

    
        
          So Speaks the Ruinous Light

        

        
        
          To Herald a Dawn, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Jordyn Saelor

        

        
          Published by Jordyn Saelor, 2025.

        

    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Dedication

Chapter 1: in the indigo woods

Chapter 2: Brevity and Perseverance

Chapter 3: Empress’ Party

Chapter 4: tell you my name

Chapter 5: to love

Chapter 6: His Light

Chapter 7: remnants

Chapter 8: stones and silver soldiers

Chapter 9: bark sandals

Chapter 10: One’s Name

Chapter 11: this light speaks ruinous things

Chapter 12: glimpse of the fort

Chapter 13: valley meet-up

Chapter 14: camp the streamside

Chapter 15: meet Nomsa for real

Chapter 16: Zadia’s quarters

Chapter 17: step one

Chapter 18: story time in the library

Chapter 19: dreamwalker

Chapter 20: the seeds in our souls

Chapter 21: opinion/don’t say

Chapter 22: reprisal/obey

Chapter 23: shame in my skin

Chapter 24: all that they own

Chapter 25: traveling

Chapter 26: the Dawn

Chapter 27: out of prophecy

Chapter 28: visions

Chapter 29: admissions

Chapter 30: and he cannot lie

Chapter 31: numb

Chapter 32: not quite alone

Chapter 33: brooding

Chapter 34: black court

Chapter 35: invasion

Chapter 36: overestimation

Chapter 37: goner

Chapter 38: the throne endures

About the Author

Also By Jordyn Saelor



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To anyone who feels trapped. Here's to the power to make a way out.
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​Chapter 1: in the indigo woods
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“I’ll tell you my name, if you tell me yours,” the voice from the woods tickles my mind, whispered on the winds of yesterday’s mist.

“I’ll tell you my name,” echoes the whisper, through late night meals in the Empress’ palace, cold leftovers from everyone’s third meals, soup and water and buttered bread.

“Tell me yours,” it asks, following me skipping through the winding, high-arched hallways to the healers’ wing.

“I’ll tell you my name.” It lurks with me around each patient’s bedside, creaking in the seats I climb into, rustling in the gray sheets, rasping in the stitching of my skin-magic that mends cuts earned over the night.

“If you tell me yours,” the memory of the mist says, to the movement of Head Healer’s cracked lips, explaining something crucial about the fighters who returned last night, none of which makes it into my ears.

I nod to Head Healer, and she turns, her black gown sweeping the stone floors, gray fingers pulling a mask over her mouth. She disappears into her office, behind a crusty wood door at the end of the healers’ wing.

“I’ll tell you my name,” it whispers, races up my heart, and I run through my rounds, checking all the patients in the rows of gray beds beneath moon-round windows, streaming sunbeams.

My hands shake out the rhythm, “If you tell me yours,” endlessly. It laces my skin magic, while it pulls together gashes over elbows, backs of knees, bridges of noses—places where the joints of armor exposed thin mail or bare skin.

The other night workers have already ended their shifts, having done most of the hard labor to fix up the sick and near dying soldiers.

I get the late night/nearly morning watches almost wholly to myself ever since a group of healers went out to the battlefront to learn field medicine practice. A part of me doesn’t want them to return, it’s nice being the only healer around, as opposed to the youngest.

“I’ll tell you my name, if you tell me yours.”

The woods behind the palace beckon me to come play, but after rounds of the main beds, I have to check on the long-term patients, down the stairs into the basement, sheltered from the windows.

I pause beside Head Healer’s door, ear against iron bars crossing vertical planks of wood, and her footsteps echo on the tile so she hasn’t gone to bed yet.

Slippers soft, I pad back across the length of the healers’ hall, over mosaics of night beams striking down enemies, under the high arched ceilings glistening black. The healers’ hall exits into the main corridor back to the kitchen, but tucked between two bookcases in the left corner on your way out, a stone arch takes you down to the basement. The spiral steps ooze damp; black moss grows; making the going treacherous. I ball my hands into fists, sliding between the sagging bookcases that press my oversized smock to my sides.

“I’ll tell you my name, if you tell me yours.” It makes my skin break out in goosebumps, gives my squishy steps sure footing.

I’m supposed to check on the long term patients three times a shift, so I do, even if Head Healer’s gone to bed early or I technically drag my shift late into the day, with no one supervising me. I do it three times a shift, but I can’t ever see anything.

I count the steps, hand tracing the outer wall. At fifteen I walk forward, and my knee strikes the edge of a cot. It vibrates. Quivering, I reach a hand down, touching cold skin. Hair. A pulse beats beneath me. I quest out with my skin magic, but can’t determine anything about the occupant. But, they’re alive. So I shuffle around the bed, onto the second one.

We had four long-term patients last night. Tonight, there are three.

“If you tell me yours,” seems to whisper from the fourth bed, cold and empty. I don’t know where the patient went; dead, healed—maybe that’s what Head Healer told me.

I shuffle through the pitch black basement, returning to the stairs. “I’ll tell you mine” calls me upward, I slip on a step but catch myself on my hands, the black moss faintly silhouetted. I climb to my feet, ascending slower.

“I’ll tell you mine.” It lures me back to Head Healer’s door. No footsteps, no whispered chants, just steady breathing. I count to ten, Head Healer still making no other sounds. I count to twenty—still silence.

Scurrying, I hurry out the healer’s hall, back to the kitchen, out the doorway into the courtyard in the early dawn, cobblestone paths winding around lawns of black-capped mushrooms and twisted pine trees. In one corner of the courtyard, beneath tall trees shedding sharp needles, there’s a sewer tunnel winding under the storage wing of the palace, spilling out into the meadows.

The heavy grate over it came loose way before I found it, evidenced by chunks of stone cracked off the arched roof, half-buried by pine needles. I hop from the cobblestone path onto a flat chunk of stone, then to another, and a third, but I wobble and stumble into the dirt, so I have died in the sun slave gunk, again.

But I duck beneath the branches, lumbering like a dying thing, slipping sideways into the sewer tunnel. When it rains, the sewage seeps out, flooding half the courtyard and watering the trees and mushrooms. However, most days this section of the tunnel’s only slightly damp underfoot.

I pad through the dark, hands folded over my shirt, breath echoing. “Come, I’ll tell you my name, if you tell me yours.”

