said Drayk.

      Catanya’s stomach growled her thanks.

      “Oh, and Drayk,” said Reg in an even quieter whisper. “I almost forgot. Someone left this for you.” He slid a small envelope across the bar.

      Drayk looked mildly surprised. “When did this arrive?” he asked, opening it to read the note. Catanya thought she noticed his jaw tighten, but he gave no other reaction as he slipped the parchment into his pocket.

      “Couple days ago.”

      “What is it?” asked Catanya.

      Drayk gave her a smile. “Just a message from an old lover, pining for me.” He winked at her. “Nothing to worry about.”

      Catanya didn’t believe him, but she was too exhausted to argue.

      As they crossed behind the bar and started climbing the stairs, a strange prickling sensation crept up the back of Catanya’s neck. She glanced behind her and watched the inn door swing closed as though someone had just left.

      She felt tense as they arrived outside their room.

      “Drayk, this place makes me nervous. Are you sure we’re safe staying here?” She stepped through the door after him.

      Inside was a modest guest room with one bed, a table and chairs, a mirror, and a wardrobe. Several candles had been lit and a warm fire roared inside a narrow hearth. On the wall beside the mantle hung a row of small rusted bells. Catanya guessed they were servant’s bells, but she wasn’t sure why they were necessary in a travellers’ inn.

      “I wouldn’t exactly say safe,” he said, shrugging and latching the door shut. “But Reg looks out for me. He won’t tell anyone.” Drayk strode across the room to check the bolt on the window shutters, then he took off his cloak and tossed it on a chair. “Besides, we’re better off here than anywhere else. Ayr knows everything that happens in this city. If we want to pass through undetected, we need a plan… Assuming that’s still what you want. The confrontation with Cadyan was unexpected. I think we need to discuss our options…”

      “What options?” groaned Catanya, dismal and dejected. She sighed and slumped onto the bed in the centre of the room, burying her face in her hands. Her excitement at seeing the city was wearing off, and she realized she was still shivering, and her stomach burned with hunger. She heard Drayk rummaging through the wardrobe and then felt a heavy blanket drape around her shoulders. She glanced up to see him standing in front of her, frowning. Suddenly, he reached out and lowered her hood.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, withdrawing from him. This close, she could see every detail of his face. A shadow of stubble outlined his jaw, and his bright eyes were especially striking inside his dark, sunken orbits.

      “Looking at you,” he said, unabashed. “Your hair”—he brushed it off her face—“we need to hide this colour.”

      Catanya pushed his hand away, uncomfortable with the presumptuous gesture. “I was concealing it fine before just by tying it up.”

      “Well, there’s a lot more colour now, and it’s spread out in multiple spots.”

      “How can there be more?” asked Catanya. She stood up and crossed the room to use the mirror. Drayk was right. Her face was now framed with strands of iridescent colour, which stood out dramatically against her natural black. The sight of it made her uneasy. She ran her hands through it and thought about her brother. His hair had given him such a distorted and otherworldly appearance. Catanya didn’t want to look like that.

      “Cadyan seemed to think the more you use your powers, the faster your hair will turn, right?” asked Drayk, unfastening his sword and holding it in his lap as he lounged on the bed to watch her.

      “Yes, he did,” said Catanya as she began yanking strands apart and weaving the black over the colour into a series of tight braids. “But I’ve barely used my powers. I wouldn’t have thought it would be this obvious.” She thought back over the last few days, wondering if she could have used magic without realizing it.

      Cadyan’s powers had overwhelmed her on that beach. She’d tried to fight him, but nothing had happened. Cadyan had beaten her back. He’d almost killed her.

      Last chance, sister. Come with me to Caerlon. His words echoed in her head.

      Catanya couldn’t believe she’d almost gone with him. She’d almost agreed. Had Cadyan used his powers on her mind somehow? She’d felt so calm and complacent, almost peaceful. But then that blast of golden light had erupted between them, and her strength had returned…

      So, maybe Catanya’s powers had protected her.

      “Well, it’s not too obvious yet,” said Drayk, “but sooner or later it will be.”

      “I know that.”

