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Dedication


to those who walk in darkness, but never lose hope

and to me as I was at fourteen, looking for this story

I finally found it




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Dedication


1. Those Left Behind

2. Death, or Something Worse

3. So I Might Live

4. The Lioness

5. Lay Down the Branch

6. A Wolf at the Door

7. A Second Heart

8. Fox and Church Mouse

9. Eagle and Crow

10. The Crown First

11. Their Souls Together

12. The Bull, the Snake, and the Hurricane

13. The Dying Swan

14. Fates Written

15. The Right to Die

16. To Be Enough

17. Mercy

18. The Lion’s Teeth

19. The Cost of Empire

20. City of Stone

21. Precious Cargo

22. The Blood of Old Cor

23. Sunlight in the Rain

24. The Road Chosen

25. The Skin of a God

26. A Broken Shield

27. The Worst Possible

28. The River

29. Roots and Wings

30. The Torture of Hope

31. The First Army

32. A Gift Fit for a Queen

33. The Dream Waking

34. What You Choose

35. Blinded

36. On the Matter of Small Things

37. With Me

38. The Gods Will Answer

39. Ghosts

40. Between Hammer and Anvil

41. The Clash of Empires

42. The Immortal Tomb

43. Roses Grown in Blood

44. Nameless

45. A Queen of Ashes

46. Claim Your Fate

Epilogue


Acknowledgments

About the Author

Books by Victoria Aveyard

Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher




1

Those Left Behind

Charlon

A fallen priest named his gods and prayed to each.

Syrek. Lasreen. Meira. Pryan. Immor. Tiber.

No sound came from his lips, but that didn’t matter much. The gods would hear him either way. But will they choose to listen?

During his days in the church, Charlie used to wonder if the gods were real. If the realms beyond Allward still existed, waiting on the other side of a closed door.

By now, he knew the answer. He was near sick with it.

The gods are real, and the distant realms are here.

Meer in the desert, its Spindle flooding the oasis. The Ashlands at the temple, a corpse army marching from its depths.

And now, Infyrna, burning up the city before his eyes.

Cursed flame leapt against a black sky, even as a blizzard roared against the smoke. The Burning Realm consumed the city of Gidastern, and threatened to consume their army too.

Charlie watched with the rest of their bedraggled host, every warrior horrified and staring. Elder and mortal, Jydi raider and Treckish soldier. And the Companions too. They all wore the same fear on their faces.

But it did not stop them from charging forward, their battle cry echoing through the smoke and falling snow.

All rode toward the city, the Spindle, and the flames of hell itself.

All but Charlie.

He shifted in the saddle, more comfortable on his horse than he once was. Still, his body ached, and his head pounded. He wished for the relief of tears. Would they freeze or boil, he wondered, watching as all the world seemed to break apart.

The blizzard, the burning. The battle cry of Elder and Jydi alike. Immortal arrows twanged and Treckish steel rattled. Two hundred horses pounded across the barren field, charging for the flaming gates of Gidastern.

Charlie wanted to shut his eyes but could not.

I owe them this much. If I cannot fight, I can watch them go.

His breath caught.

I can watch them die.

“Gods forgive me,” he murmured.

His saddlebag of quills and ink felt heavy at his side. They were his weapons more than anything else. And in this moment, they were utterly useless.

So he returned to the only weapon left to him.

This prayer came slowly, from the forgotten corners of another life.

Before that hole in Adira. Before I defied every kingdom of the Ward, and made a ruin of my future.

As he recited the words, memories flashed, sharp as knives. His workshop beneath the Priest’s Hand. The smell of parchment in the dank stone room. The feel of a gallows rope around his neck. The warmth of a hand laid against his face, Garion’s calluses as familiar as anything in the realm. Charlie’s mind lingered on Garion, and their last meeting. It still stung, a wound never fully healed.

“Fyriad the Redeemer,” he continued, naming the god of Infyrna. “May your fires cleanse us and burn evil from this world.”

The prayer tasted wrong in his mouth. But it was something, at the very least. Something he could do for his friends. For the realm.

The only thing, he thought bitterly, watching as the army charged.

“I am a dedicant priest of Tiber, a servant to all the pantheon, and may all the gods hear me as they hear their own—”

Then a barking howl split the air like a thunderbolt, and the horse flinched beneath him.

Across the field, the city gates buckled, rattled by something within. Something big and powerful, many somethings, all screaming like a pack of ghostly wolves.

With a swoop of terror, Charlie realized he was not far from the truth.

“By the gods,” he cursed.

The Companions and their army never faltered, the wall of bodies charging straight ahead. For the flames—and the monsters within them. The city gates crumbled, revealing hellish demons the likes of which he had only seen in godly manuscripts.

Flaming spines, ashen shadows.

“Hellhounds,” Charlie breathed.

The monsters leapt into the army without fear. Their bodies burned, the flames born of their fur, their too-long legs black as charcoal. Snow sizzled against their burning coats, sending up clouds of steam. Their eyes glowed like hot coals, their open jaws spitting waves of heat.

The manuscripts were nowhere near so fearsome as the real thing, Charlie thought dimly.

In the pages of the old church books, the hellhounds were sharp and small, burned and twisted. Not these lethal, loping wolves bigger than horses, with black fangs and ripping claws.

The manuscripts were wrong about something else too.

The hellhounds can die, Charlie realized, watching one crumble to ashes after a sweep of Domacridhan’s sword.

Something like hope, small and ugly as it was, reared up inside the fallen priest. Charlie held his breath, watching the Companions fight their way through the hounds into the burning city.

Leaving Charlie alone with the echoes.

It was torture to watch the empty gates, straining to see anything inside.

Have they found the Spindle? he wondered. Have the hounds gone to defend it? Is Taristan still here, or have we missed him again?

Is everyone going to die and leave the saving the realm business to me?

He shuddered at the last thought. Both for his own sake, and the world’s.

“Certainly not,” he said aloud.

His horse whickered in reply.

Charlie patted her neck. “Thank you for your confidence.”

Again, he eyed the city of Gidastern, a city of thousands reduced to a flaming graveyard. And perhaps a trap as well.

He bit his lip, worrying the skin between his teeth. If Taristan was there, as they suspected, what would become of the Companions? Of Corayne?

She is barely more than a child, with the world on her shoulders, Charlie cursed to himself. And here I am, a grown man, waiting to see if she makes it out alive.

His cheeks flared with heat, and not from the flames. With all his heart, he wished he could have pulled her back from the battle. He winced, a knife of regret in his chest.

You never could have saved her from this.

Another noise rose from the city, a single guttural call. But it came from many mouths, both human and otherwordly. It sounded like a death bell. Charlie knew it too well. He heard the same thing at the temple in the foothills, rising from countless undead corpses.

The rest of the Spindle army is here, he realized with a jolt. The Ashlanders, Taristan’s own.

Suddenly his nimble fingers wound around the reins, his grip like iron.

“Flames and hounds and corpses be damned,” Charlie muttered, throwing back his cloak to free his arms. One hand went for his shortsword. “And damn me too.”

With a snap of the reins, he urged the horse forward, and she broke into a run. His heart rammed in his chest, matching the beat of her hooves against the ashen ground. The blizzard swirled, the clouds red with flame, all the world turned to hell. And Charlie rode right into it.

The gate loomed, with burning streets beyond. A path unfurled, beckoning the fugitive priest.

At least it can’t get worse, he thought.