It pulls me like a plow on my heart, down the tunnel through the bars in the outer grate, into swaying meadow grasses. I peer up into the glaring sun in the blue sky, and the palace walls stand bare of watchers—who needs to watch the dark woods behind the palace, guarded from the open fields of fighting by a raging river?—but I have to check before running wantonly through the meadow into the shadow woods.

I spread my arms, and a breeze rustles my clothes; soft cotton, still clean after making my rounds in the healers’ hall. Sometimes, patients vomit on my clothes, or they smear blood up my smock, or screech things at me in their pain hallucinations and get spittle on my pants.

By my clean outfit, the injuries the soldiers brought home last night must’ve been tame. The summer infection must have run its course through the camps. The recent fighting wasn’t bad, so the night healers weren’t overwhelmed and exhausted before my shift began.

Or maybe, the Sun Slaves are retreating.

I drop my arms to my sides. I pull the hood of my smock up and step away from the wall, walking through the grasses, gold and whispering, carving aimless trails with my passing, so if anyone does come out to watch from the wall later, they won’t find a straight-arrow path directly from our sewer grate into the woods.

“Come,” that mist voice whispers in my memory, and I glance over my shoulder at the gleaming black palace again, all its bulbous spires and towering walls, before ducking under the tangled branches and indigo-blue leaves of the shadow woods.
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The mist still waits for me, along the muddy edges of the brook. Tiny brown mushrooms cling to the soil there, competing with violet grasses and the pale moss. Clear fish, the size of my thumb, bob between underwater rocks, hunting tiny insects that ripple the water.

I drop to my knees in the grass and mushrooms, slippers squishing in the mud. I pull my hood off, safe from sight under the canopy of twining black branches and claw-shaped leaves. “I told you my name yesterday,” I say to the mist.

It roils and swirls, like it’s just plain mist, kicked up by the cool, babbling water.

“I know you can talk.” I hold my fists in my lap. “You asked me yesterday what my name was.” Then I dreamt about it, until I woke around midnight, and built a tiny hut out of my blankets thinking about it, and got dressed and ate two different meals thinking about it, and hurried through my rounds to come back here when the sun rose. “And I told you my name, even though you kept asking.” And the words shivered down my spine each time you repeated them.

The mist swirls.

“Can you not hear me? You said, ‘I’ll tell you my name, if you tell me yours,’ so I told you, but you haven’t told me your name yet. Remember? I had to hurry back and go to sleep yesterday, but now I have until sun high...”

Tendrils of mist rise, and I perk up, but they just dissipate into the air. I stare down at my fists. An animal chirps somewhere, in the distance. “My name’s One,” I say, like yesterday. “But...sometimes Head Healer calls me Odd One. Is that what you want?” I glance up. The mist ebbs. “Or...the Empress’ child calls me Rascal sometimes. And the kitchen aids call me Senseless. Like a joke, on account that I can’t taste anything. Except for hot foods, but that’s really just, your whole mouth on fire, so I don’t know if that counts as tasting, since everyone talks about tasting with your tongue. Or...” The violet grasses and mushrooms seem to listen. “I heal people.” My eyes flick up to the mist, which just keeps spinning and twisting. “If that’s what you mean by a name. A title?”

The mist flashes with light, and I jolt. “Heal people?” I whisper. “That’s what you want?”

Tendrils creep forward, over the mud and mushrooms. They don’t dissipate, instead glowing with a soft light washing out the grass. “Heal people?” the mist whispers, raspy. “You think your magic heals people?”

My eyebrows furrow. “Then what do you call fixing wounds? Stitching up skin?”

A tendril of mist turns, like the head of an animal leering to look up at me. “I call it burrowing into bodies and messing with their organs.”

I jab a finger into the mist. “You can hear me.”

“I call it adapting your magic in marvelous ways.”

“What’s your name, mist? I told you mine.”

The tendrils all stop, coiling on the grass before me. “Your name isn’t One.”

“Yes it is.”

“No, it’s really not.”

I kick at the tendril, the one that turns like a head. The glowy vapor scatters, but reforms around my stuck-out foot. “Yes it is,” I say. “What would you know? You’re just talking mist.”

“I knew your parents.”

I rise to my feet, dusting off purple grass and squished gray mushrooms. “No, you didn’t. The Lost Fortress is ages from here.” I turn and march from the clearing, ducking under thick branches and climbing over moss-covered rocks. “I’m stupid, I thought you wanted to be friends.”

From around the trunk of a tree, a mist-shape forms, blocking my way. Its arms wave at me. “The mist isn’t talking.” The mist-head swirls. “I am, through the mist.”

I stare at the dry ground, then back at the brook, then back at the hovering form of mist. “You left the water? I thought—” I shut my mouth.

The mist narrows, going taller and tighter. “You thought the brook was magic? What, like some magic water spawned some talking mist?”

“Why couldn’t it be magic water?”

The mist laughs, tinkling. “I speak and hear through the mist.” The glow pulses. “Ever hear of wraiths? The people who create them?”

My eyes grow round, and I grip the edges of my smock. “You can’t be a Sun Slave. How’d you make it to our forest?”

“And you think you’re a Night Warrior.” The mist sinks low to the ground, a formless cloud, still blocking my way forward. “Can’t I be a Day Warrior instead?”

“No.” I step away, crawling backwards over a boulder. “Leave me alone, if it’s information you want, I don’t know anything.” The mist doesn’t move, so I rise to my feet on top of the boulder, staring down the vapor. “Go away.”

“I’m not here to take information,” the mist whispers, the voice spreading all around me, as if from the trees and grasses, prickling my skin with goosebumps and making me whirl around. But there’s only tangled branches and the clear brook.

I glare back at the mist shape. “Leave me alone.” My hands tighten into fists.

“I’m here to give you information,” it hisses, roiling, glowing. “You don’t know your real name, but I do.”

“Then why’d you ask me to give it? Why’d you say you’d tell me your name?”

“I wanted to know what you know.” The voice floats from all around, vibrating, dizzying. “And now I know that you don’t know.”

The tendrils of fog blocking my way break apart, receding behind the trees, leaving for me an open path of grass, trodden with my footsteps on my way here.

“We’re here to teach you,” the mist says, “Destroyer.”

It feels like a name.

“Whenever you’re ready,” the voice whispers, softly.