      Catanya continued working on her hair in silence. Then she caught sight of Drayk’s expression in the mirror.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Drayk was frowning at her, his bright blue eyes pinched together. “Catya, you can’t hide forever, you know that, right?”

      Catanya exhaled heavily. “I know, but… I… I’m scared,” she finished, turning to face him. It felt good to finally say it out loud.

      Drayk sat up. “Scared of what?”

      “All of it,” she said, shrugging. “I’m scared of these powers and what they’re doing to me. I’m scared of my brother and what will happen the next time we meet, and I’m scared for everyone around me. Everyone who keeps getting hurt because of me…” She broke off, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders and staring at her feet. “I just don’t know what to do anymore. I never expected my life would be this… well, this.” She gestured around the room.

      Drayk chuckled and leaned back against the headboard. “You’re focusing on all the wrong things, love.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You think your life is frightening? Well, I think it’s exhilarating. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I understand. It’s all new to you, which is probably overwhelming. But in my experience, new is always better. You just have to let go of whatever you’re holding on to. Let go of whatever’s holding you back and start looking forward.”

      Catanya’s weary brain struggled to make sense of his words. “So, you never wanted more for yourself?” she asked.

      “More? More than what?”

      “More than this.” She threw her hand in the air. “This life of dishonesty, drifting from one place to another with nothing and no one. Constantly running and fighting, and losing everything.” She slumped down in a chair by the mirror, utterly drained.

      Drayk just shrugged.

      “How can that be?” she asked in disbelief.

      “It’s easy. I just live the life I’ve got, not the one I think I should have. You could make yourself sick thinking about all the opportunities you’ve missed. What about all the opportunities you’ve taken? I learned a long time ago that expectations just lead to disappointment. You can’t really control anything, so you may as well learn to enjoy the journey and make the most of it.”

      A knock sounded on the door, and Drayk jumped to his feet, drawing his sword. “Who is it?”

      “It’s only Reg. I’ve got two hot bowls of sourwood stew for you here.”

      Drayk relaxed and re-sheathed his sword. “This life, it’s full of shocks and surprises, but I wouldn’t want it any other way,” he said before letting Reg in.

      After she’d finished eating, Catanya lay down on the bed to rest, still wrapped in the thick wool blanket, trying to keep warm. She closed her eyes, remembering her last conversation with Jémys and thinking over everything Drayk had just said about learning to let go. By now, she thought she’d be used to losing the people she loved, but she was wrong. Hot tears pooled under her eyelids, and she allowed herself to disappear into her emotions until she fell asleep.
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      It was late when Catanya opened her eyes again. It took her a while before she realized where she was. The fire had burned low, casting a dim glow over the room. She rolled over, looking for Drayk, and realized he had fallen asleep, sitting beside her on the bed.

      She watched him sleep for a few minutes, thinking how strange it was to find herself here with him. It was hard to believe the man sitting beside her had once kidnapped her and tortured Jémys in the woods. She never would have guessed he’d become her ally, or that she’d come to rely on him.

      Catanya untangled herself from her blanket and threw it out to cover both her and Drayk. He muttered something incoherent but didn’t wake up. Catanya rolled over and fell back asleep.

      Moments later, it seemed, she was being shaken awake.

      “We need to go,” Drayk whispered.

      “What’s happening?” Catanya scrambled to her feet and realized one of the bells by the mantle was jangling.

      “That’s Reg’s signal, it means—”

      The door burst open with a grinding crack and slammed against the wall. The splintered and useless lock clattered to the ground.

      A cool voice spoke from the shadows of the hall, “There you are, Drayk.”

      Drayk exhaled and closed his eyes briefly. Then he stood up to face the woman striding into the dim firelight, flanked on either side by two burly soldiers.

      “Lia, what a pleasant surprise,” he said, flashing a winning smile and spreading his arms out in a welcoming gesture.

      “Is it?” she asked, tilting her head and glaring at him.

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?” Drayk maintained his calm, collected demeanour with enviable ease.

