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  Chapter One


  A Stranger Comes to Town


The sea had broken him. Rob Sardan had looked into the waters and had seen his reflection. In the storms, the red winds, and the cold, he had learned what he was. He had wanted to be a hero, but what had he turned into?

King-killer. Sky-slayer. Sword-breaker.

A squawk distracted him, and he looked into a snow speckled tree. A lizard-bird nestled in the needles, its silver and white wings making it difficult to discern. Rob gave it a smile, and it chattered its toothy beak. The first living thing besides his captors and fellow prisoners that he had seen in two years. That thought sent a hollow feeling into him, and he felt the chasm of the future; a void of snow and isolation at the end of the world.

“She won’t give you time off,” a voice snapped. Rob sunk back into his hiding place.

“I know, but I’m still going to try,” a higher voice said.

They were pengs. Short, feathery and coated in armour. One carried her helmet under one arm, her wide fingers tapping the pearl and gold patterns that ran through the metal. The other peng still wore hers, the visor pulled down so that it extended into a spike that ran over her beak.

“Commander,” the peng holding her helmet said. “You think I could get transferred to the north some time?”

“You’ll have to be a bit more specific, Aisling,” her commander replied. “Literally everywhere is north from here.”

Even though he couldn’t see her, Rob knew she was glowering. Kerrok, the commander of guards. How did she always manage to find him?

“I mean Penguve,” Aisling sniffed. “Need to check on my sisters and see if mother needs more food sending her way. Got connections now, don’t I?”

“Loads,” Kerrok snorted. “We’re connected to everyone. That’s if you ignore that giant wasteland surrounding us. Get through fifty miles of snow, ice and maybe a mountain or two, and then you can use those connections.”

“I’d get a proper escort; I’m not stupid. Next time the supplies come, you know? I’d hop on one of them new snow ships they got.”

“Well, good luck to you. I’ve been bothering Lomi about a transfer for ages.”

“I heard you’d asked to be here!”

“I did.” Kerrok prodded Aisling until she put her helmet on. “Didn’t meet my expectations.”

A hollow sound rang above their heads. Rob looked beyond the trees to the snow-capped ice cliffs that loomed overhead. A battalion stood atop them, waving banners that showed a white peng crowned with laurels. Kerrok and Aisling rummaged in their packs and produced another banner. This one showed a dark blue snowflake surrounded by a chain of white links on a black field. The same banner flew all around the prison, and Rob was all too familiar with it.

“Don’t be shy, Sardan,” Kerrok said, waving at her companions. “I’m sure the new arrivals won’t be intimidated by the sight of you.”

Aisling looked around, crouching as if ready to strike. Her hands tightened into fists, her head poised, beak thrust forward in a typical pengish battle stance.

Rob scrambled from the bushes he’d been hiding in and brushed snow off his thick woollen tunic before pulling his cloak around him. Though the pengs barely reached his breast, they struck a wide stance and fingered the knives on their low hips, the razor edges glinting in the cold light.

“I thought you were the nice one, Aisling,” he said with a slight shiver. The moisture of the snow had him soaked to the skin.

“It doesn’t work like that,” Aisling said. “Nobody’s nice to you, King-killer.”

A jolt went through Rob’s spine, and he put a hand on his chest, feeling the warm pendant that rested against his skin. In his mind, red flashed and a howl of nightmarish wind blasted into his ears.

Coming back to reality, he tried to shrug but caught sight of a glimmer in Kerrok’s eyes.

“What?” he demanded.

“Keep a civil tongue, prisoner,” Kerrok chuckled. “I could have your rations reduced again.”

“Oh no, less rice and gruel, what a tragedy,” Rob leaned against a tree.

“Don’t talk to the commander like that.” Aisling strode forward, haughty and her eyes suddenly beaming with pride. “She’s done more good for the world than you have, yeah? She’s not a pirate friend; she’s not a killer or a monster. Wouldn’t catch any peng doing stuff like what you did.”

“Yeah, and that whole empire you’ve got going; really just happiness and flowers all day, isn’t it?”

“Son of Morven,” Aisling hissed. “You think having a famous mother makes you special, right? Well, it doesn’t! Not around here! Maybe Kenna Iron Helm and the Pirate Lord were impressed, but we’re not! Don’t you dare think we are!”

“I am not my mother,” Rob said, calmly. “And you were the one talking about running home to your mother.”

“At least mine is still alive!”

“Serving the Empress, yeah? Sounds like a wonderful life.”

“He’s goading you, soldier,” Kerrok said. “I’ll have him dealt with. Don’t raise your hand or Lomi will have your feathers off.”

“I obey,” Aisling nodded to her superior and marched towards the cliff, ducking under the branches that leaned over the path.

“Mark this, Sardan,” Kerrok said with a sharp jab of a feathery finger into his stomach. “Out in the world, you might be a famous vagabond, you might be the great Sword-breaker, but this is Bron’Halla. This is the Pengish Empire. You are human. You will always be on the lower rung. Understand?”

“Can’t say that I do,” he shrugged. “Maybe I’m just not as clever as you lot.”

Kerrok licked her beak and shifted her eyes away. The procession moved down a set of zigzagging stairs that skirted the cliff face, tall human shapes being prodded along by the halberds of small pengs.

“Why are you here, Sardan?” Kerrok asked. “Want to make an impression on the newcomers?”

“Didn’t actually know they were coming today,” Rob shrugged. “Just wanted some air.”

“There’s air in your cell. There’s air on the balconies. Why were you hiding in the bushes? Waiting for someone else, perhaps?”

“Gorm,” he admitted. “She thinks she can help me with my…” he hesitated.

“Yes, the screaming,” Kerrok laughed. “You wake the whole cell block with that racket. Well, tell Gorm to make an official statement to the guards. We do not appreciate undocumented prisoner activities.”

“It was my idea,” he said. “I basically made her do it.”

“Don’t start,” she groaned. “You’re not a hero, Sardan. You are not your mother, you say. Well, you’re right there. You can’t protect people; you can’t save people. You can’t do anything so stop trying.”

“Old habits.”

The prisoners had reached the woods and Kerrok shouted a greeting in one of the pengish languages. Rob caught a few words he recognised; ceremonial nonsense, he realised, and soon stopped paying attention.

His eyes went to the prisoners; one short and gangly despite layers of cloaks and a thick hood. The light dappling through the trees illuminated his gaunt features, lighting his gold nose ring and the deep-set eyes in a bronze face. His jaw line was smooth, rounded and framed his soft lips; Rob’s stomach clenched, but he ignored it.

