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  “If you will not fight for right when you can easily win without bloodshed;
if you will not fight when your victory is sure and not too costly;
you may come to the moment when you will have to fight with all the odds against you and only a precarious chance of survival.
There may even be a worse case. You may have to...fight when there is no hope of victory, because it is better to perish than to live as slaves.”
—Sir Winston Churchill (1874–1965)
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ANDRIANA

“Ifound the ship we want. A merchant vessel with supplies for Catal, the Far North.” Chaza’el cast a worried glance back through the maze of crates—three times taller than we were—and then to us again. “One little problem—she’s loaded with soldiers.”
“Perfect,” Vidar said, crossing his arms. “It’s been a little dull around here.”
I smiled at him, my eyes tracing the lingering bruises on his olive skin, then sighed heavily, wishing again Niero was with us. He’d know how to go about this—seeking to free Kapriel from the island prison, as well as how to board a ship loaded with enemy soldiers.
“You’re sure that’s the one, Chaz?” Vidar asked, gesturing toward the ship. “The one you saw in your vision?”
The shorter man nodded once, and his dark, silken hair washed forward and back. “And as far as I can tell, it’s the only one heading out any time soon.”
“We’re too obvious, all together,” Killian groused, pushing his blond dreadlocks over a shoulder. He looked at Ronan, my knight, who had assumed leadership in Niero’s absence. “Send me. And Bellona. We’ll slip in, spring Kapriel, and bring him back to you. The rest of you can find shelter in the meantime.”
Ronan’s green-brown eyes hovered over Killian a minute, then at the rest of us. “Look, I know this seems like the most idiotic thing we’ve done. But Kapriel is the key to us winning this war. Niero said so. He’s the only one who can really go head-to-head with Keallach. And if he’s ill…” He looked at each of us in turn again and we seemed to collectively hold our breath. “We all need to go,” Ronan said, “because we all might not return.” His lips clamped together and looked at everyone but me. “We’re never going to be closer to Kapriel than this, right? Anyone disagree that this is where the Maker has led us?”
We all shook our heads, even Killian, clearly miserable at the idea of putting his Remnant in such danger. But ever since we’d seen the broad band of the blue ocean, we’d felt the undeniable pull toward Catal. Toward Kapriel. 
“Get down,” Bellona growled. Her long, brown braid hit my shoulder as she whirled to crouch beside me.
We ducked, and a second later heard two men walked by, just one crate away from us. They were laughing under their breath and murmuring to each other. We’d seen the whistles every worker wore around their necks. The dockyard’s air filled with the sound of them, long and short blasts, a wordless language that sounded eerie and foreign to our ears. I had no doubt that there was a unique blast for alarm—a call that would send some of the gray-clad soldiers stationed on each corner after us. And they were armed with automatic weapons.
The men paused on the far side of the crate that separated the diminutive Chaza’el, Killian, and Tressa from them. My fellow Ailith breathed shallowly, eyes wide, backs to the crate. We all had our hands on the hilts of our weapons, but my ears strained for the bits of conversation from the dockworkers. They were speaking in low tones about the Far North, the merchant ship Chaza’el said we had to board if we were to get to Catal today. Only the transports and supply vessels were allowed around the island; any others were immediately destroyed.
I could feel Ronan’s stare. Ever since we’d kissed, he seemed somehow more present. Vivid. Like he was an extension of me, in a way. I met his gaze and his brows knit together. He vacillated between concern and understanding what I was after—to learn more from the two dockworkers nearest us. If either felt alarm, I’d be the first to know it.
An empath, Niero had called me, once. It was my gift to feel what others felt. Just as it was Tressa’s gift to heal, Chaza’el’s gift to see the future, and Vidar’s gift to know light or darkness in another. We knew that somewhere ahead of us was Kapriel, with a miraculous power of his own. And others too, if they yet lived. I knew it as surely as Ronan did that this—this mad need to get to Kapriel, our brother, our prince, and free him—was what we had to get done.
Somehow.
“Shoving off soon…” said one of the dockworkers as I dared to edge closer to hear better.
“Yeah. All the freight’s loaded already,” said the other.
Their conversation over, they turned to go and I slowly pulled back, freezing as they came into view—with me in plain sight—but they passed on. My heart hammered in my chest, but I grinned as I came back around the crate. Ronan looked chagrined, half in consternation at the risk I took, half in hope I’d gained good information.
“We have to get aboard. They’re to leave soon,” I whispered.
“Bellona and Vidar,” he said, “make your way over to the Far North and see if you can spot a way for us to steal our way aboard.”
The two nodded and immediately moved out, each carrying a dagger in their hands. If they came up against a dockworker, they’d be best dispatched in silence. Ronan and Killian watched their progress, ready to spring to their aid if necessary. The rest of us stayed down.
“What if we got into some crates?” Tressa asked, pushing her red ponytail over her shoulder. “Like we did in Castle Vega?”
“It sounds like they’re all loaded already,” I said.
She sighed. I knew what she was after—avoiding a fight. And I couldn’t blame her. She found it nearly impossible to hurt another—with her gift of healing, it felt completely wrong, regardless of how much danger she faced. I had encountered something similar. As my empathy gifting grew, I felt what my enemies felt—and their fear or fury tangled with my own heart in alarming fashion. The mere thought of it sent bands of panic around my chest, and I fought to breathe through it. But I couldn’t help it. Were Tressa and I as much an impediment as a boon to the Ailith? Might we not endanger the others, in their efforts to protect us as well as themselves?
Chaza’el caught my eye. He studied me, his dark browns covering mine, searching me, seeing me in a way that I hadn’t often been seen. It reminded me of Niero, and my heart panged anew with longing for our lost leader. Was he all right? Hurt? Even alive?
“We are on the Maker’s path,” Chaza’el said, the hint of compassion in the lines of his crescent moon-shaped eyes, as well as within him. “And this is his next step for you. I’ve seen it.”
I nodded, once, not really feeling like I wanted to get into it. But his choice of words—you, not us—and then the cold wave of hesitation from him, gave me pause. What else had he seen in his vision? We’d already lost Niero. Were we about to lose others on this mission too?