      The woman named Lia marched into the room, her shrewd eyes taking in the travel bags beside the wardrobe and the empty stew bowls on the table. “I’ve been hearing things, Drayk. I’d hate to believe half of them.” She turned her gaze back towards him and Catanya.

      “Really?” He twisted his face to show benign concern. “What kinds of things?”

      Lia narrowed her eyes. “Where is the rest of your crew?” she asked, ignoring his question.

      Drayk cleared his throat. “Gone. It seems they wanted out.” He shrugged in a way that suggested his indifference.

      “Is that so?” Lia’s voice dripped with disdain. “Imagine that. Every single one of them deciding to leave at the same time. And you, allowing it… I wonder why… What could have been more important than keeping your crew together?” Lia glared at him. When Drayk didn’t respond, her eyes snapped towards Catanya. Lia crossed the room to stand in front of her. “So, what have you brought our queen this time, Drayk?” she asked.

      Now that she was standing closer, Catanya could see Lia more clearly. She appeared to be in her mid-forties. Her greying black hair was short and choppy, like she had sliced it off herself with a dull blade, and her skin looked weathered. Numerous old scars were visible even in the dim light.

      Lia studied Catanya’s face. “She’s a pretty young thing, isn’t she? I suppose Ayr will like that.”

      “Nah, I didn’t bring her for Ayr,” said Drayk, nonchalantly refastening his sword to his belt. “I brought her to be a recruit. She has a lot of potential.” He grabbed his cloak off the chair and flashed his eyes in Catanya’s direction.

      “Really?” said Lia, looking from Catanya to Drayk with newfound interest. “Well, that’s not your decision, now, is it?” Then she rounded on Catanya. “What’s your name, girl?”

      “Cat-Catya,” said Catanya. “My name is Catya.” She glanced quickly at Drayk, who nodded almost imperceptibly.

      Lia’s eyes narrowed. “Well, Catya, what brings a girl like you to a place like this?”

      “A girl like me?” repeated Catanya, trying to keep her voice even.

      Lia smirked at her. “Pretty young thing like you ought to be married with a handful of children by now. Unless…” She looked at Drayk and let out a bark of derisive laughter. “Don’t tell me that’s why you’ve followed Drayk here.” She laughed again, even louder. “Well, you wouldn’t be the first person to fall under his charm. Stupid fools never can resist him.”

      Catanya was affronted, and her body stiffened. “I assure you, you are mistaken,” she said coolly, her dislike for the woman growing.

      “She probably thinks you’re in love with her,” continued Lia, ignoring Catanya and patting Drayk on the shoulder. The other soldiers snickered and joined in the mirth. “Oh, Drayk, you do like to cause trouble, don’t you?”

      “No, Lia, really—” Drayk tried to interject, but Lia cut him off.

      “Well, you’ve had your fun with her, but it’s time to go.” She turned to face Catanya again. “I hate to break it to you—Catya, was it? But he doesn’t love you. Drayk, here, knows better than that, don’t you, Drayk?” Her voice was simpering and condescending.

      Catanya’s annoyance gave way to anger. She stared at Drayk, who seemed maddeningly unfazed by the whole thing.

      “I can promise you,” she said in a raised voice, “I’m not the predictable lovesick girl you think I am.” Everyone in the room turned to stare at her. “I didn’t follow Drayk here like some pathetic waif. We met during our travels, and he mentioned you might have an opening in your crew… That is all. If he was mistaken, I will gladly continue on my way. I have no intention of standing here and listening to you spout your ignorant assumptions and snide insults.”

      There was a long silence as Lia turned to glare at her.

      “You ought to learn some respect, girl,” she said in a deadly quiet voice.

      Catanya sniffed and jutted her chin out. “Interesting,” she said, “I was going to tell you the same thing.”

      A tense hush settled in the room. Catanya’s heart hammered in her chest. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Drayk grinning, but she didn’t dare remove her gaze from the woman in front of her.