The other captive stood a little apart; arms crossed and hood back, yet a scarf of blue silk covered her hair and framed her passive features. Her rounded nose looked to have been broken at some point recently, but her eyes were sharp and were now glaring at Rob directly. He returned the stare with defiance, and she lowered her eyebrows before looking distractedly at something in the trees.

“You have been brought to the Final Prison,” Kerrok said to the prisoners in a theatrical fashion. “Your crimes have earned you the spite of civilisation, but by the grace of the Pengish Empire you have been spared death. You will live your days in the Mourning Hall, where you shall learn a new life and die a more fulfilled person.”

Rob had found the tendency of the imperial pengs to use flowery language quaint at first, but the years had worn him down. In the early days he had been awed and impressed; he missed that sense of wonder, which had become buried under monotony and time.

“Here, you,” Kerrok approached the gangly man who cringed from her.

“Yes?” the man said with his eyes downcast.

“What is your name?”

“My name? Well, my name is…you know it’s not important really.”

“Your name. Now.”

“My name is Gethin of Gwasgar.” He stood a little straighter, his eyes looking over the trees and into the sky.

“Liar.” Kerrok took a halberd from one of the new pengs and thrust the blunt end of it into the man’s stomach. “You will learn not to lie to the Pengish Empire!” She cracked the flat of the blade across his arm. The prisoner howled in pain and curled on the ground as Kerrok raised her weapon again. “Vann is your name, Vann from Geata.”

As she struck him again and again, Rob flinched, his heart beating hard in his ears. ‘Don’t do it,’ he thought. ‘Kerrok wants you to step in. Don’t.’

Vann screamed, another crack of blunt wood sounding through the trees. The years of imprisonment had eaten through Rob like maggots, but they had never found the core of his old dreams. Despite everything he had been through it still flickered there, and Kerrok knew it.

‘There are no heroes,’ he reminded himself. ‘Only villains who win.’

He tightened a fist and ground his teeth, but stayed still. The sounds of the beating got louder as steps came closer. He opened his eyes just as Vann was shoved into him, knocking them both to the ground. Rob pushed the man off and stood over him. Kerrok rushed at Vann, but Rob knocked the halberd aside with a swift arm.

“That’s enough,” he said. “You wanted me to step in, well, fine then. I’ll stop this if that’s what you want?”

“No, don’t,” Vann coughed and got shakily to his feet. “Really, I’m fine. Feel right as rain in a moment. Just…” he shivered and hunched over, gagging.

Kerrok made a sound somewhere between a whistle and a snort. She nodded to the pengs around her, and they sped forward, feathery hands taking Rob’s arms and dragging him back.

“Steady on,” Vann said, weakly.

“Speak again,” Kerrok taunted. “Please, we are waiting to hear your words of wisdom.” She lifted the halberd and Vann flinched. The blade almost sliced the prisoner when Rob shouted a wordless cry that distracted her enough to miss.

“I always said you were going blind,” he jeered. “Can’t hit a stationary target without complete silence and concentration, is that it?”

“So,” Kerrok turned to face him. “Is this your show of bravery? Trying to save this filth from his due?”

“I’m just pointing out that you’re lazy, and you keep missing your mark.”

“My aim is precise and unyielding.”

“That’s not what the other officers were saying. Is it true you tried to hurl a stone at a trasati-bird and missed by more than an arm’s length? They said the bird was just sitting still on an open branch for all the world to see.”

Kerrok stepped closer to Rob. She looked up into his eyes. “What do you think you will achieve here, Sardan? You think these people will like you if you make a show of being on their side? Perhaps you think that by banding together you humans can mount a resistance? If you think you can fight us, you will learn better.”

“I’m not interested in fighting; I’ve had enough of it.”

“So melodramatic.” She turned to the prisoners. “This fellow who wanted you to admire him for his bravery is no hero. He is a murderer, a betrayer of friends, and a thief. He is Rob Sardan. Why don’t you tell them who you are, Sword-breaker?”

The title was a jab to his heart, and he spotted Vann stir and eye him with something that might have been admiration. That made his insides squirm with delight, but he pushed it away. The other prisoner shifted and gave him a glance before going back to looking at the trees, disinterested.

“I am here to pay for my past,” Rob said through gritted teeth. “You can’t use it as a weapon to beat me.”

“Tell them what other titles you have,” Kerrok prodded. “Go on; let them know what you are.”

Rob shook his head, his long dreadlocks catching his eye as they swung from underneath his hat. He’d been in this cold, isolated prison for too long. He decided to play along, but he wouldn’t let Kerrok see her taunts were getting to him, so he stood straight, squared his shoulders and spoke clearly.

“I am the son of Morven the dread,” he said, defiantly. “They call me King-killer, Sky-slayer, and Sword-breaker,” he was glad his voice didn’t shake as he spoke. Vann looked awed, but the other prisoner seemed not to have been listening, her attention focused on a whirl of snow.

“Lovely titles,” Kerrok mocked. “A hero in his own mind. But look at where you are. Even the mightiest humans succumb to the Pengish Empire.”

“I came here by my own choice,” Rob objected, a little more defensively than he’d intended.

“So you keep saying.” Kerrok twirled her halberd and tossed it from hand to hand. “Son of Morven the dread, hah! She defied the Empire, but you sit here in our prison, a slave to our will. If she were alive, what would she think of you?”

Rob had seen similar behaviour before from bullies intent on showing off. ‘Let her,’ he thought bitterly. ‘Let her have her fun.’

“Right.” Vann shuffled forward, wringing his hands. “Shall we be off to that tower now?”

“We could do that,” Kerrok nodded. “But I’m not quite finished here. Aisling, please knock Master Sardan to his knees.”

Aisling saluted and took a halberd from one of her companions. Her eyes met Rob’s briefly with a cold light. She ducked behind him, and he heard the whip of wood through air before it slammed against the backs of his knees.

He let his limbs go loose, and he relaxed his stomach muscles before the next blows came. Impact after impact drove harder into his body from every angle. With his eyes closed he fell to the ground, snow splashing across his limbs, but the peng continued her assault. The cold dulled his pain, but his mind played over the title. Sword-breaker. Sword-breaker.

King-killer.

Sky-slayer.

Sword-breaker.

But he had made a promise. To live and to change.

“He won’t break,” Aisling hissed. “I told you so.”

“Pengs are stronger than humans, remember. We must show them this.”

“Ten on one doesn’t seem fair,” Vann said, muttering.

“You pengs,” Rob spat before they could turn on the new prisoner, “outnumber everyone, that’s your tactic. You can’t win on your own. You’re too weak.” He lifted his head and tried to open his eyes, but one of them was swollen shut already. Kerrok now towered over him, halberd in one hand while the other reached to grasp his collar.