Chaza’el moved away from me, edging past Ronan, as if he didn’t want to stay close to me, giving me further opportunity to question him. Ronan absently ran his fingers along his ribs, where I’d seen the massive bruise days ago, even as he watched our companions make their way through the labyrinth of the dock’s crates.
“Hey,” I said, touching his hand lightly. “How’re you healing?”
“It’s getting better,” he said distractedly. But he dropped his hand.
“Can you still see Bellona and Vid?”
“No. They disappeared a couple rows away from the ship.”
I listened to the whistles that continued to fill the air, and prayed we wouldn’t hear an alarm.

      [image: ]Two hours later, we all moved, hunched over, toward the ship, with Bellona and Vidar leading the way. After sunset, the docks grew mostly quiet, with only the wash of waves against the pilings; by nightfall, the workers’ whistles and wheeling gulls, constantly complaining, all grew silent. Every so often, we heard a short whistle, and I came to understand that it was a sort of clock—the means for guards on duty to know how much time had passed…and how much was left before their watch was over.
Vidar gestured for most of us to hide along a line of triple-stacked crates, and Ronan and I took up opposite guard flanks, watching for patrolling guards. I grabbed Vidar’s arm as he passed me. “Anything?” I whispered, wondering if he sensed any of the Sheolite nearby.
He shook his head, and I released him. For this being enemy territory, we’d run into very few that alarmed Vidar, and our armbands remained oddly neutral. Mostly, Vidar said he sensed a vague void, which seemed to unsettle him more than the looming darkness that the scouts and trackers brought with them.
He and Bellona went on alone, slipping to the edge of the docks row by row. Under the light of a half-moon, I could see their shadowy figures pause a moment, then one leaped out over the water. Vidar. He grabbed hold of the heavy rope, wound his legs around it, and shimmied up the arc toward the ship. When he was a third of the way, I saw Bellona leap for the rope beneath him and do as he was doing—climbing her way up to the ship, but at a greater speed.
I smiled. It galled Vidar that his knight, Bellona, was better at such things than he, and I could almost hear the stifled wisecrack forming in his mind now.
He was nearing the top, and I held my breath as his dark form disappeared against the broad side of the ship. “C’mon, Vidar,” I whispered.
I could hear Tressa and Chaza’el praying, probably a much better use of energy. But I couldn’t bring my mind to anything but staring as hard as I could, trying to discern one shadow from the other.
There, I thought, watching a lump slide over the edge of the rail. Shortly afterward I saw Bellona lift herself up and over in a far more graceful manner. But they were both aboard.
I smiled and dared to take a breath. “They’re on,” I whispered, and felt the others’ relief meld with my own.
Then there were sounds of a fight—gasps and groans that carried across the water—and we all waited through long, slow seconds for an alarm whistle or sailors to come running to the aid of those who were attacked. But none came.
“They’ll call us in a moment,” Chaza’el whispered, a second before Vidar whistled lowly. 
A shiver ran down my back. “Are you going to be doing that a lot?” I whispered back to him.
He smiled without showing his teeth. “If the Maker is generous with what he allows me to see.” He turned to follow Tressa and Killian, and I followed them through the maze of crates, hunched over as they were. Before leaving the relative safety of each row of crates, we paused, made sure we were clear, then scurried to the next bank of them. Ronan brought up the rear.
Killian, Tressa, and Chaza’el took to the rope without hesitation, and I was getting ready to leap from the tar-covered wood to the rope next, when Ronan grabbed my arm and yanked me to the side and down.
The hair on my neck stood on end as I realized my armband had grown cold.
I’d been so focused on the Ailith that led us, I’d missed that Sheolites approached.
“How?” I whispered. Ronan hovered over me, his face an inch from mine. We both stared in the same direction, to an opening between the crates. “How’d they know we were here?”
“Maybe they didn’t until now,” he whispered back. “If the Maker smiles, they won’t. C’mon.” He grabbed my hand and led me, hunched over, away from the ship, and I saw what he was doing. If we couldn’t join our fellow Ailith, we’d either distract our enemies with a chase or hide again.
The moon disappeared behind a bank of clouds and the dockyard became twice as spooky. I could barely see anything ahead of us and couldn’t imagine how Ronan knew where to go. Maybe he was feeling his way forward.
I nervously glanced down each aisle we passed, my eyes wide and straining in the pitch-dark. I glimpsed the ship, with new lanterns glowing beside her, illuminating her prow. But there had been no soldiers or Sheolites near her. “Ronan,” I panted, feeling my arm cuff turn from the chill of warning to the painful icy cold that demanded I flee, or prepare to fight.
“I know,” he said, turning to face me. His words came out strangled. He pulled me to the next corner. “You keep looking left. Draw your dagger.” Then he stood in front of me and slowly drew his sword, trying to remove it silently from its scabbard. I knew he’d be watching the aisle in front of us and to the right.
The flesh around my armband ached with the numbing cold. Only one other had made it this frigid before.
“Sethos,” I whispered, the name distant to my own ears.
The moon emerged from the drifting clouds and Ronan and I both heard the low laugh of the man. I peered over Ronan’s shoulder as my knight moved into a defensive position. All we could see was the dark robe and hood, his face hidden in shadow.
“To the left,” I grunted, seeing the two scouts, one carrying a lantern.
“And to the right,” returned Ronan. I knew there were others, behind us, without looking.
Sethos laughed again and tugged on a glove, as if straightening it. “Come, Ailith. You are surrounded. Surrender your weapons and accompany us. The emperor seeks to speak with you. He intends you no harm.” He let out another hollow laugh. “At least not yet.”
He dared to walk right up to the point of Ronan’s blade, his hands outstretched, as if approaching in peace. I saw teeth flash in a smile, though I still could not see his eyes, hidden beneath the hood.
“I should end you now,” Ronan growled.
“You realize it would only result in your own death,” Sethos said in bored tone.
“At least I’d die satisfied, knowing that I took you with me.”
I glanced nervously from one side to the other, seeing the others were steadily closing in. Those with the lanterns set them down, and edged nearer, swords drawn. Was Ronan really intent on fighting our way out of here? Would it even be possible?
“You’d risk your own life, yes,” Sethos said, his hooded head shifting as if he was looking me over. “But you won’t risk hers. Bring them,” he sniffed, turning in an assuming whirl of red fabric and striding away from us.