      “Well, Catya,” said Lia after a pause, “you’ve got some nerve, talking to me that way. I can certainly see why he brought you here. But it takes more to become a Verratrí than arrogance and a brazen attitude.” She stared at Catanya, sizing her up, then she turned towards Drayk and said, “Come. Ayr wants to see you. You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.”
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      Catanya and Drayk left the inn, walking in silence back through the streets of the port with Lia and her guards. As they made their way deeper into the maze of buildings and warehouses, the night’s darkness seemed to deepen. Catanya looked up and realized the fortress’s shadow had eclipsed the sky. Thick black walls loomed overhead as she and the others arrived at the enormous gate leading into the inner city.

      The gate doors seemed to be an extension of the walls themselves. The heavy stone was carved with ornate lettering and designs. Catanya barely had time to appreciate them as she passed through the gate. She chanced a glance back and saw the complex set of hinges, gears, and reinforcements that allowed a team of muscular wardens to open and close the colossal doors.

      Awnell’s streets were built from the same black stone as the walls. They twisted and wound tightly around the buildings, the stones glittering in the torchlight like droplets of water. They were slippery and uneven beneath Catanya’s feet, and she had to work very hard not to stumble. Lia, Drayk, and the other two unknown men moved with ease. Clearly, they had all walked these streets many times.

      Catanya tried to catch Drayk’s eye. She wanted to know what they were heading into, but Drayk was staring resolutely forward as though he was just eager to arrive. Catanya tried to take it as a good sign that Drayk didn’t seem nervous, but it did nothing to reassure her. Drayk had a knack for enjoying even the most dangerous situations.

      They walked for what seemed like ages, climbing higher and higher, Catanya’s legs burning from the exertion, until finally they arrived at the base of an enormous structure.

      Catanya craned her neck up, but all she saw was the sheer face of black stone obscuring the stars and stretching beyond her view in every direction.

      They had arrived at the central stronghold. The fortress of Awnell.

      Lia led the way up the steep stone steps, past the guards, and straight through a set of heavy wooden doors into the entrance hall. The entrance hall alone was larger than any building Catanya had ever seen. Sconces lined the walls, bathing the area with an incongruously warm glow. Every few feet stood a guard, laden with weapons and wearing the crimson and black colours of Awnell. And directly ahead, there was a single set of doors.

      “Wait here,” said Lia in a commanding voice. She marched through the doors into what Catanya assumed must be the throne room. Catanya’s heart raced and her breathing quickened as she looked around, trying to get her bearings.

      She glanced at the rows of imposing guards, trying not to focus on their countless glistening weapons. Instead, she studied their faces and noticed they each bore scars at various stages of healing. Frowning, she turned to examine the two men who’d accompanied Lia. They were also sporting bruises and cuts on their faces, like they had recently been in a fight.

      Why did everyone in this kingdom bear fresh wounds, as if they’d just stepped off a battlefield?

      “Come.” Lia reappeared and beckoned for them to follow her.

      A wave of panic washed over Catanya anew, and for a second, she worried she might not be able to move. But, closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and followed Drayk through the doors into the throne room.

      Catanya was momentarily speechless as she stood in the entrance, gaping at the room in front of her. She had expected something dark and oppressive, but she received a blast of colour and warmth instead. The walls and ceiling were covered by the most exquisite mural Catanya had ever seen. It depicted celebrations and scenes of the city’s foundation, interspersed with all manner of flowers and animals. The designs swirled around one central image: a sprawling tree with splashes of water, ribbons of flame, and gusts of wind blooming from its branches.

      The artistry of it was breathtaking—the vibrant colours combined with the intricate detail—it shone proudly, reflecting the light of the candles and torches, making the room unnaturally bright. She thought she could stare at it for hours.

      “Drayk!” called a voice, breaking through Catanya’s trance. Distracted by the painting, she hadn’t noticed the woman sitting on the throne at the end of the room.

      As she looked at Queen Ayr, Catanya’s first thought was that this woman did not fit the image of a queen as Catanya had always imagined it. Ayr was clad in all black with leather boots and breeches, and she lounged in her throne with one foot on the seat in front of her and her hands resting casually on the arms. She wore her greying auburn hair in a loose braid, and her features were surprisingly soft.

      Ayr leapt from her seat and strode forward to greet them with a wide smile.