Then something pulsed in the sky, behind the clouds, a thump like a tremendous heart.

Charlie’s spine turned to ice.

“Shit.”

The dragon’s roar shook the air with all the fury of an earthquake.

His horse screamed and reared up on her hind legs, her front hooves pawing helplessly. It took all Charlie’s will to keep his saddle. His sword fell to the ground, lost to the ash and snow. He watched with wide eyes, unable to tear his gaze away.

The great monster burst through the dark clouds over the city, its jeweled body red and black, dancing with the light of flame. The dragon twisted, born of the god Tiber and the glittering realm of Irridas. The Dazzling Realm, Charlie knew, remembering it from scripture. A cruel place of gold and jewels, and terrible things corrupted by greed.

Fire curled from the dragon’s jaws and its claws gleamed like black steel. Hot wind blasted over the walls, carrying snow and ash and the bloody, rotten smell of dragon. Charlie could only watch as the Spindle monster crashed down into the city, toppling towers and steeples.

His quill had traced many dragons over the years, drawing patterns of flame and scale, claw and fang. Batwings, serpent tails. Like the Infyrna hounds, the reality was far more horrible.

There was no sword he could raise against a demon such as this. Nothing a mortal could do against a dragon of a distant realm.

Not even the heroes could survive such a thing.

The villains might not either.

And certainly not me.

Shame rose up in his throat, threatening to choke the life out of Charlon Armont.

But for all the Ward, for all the realms, he could not go any further.

The tears he wished for finally came, burning and freezing in equal measure. The reins twitched in his hand, tugging the horse away from the city, from the Spindle, from the Companions. From the beginning of the end of the world.

Only one question remained now.

How far can I go before the end comes for me too?

In all his twenty-three years, Charlie had never felt so alone. Not even the gallows had seemed so bleak.

It was past nightfall by the time he was finally out from under the blizzard and the ash clouds. But the smell of smoke clung to his skin like a brand.

“I deserve it,” Charlie muttered to himself. He swiped at his face again, wiping away long-dried tears. His eyes felt red and raw, just like his broken heart. “I deserve every awful thing that comes my way now.”

The horse blew hard, her flanks steaming against the winter air. Exhausted, she slowed and Charlie obliged, easing her to a halt. He slid gracelessly from the saddle, bowlegged and sore.

He did not know the map of the Ward so well as Sorasa or Corayne, but Charlie was a fugitive, not a fool. He could navigate better than most. Grimacing, he drew a parchment map from his saddlebags, and unfolded it with a squint. He was still some miles from entering the Castlewood. Ahead of him, the mighty forest ate up the distant horizon, a black wall beneath the silver moon.

He could keep heading east into the Wood, using the thick trees as cover against any pursuit. Adira lay in the opposite direction, far to the west through enemy territory. He thought of his little shop beneath the broken church. Among the quills and ink, the stamps and wax seals.

I will be safe there, Charlie knew. Until the end. Conquerors eat the rot last.

Unfortunately, the path back to Adira wound too close to Ascal. But he did not know where else to go. There were too many roads to walk.

“I don’t know,” he grumbled to his horse.

She did not reply, already asleep.

Charlie made a face at her and rolled up the parchment. He set to his saddlebags, still intact, with his gear and food. Enough, he noted, checking the stores. Enough to reach the next town and then some.

He did not risk a fire. Charlie doubted he could even get a fire going if he tried. He’d spent his fugitive days in cities mostly, not the wilderness. He was usually never far from a seedy tavern or cellar to sleep in, his own forged papers and false coin in hand.

“I am not Sorasa, or Andry, or Dom,” he muttered, wishing for any of the Companions.

Even Sigil, who would drag him to the gallows herself for a sack of gold.

Even Corayne, who would be just as useless as he was, alone in the winter woods.

Angry, he pulled his cloak tighter. Beneath the smoke, it still smelled of Volaska. Good wool, spilled gorzka, and the warmth of a crackling fire at the Treckish castle now far behind.

“I cannot do anything useful out here.”

It felt good to speak, even if he spoke to no one.

“Perhaps they can hear me,” he said, mournfully looking to the stars.

They seemed to taunt him. If he could somehow punch every single one from the heavens, he would. Instead, he kicked at the dirt, sending stones and fallen leaves skittering.

His eyes stung again. This time, he thought of the Companions, and not the stars. Corayne, Sorasa, Dom, Sigil, Andry. Even Valtik. All left behind. All burned to ashes.

“Ghosts, all of them,” he hissed, scrubbing at his watery eyes.

“Better a coward than a ghost.”

Lightning jumped up Charlie’s spine and he nearly toppled over in shock—and disbelief.

The voice was familiar as Charlie’s own quills, his own seals painstakingly cut by hand. It trilled, melodic, the lightest touch of a Madrentine accent curling around the Paramount language. Once Charlie likened that voice to the silk that hides a dagger. Soft and dangerous, beautiful until the moment it decides not to be.

Charlie blinked, grateful for the moonlight. It turned the world to silver, and Garion’s pale cheeks to porcelain. His dark mahogany hair curled over his forehead.

The assassin stood some yards away, a safe distance between them, a thin rapier at his side. Charlie knew the weapon too, a light thing made for speed and swift parrying. It was the bronze dagger tucked inside Garion’s tunic that was the true danger. The same one all the Amhara bore, to mark them as assassin, the finest and most deadly upon the Ward.

Charlie could barely breathe, let alone speak.

Garion took a step forward, his loping gait easy, and lethal.

“Not to say I think you are a coward,” Garion continued, one gloved hand raising in the air. “You have your brave moments, when you put your mind to it. And you’ve been to the gallows how many times now? Thrice?” He counted on his fingers. “And never once pissed yourself.”

Charlie dared not move.

“You are a dream,” he whispered, praying the vision would not disappear.

Even if he isn’t real, I hope he lingers.

Garion only smiled, showing white teeth. His dark eyes gleamed as he prowled closer.

“You certainly have a way with words, Priest.”

Exhaling slowly, Charlie felt some sense return to his frozen hands. “I didn’t run away. I went into the city, and burned with all the rest of them, didn’t I? I’m dead and you are—”

The assassin tipped his head. “Does that make me your heaven?”

Charlie’s face crumpled. His cheeks flamed against the cold air, and his eyes stung, his vision swimming.

“I am loath to say it, but you are truly ugly when you cry, my darling,” Garion said, his form blurring.

He isn’t real, he’s already fading, a dream within a dream.

It only made the tears come faster, until even the moon drowned.

But Garion remained. Charlie felt the warmth of him, and the rough swipe of a gloved hand upon his cheeks. Without thought, Charlie caught one of the hands in his own. It felt familiar even beneath layers of fine leather and fur.

Blinking slowly, Charlie looked on Garion again. Pale in the moonlight, his eyes dark but brilliantly alive. And real. For a moment, the realm was still. Even the wind in the trees stopped and the ghosts in their minds lay quiet.

It did not last long.

“Where have you been?” Charlie said roughly, dropping Garion’s hand. He stepped back and stifled a very undignified sniffle.

“Today?” Garion shrugged. “Well, first I waited to see if you were going to run into a burning city. I’m very grateful you did not.” He grinned. “At least becoming a hero hasn’t knocked the sense out of you.”

“Hero,” Charlie spat. He felt like crying again. “A hero would have gone into Gidastern.”