“Question me all you like,” she said. “I am above your petty jibes. But the Empire will sweep across Diyngard until you and all your kind are under the rule of ice.” She pushed her hand under his clothes.

“No!” he cried as she yanked the chain from around his neck, snapping the pendant free. She held it up, letting the light settle around the red disk on its gold chain. The pale gold skeleton of a pterosaur had been etched into the pendant. “Please, give it back! I need it!”

“Sky-slayer,” she said in disgust. “You know, head-warden Lomi was once a follower of the Sky Sages. Our illustrious leader has told us all about it often enough. She swam in gold and red winds, seeking the slayers of the Air-keepers. And you’re one, aren’t you, Sardan? You killed an Air-keeper. How does it feel?”

“Please,” Rob spat blood. “You know what happens to people who kill those things.”

“Oh yes, I have heard stories,” she turned to the new prisoners. “Cursed with nightmares so intense that they can never sleep. I have endured his screaming; now all of you will have to do so.” She turned back to Rob. “Enjoy your nightmares, perhaps they will teach you the consequences of defying the Empire. Perhaps you will learn and change your life.” Kerrok dangled the pendant in front of Rob. “Say again what you think of pengs.”

He hissed and then lowered his head, hoping she would take it as a sign of defeat, that she would move on and stop this blatant display. An act to intimidate the prisoners; a show of power.

As the silence crept on, he recalled an old friend who had relished silence, had made it her cloak and her friend. He kept his mouth shut and waited. They’d leave him, eventually, if the silence did its work.

“I told you to say it again,” Kerrok insisted.

Rob kept his silence.

“Very well.” She dropped the pendant in front of him. It lay in the snow; the dulled gold stark against the white. The cracked glass across its circle was too dirty to glimmer, but the ice around it did. He reached out to take it.

The blunt end of the halberd crashed on the pendant. The gold shattered, the glass splintered, and red mist flittered from the broken centre. Rob’s ears rang, his bones ran cold, and his eye strained to stay open. He couldn’t breathe. The whole world seemed distant and unintelligible.

“Come, let us leave him,” Kerrok said, gathering up the shards. “Aisling, finish him off.”

Aisling approached, stern and straight backed. Her eyes met Rob’s, and she lifted her halberd with only a slight hesitation. As consciousness left him, Rob heard the echoes again.

King-killer.

Sky-slayer.

Sword-breaker.


  


  Chapter Two


  Lomi Thinlomine


He screamed. He screamed so loud and so hard that his lungs felt as if they would collapse. Voices hammered his skull, dying breaths and a horrifying laughter rang across the world.

Light seared his eyes as he opened them. Coughing, he rolled, shivering and convulsing as his left eye demanded to be closed. The swelling had gone down, but it still bled, reddening the snow in drops.

The little trasati-bird landed beside his head and snapped its toothy beak. He gave a pained smile and reached to stroke the bird, but it nipped at his finger. Recoiling, Rob sat up, cradling the cut as the creature took flight, its talons curling in the cold.

It took his mind back to when he had been a child in the desert living amongst the lizard people, the saurai. They had tended the gigantic trasati, the scaly creatures that seemed to come in every size and shape. Some were feathered, others slimy, all were impressive. His mother had been there, too; Morven, who had been a legend, who had defeated the Pirate Lord Mothar, and then left Rob eternally in her shadow.

He had gone on to make his own stories, to become a legend in his own right, and yet he still saw her influence in everything he did. Rob had fled to this prison to get away from her shadow, and to get away from the pain.

Footsteps crunched, and a shadow stretched over him, hiding the diminished sun. Turning he looked up at the tall woman who stood there, loose robes were tied about her waist with rope while a cloak was fastened to her broad shoulders. She pulled back her hood and let her braids run down towards the small of her back, revealing her round face.

“I saw the trasati-bird,” she said quietly, difficult as she had a voice that rumbled as if it came from the depths of the earth. “I have seen birds and others turn towards you when you pass. It is strange to me; in my time I have only seen those who obtained inner peace commune with trasati.”

“Hello to you, too, Gorm,” Rob tried to smile, but his face ached. “Sorry I’m late for our session.”

“It is no matter.” She bowed and sat with her head still above his.

They sat for a while, the throbbing in Rob’s face growing every time he tried to move. He wanted to talk, but also wanted his lips to heal.

“The pain is unpleasant,” Gorm observed.

“Yeah,” Rob winced. “You said you had ways of getting around pain and suffering. I will need it more than ever.”

“I suffered many hurts at sea.” Gorm cupped her hands in her lap while closing her eyes. “To be apart from pain is a dangerous exercise. I advise against it.”

“Kerrok broke my pendant.” Rob focused on a patch of snow that had been stained red. “You know what that means?”

Gorm remained still, her eyes closed and her breathing steady. Rob looked around and spotted his hat a yard or so away, crumpled and trodden on. Reaching out, he took it and pulled it over his flailing hair.

“Lomi has spoken of the Sky Sages,” Gorm said at last. “Seekers of dark things, it is said. But others say they reward the slaying of pterosaurs because they truly believe that it is the right thing to do.”

“Well, condemning someone to a life of horrific nightmares doesn’t seem like the right thing to do.” Rob snorted.

“Tell me how you discovered your ability to commune with trasati?” She opened her eyes, and Rob frowned at her.

“You’re changing the subject.”

“As I said, only those who have discovered peace may do it, or so I had heard. I had heard that the trasati can read our intents better than we can know our own. Within you is anger and pain, I see it in you every day. Do not let it be your guide.”

“Gorm, I just need to get past the nightmares.”

“The trasati feel your anger, loneliness and isolation, that is my guess.”

“Thanks,” he huffed and resigned himself to another lecture. “It’s complicated. Trasati are creatures of emotion, of unbridled feeling. We humans keep our feelings shrouded and under control. To commune with the trasati means letting go of self-control.”

“To control one’s self is to conquer one’s emotions,” she retorted. “To be at peace with the self is to accept your emotions as real and to live with their meaning. Your anger has deep roots. I fear that the trasati, too, are angry about something.”

“What would they be angry about?”

“I am not the one who communes with them,” she stood, smiling. “My words may be wasted if you do not act upon them. And these past two years have seen very little action from you.”

“Gorm, I’m tired,” he breathed a slow breath. “Thanks for being concerned, I do appreciate it.” He decided not to tell her that he found her advice contradictory and fuzzy. “Please, teach me the technique.”

“Not now,” she shook her head. “The hour is darkening. We should return to our cells.”

“The cells,” Rob said. “Day in and day out. Well, can you call them days if the sun never properly sets half the year, and never rises the other half?”