      Catanya’s surprise became open shock as Ayr, instead of stopping in front of them, walked straight up to Drayk, put one hand on his face and kissed him passionately on the lips. Catanya gaped and looked around the room. Everyone else wore expressions of perfect indifference. Apparently, no one was surprised to see such an open display of intimacy.

      Finally, Ayr let go of Drayk and stepped back, smiling as she said, “Ah, it’s been too long.”

      “Your Majesty.” Drayk inclined his head at her, his mouth twitching like he was fighting off a grin.

      “I always look forward to your return,” she said, patting him on the cheek. “I’m surprised you didn’t come straight here, though. Lia tells me you stopped at The Fairweather.”

      Drayk shrugged. “Old habits,” he said. “It was a long journey and I had a craving for Reg’s spicy sourwood stew.”

      “Of course,” said Ayr, though her tone communicated disbelief. “But now, I’m sure you’re dying to tell me everything… Were you successful?”

      Drayk cleared his throat and scratched his neck in uncharacteristic unease.

      “Ah, well…” said Ayr, deflating. “We’ll discuss that later. So, what have you brought me, then?” Her gaze roved over to rest on Catanya. “Oh, I see,” she said, brightening again. “And who are you?”

      Catanya wasn’t sure what to say or what to do. She curtseyed awkwardly and felt her face flush as Drayk snickered beside her. “Your Majesty, my name is Catya,” she said, trying to ignore her embarrassment.

      “There’s no need for that here,” said Ayr with a kind smile. “As you may have noticed, we don’t stand on ceremony in Awnell. I can’t be bothered with all those silly formalities, like bowing and curtseying. Such a waste of time. So, tell me, Catya, what brings you to my city?”

      “Well…” Catanya gave Drayk a furtive glance. “Drayk told me you might be looking for new recruits, and I-I’d like to be a Verratrí, Ma’am,” she lied.

      “Really?” Ayr looked from Catanya to Drayk. “That’s interesting. It’s not like Drayk to bring recruits. He’s usually itching to go it alone. Incidentally…” She looked around the room again. “I see you’ve finally abandoned your crew. Took you long enough.” She smirked as she turned to walk back towards her throne.

      “Well, as I’ve known for a while now, they were hardly cut out for this type of work. They became disgruntled—suggested a change in leadership and a change in direction. I disagreed. Complications ensued… I tried to tell you they were weak and disloyal. Turns out I was right,” said Drayk, shrugging.

      “Mmm…” She looked over her shoulder at him. “Even Len?”

      Drayk’s face fell, but he recovered quickly. “Each and every one of them,” he said without a hint of emotion.

      “I see. Well, that is certainly disappointing.” She settled down on her throne, her mouth quirked up in amusement. “I wonder what could have prompted such a change in attitude.”

      “You would have to ask them,” replied Drayk.

      “Believe me, I would. But as you can see”—she gestured around the room—“they’re not here. So, I’m asking you, Drayk. How is it that your entire crew can stage a mutiny and yet somehow you’ve survived?”

      “Just natural talent, I’d say,” said Drayk, grinning.

      “Of course.” Ayr returned his coy smile. “But why now? Why, after years of loyal service, did they decide to rebel? What could have sparked such an event?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have the answer to that. I’ll never understand what drives a coward to forsake their duty.”

      The bitterness in Drayk’s voice surprised Catanya. He always seemed so causal about his crew’s betrayal, but his tone suggested it upset him more than he cared to admit.

      “So, you haven’t heard the rumours?” asked Ayr, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. She leaned forward with an obvious gleam in her eyes.

      “Rumours?” asked Drayk, trying to sound innocent.

      “Oh, yes.” Ayr reclined again, contemplating her fingernails. “The most fascinating rumours. They speak of a young woman on the run from Caerlon. Supposedly Cadyan is offering a substantial amount of gold for her capture. Such a large amount would be tempting to anyone… You really haven’t heard?” She sounded amused as she turned her attention back to Drayk.

      “No, I haven’t heard, but it is certainly interesting,” said Drayk, lying as easily as if it were second nature to him.