My stomach clenches and sweat clings to my forehead, my armpits.

“Leave me alone,” I say. The mist doesn’t say anything back. Leaping from the rock, I sprint through the woods, red flowers smacking my clothes, branches clinging to my cotton sleeves, tearing, staining. “Leave me alone!”
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​Chapter 2: Brevity and Perseverance
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“You are at that age, One, where you should start dating your fellow soldiers.”

A gauntleted hand clangs my shoulder pauldron and I jump. “What?” I say.

Brevity smiles down at me, her jet hair slicked, helmet tucked under her arm. “Dating, One. It’s time to start.”

“Oh.” I smile weakly. I lean against the cabinet, and it must have a flimsy leg since the whole thing wobbles, clanging the scabbards and swords inside.

“The girls love flowers.” Brevity thunks her helmet to the stone beside the window. Faint moonlight glimmers off the silver. “You could ask any one of them to the Empress’ birthday party, as long as you get some starpetals.”

I lower my gaze, hair falling into my face. “Yeah.” I adjust the shield on my arm. “So I was wondering—”

The door swings open with wild laughter, saving me from having to change the topic to something else, like, the kitchen’s consistent meals, or our repetitive training of the night.

Raucous soldiers pour in, boots clanging, gauntlets ringing on scabbards swaying on hips, voices shouting.

“Hey, Brevity.” Prudence waves at us, towering behind Perseverance and Valor, her dark dimples dancing. “Didn’t want to hang out with the strawmen?”

“They’re boring.” She frowns back. “I beat five of those things to pulp tonight. Why, did you get one to start talking?”

If she thinks she’s funny, nobody laughs.

“Excuse me.” Humility steps between Brevity and I, black-gloved fist reaching for the cabinet.

I cross my fingers, grateful for the towering longbow over Humility’s shoulder to hide me from Brevity’s presence. The wardrobe swings open, and Humility tosses a quiver of arrows inside.

“That’s for...” I start to say. That wardrobe’s for the swords.

But Humility unslings the bow, unstrings it too, and tosses it onto a shelf where it barely fits, even diagonal.

“I had to talk with the boy,” Brevity says. Meaning me.

Humility slams the cabinet door shut, turning to her. I don’t wait to hear what he’s going to say, instead sculking across the armory; whoever designed this place didn’t have an eye for using space well, they stuck a cabinet for swords in the otherwise empty suiting room, and left everything else to get cluttered in the back pantry, on slanted shelves cut into the walls.

Ducking into said pantry, I take the round shield off my arm and shove it onto the shelf closest to the archway, between leather gloves and a rusting dagger. With fumbling fingers encased in metal, I undo the knots on my forearms, slipping the gauntlets off.

I don’t actually keep my things in this mess, except the shield, since that isn’t really mine, it belongs to Brevity. Who is the training grounds master. And therefore responsible for my training.

She thinks training me to run in armor and wield a shield and not injure myself with a sword—like I’ll ever need that, as a field medic—makes her some parental figure, to me, the sad lonely orphan whose parents died in the Lost Fort when they were a baby.

I shut my eyes, blocking out the smooth stone walls, the boots cluttering the corners, the crowded shelves of daggers, guard straps, chest pieces, helmets, gloves, longbows, chains, katanas, chakrams...

Laughter rises from the suiting room, then a whisper of buckles releasing, since Obedience was on the training grounds tonight, and now threads of black shadow do her bidding and un-armor everyone in the room at once.

Then more laughter, and layers of chain mail come off, and I picture the odor of sweat everyone seems to hate floating from black shirts and leggings, drifting to where I stand, a dark gray smoke cloud. But I don’t actually smell anything, of course.

I sink to the floor, forearms around my silver knee pieces, removed gauntlets dangling from my fingers by their straps. I tap the tips of my gray boots together. Starlight glints off the breastplate, shoulder pieces. My helmet’s already open, Brevity told me to so she could see my face and “chat,” but now I lift the two halves, resting on my shoulder pieces, and click them together above my skull.

The dark interior of the helmet feels like a separate world. My breath rings loud off the metal, making my face hot. The floor’s barely visible through thin slits, and my sweaty gray pants under chunks of armor could extend to the horizon for all I can see.

There, I wait for the laughter in the suiting room to fade out, and for the thick wooden door to thud shut. No one puts their armor in the pantry, they don’t use borrowed gauntlets or shields or anything else like newbie trainees. Softly, in the silence, I strip off the armor, piece by piece, my muscles sore, shield arm bruised.
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I drop my armor bundle to the rug. Collapse to my bed. My bare foot kicks the armor, knocking it over. It should go on the hooks in the corner—walled off from the rest of my tiny room by a hole-ridden leather tarp—and have the dirt cleaned off. But I don’t feel like it. Instead I stare at the black ceiling, streaked with silver paint like shreds of moonlight. My stomach growls.

Shutting my eyes, I work my skin magic. Stitch together the tiny cut on my cheek where Brevity’s gauntlet edge sliced me, on our way up the stairs to the armory after training. She was patting my cheek, telling me I would learn to move faster than a strawman someday, and the finger joint caught my face.

I smooth out the bruises in my arm, from the impacts through the shield, Brevity’s sword smashing over and over, trying to cut to my bone.

I fix the blisters on the back of my ankles where the metal boots gouged at my skin, even through the second layer of socks I wore.

I stitch up the gash inside my cheek where I bit myself when Brevity’s elbow smashed the side of my helmet.

I go deeper than skin. I repair the sore muscles, build them back slightly stronger, like they would’ve naturally, but I don’t let that show through the surface. None of the healers have athletic bodies. And I never asked to be a field medic, running around the fighting in the middle of the night, practically blind.

And I never want a body like Humility’s: biceps and pecs bigger than his head, calves practically carved.

My eyes open. They ache, at the dark ceiling, the silver paint streaks. My stomach growls, but I crawl up to the straw pillow, plant my face in the rough cloth, and fall asleep.

Except I can’t. Fall asleep.

The dried sweat on my face sticks tackily to my skin, the armor on the floor taunts me that it lives in the corner and Brevity expects me to take care of it. So I drag myself up from the black covers and tear off my shirt, wipe my face down the mostly-dried front, and fold it carefully at the foot of the blankets. Under the bed, I dig about for another outfit—my sleeping one, its cloth dark blue and once-fuzzy—and pull the top over my head.