“What would you do if you were out in the world again?”

“I can think of a few things I need to do.” He touched the spot on his chest where the pendant had hung. “Escaping from this place might be worth a song or two one day.”

“I thought you regretted your acts that have led to songs,” Gorm chastised. “Do not so eagerly seek glory for its own sake.”

Disappointed, Rob staggered to his feet, light-headed and sick. His toes were tingling, and a pulse of fear rippled through him. His heart beat with ferocity and the echoes of screams tolled in his skull; final breaths and stolen lives.

He was a Sky-slayer, and so cursed. Any who killed an Air-keeper, the great pterosaurs of the Spill Mountains, were cursed. But Rob had gone further, he had killed their king. An act his younger self might have been proud of, but now he looked back on it, killing the Air King had been one of the worst things he had done.

The more he tried to justify it, the more it hurt. The Air King had killed Rob’s friends, had tried to take the Sea-Stone Sword, had ruined the lives of countless people across Diyngard, and yet…

He shook his head and staggered out of the trees. There before him rose the prison, Bron’Halla. Blinking up at the colossal tower, he craned his neck as far back as it would go. Even if he had lain on his back to look, he would not have been able to see the top, but he still felt inclined to try.

Vast did not begin to describe it; its peaks and jagged spikes cast everything into shadow for miles around. Frozen fire reached from the earth jabbing towards the sky ever higher, ever sharper, until it vanished beyond the clouds. Its many barbs melded to a point that pierced the firmament beyond sight; as if a furnace had solidified in a single moment; blue and white crystallised and set to stand as a monument.

Around it were other fortresses, diminished by its enormity; those closest to the tower had tried to imitate it in stone and stained glass, but those further took new forms as the pengs had diversified and challenged the ancient tower.

Rob came to a boulevard lined with iron lampposts, from which hung glittering baubles that refracted the dim sunlight in shards. Rob missed a step as he gained a pathway, not thick with snow but paved with glimmering white marble. The pengs went to a lot of trouble to recreate the white landscape of their home when they conquered distant lands but to do so here, at the southernmost tip of the world, seemed ridiculous.

At the end of the boulevard loomed a door four times the height of the tallest human Rob had ever seen. Yet the door seemed insignificant in its crystalline setting, almost swallowed by overhanging spikes of blue fire.

“Glory is like a circle in the water,” Gorm said, making Rob jump. He had forgotten she was following him, “It never ceases to enlarge itself until by broad spreading it disperses to naught.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Nobody knows the names of the hands that built this tower, so their glory is lost. Remember that, my friend. Glory is nothing to seek after.” She brushed snow from her front and nodded. “I shall see you later.”

“Oh, yes, good,” he nodded and looked around. “Did you see where the new prisoners were taken?”

“I did not. If I were you, I would seek Ilma and have your wounds tended. Even if you learned to separate your mind from your pain, the wounds would still need dressing and healing.”

Rob frowned. He’d still been a child when he had come to this prison, and some of those childish ways had stuck. Waving, he left Gorm and headed into the tower.

The entrance to Bron’Halla opened with a sound like an avalanche. Ice and snow trickled from the doorframe creating a white curtain. Beyond a crystallised hall lay with a spiked ceiling and a sweeping floor of sapphire. A series of passages sprung from the wall opposite, and he went through absently. He passed pengs in regimental armour and nodded at the familiar faces; this was rarely reciprocated, but when it was it gave him a sense of victory.

He came to a long corridor of blue glass that rose and splintered into new passages. Every wall gleamed in patterns of blue, silver and white shards of light splitting and bending all around until Rob thought he’d go blind.

At the top of a spiral staircase he found an ornate door; carvings of pengs and sea creatures wound their way across its face, spiralling from the centre where the handle shone pale. Rob pushed his way in.

Chattering stopped, and faces turned to him; four humans sat cross-legged before a table that held a steaming teapot and five cups. Behind stood Lomi Thinlomine, a peng, old and frazzled, draped with cloaks and holding a walking-stick across her lap. Her eyes were closed, but her beak moved with whispered words.

“You may drink now,” Lomi said, and the humans reached for their cups. The older peng picked up her own cup, curved to fit her beak.

Her eyes flicked to Rob, and she nodded to the corner; he bowed and went to stand while she continued her lesson. The students were prisoners, one of whom had arrived at the same time Rob had; Ilma of Ramas, a bony, shallow-faced woman twice his age. She had a shine to her eyes, and she winked at him over the rim of her cup.

Ilma had been made the unofficial medic for many prisoners; the pengish doctors had a tendency to be rough, unkind, and insistent that everyone endures pain. Ilma gave prisoners strong drinks to numb them. Where she got them from was a mystery.

“A theory espoused by Blath the unbridled,” Lomi said, handing a scroll to Ilma. “It will answer your questions regarding the venoms of the sea serpents.”

“I don’t understand,” said another prisoner. “They’re all dead; the venom is gone.”

“Learning for its own sake,” said Ilma defensively.

Lomi struggled to her feet and leaned on her walking stick. “I would like your essays on The Legacy of Aodhamir prepared by the ninth day. And you must write in Old High Penguvian. No excuses.”

Ilma remained engrossed in her scroll as she left but gave Rob a cursory wave. Lomi pointed to the floor in front of her table. Rob felt his spine tingle as the warden made her way to a dresser at the end of the room, her walking stick tapping.

A glass teapot sat over a flickering candle, the light of which broke into rainbows on the crystal walls. Within the teapot a flower sent clouds of colour through the water; Lomi poured some of this tea into two cups.

“How is your Geatish? You have not written in it for some time.”

“I’m not too good,” he diverted his eyes. “The alphabet is weird.”

“It is different,” she nodded. “But you learned the letters of Shenish and your skill with it is excellent.”

“I learned those from birth. Galoti is so close to Shen as to make no difference.”

“And yet you speak Concaedian fluently.”

“I still call it sea-speak”

“Concaedian is spoken by but a fraction of the world. It spread with the Sea-King’s empire. The only reason it is spoken in so many realms is that it was put there by the edge of a sword. By one sword in particular…”

Their eyes met. “The Sea-Stone Sword.”

“Indeed. The new prisoners have heard of you, Rob Sardan. Are you prepared for their questions?”

“I’ve avoided them for two years; I can avoid them again.”

“But should you?” she asked, handing him one of the cups. “I cannot command you in this matter, but I will advise you. It is not healthy to keep your past as a spectre, haunting your mind.”

“I don’t want to be thought of in that way,” he protested. “King-killer, Sky-slayer, Sword-breaker! That’s how they’ll see me. Death, violence, breaking things. That’s not who I want to be.”