Ronan glanced over his shoulder at me, a knot of agitation and grudging defeat. “It’s all right,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “We will fight another day. For now, we must try other methods.”
Slowly, he crouched and laid his sword on the ground. The Sheolites had their hands on us in seconds, one grabbing my wrist and slamming it against the crate to force me to drop my dagger. He then roughly turned me around, put my hands against the crate, and methodically searched my body for other weapons. There was no lust in him, only single-minded duty. He set one dagger after another on the crate by my left hand, then yanked me to the right, handing me to two others. They each grabbed hold of an arm and rushed me forward. Sethos had already reached the end of the crates ahead of us, his form a dark silhouette backlit by another lamp.
Madly, I thought through one move after another that could take both my guards down. But I knew it would be a short-lived victory. Others would catch us again in a few paces. The only way to get through this was to face Keallach. I could see him standing beside Sethos in a clearing at the edge of the yard. There were twenty or more guards around them, and my last vestiges of hopeful escape disappeared.
“Andriana,” Keallach said softly, as we appeared before him. Four men stood with oil-burning lamps on rods in intervals around us. “And Ronan.”
We remained silent.
“I am glad to see you alive,” Keallach tried again with a tentative smile.
I reached out to search him and knew truth in him. He was genuinely glad. It took me aback.
“We didn’t know if you’d died in the desert or in the mountains. There are still men out there, trying to find you. We lost your trail. But I feared the worst.”
The worst? What was worse than Keallach’s minions capturing us?
“Where are your companions?” he asked.
“For all we know, they are dead,” Ronan said.
“I doubt that,” Sethos said, pulling back his hood. His long, dark hair was pulled back in a braid, as all Sheolites wore it. He turned to four scouts in red behind him. “Search all quadrants of the docks. Quickly.”
“It surprised us, when I sensed you here, tonight,” Keallach said quietly. “What brought you to the wharf?” 
“We sought an escape from Pacifica,” I pretended to admit, stalling for time, hoping our companions were safely hidden aboard the Far North, and the Sheolites would not think to search the vessel.
“To where?” Keallach asked wryly, lifting one brow. “The far-off countries are in no better shape than our own, though we are working at assisting them. If you’d like to book passage, I’d be more than happy to help you.” He stepped closer to me, his keen green eyes searching mine.
“You didn’t seem anxious to help us, last time we met,” I said.
He frowned, as if troubled. “My men…are very protective of me. Especially in the sanctuary. They thought the Ailith presented a mortal danger to my life.”
“So they very nearly took ours. They may have even killed some of our brothers and sisters.”
“No,” Keallach said. “None of the Ailith have been captured or killed. You have my word.” 
“I find it difficult to believe,” Sethos said, bringing a hand to his chin, “that if your mind was on escape, you didn’t flee back to your precious Valley. If you thought the emperor your enemy, why make your way deeper into his territory?”
“Have you ever crossed the Great Expanse on foot?” Ronan grunted. “We’re not anxious to do that again.”
I dared to look Keallach’s way. I detected no malice in him. Only curiosity. Longing. Hope. It sharply contrasted with Sethos’s seething hatred. Even Keallach’s small niceties toward us were agitating the dark master.
“I suspect,” Keallach said, glancing down to his boot, kicking at a clump of grass growing among rotting, tar-laced boards, “that you didn’t intend to board a ship bound across the sea.” His eyes moved again to meet mine, and I fought the urge to shift nervously. “I suspect you were instead trying to board this ship to Catal,” he said, nodding behind me.
“Catal?” I asked, feigning ignorance.
The hint of a smile teased the corners of his full lips. “Catal, the island prison. Where my brother Kapriel is held.”
I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. I stared back at him for a long moment, deciding.
“Yes,” Ronan broke in. “We wanted to see Kapriel.”
“And free him?” he asked, cocking his head. I felt the arrow of pain, of betrayal, when he thought of his brother. Why could I read him so well tonight when I could not in the Wadi? It was as if he’d decided to let me in. He looked away from us, to the sea, glittering in the moonlight.
“Possibly,” I said, knowing that saying anything else would be a known lie. The men all around us erupted in jeering laughter but Keallach’s face remained sober. 
“I can allow you to see Kapriel,” he said softly to me, his tone edged in pain. “But you will spend the journey, to and from, in my cabin so that you can hear what I have to say too. And when we leave Catal, Kapriel will remain behind us.”
“I don’t think—” Ronan began.
“I don’t think you are in any position to negotiate, knight,” Keallach interrupted, with a flick of his fingers. All along, he kept his eyes on me. “Do we have a deal, Andriana?”
I sighed, contemplating our options. Really, we had none. And perhaps if Ronan and I distracted these men, they wouldn’t search the Far North for our companions. Perhaps this was all in the Maker’s design…the perfect distraction for our enemy.
The word stuck in my mind. Despite what had happened at the winter palace, Keallach didn’t feel like an enemy. Not really. He was surrounded by the fallen, chiefly the loathsome Sethos—but maybe I could reach him, influence him. Each of the brothers, Kapriel and Keallach, was a force—I’d gathered that much. But together?
With both of them on our side, the Ailith would be unstoppable.
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ANDRIANA

We walked up a steep plank to board the Far North, and I fought to keep my eyes from looking at the rope that tethered it to the dock, then nervously around the deck, for the other Ailith. Where had they hidden themselves? Were they safe? Or had they been captured? Did Keallach and Sethos sense them, as they had us? And how were we going to get out of this mess?
One step at a time, Dri, I told myself, trying to calm my fluttering heart. One step at a time.
Just as Keallach led me into the captain’s cabin, I thought I saw a female sailor in the gray Pacifican soldier’s uniform, sporting a long braid that looked suspiciously like Bellona’s. I didn’t dare look again, for fear of exposing her. When the Sheolite scouts had returned with nothing to report, Sethos had peered over the dockyard one more time, scowling suspiciously, and then seemed to decide that Ronan and I had indeed set off on this mission alone. But where had our friends stashed the bodies of those they’d overtaken? Were they soon to be discovered?