      “They’re saying this girl has powers, you know? Powers that could rival Cadyan’s and bring an end to his reign. Now isn’t that fascinating? Imagine if we found this girl. Imagine if we brought her here to Awnell. Such a girl would be a powerful asset to my kingdom. She would be destined for more than the life of a Verratrí, wouldn’t you agree?” Ayr turned her gaze to rest on Catanya.

      Catanya felt hot around her neck. She wanted to avert her eyes, but the queen’s stare was too intense, too discerning. It paralyzed her.

      “I would,” responded Drayk, and Catanya thought she heard a note of honesty in his voice.

      There was a long pause, as Ayr seemed to be sizing them up.

      “Very well,” she said with a sigh. “You can have your secrets for now, Drayk, but I expect a full report of your crew’s latest mission in the morning.” She snapped her fingers and one of the guards standing behind the throne approached. “Take them to the guest chambers in the east wing. See to it they have enough food and wine.” Then she stood up and inclined towards Drayk, speaking in a low voice, “I’ll see you in my chambers in an hour.” Then, after surveying the nearest guard, she added, “You too, gorgeous.” She stroked the man’s arm before winking and striding out the door.

      Stunned, Catanya watched her leave without saying a word. Her mind had gone suddenly blank. She didn’t know what to think as she followed Drayk and the guard through the halls towards the east wing. Ayr was nothing like what she’d expected. The queen was all charm and levity. Nothing like the cold, self-important ruler Catanya had imagined. Ayr radiated authority while barely lifting a finger. She didn’t demand respect, she compelled it. Catanya had never been so intimidated or so out of her depth.

      And what was going on with Drayk? Before they’d escaped Caerlon, Drayk had implied that Ayr was not to be trusted. He’d sounded nervous when he spoke about her. Yet here he was, greeting her like an old friend or lover. Catanya couldn’t make sense of it. She was completely off-kilter in this world of manipulations and half-truths.

      “You’ll be in here, miss,” said the guard, coming to a halt.

      “What? Oh, thank you.” Catanya peered through the door to the warm, inviting chamber within.

      “And Drayk, I’m assuming you’ll be wanting your usual room?” asked the guard.

      “Usual room?” Catanya shot Drayk an enquiring look.

      “Yeah, it’s just down the hall.” Drayk gestured a few doors down from her.

      “So, you stay here often?”

      Drayk gave her a thin smile before turning towards the guard. “Thank you, Dom, I’ll join you in a minute.”

      The guard nodded and walked back down the corridor, leaving Drayk and Catanya alone.

      “Come on,” muttered Drayk, brushing past her into her room.

      Catanya followed him and closed the door. Then she rounded on him. “What is going on here?”

      “Calm down,” said Drayk, moving to stand next to the fire. “Everything is fine.” He eyed her with a touch of amusement on his face. Then he lifted the iron out of its set and began casually stoking the logs.

      “Everything is not fine!” said Catanya in a furious whisper. She was straining to keep her voice down. “What was all that back there? Are you and Ayr—”

      Drayk snorted loudly and shook his head. “No, that’s just how it is here,” he said, returning the iron to its hook and closing the grate.

      “What does that mean?” asked Catanya, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      Drayk just grinned mischievously at her.

      Catanya made a sound of disgust. “Why should I believe anything you say? How do I know this wasn’t your plan from the start?” Her heart started pounding again. She made a move to rake her hands through her hair, but stopped, remembering the braids she’d tied to hide the colour. “I can’t believe I trusted you,” she said, tossing her hands in the air.

      “Oh, come on,” said Drayk with an edge of impatience. “I risked my life for you, I protected you from my crew, and now”—he strode over to stand in front of her, eyes searching her face—“now I’ve lied to my queen and my commander for you. What more do you want?”

      Catanya’s anger dissipated. Unsure how to respond, she turned to examine her surroundings.

      The room was larger than any room she’d ever had. A wide, comfortable-looking bed sat in the centre, directly across from three large windows that overlooked the ocean. A set of sturdy armchairs framed the fire, and a tall wardrobe and mirror were tucked neatly in the corner beside a delicate dressing table.