Then I lift out the rags from the tiny blue box made of plaster, and lay the armor pieces around my room. The gauntlets roll back and forth on the stone floor, the helmet sits unfolded and upside down on the pillow-wide rug, the breastplate rests against the door.

With brown and black rags, strips torn from old clothing, I wipe down every piece of silver armor, smearing around grime and dust.

Using the curved knee pieces, I chip at the dirt and straw caked into the leather soles of the boots, and fan the fallen clumps toward the shut door.

A part of me wishes, impractically, that we could all wear armor all the time. Just, march around the corridors in full silver gear. In armor, no one knows the width of your shoulders, the shape of your chest. You don’t want the enemy knowing that, you don’t want them knowing any of your soldiers are any different or weaker or stronger than another. Not physically, not magically. So all the field medics, warriors, mages—they all wear the same silver armor, convex chest pieces and round shoulder pauldrons. There’s some variation in height and size, obviously, but not so much that out of a whole army in silver moonlight, the enemy could pick out specific individuals.

A part of me wishes we could all wear armor all the time, we could all look roughly the same—then no one would go, “Hey boy, how are you doing?” no one would go, “Look at that boy, dawdling around the kitchen tables.” No one would call me something like that. Just, “Hey soldier” “hey you” “hey person standing there.”

Or even if we didn’t do armor. We could just do helmets all the time, if nothing else, so no one could read my expressions, or study my jawline, or comment on the length of my hair.

But no.

Standing, I push aside the cloth tarp hanging in the corner. Then I hang each armor piece on the hooks embedded into the wall, where I used to keep my healing smocks and sleeping tunics. Now, those live under the bed with the rags and my regular shoes.

The boots stand in the corner, beneath the knee pads and breastplate, beneath the gauntlets and pauldrons, the helmet. Then I pull the tarp across them, dragging a breeze to tickle the dust ground between the floor stones. By faint gray light leaking through the cracks in the wall, I study the tarp. The leather might have lost another inch to some devious moth caterpillars while I was gone training.

“Go away, moths,” I say.

“You hardly deserve this,” I say, patting the tarp.

“Good morning, armor,” I say, and shove the rags in their box under the bed, finally collapsing to the scratchy quilts.

Dawn light filters through the stones above my pillow and in its warmth I drift into dreams.
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“I overheard you and Brevity talking last night.” A figure in dark leather drops to a crouch beside me. I tie wet laces around the back of my boot.

“She...has a way with words, doesn’t she?” the gravely voice says.

I stare through the curtain of my hair. It’s Perseverance. Bald, eyes like moonlight, two of his teeth chipped from fighting that he never wanted fixed because they were a “reminder.”

Perseverance shifts, balancing on his toes. “I recognized that look on your face when she mentioned taking a girl to the dance. I...” He glances over his shoulder, at the thin window slats lining the armory. “I got that way too. With taking a girl to a dance, instead of...someone else.”

My hands quit tying knots. “What?”

“I don’t mean to make assumptions, but—”

“But you’re married. To Zest. She...” She’s a she. You can’t be only interested in—

“Yes.” Perseverance nods. “What do you think about that? Marrying a woman. Does it seem...strange to you?”

I stare. I push my hair aside. “I think it’s not for me, is what I think.”

His shoulders slump ever so slightly, and he gives the tiniest grin. “So you’d say you’re interested in...males?”

My face remains passive. Why’s he got to say it like that? I tie a final knot around my boot and climb to my feet. “Brevity said I had to do an hour of sword forms.” I clomp to the weapon cabinet. “Before midnight meals.”

Perseverance follows me. “Mind if I join you? I’d like to chat.”

My hand tightens on the cabinet door. “Nothing’s stopping you from going to the training grounds.” I yank the handle open and grab the closest sword, clomping to the heavy wooden door across the cobblestone room.

“Thank you for inviting me.” Perseverance catches up, already with a sword strapped around his waist.

That was hardly an invitation. But I just tromp out the doorway.

Perseverance slides past, and walks ever so slightly in front of me the whole way down the corridor and the stairs out to the training grounds. I stop in the open courtyard and glare at his exposed head, until he turns to grin at me, then I plaster neutrality over my features and draw my sword, tossing the metal scabbard to the dirt. He keeps grinning, and jogs off to the shed full of training equipment, grinding open the huge wooden door.

I take a step into the first sword form, but Perseverance comes barreling out of the shed, pairs of straw men under each arm. I freeze with my blade pointed above me. I glare at his head again, gritting my teeth. I already didn’t want to be here.

“You can’t practice without a proper opponent!” Perseverance drops the straw men to the dirt, then hurries into the shed for more. My sword point falls into the ground and I stare. I already have a proper opponent. It’s called the air.
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“One, each of us has to sacrifice something in the name of being good.” Perseverance pulls his sword clean from the strawman’s chest. “For you and me, that means marrying a woman even when our instincts say otherwise.”

Double-handed, I swing my sword over my head into the skull of my own strawman. It gets stuck somewhere where the mouth should be. I pull in a sharp breath. “So your instincts say otherwise?”

“It’s a battle I’ve fought my whole life.”

“Huh so what if I don’t care about being good?”

Perseverance wipes a sheen of sweat from his dark forehead. He isn’t wearing any armor, except chain mail over his torso, and some thick gloves, and leather shoes that could technically be considered foot protection.

“When I was your age,” he says, “I felt the same way. A couple of the mages found me alone after the Empress’ Dance one year and talked to me. It was Fervor and Might. They married, despite their...feelings for someone of the same sex, and helped me with my own problems.” He grins. “I never thought I’d get to pass their wisdom down, but here we are.”

Gritting my teeth, I yank my sword out of the strawman’s head.

“One, it gets better. You’ll see. I know it’s hard to give up something that seems so important right now, but the long term blessings are worth it. Remember last year, when Starlight lost her leg in the fighting? It was a huge sacrifice, but Starlight found some untapped magic within herself and now she’s one of the powerful nightwielders.”

I thrust my sword into the straw man’s chest, and Perseverance takes a few lazy swings into his strawman, chopping off both arms. He strides forward, dark orange boots toeing aside the steel bars weighing down the straw man’s stand.