The two guards who still held my arms jostled me left, then right, heading toward the captain’s cabin. They let me go as we were forced to climb single file up a narrow, steep set of steps, and I looked back to make sure Ronan was behind us. I took a deep breath as I saw him crest the stairs too, then saw that the door to the captain’s cabin was open. Warm light poured out toward us in welcome, and I could hear the crack of firewood burning in a small stove. There was a couch that looked brand new against the far wall and to the right—
The door abruptly closed behind me, and I glanced back to see a burly Sheolite guard, arms folded, in front of it. Outside, I heard Ronan cry out, the sounds of a scuffle, then silence. I took a step toward the door, but Keallach grabbed my shoulder. “Andriana—”
I whirled to face him, fists up in preparation to fight.
“Take your ease,” he said lifting his hands, palms up. He smiled wryly. “Your knight has been detained, solely so you and I can speak in private.” He nodded at me, slowly. “I gave you permission to visit Kapriel, not a Knight of the Last Order. And something tells me that if I have Ronan within my grasp, you won’t wander far. Am I right?”
He gave me that teasing, knowing grin again, head half-cocked. I was furious with him and yet grudgingly understood. If I were in his shoes, would I not do the same thing? My cheeks grew warm, flushing in embarrassment that he’d been able to tell there was something more than Knight-Remnant connection between Ronan and me. I ignored it, lifting my chin and folding my arms. “You will not harm him?”
He shook his head. “Nothing more than it takes to keep him apart from you for a while. If he’s as smart as he is strong, he’ll acquiesce.”
“Where will you hold him?”
“Belowdecks.”
“In chains?”
“Not unless it’s absolutely necessary.” He moved over to a table and poured two goblets full of wine, then brought one back to me. I wasn’t partial to the red liquid, but my mouth was terribly dry, so I drank just a bit to ease my discomfort, then set it aside.
His green eyes lingered on the goblet for a moment, and I felt a wash of dismay. What had he intended? To get me to imbibe until I relaxed? I remembered the Drifters by the river, drunk to the point of passing out in the cave. Had he hoped that I’d soon be the same? I narrowed my eyes at him.
But again, I detected no malice within him.
“Please, Andriana, sit,” he said, gesturing to a chair beside the couch, covered in a deep, rich red fabric that reminded me of the Sheolites’ capes. Swallowing my distaste, I forced myself to do as he asked. He went to the table and picked up a platter, covered in a hammered bronze dome. “You must be hungry after your long journey.”
He sat on the corner of the couch nearest me and placed the platter on the table between us. Delicious smells wafted upward as he lifted the dome and set it aside. Underneath was a steaming tureen of soup beside a ladle and two bowls. A round of brown bread was beside it, along with a small ramekin full of fresh-churned butter, glistening on the surface. In spite of myself, I licked my lips. It had been a full day since we’d last eaten, our supplies from the mountain camp all consumed.
Keallach tore off a chunk of bread, picked up a knife and slathered it with the butter, then passed it to me. I watched him carefully as he ladled some of the thick stew—heavy with meat and carrots and potatoes—into my bowl, then served himself. I liked that he didn’t have a servant for this. I also liked that I could watch his every move, so that I might have confidence that what I was eating, he too ate. He was about to take his first bite when he saw my hesitation. His spoon lowered. “What’s this? Does it not look appetizing? Or…” His eyebrows lifted. “You wait to pray? Please. Allow me.”
He bowed his head and I tentatively did the same, still keeping my eyes on him, even as he closed his own. “Thank you that you have brought us together, Maker. Thank you for this day and for this food. Amen.”
“Amen,” I whispered, my mind racing in confusion. This one prayed? And I’d felt genuine gratitude from him. I was certain of it. Hope surged in me, and I found myself smiling just as Keallach took a bite of soup and looked up at me. My armband had grown neutral again, its incessant cold ache fading.
“What is it?” he said, after he swallowed. A smile warmed his handsome face, and I thought of him again, that night we’d first met in the Wadi sanctuary. 
“Nothing,” I dodged, giving my head a little shake. I eagerly took my own first bite, scalding my mouth, but not caring. The meat was tender, the vegetables and broth delicious. I took a bite of the bread, and it was clearly freshly made and soft. I shoved away guilty thoughts of Ronan and the others without food and decided to look for a way to hide away a part of the bread to share with them later. I’d ask for seconds on my stew and fill up on that instead…and slide my own remaining bread into my sleeve.
“Andriana?” Keallach asked softly.
I looked up at him, feeling caught in my own plans.
“Are you all right?”
“I am,” I said slowly, wondering what he was getting at.
“You aren’t just hungry. You’re ravenous. Your friends…in the mountains. They did not feed you?”
I took another bite and considered the lack of alarm within him. There was still no sense of menace. Did he already know about Chaza’el’s village among the treehouses and mountain caves? Or did he consider them harmless? Chaza’el said they’d never been visited by Sheolites, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t known they were there. “We found no friends in the mountains. Ronan and I managed to forage for enough food to sustain us,” I lied, fearful I’d betray Chaza’el. “But this is far more delicious than anything I’ve had in days.” I took another bite and met his gaze. “I’m here to hear about you, not tell you about me, right? Wasn’t that our deal? To hear your side of things?”
He set aside his empty bowl and leaned back against his chair, crossing one leg over his other knee. “Truthfully, I’d hoped to learn as much about you as I shared about myself. My story is terribly…public. Yours is far more secretive and therefore, intriguing.”
I swallowed my last bite and leaned toward the tureen. “May I?”
“Please,” he said, waving a generous hand toward the stew. I could feel his curious eyes cover me, from the tips of my nails up my arms, to my neck and face, then down. I ignored the sensation even as a shiver ran down my neck.
“You might think of your story as public. For Pacificans,” I said. “But for those of us living in the Trading Union, we know far less.”
“Even among the Ailith?” he asked, cocking one brow again. A shadow of his defensiveness laced his tone.
“I have heard some about you,” I allowed. “But I think I’d like to hear it straight from you.”
The muscles in his cheeks worked as if he tensed at the thought. “I’ll ask you to keep an open mind, Andriana. Undoubtedly, they’ve told you half truths. That’s always what gets shared. Half truths and lies.”