“But perhaps it is who you are.”

“If that is who I am then maybe I should have died on the Teeth.”

“I cannot tell you what you should have done.” She pressed her feathery fingers together and closed her eyes. “I am no seer, and I am not able to leap into the past to change things. But those acts brought you to this place; you have blood on your hands, how does it make you feel?”

“You know how it makes me feel! We’ve had this conversation a hundred times, and it never changes anything.”

“You refuse to change. You told me you wanted to change, to be a different person, but then you do ill-advised things like attack one of my officers.”

So they had come to it at last. Rob met her glare defiantly.

“Kerrok was out of order!” he protested. “I couldn’t let her bully that new prisoner.”

Lomi poured tea into her beak and swallowed. “It is not your place to act against a peng, let alone one of high rank.” She gave a heavy sigh and leaned forward. “You told me you did not want to be the same person, that you were determined to become something new.”

“I meant that I didn’t want to fall into the same traps as before,” he ground his teeth. “I stopped caring about the people; I only cared about actions that looked good.”

“You wanted fame, and you wanted to be remembered. You wanted your actions to inspire others, and you wanted glory. You still want that.”

“If someone stands up to bullies then others will too!”

“What did you do in your confrontation with my officer? An act of defence, of heroism, or your desire to be seen as such? You wanted the new prisoners to see you as an ally, as one who would defend them.”

“It’s not like that,” he tried to protest, but she raised a hand, wide and feathery.

“Commander Kerrok has confiscated your Sky-slayer’s pendant, I hear, and I, for one, think she is in the right to do so.”

“She didn’t confiscate it; she broke it!”

Lomi looked up sharply, her eyes blazing before returning their attention to her tea. The sound of bubbling water took over; Rob ignored the sound, focusing on the leaves dancing in the broth.

“You were a Sky Sage,” Rob ventured. “You must know how to fix it.”

“It was a long time ago. Their ancient healing scrolls were interesting, I recall. Ilma would have enjoyed them. But I would never be welcomed back. I took treasures and secrets, but I shall not disseminate them.”

“Why not?”

“I choose not to. You will sleep, and that will be your punishment. Your sleep shall be haunted by the Air King’s breath. That is the curse of the Sky-slayers. Until you are given a new pendant, I suggest you learn to live with what you have done.”

“I can’t!” His eyes were hot with fear and pain. “The screams, the blood! I can’t live like that! You can’t be so heartless!”

“Rob Sardan, you must live with who you are and you must find a way to survive. That is how you will change. When you are no longer the person who gloried in blood and death, then the dreams will no longer harm you.”

“That’s not how it works, and you know it. The screams will follow me until I die, they’ll never leave, never dim, and they’ll always be there!”

“But they will not always have power over you.”

“Just you try it! Try having someone scream in your ear every night, have them dying in your dreams, weeping and crying as they’re torn to pieces. I can’t live with it! Nobody can!” He slammed his fist into the table and trembled. His back ached, and a sickly jab went through his chest.

Lomi watched him through narrowed eyes. She shook her head and poured more tea into her beak before setting her cup down and standing.

“Go to the hot springs. Now. I will send a medic. Tomorrow you will be taken to the glass houses where you will aid the potting and care of my teas.”

Rob left, irritated but frightened. His bones burned, and his insides squirmed like a sea serpent trying to escape his ribcage. The prospect of facing the rest of his life without the protection of his pendant felt like crossing a volcanic chasm. He stared into the depths, wondering if one day he would simply jump in.



  


  Chapter Three


  Healing Heat


Beneath the immeasurable tower, Rob roamed the catacombs, steam and vapour clinging to his clothes. White wooden pillars supported the barrel-vaulted ceiling and stood between bubbling pools, some frothing more vigorously than others. Above each lay a vent that vanished into the tower, taking heat to cells and corridors.

He followed the dim lantern light, eyes on the white stone, which reflected the flickering fires with star-like twinkles. He stumbled on a hook sticking up from the floor; he growled and kicked it. It let out a hollow sound. Rob knelt to brush the dirt from a trapdoor. His arms ached, and he couldn’t lift it, besides which there were locks holding it.

The locks on the trapdoor were large and shined brighter than the rusted hinges. He traced a finger along the wood and wondered if he could break it with brute force but decided against this as his arms were sore and his head swam with exhaustion.

Coming to the side of one of the pools, he dipped a hand in. The bubbles were murmuring, the temperature warm. Stripping layers of clothing off, he shuddered until he slid into the warm water. Scars were streaked across him, white lines against brown skin. Some were from swords, others from the teeth and talons of the Air King. Lightning had scorched the red sky that night; rain had been pummelling him, and the ocean had sung at his command.

His shoulders ached at the memory of the weight they had once carried; the sword carved from the stone of the sea and imbibed with the heart of a god. It was the Sword, the only one that mattered; The Sea-Stone Sword. He thought it had been the answer to his questions, and his dream fulfilled, but now he hated the thing.

“Squirm a little more, I’m sure it will help,” a sharp voice quipped, and tinged with sarcasm. “I thought you were supposed to know a thing or two about healing.”

Ilma leaned into view, her coat rattling with vials and instruments. Her white hair was tied in braids slung across her shoulders. A thick cotton tunic and layers of clothing coated her, and her deep eyes were bright green, lighting her rounded face.

“Bless,” she said, putting a hand to his forehead. “You’ve got a bit of a fever. I thought as much. Heard you’d got into a fight with Kerrok, silly boy. You know I don’t trust her.”

“Well, she does like making me bleed.”

“It’s not that,” she said as she worked, pulling vials out of her coat. “She talks too much about how much she loves the empire.”

“She’s a peng; that’s what they do.”

“She goes on about it too much, if you ask me. More than the others. Mind you, not much else to talk about here in the south, eh? What else would they say to each other? ‘Nice snow we have today’?”

“She’s not been promoted in ages,” Rob said with a snort. “So she’s probably trying to get another stripe on her armour.”

“If she beats you to within an inch of your life they’ll give her a reward?”

“Well, I’ve got you to bring me back from the brink every time.”

“What would you do without me, eh?”

“Die horribly,” he sighed and sank into the water a little.

“Don’t you dare. I couldn’t bear it. You’re about my daughter’s age, and looking at you makes me think about her. She was on a crew, you see?”

“So was I, back in the day.”

“Back in the day? You’re not old. When you get to be my age, you can say things like ‘back in the day’.”

“Well, it feels like a long time ago. It feels like it was someone else who had those adventures.”

“Oh, stop being so glum!” She pushed a phial of a horrific smelling ointment under his nose. “Sniff it as hard as you can. I’m your medic; you have to do as I say.”