Garion’s smile disappeared like a slate wiped clean. “A hero would be dead.”

Dead like all the rest. Charlie winced, his shame like a knife in his gut.

“And where were you before today?” Charlie demanded. “Where were you for two years?”

Garion flushed but did not move. “Maybe I grew tired of saving you from the gallows?”

“As if it was ever difficult.”

Charlie remembered the last time all too well. The feel of coarse rope against his neck, his toes scraping the wood of the gallows platform. The trapdoor beneath him, ready to be sprung. And Garion in the crowd, waiting to rescue him.

“The last one was just a shitwater outpost with a garrison dumber than donkeys,” Charlie muttered. “You didn’t even break a sweat.”

The assassin shrugged, looking proud of himself.

It only incensed Charlie.

“Where were you?”

His plea hung in the freezing air.

Garion finally dropped his gaze, looking down at his polished boots.

“I watched Adira whenever I could,” he said in a low, sullen voice. “Between contracts, when the winds and weather allowed. Made it as far as the causeway so many times. And I always listened for news. I was not . . . I was not gone.”

Charlie sucked down a cold gasp of air. “You were gone to me.”

Garion met his eyes again, his face suddenly tight. “Mercury warned me. He only does that once.”

Mention of the lord of the Amhara, one of the deadliest men in the realm, sobered them both. It was Charlie’s turn to look at his shoes, and he toed the dirt awkwardly. Even he knew better than to cross Lord Mercury, or tempt his anger. Garion had told him enough stories about Amhara fallen. And Sorasa was proof of them. Her fate was merciful, by all accounts. Only cast out, shamed and exiled. Not tortured and killed.

“I’m here now,” Garion murmured, taking a halting step forward.

The distance between them suddenly felt too far, and also too close.

“So I won’t wake tomorrow to find you gone?” Charlie said, near to breathless. “To find this all—”

“A dream?” Garion offered, amused. “I’ll say it again. This is not a dream.”

The wretched hope flared again, dogged and stubborn.

“I suppose it’s closer to a nightmare,” Charlie mumbled. “What with the end of the world and all that.”

Garion’s smile only widened. “The end of the world can wait, my church mouse.”

The old nickname lit some fire within Charlie, until the air went hot on his skin.

“My fox,” the priest answered without thinking.

The assassin closed the distance with his easy grace, neither slow nor fast. Still, he caught Charlie off guard, even as his gloved hands took his face. And Garion’s lips met his own, far warmer than the air, firm and familiar.

He tasted like summer, like another life. Like the still moment between sleep and waking, when all went quiet. For a split second, Charlie forgot the Spindles. The broken realm. And the Companions dead behind him.

But it could not last. The moment ended, as all things do.

Charlie pulled back slowly, his hands on Garion’s own. They stared at each other, both searching for the proper thing to say.

“Will Mercury hunt you?” Charlie finally asked, his voice shaking.

“Do you want the truth, my love?”

Charlie did not hesitate, even as he wound his fingers with Garion’s. “I am willing to trade a broken heart for a living body.”

“You always were one for pretty words.” Garion smiled him off, though his eyes went cold.

“What do we do now?” Charlie murmured, shaking his head.

To his surprise, Garion laughed.

“You fool,” he chuckled. “We live.”

“For how long?” Charlie scoffed, dropping his hands. He glanced into the darkness, to the city on fire and the Spindle still torn.

Garion followed his gaze, looking over his shoulder. There was only the blackness of the night, and the bitter cold of the moon.

“You truly believe it, don’t you?” he said softly. “The end of the realm?”

“Of course I do. I’ve seen it. I know it,” Charlie snapped.

Despite his frustration, somehow it felt good to quarrel with Garion. It meant he was real, and imperfect, flawed as Charlie remembered. Not some shining hallucination.

“The city behind us burns, you saw it too.”

“Cities burn all the time,” Garion replied, swishing his rapier through the air.

Charlie put out a hand and the assassin stilled, the light sword hanging at his side.

“Not like this,” Charlie breathed, forceful as he could be. He willed his lover to listen, to hear his own terror. “Garion, the world is ending. And we will end with it.”

With a long sigh, Garion sheathed his blade.

“You really know how to destroy a moment, don’t you, darling?” He shook a finger at him. “Is this that religious guilt all you priests carry, or just your personality?”

Charlie shrugged. “Probably both. Can’t allow myself a single moment of happiness, can I?”

“Oh, perhaps a single moment.”

This time, Charlie did not flinch when Garion kissed him, and time did not stop. The wind blew cold, rattling the branches overhead. It stirred Charlie’s collar, kicking up the smell of smoke.

Wincing, Charlie stepped back. He furrowed his brow.

“I’ll need another sword,” he said, glaring at the empty sheath at his hip.

Garion shook his head and sighed, frustrated. “You’re not a hero, Charlie. Neither am I.”

The priest ignored the assassin. He drew out his map again, laying it flat on the ground.

“But there’s still something we can do.”

Garion crouched down next to him, a look of amusement on his face. “And that is what exactly?”

Charlie eyed the parchment, tracing a line through the forest. Past rivers and villages, deep into the woods.

“I’ll figure it out,” he muttered. His finger drew a line over the forest on the map. “Eventually.”

“You know how I feel about the Castlewood,” Garion said, sounding annoyed. His lips twisted with distaste, and a little fear too.

Charlie almost rolled his eyes. There were too many stories about witches in the forest, born among the echoes the Spindles left behind. But Spindlerotten witches were the least of his worries now. He smiled slowly, the air cold on his teeth.

“Trust me, I did not run from a dragon only to die in a cackling old woman’s cauldron,” he said. “Now help me figure out a path that won’t get me killed.”

Garion chuckled. “I’ll do my best.”
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Death, or Something Worse

Andry

Blessed are the burned.

The old prayer echoed in Andry’s head. He remembered how his mother used to say it, over the hearth in their apartments, brown hands outstretched to the redeeming god.

I certainly do not feel blessed now, he thought, coughing up another gasp of smoke as he ran. Valtik’s hand was cold in his own, her bony fingers surprisingly strong as she led them through the city.

Taristan’s undead army lurched through the streets behind them. Most were Ashlanders, born of a broken realm, little more than skeletons, rotted to the bone. But some were fresh. The dead of Gidastern fought for Taristan now, the citizens of his own kingdom turned to corpse soldiers. Their fate was almost too horrific to comprehend.

And more will join them, Andry knew, thinking of the soldiers who rode into Gidastern. All the bodies left behind. The Jydi raiders. The Elders. The Treckish war band.

And the Companions too.

Sigil.

Dom.

The two giants stayed behind to defend the retreat, and buy whatever time they could for Corayne. Andry only prayed their sacrifice was enough.

And that Sorasa was enough to protect Corayne alone.

Andry winced at the thought.

They sprinted through what felt like hell itself, a maze filled with monstrous hounds, the corpse army, Taristan, his red wizard, and a damned dragon of all things. Not to mention the dangers of the city itself, the buildings burning and collapsing around him.

Somehow, Valtik kept them ahead of it all, leading Andry out to the city docks.

Only a few small boats remained in the harbor, with most already heading out to sea. Soldiers piled onto anything floating, wading out into the shallows or leaping from the docks. Ashes coated their armor and faces in heavy soot, obscuring any insignia or kingdom colors. Treckish, Elder, Jydi—Andry could hardly tell them apart.

Everyone looks the same against the ending of the world.