I felt the bitterness in him. The hurt. The wounding.
“Half truths?” I said. In spite of my empathy for him, I couldn’t deny my own rising anger. “Tell me what is untruthful. That you denied all you’d been taught by your trainer, imprisoned your twin, and seized the Pacifican throne for yourself? Tell me how you could ignore the Call. How you could possibly turn away from it on that night of nights.”
His eyes shot to mine again and hardened. Then he lifted his chin, took a deep breath, and leaned forward. “I haven’t denied what I have been taught. I simply disagreed with our parents. There have never, in the entire history of our world, been brother kings. It would never work. One always has to take the lead or divide the realm. And I am the eldest…the first out of the womb. By rights, the throne is mine. By rights.”
I nodded slowly. I could see why he’d consider it that way. “But Keallach, we are not like any others that have come before us. We Ailith were born entirely for this purpose…to save the world. What if you got in the Maker’s way by turning from the path laid before you?”
Keallach tapped his fingertips together, still leaning forward. “I pray that I did not.” He bowed his head and scratched the back of his neck, then lifted his face. “You must believe me, Andriana. My intention is for good. For the good of all.”
I searched him, then. His words were true. Or at least he believed what he was saying. “But Keallach, you are…the Sheolites. Sethos…” I gestured to the guard at the door, feeling suddenly heavy, weary, utterly exhausted.
“Leave us,” Keallach said.
“Highness?”
“Stand outside if you must. But my friend shall speak more freely without you here. Leave us.”
“Yes, Highness.”
I watched as the burly man disappeared into the night, closing the door with more grace and care than expected. Then I looked to Keallach. “Those men are lost. They are of the dark. And you are surrounded by them.”
“You judge them harshly,” he said evenly, quietly.
I scoffed. “If you had seen what I have seen—”
He held up a hand. “Perhaps there is a way for all to be reunited. A place where the forked path becomes one.”
I frowned. What he said made as much sense as water turning to dust. Not after what I’d felt on that battlefield. The depths of darkness, despair. Death itself, fighting to take me down, hold me down until I suffocated, choking on my own loss of hope.
“Don’t you see, Andriana?” he asked, rising and pacing the short room, one hand on his head, one gesturing to me. “All people respond to power. It is what drives them. And what am I on the cusp of? Ultimate power. Within months, the entire Trading Union will bow to me as emperor. We will claim the rebels and outliers in time. Together, we shall rebuild this country and begin to claim others. Together, we will establish unification of the entire world. Peace. This is the moment to seize it. Upon its rebirth. I wager you’ve learned enough of humanity’s history to know that once each power is developed, they will resist bowing to another. But right now…” His eyes danced with possibility. “It’s like the opportunity to train up a child rather than try and remake a man. I really think it could work.”
I stared at him. So his quest for ultimate power was true. But the way he put it, the goal was not for glory and riches, but rather for something we all might cheer for—peace. My mind whirled, grasping for truth, trying to make sense of what I’d learned. “But what of Pacifica? What of your methods of stealing children in Georgii Post? Wrenching them away from their parents and spiriting them off to be adopted in your own land or put to work in the factories and mines?”
He stilled and frowned at me, mouth agape. “What? What are you talking about?”
“The children. The reaping. I saw it for myself. Armed guards, stealing away children to be adopted by the childless across the Wall.”
He shook his head, and I felt the confusion in him. “We adopt children who have no hope, no future. But the children are brought to us, given to our soldiers. It is sad, the conditions that leave them in such a desperate place—”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s not how it happens there. We saw children ripped from an orphanage ourselves.”
“There are no sanctioned orphanages in Georgii Post. Perhaps a few goodhearted people showing kindnesses, but I assure you, we take far better care of them in Pacifica. Half are put into our very own homes; half are given a place to eat, sleep, work.”
I shook my head again. “Why is that? Why not sanction an orphanage? And what right does Pacifica have, dictating what goes on at Georgii Post?”
Keallach lifted a brow. “I just told you. In time, it shall be a part of the greater empire, for their own good.”
“For their own good? Keallach, I saw soldiers rip a child from his parents’ arms! If that is what it means to be a part of your ‘empire,’ I’ll be certain to lead the rebels against you.”
Keallach frowned and seemed to take a moment to gather himself. “If what you say is true, I want to get to the bottom of it. It’s not how I want it,” he said, slicing his hand in the air, a red blush arriving at his jawline. “But it is exactly those sorts of things that I seek to remedy in the coming years. Don’t you see?” he asked, leaning closer to me. “You’ve likely glimpsed enough of Pacifica’s prosperity en route to the wharf. I will gladly show you more of our success here, myself. Eventually, places like Georgii Post will be more like Pacifica. The entire Trading Union will institute laws and have governance that will bring about needed change. Castle Vega. Even Zanzibar, in time.”
I stared at him. He honestly believed it. He thought he was on a righteous, true path. I reached for my goblet and took a swallow. “What of your brother? Why did he not agree with this plan?”
“I have not spoken to my brother in many seasons,” he said. His eyes rested on the dark porthole, as if he could peer through the night.
“Why?”
He shook his head and sat down again heavily. 
“But you happened to choose this night, this ship, to go to him?” 
“I’d heard…There are some that say…” His eyes moved back to the porthole again, and he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Word reached me that Kapriel was unwell. Frail. He’s refused food for some time.” He looked at me, miserable. “Andriana, I wanted Kapriel out of my way. Far out of my way. But I never wanted to see him die.”
Again, I felt the longing, the pain within him. Love for his brother. I was lost in a tornado of thought. Could it be? Had the elders misunderstood about Keallach? Might I be able to broker peace? Bring Keallach into the Ailith fold, when he was considered lost to us?
I felt his eyes on me, the desperation, the hope, the desire for connection, and rose quickly, hoping a little pacing might straighten out my thoughts. But then a thought stilled me.
“Keallach, where is your knight?” Every Remnant had been paired with their Knight upon their twelfth year. Where was his? I half turned to face him and felt a pang of fear run through him. My eyes narrowed. Fear? 
His face darkened, and he looked away again. I could feel pain in his memory. “My knight was killed at the same time Kapriel was sent to the Isle of Catal.” He looked me full in the face. “He killed Kapriel’s knight in the same battle.”