“What happens if I don’t?”

“Pain. And an earful from the warden.”

“And what happens to me?” he grinned, and she slapped the back of his head. “Yes, you make a compelling argument.”

She smiled and set about giving him more medicine, making him smell herbs and then poking and prodding various parts of his body. She examined his toes for a long while, her brow creased.

“Ever thought of trying to escape?” he mused.

“What would I do that for?”

“Lomi said the Sky Sages had ancient healing scrolls.”

“Scrolls that heal people? I doubt that.”

“You know what I mean! Old healing knowledge.”

“Yes, plenty of ancient societies like that have their healing knowledge locked where nobody can find it. What’s the point? If I got my hands on that kind of knowledge, I’d do something useful with it.”

“I’m sure you would.”

“Ah, but what am I saying? The open ocean is just a dream now, healing scrolls or no.” She set about drying her hands on her robes. “You’re okay,” she said. “Just don’t go running. And keep your feet well wrapped. I may need to bandage some of those wounds on your chest, and one more thing, smell this.”

Her fingers clamped around his nose and jerked it violently from left to right. Pain blinded him and he sprang back screaming as water splashed everywhere. Blood poured and turned his vision red, as his head became a wasp’s nest.

“Your nose was broken,” she explained. “I fixed it.”

“Yes, thanks!” he shouted, hands clamped to his face. “You’re a legend.”

“Well, it’ll feel better in the long run.” She looked satisfied and held her chin high. “Get some rest and come to dinner.”

“I’d rather not,” he breathed slower though the wasps were still mulling about in his head. “I’m not in the mood for an interrogation.”

“Yes, because the world revolves around you and your adventures. Come on, Rob, stop acting like you’re the only person who’s got any guilt in the world. You’d be the only one here if you were.”

“I don’t think I’m the only one.” He knew it sounded childish, but he carried on. “I just feel my pain more than other people feel it.”

“Other people can’t feel your pain; that’s not how it works. Stop expecting them to.” She threw a towel at his head. “Do what you want, I’m hungry.”

“I’ll try not to die of starvation. I don’t fancy a watery grave.”

“Just a snowy one. Live in chains and die in snow, that’s what we’re here for.”

“What happened to the new prisoners?” he asked. “The man with the nose ring; Vann I think he was called.”

“Library, I think,” Ilma smirked. “Now you just behave yourself there!”

She left, and the closing door echoed across the cavern. Rob fumbled with his hair, tying his dreadlocks as tightly as he could while the water bubbled against his skin. The prospect of hours in his cell with screaming dreams hung over him. He had tried to remind himself that the screams were not his victims; they were the Air-King’s. This rarely consoled him; he had killed people, too. He had suffered their screams, as well. Not even a Sky-slayer’s pendant could save him from them.

He decided to find a distraction. Vann had seemed friendly when they’d met in the woods, and he hoped that there wouldn’t be questions about his old life fired at him. Yet, he deeply wanted news of the outside.

During his two-year imprisonment, hearing news from beyond the ice was rare. The pengs talked to one another of pengish business, the empire and expansion of powers. He had once heard a whisper of pirates and a hushed gasp at the name Mothar.

He sat on the humming ground beside the spring, letting the water drip from him in rivers. The chamber’s air hung heavy with warmth, making him feel as if he would fall asleep if he stayed much longer. Pulling on his clothes, he tried to shake off his anxiety, wondering whether he would have made this choice if he still had his pendant.

The tower’s labyrinthine corridors, rising and falling in a cascade of confusion, had etched in his memory. Though he took detours, wandered aimlessly for a while and stopped to examine a balcony, he eventually found his way to the entrance to the library.

Another ornate door, carved with the images of pengs of various houses reading scrolls or tomes. Some pengs had bushy eyebrows; others had tufts of feathers that stuck up around their necks. There were symbols in each corner: a fish on a trident, a mammoth’s face, a pine tree in flames, and the crowned peng; then in the centre a snowflake surrounded by chains. He pushed the doors, splitting the crest of Bron’Halla in two. He got a small joy out of that act.

The library’s light dazzled him, and he blinked in the glimmering sheen that hit him. Tall windows let the moon or the sun illuminate the circular chamber. It danced and flickered through crystalline bookcases and polished white floors. Even the books were starched where they could be, and the few of darker hues seemed to scream for attention.

The bookshelves were arranged in increasing circles, like ripples in a lake, taller in the centre and diminishing towards the walls. There were breaks making pathways through in a twisting course that took the visitor through the ranks of tomes.

He passed a set of scrolls covered in blue writing when he saw Vann hunched over a book, shivering and pulling cloaks over his shoulders with one hand, the other held over his baldhead. With a jerk, he spotted Rob.

“Oh,” he said. “They sent you to check on me? I’m doing what I was asked, but some of these books are hard, you know? How am I supposed to know if Dissections of Draigs goes under biology or warfare? There’s loads of stuff about fighting, but there’re these horrible diagrams. Look!”

He held the book up, straining at the weight. A dual heart system exposed in a chest filled with bone, all etched in red ink.

“The two hearts of the draigs give them their longer life it is said,” Rob read. “Puncture one and the other still beats, giving the subject a half-life. Even if killed, a draig’s hearts will continue to beat until the fire of their blood is quelled.”

“What?” Vann said with a nervous laugh. “You can read that stuff? Draigish?”

“Cendylic,” Rob smiled and took the book. “It’s a bit confusing; the language recognises multiple genders, and I get mixed up. I’m learning, though. Love draigs, always have done. Don’t tell the pengs, mind.”

“Too right,” Vann sniffed and stretched, cracking his back. “You’re a big one, aren’t you?” he said, beaming. “Didn’t notice it before, but blimey you’ve got some muscles.”

“Oh, right…” Rob felt blood rush into his face.

“Ah, mate, nothing like seeing some humans around here, let me tell you. These pengs are mental cases.”

“They’re what?”

“Mental cases. Got weird customs and barmy ideas.”

“I’m sure they think the same of us.” He put the book on a shelf of writings about draigs. “And don’t call people ‘mental cases’.”

“Right.” Vann looked away. “Might make them angry? They already got us locked up, biggie, they ain’t gonna do much worse.” Vann tugged the collar of his robes aside and revealed a bandaged wound on his shoulder.

“They did that to you?”

“Yeah, nasty little blighters on the road accosted us while they were bringing us in, didn’t they? No provocation; just attacked us.”

Rob frowned. The pengs were harsh, even violent, but they usually had a reason for it. They had their sense of honour and law, of course, often at odds with other peoples’ customs, but he could usually see the sense they were making. Then he thought of Kerrok.