“I thought I wanted a man when I was younger, but I met Zest when I was eighteen and did the work to make it work. We married years later, we have three kids now and it’s worth it, all of the waiting, and the effort.”

I skewer the straw man’s head, embedding the blade into the face devoid of eyes. “You’re not me,” I grit out.

But Perseverance keeps talking, taking another strawman from the huge pyramid in the middle of the open training grounds, propping it in front of him, and rolling the steel bars over the dirt to hold it in place. “Sometimes our instincts are wrong, they don’t really know what’s best for us. And trust me, I’ve been through this, I know how hard it is. But, when you doubt yourself, you just gotta put your trust in someone else who genuinely cares for you. That’s what I did, and I made it.

“Even if you only believe in your future, ideal self that made it to your goal, then stick to that. But me, personally, I’m totally willing to be that person to help you stay accountable to yourself.

“One, there are those that have gone before you, and they—I—know that it all works out in the end. You just gotta keep believing, in me, and in the future, and have a little faith.

“I mean, back at that dance, I thought there was something so totally wrong with me that I could never be good. But Might and Fervor helped me realize that being good takes effort on everyone’s part. This was just our unique struggle to overcome, and they helped me realize I could overcome it and be true to everything we believe.

“And Might and Fervor, they helped me so much. They were my mentors all through my teens. We’d meet almost every day and check in on how I was doing, and they’d let me play with their little toddler, which inspired me to want kids of my own. Then when mine and Zest’s first kid was born, I made them our daughter’s patrons. It was a huge celebration for all of us.

“Wait, One, you’ve met my daughter, right? She’s a year older than you.”

“Yes,” I grit, and smash the blade into the straw man’s neck. I have met Regalia, since she’s one of the healers on the evening to midnight watch. I was on that watch too, for about a year.

So yes, I’ve met her. She’s stuck up, always trying to prove to Head Healer how smart she is.

“Who knows, maybe you could take her to the Empress’ birthday party? Maybe something will work out between you.” Perseverance raises an eyebrow at me, but I glare at my blade, wiggling it free of the strawman’s neck. “And, One, I’m here for you. Really.” His orange-gloved hand claps down on my shoulder piece. “I love you, and so do the soldiers, and the healers. We’re here for you.”

“Yeah.” My sword comes swinging free, knocking me off balance and spinning away from Perseverance. My sword thunks to the dirt and I wobble on my feet.

“Also, your sword forms are looking better tonight.” Perseverance rolls aside the steel bars on the corners of my strawman’s stand, fetching a new dummy from the pyramid. “I think today’s the strongest I’ve seen you swing that thing.”

I flare my nostrils. I wish for my helmet, but I left that in my room; I thought I’d be out here alone. So I hide my eyes under the curls of my hair and turn to this new strawman, bound up with orange string. My sword slashes into the strawman’s head, I yank my blade back and beat the thing’s neck with the pommel.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3: Empress’ Party
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“Destroying One, my name is—”

“Destroyer, I am...”

“Destroyer, come to...”

The dream ends there, like always. I squeeze my eyes shut in my pillow like that can send me back there, back into the vivid shifts of the shadow forest of my imagination. A thump echoes somewhere from the hall outside my bedroom, and I pull the scratchy quilt over my face, muffling it, like that can bring back the whispers of the glowing mist.

But nope, the dream always ends before the voice can tell me what their name is. And I’m clearly not falling back asleep.

So I roll over, sit up on the mattress. Toes go cold through the air, to the rough-woven rug. My room’s pitch black. Slowly, I kneel and slide my hand under the foot of the bed for a torch stick, so I can get dressed in a matching set of tunic and pants. Too many new moon nights, I’ve blindly dressed myself in a black smock with gray pants, or vice versa, or chosen a blue that didn’t match. So close to a year ago I finally took some sticks from the woods and doused them in wax from the kitchens and hid them under my bed, for nights like this.

That first new moon I pulled out a torch and the flint and steel I’d also “borrowed” from the kitchen hearths, and spent a half hour failing to get the sparks to light the wood.

Then I remembered the mist those years ago in the forest saying that what I did wasn’t healing at all, but some manipulation of something else.

So in the dark, dread like ice flowing in my veins that the glowing mist could’ve been right about me, I’d focused on the wax-covered wood, and did something like the opposite of healing to the wood—wood is plant skin, right?

It was six years after the mist talked to me. It took that long to finally try.

I expected it to break it apart, for the end of the wood to burst into flame.

Instead, the tip of the torch started glowing, like a tiny moon.

Ice in my veins, I’d convinced myself healing wasn’t that far off from lighting things up. Like, didn’t this type of tree glow in the dark while flowering? I’d just healed the tree branch so it thought it was flowering. Yeah.

Now, over a year later, it takes hardly a thought to light the torch. By its soft glow, I locate a gap between three of the floor stones, wedge the stick there, then dig out the bin of my healer's outfits from under the bed. Today’s a gray day, for no other reason than a gray smock is the closest to grab.

A knock thuds through my door, and my heart skips, goosebumps racing down my spine. I lean over and snatch the torch up, silently setting the stick back under the bed, beneath the pile of unused sticks—and never returned flint and steel—to hide the glow. “What?” I ask.

“My father said you needed an escort to the party,” a clipped voice says.

My face morphs through narrowed eyes and gritted teeth and flared nostrils. “Who is it?” I say, as a stalling tactic, forcing my face to flat neutrality. I stand from the floor, holding a gray smock in my fist.

“Regalia.” Her voice comes through the thick wood more loudly.

“Did you say party?” I say.

A sigh. “I said, my father is making me escort you to the birthday party.”

I squint at the far wall, where moonlight sometimes leaks through, but of course, new moon. So I have no idea what time it is, or how close to midnight meals—and therefore the celebration—it is. “I don’t know if I’m feeling up for the party.”

She sighs into the door again. “You have to come, I can’t show up alone or Unity will laugh at me. Come on. Have you been in there hiding all through twilight meals?”

I change from my rough, woolen pajamas into the silky smock, and grab a random pair of pants from the bin, changing quickly. “I wasn’t hungry.”

“One, hurry up and open the door—”

I yank it open. Half-heartedly, I run a hand through my hair, pushing it off my forehead. It bounces back down. Regalia lowers her fist, clasping her olive-brown hands in front of her gray gown which is striped horizontally with black, dainty threads denoting her position in the healer’s hall. Only my slippers—still under the bed—have those dainty stripes, since that’s how the boy uniform looks. Blank colors, except for some slippers.