      Despite her current state of unease, Catanya had to admit that Ayr had certainly been welcoming. Catanya felt like royalty standing in this chamber. But then again…

      “She knows who I am,” said Catanya, in a calmer voice as she turned back towards Drayk.

      “Nah, she only suspects. Besides, you heard her. She doesn’t want to hurt you. She wants you to be her ally. Just like I told you at the cottage.”

      “Well, maybe I don’t want to be her ally,” said Catanya. She walked past Drayk and slumped down in one of the chairs by the fire.

      Drayk pressed on his temples with his fingers, looking frustrated. “You need allies, Catya. And like it or not, we’re stuck here for the time being,” he said, rounding on her. “I told you it would be nearly impossible to make it through the city undetected. Well…” He gestured around at the room to prove his point. “I thought we’d be safe for a night at the inn, but Ayr knows everything that goes on in this kingdom—and Caerlon, for that matter. She probably had spies waiting for me. And I hate to break it to you, Catya, but all of Mórceá is looking for you. How do you expect to keep surviving on the run?”

      Catanya didn’t want to admit that he was right. “I don’t trust her,” she said.

      Drayk laughed out loud. “You don’t have a choice right now.”

      Catanya glared at him and then looked away, nodding resignedly.

      “Right. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Ayr and Dom are expecting me.” Drayk clapped his hands together playfully.

      It took a moment for his words to register. “Wait, what? You’re really going to go to her chamber?”

      “Of course,” he said, giving her an incredulous look.

      “Drayk, you can’t!” she protested, jumping to her feet. She knew Drayk was more relaxed with his behaviour than anyone she’d met before, but this…

      “Oh, I assure you, I can,” he said with a smirk.

      Catanya gaped at him for a moment. Then she made a sound of disgust and moved to turn away.

      “What? Why not?” he asked, arching his eyebrow. “Why does it matter?”

      Catanya shrugged. “No, it doesn’t. I just—” She broke off and retreated a few steps. She was too embarrassed to admit the truth—that she was slightly nervous to be alone in this fortress. Drayk’s company, as vexing as it could be sometimes, was still reassuring. She had grown accustomed to his presence, and she felt slightly abandoned. “I just—I,” she stammered, avoiding his intense gaze. “I just think it’s pathetic,” she said a little more harshly than she’d intended. “It’s so hollow and empty. I expected better from you, that’s all.”

      Drayk rolled his eyes and walked away from her towards the door. “Hollow and empty. Right,” he said with a scathing tone. “Nothing like the perfect, meaningful connection you had with Jémys. And tell me, love, how’s that working out for you?” He was watching her closely for a reaction.

      His words stung, and she glared at him as he opened the door.

      “You know, I think it’s actually a good thing that we’re here,” he said, glancing back at her. “You could learn a lot from watching the Awnadh. Your life might be more satisfying if you learn to relax and live in the moment a little more. You don’t need to take everything so seriously. You ought to try enjoying yourself once in a while.”

      He flashed her a playful grin and walked out the door.

      Catanya stood still, staring at the fire for what felt like ages, and fighting back alternating waves of frustration, anger, and sadness. She couldn’t afford to fall to pieces. Not right now.

      Eventually she roused herself enough to move. She dragged the heaviest armchair over to the entrance and used it to barricade the door. She didn’t care what Drayk said. Catanya didn’t trust these people. She might be stuck here for now, but she wasn’t about to leave herself vulnerable. She’d learned not to take her safety for granted.

      Though it was still the middle of the night, Catanya wasn’t tired anymore. She strode around the room, opening the wardrobe and the dressing table, searching for anything interesting or out of the ordinary. But there was nothing. Then she sat on the bed, staring out the windows at the enormous city. Though most buildings were dark, thousands of lamps and torches still flickered through the streets, giving the impression of terrestrial stars gleaming in the dark.

      She sat awake the rest of the night, watching the darkness fade and retreat, as all manner of terrifying thoughts flooded her mind.

      Thoughts about Jémys. Where had he gone? Would she ever see him again? Would he even want to see her again?