Only Valtik somehow escaped the ash falling all around them. Her shift dress was still white, her bare feet and hands clean. She stopped to stare at the burning city, every street echoing with death. Shadows moved through the smoke, lurching into the harbor.

“With me, Valtik,” Andry said gruffly, looping his arm through her own.

With me. The old battle cry of the Gallish knights returned some strength to his legs. Andry felt hope and fear in equal measure. We might yet survive this or we may be left behind.

“Without the stars, without the sun, the way is red, the path undone,” the witch chanted under her breath.

They ran together, toward a fishing vessel already moving, its sail unfurled. The old woman didn’t hesitate, stepping into seemingly open air. Only to land safely on the deck of the boat, not a hair out of place.

Andry boarded with less grace, leaping after her.

He landed hard on the deck, but his body felt oddly light. Relief surged through his veins as the little boat cut through the burning harbor, leaving behind the corpse army crawling on the shore.

The ship was barely larger than a river barge, big enough for perhaps twenty men. But the vessel was seaworthy, and that was more than enough. A mismatched band of soldiers, raiders, and immortals crewed the deck, urging the boat out to sea.

Smoke stretched far out over the waves, black fingers reaching for the horizon. But a single band of sunlight remained, gleaming low across the sea. A reminder that all the realm was not this hell.

Yet.

Grimly, Andry looked back to the city in ruins.

Gidastern burned and burned, columns of smoke reaching up into the hellish sky. Red light and black shadows warred for control, with ashes falling over everything like snow. And beneath it all were the screams, the howling, the sounds of splintering wood and cracking stone. The distant, shuddering beat of gigantic wings somewhere in the clouds. It sounded like death, or something worse.

“Corayne,” he murmured, her name a prayer. He hoped the gods could hear him. He hoped she was already far from this place, safe with Sorasa and the last Spindleblade.

“Is she safe?” He turned to Valtik. “Tell me, is she safe, is she alive?”

The witch only turned, hiding her face.

“VALTIK!” His own voice sounded distant.

Through his spotting vision, Andry saw her move to the prow of the little boat. Her hands gnarled at her sides, fingers curled into pale claws. Her lips moved, forming words he could not make out.

Overhead, the sail filled with a cold blast of wind, pushing them faster and faster out into the frozen embrace of the Watchful Sea.

Purple fish swam through the little pond in the courtyard, their fins creating ripples on the surface. Andry watched and breathed deeply. Everything smelled of jasmine and cool shade. Andry had never been here before, but he knew the courtyard anyway. This was the house of Kin Kiane, his mother’s family in Nkonabo. Across the Long Sea, as far away from danger as anyone could be.

On the other side of the pond, his mother smiled, her familiar brown face more vibrant than he remembered. She sat in a chair without wheels, wrapped in a simple green robe. Valeri Trelland’s homeland suited her better than the north ever did.

Andry’s heart leapt at the sight of her. He wanted to go to his mother, but his feet would not move, rooted to the stones. He opened his mouth to speak. No sound came.

I miss you, he tried to shout. I hope you are alive.

She only smiled back, wrinkles crinkling at the corners of her green eyes.

He smiled too, for her sake, even as his body went cold. The jasmine faded, replaced by the sharp tang of saltwater.

This is a dream.

Andry jolted awake like a man struck by lightning. For a moment, he hung suspended in his own mind, trying to make sense of his surroundings. The rocking of the waves, the hard deck of the boat. A threadbare blanket tossed over his body. The freezing air on his cheeks. The smell of saltwater, not smoke.

We are alive.

A short, broad figure stood over the squire, illuminated by moonlight and lanterns slung in the rigging. The Prince of Trec, Andry realized with another jolt.

“I did not know Galland allowed their squires to sleep on duty,” Prince Oscovko said, darkly amused.

“I’m no squire of Galland, Your Highness,” Andry replied, forcing himself to sit up.

The prince grinned and shifted, the lanterns illuminating more of his face. He sported a black eye and a good deal of gore all down his leathers. Not that Andry minded. They all looked worse for the wear.

Slowly, Oscovko held out a hand. Andry took it without question, hoisting himself to unsteady feet.

“They don’t allow you to make jokes either, do they?” Oscovko said, thumping Andry on the shoulder. “Good to see you made it out.”

Andry’s jaw tightened. Despite his easy manner, he saw anger in Oscovko’s eyes, and fear too.

“Many did not,” the prince added, glancing to shore.

But there was only blackness behind them. Not even a glimmer of the burning city remained.

It is no use looking back, Andry knew.

“How many men do you have?” he asked sharply.

His tone caught Oscovko off guard. The prince blanched and gestured along the small fishing boat. Quickly, Andry counted twelve on the deck, including Valtik and himself. The other survivors were just as battered as Oscovko. Mortal and immortal alike. Raider, Elder, and soldier. Some wounded, some sleeping. All terrified.

Off the bow and stern, in either direction, tiny lights bobbed along at their pace. Squinting, Andry made out black shapes in the moonlight, their own lanterns like low stars.

Other boats.

“How many, my lord?” Andry said again, sterner than before.

Down the deck, the other survivors turned to watch their exchange. Valtik remained at the prow, her face turned to the moon.

Oscovko scoffed and shook his head. “Does it matter to you?”

“It matters to all of us.” Andry flushed, his cheeks growing hot against the chill. “We need every soldier who can fight—”

“I gave you that already.” Oscovko cut him off with a wave of one bruised hand, slicing it through the air like a knife. His face fell, torn between sorrow and desperation. “Look where it brought us. Both of us.”

Andry held his ground, unyielding, even in the face of a prince. His days at a royal court were long behind him, and he was not a squire anymore. Courtesy didn’t matter. There was only Corayne, the blade, and the realm now. Surrender was not an option.

“Eat, drink. Tend your wounds, Trelland,” Oscovko finally said, sighing out his rage. His anger turned to pity, his eyes going soft in a way Andry hated. Slowly, Oscovko took his shoulder. “You are young. You have not seen battle like this before, you do not know the toll it takes.”

“I’ve seen more of this than you have, my lord,” Andry muttered back.

The prince only shook his head, mournful. Whatever anger he carried was eclipsed by pain.

“It is a longer journey home for you than it is for me,” Oscovko replied, giving his shoulder a squeeze.

Something caught fire in Andry Trelland. He shrugged off the prince’s hand and stepped into his path, blocking the deck.

“I have no home to return to, and neither will you, Oscovko,” he growled. “Not if we abandon the realm now.”

“Abandon?” Oscovko’s anger returned tenfold. “You’re right, Andry Trelland. You are no squire. And you’re not a knight either. You have no idea how much these men have given. Not if you’re asking them to give more.”

“You saw the city,” Andry countered. “You saw what Taristan will do to your kingdom, to the rest of the world.”

Oscovko was a warrior as much as a prince, and he seized Andry’s collar with blinding speed. He glared up at him, his teeth gritted, and dropped his voice to a harsh whisper.

“Let these men go home to their families and die with glory,” he snarled, his voice low and dangerous. “War is coming, and we will fight it from our own borders, with the full might of Trec behind us. Let them have this much, Trelland.”

Andry did not waver, staring back at the prince. He matched his furious whisper.

“You can’t die with glory if there’s no one left to remember your name.”

A shadow passed over Oscovko’s face. Then he growled like an animal denied a kill.

“A cracked glass holds no water.”