“Someone said you could talk to birds,” Vann ventured.

Rob shook his head, smiling as his hair flopped over his face. “I can understand them, and make my intent known. You can too, if you know how. I’m not the best at it.”

Vann leaned against the table and tapped it with his fingers. “Why would you want to talk to birds?”

“Not just birds, it’s any other animals, too.” He shrugged defensively. “Can be interesting; you can make allies. I heard a story when I was little about…” he stopped and turned away.

The story was one of his mother’s favourites. A tale of Uallas the young; before she had fought the monsters, she had befriended them. Stories like that haunted him; they’d been the fuel that had driven him towards his hopeless quest.

“What’s the point of animal allies?” Vann went back to the books stacked on the table. “Unless they know a way out of here; they keep saying it’s impossible.”

“It isn’t. I knew someone who escaped a long time ago. Her name was Jareth.”

“Rings a bell. She a pirate or something?” Vann sniffed and rubbed his nose.

“She was, but then she wasn’t. You interested in pirates?”

“Me? No, can’t bloody stand them. You heard about that Skagra?”

Rob searched his memories. “Might have crossed paths.”

“And you’re still alive? Lucky. She went bonkers after that stuff with the Sword of whatsit. That sea-stone thing.”

“The Sea-Stone Sword?”

“Yeah.” Vann shuddered. “She came to my homeland and burned things. Nailed people to trees, and took prisoners. I got away, see? Nicked some treasure, too.” He grinned. “Then I came south, heard pengs were looking for folk to work. Biggest mistake of my life.”

“Why was Skagra doing that?”

“Eh? How should I know? Anyways, what are you here for?”

“That’s a long story,” Rob laughed. He looked away, hiding the guilt that flooded his mind and made his back tense in hot knots. Vann shoved a series of books into shelves at random.

“I’m hungry,” he said. “They said I could eat when I’d finished, how about you show me to where the food’s at?”

“I’m not hungry,” Rob frowned. “And I’m not eager for more company.”

“I am, though.” He pulled Rob’s arm. “Come on, mate, it’ll be fun. Big lad like you needs fattening up.”

“Alright,” he laughed despite himself. “I’ll show you.”

***

The common room was cramped, but its walls and floor were dazzling. A series of benches had been set up, and people were sat at them, plates on their laps and tankards in their hands. There were pengs at the doors and in each of the corners, their beady eyes glowering from behind visors.

Vann rubbed his hands as a peng brought them a bowl of cooked mushrooms and steaming carrots in a swimming broth. Rob thanked the peng in her language, and she nodded her approval.

“Blimey, you speak their language too?” Vann asked.

“I’ve been here for two years, and some of the finer details are still beyond me. It’s simpler than Cendylic as pengs only have one gender. But then there are all the different dialects and the fact that they mix languages from all over the world.”

“Yeah, well, they been conquering, haven’t they? Flaming feather folk.” Vann took a sip of his broth. “Is this the best soup they got? Suppose it’s just the sort of thing to save your life in this place. I’m not cut out for prison life.”

“You’re not cut out for much,” said another prisoner who had been standing by the door, her arms folded and face turned away from them. She wore a black headscarf, and her robes were white and purple though tattered and worn.

“Exactly! I don’t see why they’re so interested in putting me in this place. I’d be better off on one of them ships they were pushing.”

“Those ships were heading to the colonies,” the woman said, her eyes glancing past Rob before she continued. “The empire is trying to suppress a rebellion; you of all people should know that. Who do you think attacked us on the road? Those were not imperial pengs, they were renegades.”

“I’ve heard of them,” Rob said. “They want to change the system. No more empire. No more conquest. No more prisoners.”

“Can’t say I’m completely against them, then.” Vann grinned.

“When they say ‘no more prisoners’,” the woman took a step into the room, “They mean no more prisoners left alive.”

“If you were a renegade,” Vann countered, “wouldn’t you get the prisoners on your side first?”

“They do not believe that non-pengs are worthy of their consideration. They desire complete isolation and removal of all other forms of life from their territories.”

“What’s your name?” Rob asked.

“Let’s not try to make friends,” she said.

“Alya here’s been pulling me down whenever I get a decent idea,” Vann grumbled.

“That is not true, I have never discouraged good ideas; you are simply incapable of having one.”

“See what I mean?”

“So your name is Alya?” Rob pressed. She maintained eye contact as if daring him to break it. He kept it as long as he could, but Vann tugged on his arm.

“So, what you were saying before, about the rebellion?”

“The pengs keep it quiet,” Alya said. “Most people think all pengs are the same, so what difference do a few factions make? There are countless groups and communities in human lands, and don’t get us started on dr- on, well, you know?”

“No, I don’t.”

Rob shuffled closer and whispered, “Draigs.”

The pengs turned simultaneously to glare with deep, sharp eyes, their hands grasping their weapons as a reflex. Vann cringed, his face contorted; Rob shifted his weight, hoping to disrupt the uncomfortable silence.

“Well,” Vann said. “We’re not likely to be bothered by any renegade pengs while we’re in here, are we?”

“Even if they did come we would have ample warning.” Rob agreed.

“Good to know. I don’t like surprises; they give me stomach ache, and I’m not cut out for illness. My parents always told me ‘never get ill, or you’ll be sick’ and you know what, they were right…”

“Vann, you are babbling more than usual.” Alya sniffed.

“All right, you don’t need to treat me like a prisoner.”

“You are a prisoner, or had you forgotten?”

Vann lowered his head. Rob frowned at Alya, about to shout an objection, but three pengs entered and snatched their empty food plates. In the confusion, he forgot what he had intended to say and settled for simply glaring at her as she maintained her place at the door.

“So, what’re you here for?” Vann asked. “I was caught stealing from a big old pengish dynasty. They weren’t too pleased I can tell you. The House of Fearghal was right at the top of the ladder, you know? Next in line to the throne, they said. They were the richest pengs west of the mountains, see? How could I resist?”

“They were the richest,” one of the pengs said. “They were traitors.”

“Well, stealing from pengs is frowned upon,” Vann went on, “traitors or no. Turned out this big old family were plotting against the empress, and I bet if the plot hadn’t been discovered they might have killed me.”

“What a shame,” said Alya. “We would have been deprived of your wonderful company and intelligent conversation.”

“Exactly!” Vann smiled. “What about you, then? What they get you for?”

“Information,” she replied.

“Care to expand on that?” Rob said.

“No.”

“Fair play,” Vann turned back to Rob. “So come on, we’ve all coughed up. What are you here for, Rob?”

“I’m sure you’ve heard the stories,” Rob said.