Regalia smiles, dark eyes crinkling around the edges. “I like your outfit. Makes you stand out.”

I have matched my gray smock with black pants. “Totally what I was going for,” I say. Then, by the dim, gray light in the hall, I go back to my bed and take out the slippers—the gray ones without any dainty stripes.

“I guess it won’t be hard to keep track of you in the crowd.” Regalia turns, skirt swishing, hair fluttering over her shoulders. “Hurry up, One, or we’ll miss the socializing and fun before the birthday meal.”

I step into the hall, slowly easing my door shut, on the vague hope she’ll stroll down the corridor and forget all about me. But she stops at the intersection, bare stone into violet carpet, and glares back at me. “Hurry up!”

I plant my hands on my hips and walk after her. “You’re going barefoot?”

“Yes.” She tugs at her skirt hem, covering her peeping toes.

I stop in the corridor. “Should I do that too?”

“Just hurry up.” She clasps her hands again, lips and eyes tight. “Your shoes are fine.”

“Whatever.” I roll my eyes and trudge after her, yawning, until her back turns, then I glare daggers at the collar of her gown. I don’t care about the Empress’ birthday. Unless the kitchens have made good, spongy cake, but they won’t, because the Empress doesn’t like cake.

And never has “socializing” with any of the healers or soldiers been “fun.”

But whatever. Maybe no one will speak to me.

***
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The birthday party goes predictably: they hold the celebrations in the dining hall on the second floor—above the kitchens where everyone (except the Empress’ household) eats every day. Which means the kitchen staff have to carry everything upstairs, so all the roast duck and rice and steaming drinks aren’t so roasty and steaming when they arrive.

The soldiers share two tables up against the window wall, the healers have their table against the inner wall, with all the tables for castle defenders and off-duty kitchen staff and Empress’ household spread across the middle. No one put table cloths out, and some of the dish runners scurrying past me mutter about who forgot to do that for the Empress’ birthday itself.

So we eat off old wooden tables as long as the dining hall, metal nailheads exposed for every ceramic bowl to clink against, every glass and metal spoon.

The healers’ table circulates with conversations about dear Bravery’s latest injury, how Head Healer might be stepping down soon, how the Sun Slaves seem to be giving way and we might have an offensive planned against the Lost Fortress in the hills. What year was it, Regalia’s friend Unity (whose shiny hair clings in a dozen tight curls around her small face) asks the table, when they took that fortress from us, and why is it taking us so long to get it back?

I stare down into my bowl of rice and roast duck and blue peppers. Nearly eighteen years ago, the Sun Slaves took that fortress in the hills, the few survivors fleeing here, or off to some other place deeper in the hills. Nearly eighteen years they’ve had it, and for the first eight we let them keep it, too terrified their mist wraiths and light thorns and sun curses would keep us at bay if we laid siege, and what if that spread our forces too thin and we couldn’t keep this castle safe from the border while trying to take back the Fort?

Then those eight years passed and the Empress and her council decided we’d built up our ranks enough to try taking the fortress back. Somehow, nearly a decade of fighting and deaths and losing our forces hasn’t changed their decision to try taking that fortress back.

“Hey, One.” Regalia elbows my ribs. “Your parents were from the Lost Fortress, what do you think?”

I blink at her midnight blue eyes. “Sorry, I wasn’t listening.”

She sighs. Across the table, Meticulous—I don’t actually remember his name, but he could be a Meticulous, with his tight-pressed smock and perfectly short hair sticking up from his shiny forehead—points his spoon at me. “The Lost Fortress?” he asks. “Do you think the Empress should give up trying to take it back?”

Or maybe I was half-listening, since I’d just considered this. But I don’t spout my considerations. “The Fort’s not very strategic for marching into the rest of the continent. It’s surrounded by the hills.”

“Exactly what I was saying!” A healer in a silver gown leans forward, on the other side of Regalia and her friend Unity, her bejeweled fingers clacking some metal nails in the old wood. “We have to stay on the offensive and take the Lost Fortress back, otherwise the Sun Slaves will conquer this castle then go on to ravage the rest of the Tahland. They already control everything to the south, we have to hold them here.”

The conversation turns to her—I might’ve had evening to midnight shifts with her at some point, probably over two years ago—and her opinion that’s definitely exactly what I was saying. But whatever; as long as all the eyes aren’t looking at me anymore, I don’t care.

Staring into my cold rice, I ignore whatever Meticulous and Unity both say to the bejeweled-finger girl. The food’s been cooked with rare peppers and probably some exotic oil, since this is an extravagant party and exotic oil seems like something the chefs would use for Extravagance. I take a bite and chew. I hope the chef who made my particular bowl of fancy rice worked extra hard, just so I could eat it and taste nothing.

Somewhere across the arched-ceiling dining hall, a nasally voice erupts into wild laughter. A three-person band in the corner starts playing a cheery tune, half-heard over the chattering healers. The Empress, in her shimmery black gown, hair buzzed for her birthday, sits in a tiny chair in the middle of the main table, surrounded by figures in leather armor and healing tunics, kitchen aprons and silk coats, talking to seemingly all of them individually at once.

I check Regalia, but she’s curled around Unity’s shoulder, invested in whatever someone’s saying about how we need to take the Lost Fortress soon or else the sun slaves will attack us, and the best defense is a good offense—

I check Meticulous, across the table, but he’s got his head buried inside a wooden cup, leaning back on the bench so he can glug it faster.

Silently, I take my bowl and spoon and slip off the edge of the bench. Tragically, Regalia dragged us across the whole dining hall to sit in this corner at the end of our table, so I have to walk behind her and travel the whole length of the healer’s table to escape. But my lips are ready, if Regalia spots me and asks where I’m going—I’m headed to the kitchens, to see if they have any hot rice left, but only after I return to my room to grab a blanket to keep the rice warm while I bring it back up here. It’s a suitably lengthy task to make it easy to disappear from the party until dessert time, at least.

She doesn’t notice me though, and I approach the doors without incident, my bowl tucked to my chest. But then—guess who—never mind it’s not that hard to guess—Perseverance—specifically his arm—blindsides me, somehow slithering for the door knob the same time I reach for it. My hand pauses. His doesn’t. He grabs the brass handle, knuckles tightening around it. 