The voice rang out over the boat, cold as the icy wind. Both Andry and Oscovko whirled to find another figure standing close at the rail. She was taller than Andry, taller even than Dom was, with dark red hair plaited into braids. Her skin glowed whiter than the moon, pale as milk. And like Dom, she had the look of the Elders. Immortal and distant, ancient, set apart from the rest of them.

Quickly, Andry dipped his brow.

“Lady Eyda,” he murmured.

He remembered her arriving with the Jydi and the other immortals, their boats gliding out of the blizzard. She was fearsome as any warrior, and mother to the Elder monarch of Kovalinn. All but a queen.

Oscovko let go of Andry’s collar, turning his frustration on the immortal.

“You’ll have better luck speaking riddles to the bone witch,” he barked, waving a hand to Valtik at the prow. “The Wolves of Trec have no more patience for immortal nonsense.”

Eyda took a lethally quiet step forward. The silence of her movement was unsettling.

“The enclaves thought as you did, Prince of Mortals.” She said Oscovko’s title like an insult. “Isibel in Iona. Valnir in Sirandel. Karias in Tirakrion. Ramia. Shan. Asaro. And all the rest.”

Andry remembered Iona, and Isibel. Domacridhan’s aunt, the Monarch, with her silver eyes, golden hair, and stony countenance. She called the Companions to her castle, and sent so many of them off again to die. There were other Elders just like her, holed up in their enclaves, ignoring the ending of the world.

The high, cold halls of the immortals felt so far away now. Andry supposed they always were.

Eyda kept on, her eyes on the stars. Venom dripped from her words.

“All my kin, content to sit behind their walls and their warriors, like islands in a rising sea. But the waters will drown us all,” she spat, turning to Oscovko and Andry. “The waves are already at the gates.”

“Easy for an Elder to sneer at mortal dead,” the prince bit back.

Squire or not, Andry winced.

The immortal did not quail. She towered over them both, her eyes flashing like struck flint.

“Count our number, Wolf,” she sneered. “We gave as you gave.”

Like Oscovko, she wore signs of the battle all over her armor. Once-fine steel was battered and scratched, her dark red cloak torn to ribbons. If she had a sword, it was long gone. The prince looked her over then glanced out to sea, to the other boats fighting along through the night.

Despite Oscovko’s opposition, Andry felt bolstered by Eyda’s support. He locked eyes with the immortal lady, her unblinking gaze filling him with fierce determination.

“I must ask you all to give more.”

Andry barely recognized his own voice as it carried over the boat. He sounded older than he felt, and bolder than he knew himself to be.

Sighing, Oscovko wrenched his eyes back to Andry, meeting his glare.

“I cannot do that,” he said desperately.

This time, Andry took the prince’s shoulder. He felt the immortal lady’s attention boring into his back, her gaze like iron. It only strengthened his resolve. One ally is better than none.

“There is one Spindleblade now,” he said.

Andry willed Oscovko to feel the desperation he carried in his own heart. And the hope too, small as it was.

“One key to cracking the realm. And Taristan of Old Cor does not have it.”

The words landed slowly. Each like a knife in Oscovko’s armor.

“The girl does,” Oscovko muttered. He passed a hand over his head, disbelief in his eyes.

Andry leaned closer, his grip tight.

“Her name is Corayne,” Andry said, close to a growl. “She is still our last hope. And we are hers.”

To that, Oscovko said nothing. No agreement. But no argument either. And that was enough for Andry Trelland. For now.

He took a step back, releasing his grip on the prince’s shoulder. With a start, he realized all the boat was watching. The Jydi raiders, the Elders, and Oscovko’s men too. Even Valtik turned from the prow, her blue eyes like two stars in the night sky.

Once, Andry would have crumbled under so much attention. Not anymore. Not after all he had seen and survived.

“You don’t even know if she’s alive,” Oscovko murmured, low enough for only Andry to hear.

Andry fought back a wave of revulsion.

“If she’s dead, so are we,” he shot back, not bothering to whisper.

Let them all hear me now.

“You saw what a broken realm looks like.” Andry pointed back through the darkness, to the part of the sky with no stars. “You saw the city burning, the undead walking, the hounds of hell and a dragon bearing down on us. You know what fate awaits Allward, and every single thing in it. Your homes, your families.”

A ripple moved down the deck as the soldiers exchanged heavy looks and whispers. Even the immortals shifted.

“None of us can escape what comes, not if we give up now.” Desperation rolled through Andry’s body like a wave. He needed every sword and spear before him, broken and defeated as they were. “It may not seem like much, but we still have hope. If we keep fighting.”

Lady Eyda was already with him, but she offered Andry a single, grim nod. Her Elders reacted in kind and bowed their heads to Andry. The lanterns gleamed off their armor and furs, dancing among faces pale-skinned and dark, heads golden and jet. But their eyes were all the same. Deep as memory, strong as steel. And resolute.

The Jydi followed suit without hesitation, rattling their weapons.

Leaving only the Treckish warriors, battle-hardened and weary. And loyal. They looked to their prince for guidance, but Oscovko did not move. He surveyed Andry against the lanterns, tight-lipped and grim.

“I will return to Vodin with my men,” he said, his voice booming.

Down the deck, the Treckish soldiers seemed to deflate. A few sighed out in relief. Andry gritted his teeth, wanting to scream with frustration. He felt the last of his patience ebb away.

But Oscovko wasn’t finished.

“I must return—and raise the rest of Trec’s armies, to fight this war properly,” he said. “To defend my people—and the realm entire.”

Heat flushed across Andry’s cheeks, and he was glad for the shadows.

“Galland spilled our blood in Gidastern,” Oscovko roared, slamming a fist against his chest. His men nodded in reply, a few fists clenching. “We will return the favor.”

Andry startled when Oscovko threw back his head and howled, baying at the sky like a wolf. His men responded in kind. In the darkness, Treckish soldiers on the other boats matched the call, their howls echoing like ghosts on the water.

When the cold air hit his cheeks, Andry realized he was smiling.

Oscovko smiled back, and it was the smile of a wolf.

“What of you, Trelland?” he said, pointing. “Where will you go?”

Andry swallowed hard.

The others looked on, waiting for an answer. At the prow, Valtik stood firm, unblinking and silent. Andry hesitated for a moment, waiting for her infuriating guidance. It did not come.

Oscovko pressed in, eyes flashing. “Where will your girl go?”

With a will, Andry wrenched his gaze away from Valtik. He found Lady Eyda instead. But in his mind, Andry saw another Elder monarch.

He thought of Corayne too, and all he knew of her. With the last Spindleblade in her possession, she was even more of a target than ever before. She would seek out somewhere protected, strong enough to keep her safe from Taristan. Strong enough to fight back against him.

And somewhere we all know, he thought, remembering the ragged hope Corayne kept alive. She will only go where she thinks we can follow.

“Iona,” Andry said, all conviction. The great city of immortal Elders rose up in his memories, walled by mist and stone. “She will make for the Elder enclave, in the Kingdom of Calidon.”

And I will follow.





3

So I Might Live

Corayne

The gray horse ran through a gray world.

Ash and snow spiraled together, hot and cold.

Corayne felt none of it. Not the horse cantering beneath her. Not the tears on her cheeks, carving tracks down her dirty face. Nothing broke through her shield. The emptiness was the only defense she had against all behind her.

Against the death. The loss. And the failure too.