“Not me, squire. Don’t hold with many stories. I hear loads off me sister, though. She lives in Leoht with my mam; they work at that old Tomb, you know? The Tomb of the Dead God; oldest religion in Diyngard, so they say. The great god of the earth, killed by Razal.”

“So why do they worship this god if it’s dead?”

“I…” Vann frowned. “I never thought to ask.”

“You didn’t think?” Alya snorted. “What a surprise.”

“Don’t you have some milk to curdle with your sour attitude?” Rob snapped.

“Ignore her,” Vann advised. “Here, if we ever get out of here, I could show you the old business. I always wanted to start it again. See, my ma had a trade before she got religious. Trasati shows!” He spread his hands theatrically. “Performing beasts! Oh, I love that stuff. They got one of them ones with the spiked backs, you know, the big old plates going down its back and the spikes on its tail. Well, they got one of them, and it can whistle a tune like nobody’s business.”

Rob stared in horror. “You keep trasati as entertainment?”

“Not me,” he sighed heavily. “Wish it was, though, but I never had the knack, see? All them big scaly creatures just wanted to eat me, I think.”

“Why?” Rob’s arms were tense, his spine tingling with building fury.

His childhood had been filled with the trasati, watching them across the desert plains, listening to their songs as they called to one another. They could be dangerous, but they were their own creatures, beings with thoughts and feelings.

“Maybe I’m delicious?” Vann laughed.

“I think that you are upsetting your new friend,” Alya observed.

“Eh? What’re you on about now?”

“Best you stop talking before Master Sardan decides to break you.”

“What did I do to deserve that?”

“How long a list would you like?” She smiled sardonically.

“Rob, you’re not seriously angry, are you?” Vann said.

“Don’t talk to me,” Rob stood. “You think it’s funny to make trasati dance for your amusement?”

“Well, if it’s for my amusement then, by definition, it’s funny. I thought you liked animals and trasati! Why you being so weird?”

“Don’t say another word.” Rob stepped dangerously close, his heart an inferno. “If you knew who I was you would back away right now.”

“Oh yeah, and who are you?”

Rob glowered, his eyes narrowing as his mouth contorted; his features folding into the old ferocity that had struck fear into the Pirate Lord himself. Vann took a step back, eyes wide and legs trembling.

Rob turned to go, but he caught a last glimpse of Vann’s terrified face. The expression latched onto his mind and etched into his memory. He felt a stab of pity break through his anger, and he almost turned back. Almost.


  

  Chapter Four


  Tea Leaves and Torture


The glasshouses were rooms that jutted from the tower in shards. Each potting station stood at an angle to accommodate for the uneven floor. Steam from a vent wafted across the room, and the glass walls magnified what little sunlight came from the sky.

“Sit,” commanded a peng in thick gloves. “I warn you, I will not tolerate back talk.”

Rob sat in front of a set of gold leaves. The peng instructed him to prune the flowers and collect pollen. He spent hours going from station to station, pruning, potting, watering and keeping tabs on the tea and herbs. His pengish companion remained silent; her head bowed over ledgers and scrolls, a wooden pen switching between hands as she wrote furiously.

A tapping noise accompanied by wheezing and faint whistles echoed from the corridor outside. Moments later Lomi reached around the door. The prison warden gave the herb master a nod, and she bustled out, vanishing down the stairs in a stream of mud and leaves.

“Perhaps you misunderstood,” the warden said. “You are here to learn, change, and become a better person, not start fights in the common room.”

“I didn’t fight.” He prodded the soil around a set of flowers. “He kept provoking me.”

“In my years, many have tried to provoke me; a prisoner once knocked over my tea.”

“Oh, how awful for you,” Rob growled.

“It was! The tea was especially good, full of flavour and a heart of gold. My sister had brought it to me from the colonies, and it meant a lot to me.”

“I can see why it would be upsetting, then.”

“It was not the tea alone that upset me, but the act.” Sitting she let out a sigh. “I am charged with keeping prisoners in this fortress; it is a charge against my wishes, against who I am.”

“You do it very well.” He hoped it sounded kind.

“Thank you. I have had many evenings of fearful contemplation; of desperate searching and hopelessness. My duty to the Empire, my people, my country; this is in conflict with my image of myself, and I feel at war within my own mind.”

“You left the Sky Sages. It seems you made your choice.”

“A choice once made can still haunt the mind. It is important we recognise that it is a choice, that it was in our hands, and then we can see it clearer.”

“Did you not like the Sky Sages?”

“I loved them, and I regret some of my words to them, and my theft. There were things in their stores the Empire desired, and yet I have since felt that many of those items should not see the light of day. So I locked them in the vaults. I meditate on my choice, and I try to make peace with who I am.” She pointed her walking stick at him. “You have done things and have become things that are greatly incongruent with your inner self.”

“Have I?”

“Sword-breaker,” when she said it he flinched. Images flashed in his memory, the stone-wrought hilt, the craggy grip and coral-encrusted blade.

“You see?” she went on. “You hate that person, the one who did all of those great and terrible things. You feel that this person is someone else, you want to break away from your past and pretend it did not happen.”

She pressed wounds that he did not want to be opened. He was suffering enough, so to press the point felt gratuitous.

“If you had done it,” he said, slowly, “you wouldn’t want to be that person.”

“But you are that person, you did those things, and you need to come to terms with that.”

“I know what I did!” he shouted and kicked his stool aside. “I have come to terms with it. That’s why I’m here!”

“No! You are still angry, you froth with rage whenever it is mentioned, you flinch at the name Sword-breaker, and you cower and scream when the dreams come. You must find your true self and stop hiding from it.”

“Oh, is that so?” He stepped away, brows knitting. “And what if my true self is terrible? What if my true self is a villain? What if that is what I am? A killer, a breaker, a betrayer of friends and one who leads everyone he loves unto death. What if that is who I truly am?”

“I do not believe that,” she said. “There is






























































































  


  The Storm-Forged Throne

“Nobody thinks they’re the villain of their own story. Except for him. He knows it.”


Pirate hunter. Sky-Slayer. Sword Breaker. Rob Sarden wanted to be a hero, but the reality was… a little different.

 
The Pirate Lord Mothar has ruled the seas for years, and Rob is his last undefeated foe.


As the chase draws to a close, Rob finds help from the one person he never expected to meet: his mother’s pirate lover. She alone can help him stop the horror of Mothar’s obsession with building his villainous legend.


The Storm-Forged Throne holds more than the soul of a god, it is what holds the Pirate Empire together. All gods die, and heroes too. Rob must break the Throne, but the cost may break his heart.


The Storm-Forged Throne is the final book in the Sword-Breaker Trilogy.
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