“Hey, One.” He smiles, showing all his teeth. “Where are you headed to?”

I wiggle my ceramic bowl in front of me. “This is cold. All the food’s cold. So I was going to visit the kitchens and find something warm. Oh but I have to get a blanket from somewhere to keep it warm while I bring it back up here.”

He nibbles his lip. “That’s a good idea.” He glances over his shoulder. He’s got some ridiculous black silk strap over one shoulder, crossing diagonally down his torso. “For your date?”

My face stays impassive. “Sure. Why not.”

He winks, and pulls the door open, motioning me out ahead of him. “Great idea, One.”

I walk through, pacing stiffly in the direction of the stairs, the walls echoing even the slightest shuffles of my slippers on the bright blue carpet. Perseverance trots the other direction, leather armor squeaking. I chew the insides of my cheeks, fingers clawing the outside of the ceramic bowl, my thumb rattling the spoon. Perseverance’s squeaking fades, and at the next window, arrowslit wide, I hurl the rice out, not waiting for the sound of it to land like rain before I storm down the winding staircase.

***
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I almost sneak out through the sewer tunnel and visit the forest. Almost. But I’ve got a niggling worry that Perseverance has started stalking me, or he took a different stairwell down and is waiting for me to appear in the kitchens, where he will have “thought my idea was a good one so he ran to do the same thing,” instead of saying what he’s actually doing, which is, making sure I’m not ditching the party and that I’m getting food to take back to his daughter, who I’m apparently on a “date” with.

I stop in my room and grab my coat, the one I have for when the healer’s hall gets cold and I have long shifts there. Then I trudge through the corridors, out of the dorms into the heart of this stone palace. Slowly, I go through garden courtyards, abuzz with insects. I duck into food cellars where my head nearly bangs sagging shelves, where my feet kick bins of wheat and fruit. Then I hike up a stairway, leading to a tiny door that deposits me in the main hall right outside the kitchen.

The area’s silent, empty. I expected it to be bustling with workers, dish runners carrying trays of food off to some stairwell to the Empress’ dining hall. But nope.

Hesitantly, I squeak open one of the giant, half-arched doors to the kitchen.

All of the tables for regular meals have been pushed to the sides, making space for a huge cooking fire and cauldron on the stone. But, the fire’s dead with ashes, and not a soul’s around.

“Hello?” My voice echoes off the cobble and wood.

I step inside, creaking the door shut behind me. My slippers shuffle against the floor. My coat tucked under my arm thumps my knee, the spoon skids around the empty bowl balanced in my hand.

“So no one’s here,” I say. “No one’s cooking anything right now.”

No one says anything.

“Probably why all the food’s cold!”

My echo says it back to me, “Food’s cold, cold.”

I sink to the floor, legs crossed, and sigh, long and slow. The noise of the Empress’ dining hall, I shuck it off like gunk clinging to the insides of my ears. My imagination-self chucks it into the cauldron hung over the ashes.

Then I actually want to know if the cauldron holds anything real, so I set the bowl and my coat aside and crawl toward it.

My hands and pants scrape through still-warm ashes.

I look inside the cauldron, but it’s pitch black. So I dip an ashy hand in, poke the side of the cauldron and only scrape rough metal. Maybe burnt food. I lift my hand out, but it’s just plain ash-coated.

So this was a waste. I sigh, and a faint light leaks from my breath. Like fog. My eyes go round, but it disappears before I get a good look at it.

Was that what I thought it was? Was that...real?

I suck in another breath, then slowly let it go. More light. I shuffle backwards through the ash, planting a hand over my mouth. Why is my breath leaking light?

My next exhale, through my nostrils, leaves wet humidity on my fingers, and bright mist squeezes between them.

The door squeals and I jolt around, falling to a seat, catching myself on my other hand. A cold pulse shudders my body and a light slithers from my palm into the stone, leaving me empty and shaking.

“I thought your idea was a good one,” Perseverance says, “so I ran to do the same thing.”

I exhale. No light leaks around my fingers, so I pull my hand away. “There’s nothing here.”

Perseverance’s teeth flash in the gray. “One, you’ve got stuff smeared on your face.”

“Yeah.” I wipe my lips with the back of my hand. “You startled me.”

Perseverance paces to the cauldron, stepping over my bowl and coat. He audibly sniffs. “You’ve found the chocolate pudding?! Were you...eating it? Barehanded?”

I push myself to my feet, hands warily at my sides. I didn’t feel any pudding inside the cauldron. Maybe I didn’t reach too deep. “I’ve got ash on my hands.”

“Really?” His silhouette bends forward, leather thumping the metal cauldron. “Ah yes, not a finger scrape in the pudding. Why have you got ash on your face?”

I grind my teeth together. “I don’t know, you startled me. So I slipped.”

Perseverance chuckles, the sound rocking around the room. I tiptoe back to my coat and the bowl, not laughing. We both know he stalked me here, to make sure I wasn’t ditching the party.

“We should get your face cleaned up, so we can head back to the festivities, huh?”

I squish my coat under my arm.

Perseverance sighs. “Look, One, you know I’m doing this to try and help, right?”

I scoop up the bowl, the spoon handle sliding down the rim to bump the pulse of my wrist. I march to the exit. “Sure.”

Reasonable reason to follow me to the kitchen.

“Look.” Perseverance squeaks after me, catching up before I reach the door. “When I was about your age, I developed...feelings for another guy. This is hard to admit, but if it helps... You know Humility? I thought...” His hand claps the door handle. “I thought, myself, that I wanted to spend my life with him. Changing my mindset from those thoughts was hard and painful for me, and I really just don’t want you to have to experience that.”

I stare above his hand, into deep grooves in the wood, shadows hiding how deep the pattern extends. “So you were in love with some guy, and convinced yourself you shouldn’t be, and now you’re worried that’s going to happen to me.” I slowly inhale, like fire. “Thanks. So much.”

“You’re...” He stutters. “You’re welcome, One.” He drags the door open and motions me through. My face impassive as ceramic, I slip into the corridor. My fingernails dig into the bowl until they bend, and my other fist tries to smear the coat onto my waist.

“I think I’ll go take my coat back to my room,” I say. “And take a stop in the washroom to clean my face.”