She held on to the invisible shield as long as she could, holding it tight against her heart. She dared not look back again. She could not bear the sight of Gidastern, swallowed up by smoke and flame. A graveyard to so many, including her friends.

Somehow the empty field was worse than the city’s corpse.

No one followed. No one waited.

No one survived.

So Corayne did as she knew best, as her mother would have. She put the horizon ahead of her, and followed the smell of saltwater.

The Watchful Sea was her only companion, its iron waves battering the shore. Then night fell, leaving nothing but the sound of the sea. Even the blizzard faded away, the sky clearing. Corayne glared up at the stars, reading them as she would a map. The old constellations she knew were still there. They had not burned with the rest of the world. Out over the sea, the Great Dragon clutched the North Star in its jaws. She tried to take comfort in something familiar, but found even the stars were dull, their light cold and distant.

The horse kept on, never slowing. Corayne knew it was some magic of Valtik’s, one last gift.

If only she gave the same strength to me, she thought bitterly.

She could not say how many hours passed in the burning city. It felt like years, her body aged a century, haggard and exhausted. Her throat burned, still scratchy from smoke. And her eyes stung from too many tears shed.

Reluctantly, she tried the reins. Part of her doubted the horse would listen, bound instead to a dead witch in a burned city.

But the mare responded without hesitation, slowing her pace. It blinked at her mournfully.

“I’m sorry,” Corayne forced out, her voice raw as her throat.

Her nose wrinkled. All my friends are dead and now I’m apologizing to a horse.

Slowly, she slid down from the saddle, her body aching after hours on the road. It hurt to walk but still felt better than riding. Reins in hand, she forced onward, the mare keeping pace at her side.

In her head, she heard the voices of the undead army, little more than beasts, moaning and gurgling as one. United behind Taristan and Erida, and What Waits above them all.

Corayne leaned against the horse’s flank, chasing the mare’s warmth. Reminding herself she was not alone, not truly. The horse smelled of smoke, blood, and something colder, half-familiar. Pine and lavender. Ice.

Valtik.

Corayne’s heart clenched and her tears gathered again, threatening to fall.

“No,” she forced out. “No.”

Jewels gleamed in the corner of her eye. She turned her head to see the Spindleblade in its sheath, the sword lashed to the horse’s saddle. The gemstones in the hilt winked with every step of the horse, weakly reflecting the stars overhead. Corayne knew the stones and steel all too well. It was a perfect match to her father’s Spindleblade, the one left shattered in a burning garden.

“A twin,” Corayne said aloud, her voice low.

Twin blades, twin brothers. Two fates. And one terrible future.

Though she never knew him, Corayne wished for her father, Cortael of Old Cor. If only so she could pass the burden back to him, and give up all hopes of saving the world herself.

Why me, Corayne thought, as she had so many times. Why must I be the one to save the realm?

Corayne dared not touch the sword, not even to check the steel. Andry Trelland taught her how to tend a blade, but she could barely look at it, let alone clean it. The Spindleblade took her father’s life. Took too many lives to count.

As they walked, her fingers trailed over her leather jerkin and beaten ring mail, then her pair of fine vambraces on her forearms. Despite the grime of battle, the pattern of scales, outlined in gold, still gleamed.

Dirynsima. Dragonclaws, Sibrez had called them. A gift of Ibal, from Isadere and their Blessed Dragons. Another lifetime ago.

She tipped her arm, examining one vambrace in the starlight. Steel spikes lined the edge of her forearm, sharp as a blade. A few were dark red, crusted with blood.

Taristan’s blood.

“You’re indestructible to most things,” Corayne said aloud, repeating what she told her uncle hours ago. “But not all.”

The Dragonclaws were twice blessed, both by Isadere—and Valtik. Perhaps whatever they did, Jydi bone magic or Ibalet faith, was enough to harm Taristan. The thought gave her some comfort, small as it was. But not enough to sleep. No matter how tired she was, Corayne could not make herself stop walking.

I’m too close to the open Spindle, she knew. Too close to What Waits. And He waits for me in my dreams.

Even awake, she could almost feel His presence, like a red fog at the corners of her eyes. She remembered when she fell through the Spindle at the old temple. Barren, cursed, a dead world corrupted and conquered. The Ashlands were a broken realm, cracked with Asunder, the hellish realm of What Waits. He found her there, His presence a shadow without a man to cast it.

The King of Asunder waited for her now at the edge of her mind, a hand extended. Ready to pull her down.

She remembered every word He told her.

How I despise that flame inside you, that restless heart of yours, He whispered then.

She felt her heart now, still stubbornly beating.

You cannot fathom the realms I’ve seen, He said, his shadow rippling with power. The endless ages, the limitless bounds of greed and fear. Put down the Spindleblade. And I will make you queen of any kingdom you wish.

She bit her lip, the sharp pain enough to bring her back. The voice faded in her memory.

Despite her hatred, Corayne found herself staring at the blade again, watching it as she would a dangerous creature. Like the sword itself might spring from its sheath and stab her too.

Quickly, before she could think herself out of it, she drew the blade in a single, singing motion.

The naked steel reflected her own face.

Shadows pooled beneath her eyes. Her black braid was a tangle, her sun-bronzed skin gone pale in the northern winter. Her lips were cracked by the cold, her eyes rimmed red by smoke and sorrow. But she was still herself, beneath the weight of the realm’s fate. Still Corayne an-Amarat, with her father’s grim look and her mother’s dogged resolve.

“Is that enough?” she asked the silence. “Am I enough?”

To this, she received no answer. No direction. No heading or path to follow.

For once in her life, Corayne had no idea which way to go.

Then the horse startled, raising its head and pricking its ears in a way that made Corayne tremble.

“What is it?”

The horse, being a horse, did not answer.

But Corayne did not need one. Its fear was answer enough.

She whirled to face the horizon, looking back toward Gidastern. Something like a candle burned in the darkness. At least, it looked like a candle. Until the cold wind blew, carrying with it the smell of blood and smoke.

Corayne wasted no time leaping into the saddle. Behind her, the light grew and loosed a haunting roar.

Infyrna hound.

Corayne gritted her teeth, watching the candle split into many, the vicious barks echoing across the miles. Beneath her, the horse lunged into a gallop. The mare remembered Taristan’s burning hounds as well as Corayne did.

His army will not be far behind, Corayne knew. Her stomach dropped to her feet. If not Taristan himself.

She kicked her heels, willing the horse to move even faster. Corayne could barely think as they galloped along the dark coast. Her body ached with exhaustion, but she could not fall.

For the realm falls with me.

Valtik’s magic lasted and the horse rode on.

Light grew slowly in the east, turning the black sky to deep blue. The stars battled valiantly against the sunrise, but one by one, they blinked out of existence.

Darkness still clung to the land behind her, pooling in the shadow of the hills and trees. A black column of smoke rose in the west, the last remnants of Gidastern. Smaller trails of smoke pocked the sky, like flags to mark the hounds as they careened across the wilderness.

A few were close, less than a mile off.

Corayne tried to think around the fog of exhaustion. To figure out some way through the path ahead, whatever it might be. If they were here, Sorasa and Charlie would tell her to head for the closest village, to throw some unsuspecting garrison at the hounds. Dom would turn and fight, Sigil laughing at his heels. Andry would make some valiant, stupid sacrifice to give the rest of them time. And Valtik, impossible and inscrutable, certainly had some incantation to turn the hounds to dust. Or she would simply disappear again, only to turn up when the danger had passed.