I swallowed hard. “They killed each other.” My words came out in a whisper. Such a waste, such a loss. My Ailith brothers or sisters…
“It was a terrible day,” he said, grief lacing his voice. “And it got worse. My parents would not abide by my decision.”
I stared at him, wondering if he’d be fully honest. “What happened to them?”
“They…died.”
“You killed them.”
His blue-green eyes shot up to meet mine. “No,” he said with a shake of his head. “No. I did not.”
I frowned. “Then who did?”
He took a breath, then two. “Another.”
Another. “Keallach…When did Sethos enter your court?”
“Sethos was the captain of my father’s guard. I asked him to take my knight’s place.”
I stared at him, thinking that I might’ve misheard him. My arm cuff seemed to grow colder at the mere mention of the man’s name. “You asked him to?”
He nodded once, his green eyes on mine, measuring my reaction, even as pain and grief continued to lance through him.
“And before you asked him to do so…Were you…friends?”
His lips clamped together as he stared at me. “You’re asking if he influenced my decisions.”
“Yes.”
“No more than I allowed. And now…Andriana, if you could see Pacifica, see my court, see my people, you would see a good kingdom. My kingdom,” he said, touching his chest. “A kingdom worthy of leading an empire. And it’s my doing. Not Sethos’s.”
I turned away and stared at the crackling fire, dancing behind a soot-covered screen. Was this the fissure I sought? Had Sethos been the one to influence my brother? Turn him away from the right path? Was this why Sethos had wanted to destroy us before we got anywhere near him?
I turned again to him. “Sethos is of the dark,” I said carefully. “He is our enemy.”Keallach sat down heavily and sighed. “I know it must appear that way, to you. You’ve judged him harshly, because of that. But I sent him to seek you out. To bring the Ailith to me. I knew you wouldn’t come willingly so—”
“No,” I said, stepping toward him, frowning. “You still don’t understand. Your man,” I said, gesturing beyond the door, “is of Sheol.” I leaned in, searching him as hard as I could. Again, the confusion in him was clear.
“Sheol?” he said blankly. “Now you’ve given in to superstition.”
“Trust me,” I said, crossing my arms. “He is. And it was the Sheolites who…” My voice cracked with sudden tears, and I swallowed hard. Keallach reached out, as if to comfort me, but I stepped away, alarmed. “It was the Sheolites who murdered my parents,” I spat out.
Keallach’s face paled. “Wh-what?”
I nodded. “The night of our Call, they came after me and discovered my foster parents. They tortured them, Keallach. Tortured…” My voice broke again and tears ran down my cheeks. I angrily brushed them away as I stared at him, furious, wanting to blame him. To find anything in him that verified that he was as much my enemy as Sethos was. But there was nothing. Still, I pressed forward. “How could you?” I asked bitterly. “After you killed your own parents, was it so easy to order the deaths of our own?”
He scowled and reached out to grab hold of my upper arms, just beneath the cuff. “Again, such lies! Have they fed you nothing but lies your whole life? Is this evidence of what the Community elders preach?”
I scanned his eyes, with him so close that I could see brown flecks in one. My head was beginning to pound. Too much empath work all at once, I assessed.
I shook off his hands and sank back to my chair again, trying to make sense of what I was learning. “So you deny it? Killing your parents?”
“Yes, I deny it,” he said bitterly, pacing with one hand on his hip, one on his head. “It wasn’t me. I mean, I was there. And you have to believe me, Andriana…there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t wish I’d found a way to stop it. It…” He shook his head. “It’s a long, complicated story.” He looked into my eyes, and in them I saw his grief, his regret.
I stared at him, grudgingly feeling my walls crumbling a little. “And you did not send the Sheolites to kill us?”
“My guard. Not…Sheolites, as you call them. To find you. Not to kill you.”
“Keallach, they are Sheolites. How can you be so blind? Does your Ailith blood not tell you that they are enemies? Do you not feel it in your bones?”
He stared back at me in confusion.
“If you had been there…If you had seen them. Keallach, they were intent on murder, not capture. I’m sure of it. I-I think.” My thoughts came slowly, as if muddled. I felt the weight of my responsibility in this moment merely as increased exhaustion—another burden to bear. “You must separate from Sethos. Send him as far from you as possible. I fear he’s influenced you. And done things you weren’t aware of. Perhaps it was his idea to send Kapriel to the Isle of Catal?”
Keallach frowned at me. “Sethos? No, as much as I’d like to pass off the responsibility, it was my own order.”
I thought back to Castle Vega and the Council of Six I’d encountered. Men easy in Sethos’s company. Men who moved among the Trading Union with an air of ownership. “How did you choose your council?” I picked up my goblet again and sipped, even though my stomach roiled.
“The Six?” he asked in surprise.
I nodded.
“They are my most trusted friends, as well as from highly influential families in Pacifica. They have helped me unify Pacifica and make her stronger. Strong enough to lead the entire empire. They shall be my generals, when we bring the Union under our wing. Together, we will wipe out starvation and illness. Together, we will all prosper.”
I stared at him. He truly believed in the philanthropy of his mission. That it was for the good of all. But I’d had firsthand experience with his most trusted friends. They were intent on eradicating any competition; hadn’t they destroyed the Hoodite farm?
He took a sip of his wine and gave me a small smile. “I hear you met them, at Castle Vega. That all the Ailith managed to sneak in and disguise themselves as servants.”
“We did,” I said, waiting for the rest of it, my neck muscles tensing. “We tried to kill Maximillian on our way out. And failed.”
Keallach’s eyes casually drifted over my neck and shoulder and arm for a moment, and then back to my face, and his smile grew, forming deep dimples in his cheeks. “He doesn’t hold it against you. In fact, Max thought I should find you again and we should be betrothed. A daughter of the Union, married to the emperor. Both of us Ailith. It would help ease our cause, among the commoners.”
I frowned and he laughed, lifting his hands, choking on a new sip of wine. He managed to swallow and then said, “Forgive me. I only meant to tease. Clearly, I am not to your taste.”
His eyes were merry, and I shook my head. “It’s not that. It’s just…”
His smile faded and he looked almost sad for a moment. “Just…Ronan, right?”