“Oh, right, of course,” he says from the doorway. “Let me fetch a water pitcher from inside the kitchen, that’ll be faster.”

The door creaks shut between us, and his footsteps patter, muffled, off to the counters at the back. I carry myself to the opposite wall and press my back into it, staring at the doors until he returns, a giant wooden pail dangling from his hand, sloshing water onto the rug.

“Here you go.” He grins. “For your face washing. Then we can wander up to your room together and head back to the party?”
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​Chapter 4: tell you my name
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I have a stalker.

I should not be surprised at this.

I shouldn’t have said anything when he asked, whyever did the words “I think it’s not for me” come out of my mouth that night in the armory?

I should’ve said, “It is what everyone does, isn’t it?”

Or, “What’s so strange about people getting married?”

Or, something to make him not suspicious about me.

But I didn’t. And now he thinks I need protection from...myself. My feelings.

I need protection from my stalker. So I hide in my room long after dusk, and stick close to Brevity on the nights I have to practice with the soldiers—like I’ll someday make a good field medic, running around a battlefield with my shield, blocking arrows and swords, sprinting to some wounded soldier to touch their bleeding flesh and stitch it back together.

Absurd, that. It seems more likely I’ll get us both killed in that scenario, staring at a wound to heal it instead of paying attention to my surroundings.

I stick with Brevity on the training grounds, every third night. Usually that’s easy, since she’s in charge of my training. But Perseverance is always there afterward to chat at my face, walk with me the whole winding trip to take my armor back to my room, then guide me to and from the kitchens.

The non-training nights, I have shifts in the healer’s hall, halfway across the castle from the fighting grounds, so I’m safe there. But he doesn’t have training every day either; he’s free every third day, waiting for me outside the healer’s hall to escort me to and from my rooms, or the kitchen, or even the washroom, where he’s oddly specific about not letting me enter when there’s “another man present.”

Perseverance never enters the healing area, and I darkly think it’s because of the not-fully-clothed people in their beds. Or maybe the smell. Probably the smell, actually, otherwise he would’ve “suggested” by now I stay away from “male wounds” in “compromising areas,” like, it’s too easy to imagine him saying that even though I’m literally healing their wounds.

So he never enters the healer’s hall. Outside it, however, he has a knack for appearing out of nowhere when I think I’m alone. In the kitchens. In a random courtyard. In a dusty old corner room I thought nobody knew about. So I try to stay in the healer’s hall after my shifts—midnight to dawn—finish.

But I can’t stay in there forever; after hours of work, my stomach can’t handle going without food for much longer, plus I don’t want to stay near wounded, groaning soldiers, as much sheer joy as that brings me. But mostly I leave because Head Healer wakes up an hour after dawn, without fail, each day, and tells me I need rest and I’d better scram. 

So I leave, and deal with Perseverance chatting to my ear in every corridor, until I vanish into my bedroom and try to sleep, then he’s somehow at my door right when I wake up, even the two times I try to sneak out early a full hour before twilight.

I’m going crazy.

I manage to sneak away twice, in the next weeks. Once during midnight meals when the kitchen’s crowded with soldiers back from their shifts on the battle plains, once after sword training when he has to take a bathroom break.

Both times, I flee to the forest. I devour my scrambled egg and flatbread in the sewer tunnel the first time, the second time I ditch my armor in the grass right outside the wall. I know I’m not prepared for if Perseverance is waiting for me right inside the courtyard when I return—what excuse could I possibly have for squeezing out of a sewer tunnel and tiptoeing around the twisted pine trees?—so I just hope he’s not there either time, and the first time, he isn’t.

But the forest.

I know my way to the clearing, beside the brook—I could never forget it, not even after nearly eight years. I haven’t been back for any of those years, but the light from my breath has me asking, itching; Perseverance’s presence has me scratching. The light on those glow-flower sticks has me needling, those dreams (or nightmares?) keeping my eyelids stitched asking for more now drag me to the woods by their threads.

I haven’t been for years, but my footsteps tread this path every dream. The grate outside the sewer tunnel still yawns wide, hardly smaller than in my child’s recollection—I don’t even have to duck my head or squish through the iron bars. My slippers carry me through the yellow meadow grasses to dark, tangled branches. They whisper through dappled shadows, over the stones and tiny brown mushrooms, following a trail trodden by my feet alone, hardly worn. Every gray boulder and fallen trunk I recognize, all the way into the clearing shrouded by thick leaves, all the way to the violet grass edging the brook of indigo water.

“I’ll tell you my name, if you tell me yours,” that mist hisses, still.

I sink to my knees beside the water.

“I exhaled white vapor, at the party,” I whisper. Dream, or nightmare?

I curl my hands into fists in my lap. “You were right, about it being more than skin magic. I can bring glowing sticks back to life, too—or I thought so, but maybe I’m just making those...you know.”

The brook babbles. The water’s too opaque to see any fish or stones under the surface.

“How do I make someone leave me alone? Or undo something I said?”

Violet plants stain my feet and pants.

“I came back.”

My knuckles squish mushrooms.

Then: “My name’s One. The...Destr...ing One.”

The brook glows with light, and my heartbeat stutters. But the light fades into deep indigo again.

“Destroyer,” I whisper, hardly daring to sound it out, make it real. (Is this real?)

The water glimmers, and tendrils of mist rise up. My heart shoots up my ribcage. Then they vanish.

The first time, I climb to my feet and jog out of the clearing, arms folded over my pounding heart, no questions answered, knowing I needed to hurry to my healing shift, flatbread and egg bits still stuck in my molars.

The second time, I crawl right up to the water, knees and fists in the grassy mud. I shove my face under the surface. See-through fish, tinier than my pinky—their squishy red organs smaller than a fingernail—dart from my presence.

I shove my fists into the water, grinding them into the stones at the bottom. Mud clouds swirl off my skin.

“DESTROYER!” I scream underwater, bubbles shooting out my mouth, up my cheeks and nose, racing against that shocking lump in my throat and making me jolt back. I rub the back of my hand over the smooth base of my neck, a false reassurance the lump has never been there. Never.

“Are you okay?” a voice says, and I whirl around.

The boy there blinks sun-orange eyes, his hand—gripping a twisted black trunk—slowly dropping to his side. “Wait
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