But what about me?

Part of Corayne despaired. The rest of her knew she could not. The realm would not survive her sorrow, or her failure.

She thought of the map, of the landscape around her, the northern reaches of Galland.

Erida’s kingdom. Enemy territory.

But the Castlewood was near, the great forest of the northern continent. It stretched for endless miles in almost every direction. To the south lay the Corteth Mountains, then Siscaria and the Long Sea. Home. Corayne’s heart ached at the prospect. So much of her wanted to point the horse southward, and ride until they crashed into the waves of familiar waters.

To the east were more mountains. Calidon. And, she knew, Iona. Domacridhan’s enclave, an Elder stronghold. And perhaps the last place upon the Ward where she might find help.

It seemed impossible. Miles away, at the edge of a fading dream.

But the enclave burned a hole in her mind, its name a whisper in her ears.

Iona.

The enclave was still hundreds of miles away, beyond the Castlewood and across the mountains, hidden in Calidon. Corayne could hardly fathom what the enclave looked like, shrouded in mist and glen. She tried to remember how Andry and Dom had described Iona, without remembering Andry and Dom themselves. It was an impossible endeavor.

She saw Andry’s face, his warm, kind eyes, his lips pulled into a gentle smile. His laughter never had any bite to it. Only kindness and joy. Corayne doubted the squire ever carried an ill thought for anyone. He was too good for all of them.

Too good for me.

Above all, she remembered his blazing kiss against her palm, his lips pressed to her skin in the only goodbye they would ever have.

Her palm itched on the reins, threatening to burn like everything else.

Then the smell of smoke filled the air, somehow heavier than her bottomless grief.

The scent was overpowering, but not so terrible as the keening scream of a hellhound as it thundered over the hill behind her. Its overlong black legs ate up the landscape, leaving a burning trail with each footfall. Flames leapt along the beast’s spine, and its open mouth glowed like hot coals.

Corayne felt a scream of her own rise in her throat, but only dug in her heels. Beneath her, the horse obeyed, somehow gaining speed.

The hound drove on, snapping and barking. Its brethren answered, their howls echoing beyond the dawn.

“Gods help me,” she murmured, tucking low against the horse’s neck.

Despite her galloping horse, the hound closed the distance between them. Over one maddening hour, the hound gained, inch by inch. Every heartbeat felt a life age. Every faltering step a lightning bolt in Corayne’s chest.

The sun climbed in the sky, melting frost along the road. Corayne felt only the warmth of the hound’s flames.

It snapped at her horse’s hooves, jaws black and burning.

This time, Corayne did not call on the gods.

She saw the Companions in her mind, all dead behind her.

Dead so I might live.

It will not be in vain.

In a single motion, she reined the horse and drew the Spindleblade, the steel flashing in the morning sun. It flamed brighter than the hound itself, snarling as it leapt for her horse. Already moving through the air, its body like an arrow from the string.

With all her strength, Corayne swung the blade, a lumberjack with an ax.

The Spindleblade cut through flame and flesh. There was no blood as the hound’s head fell from its shoulders. Its corpse fell to embers and ashes, leaving nothing but a burned path in its wake.

The world went achingly silent, but for Corayne’s heartbeat and a trailing wind. The ashes blew slowly, until even the embers winked out.

Sweat dripped down Corayne’s face, and she heaved a single, shuddering breath.

Her heart pounded, most of her in shock. The rest surged with triumph. But there was little time to celebrate, or even breathe a sigh of relief. The silence loomed up again, as much a reminder as anything else.

You are alone, Corayne an-Amarat, she thought, her heart welling up with sorrow. More alone than you ever thought you could be.

She wheeled the horse again, back onto the path toward the distant forest. Ashes fell from the Spindleblade. She wiped it clean with her sleeve, thinking of Andry and how he tended their blades with sure hands. The memory made her breath catch, only for a moment. With a snap, she slid the sword back into its leather sheath.

Corayne did her best not to think about the last thing Taristan’s sword killed.

Her best was not enough.

The sun wheeled across the sky and hours passed. The Castlewood did not seem to move any closer, but neither did the remaining Infyrna hounds. Perhaps the loss of their brother kept them at a distance.

Can monsters feel fear? Corayne wondered as she rode on.

Taristan is a monster. And I saw fear in him, she thought, remembering his face in their final moments together. When she took his Spindleblade for her own, and a dragon crashed down onto the city. He was afraid then, his bloodshot eyes wide with terror, as much as he tried to hide it. Neither Taristan nor Ronin controlled the great beast. It roamed freely, destroying whatever it wanted to destroy.

Where the dragon might be now, Corayne had no idea. And she did not want to spend precious energy thinking about it. There was nothing to be done about a dragon loose upon the Ward, obedient to nothing and no one.

Just when Corayne thought Valtik’s mare might ride forever, her inexorable pace began to slow. Only a little, barely enough to notice. But sweat foamed on her flanks and her breathing grew hard. Whatever magic Valtik imbued the horse with came to an end.

“Well done,” Corayne muttered, patting the mare’s gray neck. “I don’t have much else to give you but my thanks.”

The horse whickered in response and changed direction.

Corayne didn’t have the heart to rein her back, and let the horse angle off the old road and down a wooded bank. There was a stream at the bottom, half choked with ice. But the water ran clear, and Corayne was thirsty too.

When the mare bent to drink, Corayne slid from the saddle, landing on bowed and aching legs. She winced, bone-tired and saddle-sore. All she wanted to do was lie down and sleep, no matter the danger. Instead, Corayne tried to think as Sorasa would.

First, she loosed the Spindleblade from the horse’s saddle, and slung it over her shoulder. She only trusted Valtik’s magic so far, and a spooked horse could mean disaster. Then she assessed her surroundings with a sharp eye, noting the dip of the bank and the tangled tree branches hanging over the stream. Good cover from the sky, should a dragon be lurking. The ground formed a little valley with the stream down the center, barely deeper than she was tall, but it offered some cover too. Not enough to sleep, but enough for a moment’s peace. Enough for Corayne to exhale, if only a little.

“Iona.”

Corayne tested the name on her tongue as she mulled over the possibilities. She knew little of Dom’s home, but enough. It was a fortress city, well hidden in the valleys of Calidon. And filled with immortal Elders. If even half of them were fearsome as Dom was, it would be a safe place indeed.

If they even open the gates to me, she thought ruefully. Iona refused to help us once. They might do so again.

Even so, it was her best option.

Perhaps the only one.

As her horse drank, Corayne refilled her own waterskins upstream, then tried to clean her face. The icy water was a shock, waking her up a little.

Again, she glanced at the sky, peering between the branches. The sun angled cold and golden among the clouds. Too beautiful to stand on such an awful day.

She turned back to find the mare with her head raised and ears twitching, over-alert.

Immediately Corayne went for the Spindleblade on her back, hands closing around the hilt in seconds. But before she could draw, a low voice echoed over the stream.

“We wish you no harm, Corayne of Old Cor.”
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The Lioness

Erida

They will kneel or they will fall.

Siscaria and Tyriot kneeled.

So became the Queen of Four Kingdoms.

Erida of Galland, Madrence, Tyriot, and Siscaria. Her domain now stretched from the shores of the Auroran Ocean to the bitter cold of the Watchful Sea. From sprawling Ascal to the jeweled islands of the Tyri Straits. Forests, farmland, mountains, rivers, ancient cities, and bustling ports. All of it fell beneath Erida’s command, and her shadow grew long indeed.