I shivered. There was something just beyond where I could reach in him…something that made me pause. And I had the clear thought that it wasn’t good that he knew how deeply I felt for my knight. That I didn’t just love Ronan as a brother. But that I loved-loved him.
“When we get back to the mainland,” he said, rising to pour more wine from a carafe, “I will bring you back to the castle, and you can give the Six another chance. I think you’ll find them quite likable, when you aren’t fearing discovery or harm. I think your fear gave you the wrong idea about them.”
I thought back to the men, cavorting about in the courtyard with women, half-dressed. Drinking wine as if it were water. Leering at me. All so hungry for power. “Perhaps,” I lied.
He pursed his full lips and tapped them. “You are an empath, are you not? That is your gift? That is what Sethos judged you to be.”
“I am. What is your gift?”
He ignored my question. “And so you sensed something in them that made you dislike them?”
“Yes. And trust me when I say that I had ample outward reasons too.”
He shifted his head back and forth, and tapped his lips, as if still trying to sort it out. “Castle Vega is where people let loose. Trust me, they are far more refined when at home in Pacifica. Gentlemen.”
“Gentlemen?” I said with a laugh, the archaic word sounding odd on my own tongue, and especially so when applied to the men I’d met.
“Yes,” he insisted, irritated.
I took another sip of my wine and, with some surprise, found my goblet empty. “It is my opinion that a gentleman is a gentleman, even when ‘letting loose.’”
Keallach stared at me so intently that I wished I had more wine so I’d have something to do with my hands.
“What do you think I am like, Andriana?” he asked softly, setting down his goblet. “When I let loose? When no one has expectations of me?”
I felt his burden, then. Understood that expectations followed him everywhere. I blinked at him, trying to steady my vision. There seemed to be two of him for a bit, then one. “I…I don’t know.”
He leaned forward, took my hand in both of his, and stared at our fingers, intertwined. His palms were warm and dry, comforting. Dimly, I thought I should pull away. But I couldn’t summon the power to truly care or figure out why.
He smiled softly. “You are as lovely as the Six say, Andriana. And it is my hope that I will someday prove to you that I am a gentleman, wherever I am.”
I looked back at him, and three of his tentative, tender smiles danced before me, rotating in a circle. “I…I…Perhaps I had too much wine.”
“One glass? I doubt it. You are simply weary, after so great a journey. Come. I will show you where you can sleep for a while.”
He pulled me to my feet and then rested warm, strong hands on my hips when I swayed, unsteady. My head was spinning. “Keallach, I…I…”
“Say no more.” He swept me up into his arms, which just made it worse. I was floating, flying, colors imploding in my brain like fireworks. We moved, and the lights turned into a swirl of light. I heard him murmuring in my ear, comforting me, and then felt him set me down, the whisper of cool night air before a soft blanket covered me, warding it off, then the click of a door behind him.
And by the time I recognized that I lay atop soft, silky sheets and sank into the recesses of a feather pillow, I thought of protesting, of forcing my head clear and making my way to Ronan.
But it was no use. My head spun faster and faster.
And it was over before it began.
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“Once again, divided from your precious Remnant,” Sethos whispered, smiling at me as I struggled to break free. We were in a small room below decks. Two men held me, one on either arm, with another behind me, as they worked to chain my wrists. “You are not so good at staying by her side, are you?”
“Better than you are with Keallach,” I returned. “You leave him vulnerable and alone often...”
One wrist was chained and the other was nearly clasped when he struck, ramming his fists to my side in two swift punches that made me double-up—at least as far as I could go—and gasp for breath. Tears streamed from my eyes. He’d aimed directly for the wound I’d sustained in the Wadi.
He wrenched back my head, holding my ponytail in his hand. “You shall never threaten the emperor again,” he grit out.
“I’ll make you a deal,” I said, panting, trying to get on top of the pain. “You never threaten Andriana again, and I’ll try and leave your boy alone.”
He let go of my hair with a sneer. “What are you really doing here in Pacifica, knight? Tell me.”
“We did,” I said, lifting my chin.
“You came all this way merely to see Kapriel. To talk to him,” he mocked, pacing a bit before me, chin in hand.
“Exactly.”
“And where are the others?”
“What others?”
“The Remnants,” he said, turning to face me, his dark eyes narrowing. “The other Knights.”
“I don’t know,” I said.
He punched me again, connecting with the lower left of my jaw so hard that I wondered if he’d cracked all of my teeth. My head swung to the right and he was pulling back to give me a second blow from the other side. But I’d anticipated it and turned just in time so that when his fist connected, it was with skull rather than cheek, just as our trainer had taught us.
We all clearly heard the sounds of cracking bones. My vision tunneled and I fought to keep conscious.
He roared in complaint, cradling his broken hand in the other and staggering just enough backward for me to reach up on the chains, lift my body and kick.
My boots caught him, one in the throat and one in the chest. My left arm had given out at the last second, the agony in my side weakening me. I looked up in time to see Sethos reel back and hit the far wall, bouncing off it and nearly going to his knees before he regained his equilibrium. He shook off the men who rushed to his aid and slowly straightened.
My armband was colder than ever, practically ringing with frigidity. But I could clearly see the evil in my midst. “You are poison, Sethos.”
“And it’s a pity that I can’t lead you to poison’s end, knight. All I can do is extract the information I seek. But someday soon, I shall have your life.” He stepped toward me, but not close enough for me to reach him with a kick again. “Bind his legs,” he told his men. “We will have the truth from him, one way or another.”
The malice in the room was palpable as he carefully bound his wounded hand and casually waved his other to indicate he wanted his men to beat me again.
I continued to fight unconsciousness. Blood dripped into my eye. Another cut seeped blood into my mouth. He came closer and pulled my head upright, holding my hair again. “What will it take, knight? Shall I bring your pretty little Remnant down here?”
His eyes glinted when I glared at him. “Ah, yes. She’s the key to opening your mouth, isn’t she?”
“You’ll find that she’s stronger than I,” I said. “Within.”
“In some ways, yes,” he said, releasing me and then pacing slowly before me again, chin in hand. He lifted one brow. “And in other ways, not.” He turned to face me. “I tire of our games. I’ll ask one more time. Where are the others?”