      Thoughts about Cadyan. Where was he now? How long would it take him to find her again? What would happen when he did?

      Come with me to Caerlon. Let me show you what it means to be part of this family.

      Cadyan’s voice echoed in her head. A phantom ache burned in her shoulder where he’d seized her on that beach.

      We’re brother and sister.

      It was getting harder to deny it—her supposed destiny. She’d spent so much time running from it, but with every passing day, she saw it coming closer… becoming more inevitable.

      Shortly before dawn, Catanya couldn’t take it anymore. She stood up and strode over to the wardrobe in search of something to wear. Half a dozen simple dresses hung inside, as well as a collection of what she’d first assumed were men’s clothes. But on closer inspection, she realized they resembled the outfit Ayr had been wearing. Tempted, Catanya held out the leather breeches and jacket. She remembered how freeing it had been to wear Jémys’s clothes, but she ultimately decided on one of the dresses. It was a simple blue-grey dress, made of cambric with a square neckline and laces along the front and sleeves. It was stiff and rigid, but at least it was clean.

      She stopped by the mirror to check that her hair was holding in its braids before heading out to explore the fortress.

      Other than the guards stationed at intervals along the corridors, the fortress seemed deserted. The sun was rising as Catanya reached the end of the east wing and stopped. She stared out the window at a courtyard terrace a few levels below her floor. Three people were setting up what looked like racks of swords, targets, and training gear. She leaned farther into the window alcove to get a better view and recognized Lia and the two soldiers from the inn.

      Catanya watched them curiously for a few minutes. Lia strode back and forth with purpose, directing the others and assessing the weapons. Catanya couldn’t quite place it, but there was something familiar about Lia. It was something about how she moved, how she held herself. It reminded Catanya of someone, but she didn’t know who.

      Just when Catanya was about to turn away, Lia looked up and caught her watching them. The two women stared at each other through the window, and Catanya thought she noticed a sinister darkness spread across Lia’s face.

      “Here you are,” came a voice from behind, making Catanya jump.

      Queen Ayr was striding down the corridor towards her. Catanya’s first instinct was to brace for an attack, but the queen gave her a benevolent smile that disarmed her.

      “I sent servants to attend you this morning, but was told you’d left,” said Ayr, coming

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  
OEBPS/images/main-logo3.png
ENDEAVOUR





OEBPS/images/image-1horizontal-map_eggshell_final.png
Brigmun
i






OEBPS/images/title-image-2.png
THE

WARRIOR
QUFEN





OEBPS/images/name.png
KATHRYN KNOWLES





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Map of Mórceá
      


      		
        Prologue
        
          		
            The Quiescence
          


        


      


      		
        Part I
        
          		
            1. At the Fairweather
          


          		
            2. The Warrior Queen
          


          		
            3. A Strong Man
          


          		
            4. Queens and Pawns
          


          		
            5. A Matter of Motivation
          


          		
            6. Cadyan’s Promise
          


          		
            7. Delirium
          


          		
            8. Armour
          


          		
            9. The Midwinter Carnival
          


          		
            10. Slaedir’s News
          


          		
            11. The Cabin Near Inaell
          


          		
            12. The Right Person
          


          		
            13. A Battle
          


          		
            14. A Lie
          


        


      


      		
        Interlude
        
          		
            The New Queen
          


        


      


      		
        Part II
        
          		
            15. The Resonant Heart
          


          		
            16. Awnell Has Fallen
          


          		
            17. The Windy Shoal
          


          		
            18. The Tournament Begins
          


          		
            19. The Lieutenant
          


          		
            20. The Burning Cove
          


          		
            21. A New Weakness
          


          		
            22. A Brother’s Pain
          


          		
            23. The Reflecting Channel
          


          		
            24. To the Death
          


          		
            25. The Shrouded Caves
          


          		
            26. The Dead Wood
          


        


      


      		
        Epilogue
        
          		
            The Distraction
          


        


      


      		
        Also by Kathryn Knowles
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Kathryn Knowles


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/the-warrior-queen.jpg
From the stillness
a hero rises.

e

//’/_//./”i\\:\ »