My empire, with no boundaries but the edges of the realm itself. All the realm in my own two hands.

She’d had more than enough time to think of her destiny on the road home, as their journey was longer than planned. Parts of the Long Sea were too dangerous for the Queen to sail, even with a fleet around her. Pirates thrived in times of war, and they stalked the waters like hungry wolves. Erida and her company were forced to travel overland from Partepalas to Byllskos, where she received Tyriot’s surrender. Or rather, Tyriot’s abandonment. The Sea Prince and his royal cousins fled their palaces, rather than surrender to her conquest. Erida laughed at their empty halls and empty docks. She left behind a few lords to manage the coastal cities and carried on, rolling over the continent in an inexorable wave.

Siscaria surrendered easily. Erida placed her uncle, Duke Reccio, in control of the Siscarian capital. Their bond of blood made him more loyal than most of her own nobles.

She had rejoined her armada soon after and a hundred Gallish ships, galleys, and cogs turned north to Ascal. The nobles were eager for home, but none so much as Erida herself. Her own flagship led the way, an immense war galley done up as a pleasure barge, with all the comforts of a royal palace.

After two months of travel, Erida despised it.

She suffered through countless meetings, feasts, and oath takings, all her time wrapped up with loathsome courtiers scratching for favor. Everything seemed both endless and immediate. Some days disappeared in the blink of an eye. Some seconds dragged, clawing over her skin. She felt so now, through the last agonizing miles of the long way home.

Patience, Erida told herself. This torture is nearly at an end.

She knew what waited in Ascal. And who.

Taristan was already there, returned from Gidastern. His letters had been vague, scrawled in Ronin’s spiky handwriting, but she gleaned enough. Taristan was victorious too.

She expected nothing less. He was her match in every single way.

Erida squinted north, where the shores of Mirror Bay narrowed into the mouth of the Great Lion. Ascal sprawled, the city of islands and bridges strung across the river. Her heart skipped a beat, her body tightening with anticipation.

She would be home before nightfall. Even the tide rose to her favor, pushing on the fleet, a favorable wind filling their sails.

“We’ve made up time,” Lord Thornwall said, holding the rail at her side. His red beard had finally gone all to gray. The conquest had been hard on her greatest commander.

Lady Harrsing held her other flank, leaning heavily against the ship. She bent like a crone, huddled in her furs against the damp cold. Erida would have commanded her down below, but she knew Harrsing would only wave off her concern. The old woman had faced worse than winter in her many years upon the Ward.

“What of the final counts?” Erida asked her commander, eyeing him sternly.

Thornwall heaved a great sigh. He did his best to condense two months of conquest.

“One thousand of Lord Vermer’s men lost to the Tyri rebels before the surrender,” he said. “And we received word from Lord Holg that the Tyri princes still attack from their islands.”

Erida fought the urge to roll her eyes.

“I trust Holg’s ability to defend Byllskos in my absence. Especially against coward princes who flee at the first sign of danger.”

“We lost nine ships to the pirates on the Empress Coast.” Thornwall’s face darkened.

Erida shrugged. “Pirates scatter at the first sign of danger. They are scavengers at best.”

“Scavengers,” he agreed, nodding. “But smart, organized somehow. They’re infiltrating harbors under true flags and good papers of passage. Sweeping past patrols only to rob treasuries and set fire to ports. I see no end to it, not unless we shut down passage entirely.”

He drew a deep breath. “I believe they have allied with the Tyri princes.”

Erida all but laughed outright.

“I’ve never heard of such a preposterous thing,” she said. “The princes hunt pirates for sport. Theirs is a long history of bloodshed.”

Next to her, Lady Harrsing sighed. “A common enemy makes strange allies.”

“I care little for the errant princes, and even less for ramshackle pirates,” Erida snapped, feeling her patience run thin.

“You gained three crowns of the Ward in as many months, Your Majesty,” Thornwall said, swiftly changing the subject. He eyed her brow, where Erida would soon wear a crown fit for an empress. “It is no small thing, what you have done.”

Since her coronation, Erida knew Thornwall’s great value. He was intelligent, strategic, brave, loyal, and, strangest of all, honest. Erida saw it in him now, tentative as he was.

“Thank you,” she said, and genuinely meant it.

Lord Thornwall was not Erida’s father, but she valued his praise just the same. And as commander of Galland’s armies, Lord Thornwall knew more of war than almost anyone else. A corner of his mouth twitched, betraying a frown.

“Kneel or fall,” he murmured, echoing the words now rippling across the realm. “The threat worked on Siscaria and half of Tyriot.”

Thornwall looked down at his hands. They were callused by the hilt of a sword, his fingers ink-stained by maps and paperwork.

“Larsia will follow, still weary of war.” He ticked off a finger, counting. “Perhaps the border kingdoms will as well. Trec, Uscora, Dahland, Ledor. Gods know they hate the Temur more than they hate you, and would rather be your ally than be caught between a Temurijon cavalry and a Gallish legion.”

Erida watched his face intently, as she would any courtier. She saw weariness in him, and conflict. Torn between his loyalty to me, and his own weakness, Erida thought, clenching her teeth.

“But Ibal, Kasa, the Emperor of the Temurijon.” Thornwall met her gaze sharply.

Erida kept her face still, even as frustration rose up inside her. There is fear in him too.

“Those are wars, the likes of which this realm has never seen,” Thornwall said, his words like a plea. “Even with the continent beneath you. Even with Taristan beside you.”

She heard what he would not say.

You will not win.

His faithlessness was like a slap across the face.

“We are Old Cor reborn, Taristan and I.” Her voice went hard and unyielding as steel. “The empire is ours to reclaim and rebuild. It is the will of the gods as much as my own. Or have you lost your faith in the gods, in holy Syrek, who drives us to victory?”

Her usual tactic worked almost too well.

Her commander flushed and blustered, set off balance by an invocation of his god.

“Of course I have faith,” he sputtered, collecting himself.

Lady Harrsing gave a cluck of her tongue. “It is the will of the gods, Lord Thornwall.”

The will of a god, at least, Erida mused to herself. At the thought of Taristan’s master, Erida’s stomach twisted, and warmth bloomed in her chest. She dropped her furs entirely to keep from sweating.

Next to her, Thornwall bowed low, eyes flitting between the Queen and the old woman.

“I know you have the . . .” He paused, struggling for the right word. “Godly army.”

Erida nearly laughed aloud. She had many words for Taristan’s corpse army, away in the north. None of them came close to godly.

“But we are only men,” he answered softly. “Legions of thousands, but men still. Tired of war. Eager to go home and bask in victory. Let them sing songs of you, your glory, your greatness. Let them renew their strength, so they might rise to fight for you again. And again. And again.”

That was enough to give Erida pause. She pursed her lips, thinking on her commander’s advice. As in younger days, she found herself looking to Lady Harrsing for guidance. The older woman stared back at her now, brow furrowed into a thousand lines of care. After many years, her face was easy to read.

Listen.

“It is not in you to falter, Your Majesty. I know that. You do not tire, fail, or flag,” Thornwall pushed on, imploring. “But the men are not you.”

Erida barely nodded. Her commander was no simpering courtier. His flattery was poorly done, albeit true.

“I see your
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