“I do not know,” I grit out. It was the truth. I only hoped to the Maker that they were somewhere aboard this ship. Protecting Dri. And poising to free me. But I’d seen enough to know. We were outnumbered. We’d have to surprise them. And the longer they tortured me, the farther out to sea we went, the more relaxed they became, certain that they had us alone.
The thought made me smile.
I didn’t see his fist. Only heard his growl. And then his good hand connected with my jaw again and I was spinning, spinning, knowing it was impossible, feeling the distant tug of chains, still holding me, but spinning anyway.
Until I felt and saw nothing at all.
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ANDRIANA

Iawakened and felt the lift and drop of the ship. Oh no, was my first thought. Too much time had passed since I last remembered anything. Far too much time.
I gasped and sat up, eyes wide, looking all around me, my heart thundering in my chest. The captain’s bedroom was as finely appointed as his sitting room, full of lush fabric, an ornate oval mirror in the corner—that swayed on its hinges with the rise and fall of the ship with an irritating creak—an overstuffed chair, and a highly polished side table. I scanned it all for signs of Keallach, thinking he had to be here somewhere. But I found no evidence of him.
It was with some relief that I looked over at the other side of the wide bed and saw that it hadn’t been slept in. I will prove to you that I am a gentleman, he’d said. Had he been speaking the truth?
But then I looked down and gasped. Not only had my hair been loosed from its knot and set into waves around my shoulders, but it had been washed. How had I slept through that? And I’d been changed into one of the white, ethereal gowns of Pacifica. I could see the gleaming cuff on my arm, even through the gossamer material, as well as the thin sheath that covered my body and provided a measure of modesty. A slim measure. I jumped out of bed and pulled at the material in anger, as if it had betrayed me more than Keallach.
After a brief knock, the door opened, and I whirled.
Keallach leaned against the doorjamb with a grin, appraising me from head to toe. Had he said he thought me beautiful last night? Or had I dreamed it? I was taken back to that morning in the Wadi Qelt sanctuary, when I’d realized he’d left the purple flower I’d set in my hair, not Ronan. He’d looked so pleased, seeing it behind my ear…
He looked twice as drawn to me now, and I knew his desire then, in full. There were no walls today, only full access.
“Keallach!” I said, seizing on anger, trying to gather my thoughts in the swirl of his own emotion. “Did you…Did you do this to me?” I said, gesturing down at my gown.
“Well, there’s no need to say it like I molested you,” he said with a scoff. “I didn’t tend to you. Not that I would’ve minded,” he said, cocking one brow, his grin returning.
“I—I—”
He held up a hand. “Andriana. I had a maidservant wash you and change you. You were sleeping in my bed, after all. Who knew what vermin you’d brought in after your weeks on the road.”
My mouth dropped open, half in surprise, half in embarrassment. His revulsion at the thought of my uncleanliness nearly usurped his physical draw toward me. He narrowed his eyes. “Are you reading me, Andriana? What I’m feeling? Thinking?”
I abruptly shut my mouth and grimaced as I felt the heat of a blush on my cheeks. “I cannot read your thoughts, only your emotions.”
“But you can take an educated guess on thoughts, based on feelings.”
I didn’t acknowledge his question. I’d already said too much.
He lifted a hand. “You apparently have never had Pacifican evening wine.”
“I’ve had very little wine at all,” I said.
“Evening wine has a mild sedative in it to help us sleep,” he said, and I felt the contrition within him. “Forgive me. I should’ve known to warn you.”
“Yes,” I said, lifting my chin, agitated, furious, somehow doubting it had been an accident. My stomach clenched, twisted. “You should have.” I strode to the door to pass him, but he blocked it with one finely muscled arm.
I hesitated, but stared at the worn planks of the deck, rather than at him. “I’d like to go outside. I think I’m going to be sick.”
The arm immediately dropped, and I rushed through the sitting room, out the cabin door, and to the railing of the ship. Immediately, all the contents of my stomach joined the swirling, frothy waters beneath us. I coughed, spit, and straightened, then vomited again. My stomach heaving but empty, I gasped and closed my eyes, slowly straightening. Still, I gripped the rail, feeling empty, a tad faint, but far better than moments before.
Keallach stood beside me, silent for a moment. He was so close that I could feel the hair of his arm tickling my skin. “That’s more likely due to the sea rather than the evening wine. Keep your eye on the horizon. It’ll help.”
“How can you stomach the stuff?” I said, squinting outward, blinking against the sheen of the sun on its surface.
“The evening wine? We’ve been given sips of it since we were learning to walk. You’ll become accustomed to it too.”
I frowned and yet said nothing. Why did he assume that I would be in Pacifica long enough to become accustomed to anything?
He looked over at me, and I felt his grin, even though I didn’t meet his gaze. “The maidservant found this in the sleeve of your sweater,” he said, lifting the half-eaten piece of bread and offering it to me. “Are you in the habit of stashing away food?”
“I’m in the habit of avoiding starvation,” I sniffed. I wiped at my nose with the back of my hand, and a handkerchief appeared in my line of vision. Did he have to be so…attentive? But I took the cloth and angrily swiped at my nose.
“Did you fear we wouldn’t feed Ronan?” he asked softly.
“Yes,” I lied. The last thing I needed was him getting the truth out of me—that I hoped to give a little to every Ailith aboard this ship. Five more than just Ronan.
At least I hoped they were aboard. It felt like they were here. My arm cuff was curiously warm—was that their presence? Or…Keallach’s? “Where is Ronan?” I asked.
“He’s belowdecks, as I said he’d be,” he said, his tone overly light. I tried to read him again, but the walls were back. I couldn’t get anything. How did he do that? And did I dare touch him, to see if that would penetrate the wall?
I turned to run my eyes down the length of the Far North, over one sailor and then another in gray. Soldiers. Sheolite. But all carefully kept their gazes out of Keallach’s business here with me, and none were familiar. The Ailith were near. They had to be. I just couldn’t see them.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Keallach asked, gesturing outward to the waves again. “As a daughter of the Valley, I assume you’ve never been at sea. We left port only hours ago, and now this—it’s as if we’re alone on a watery planet. It’s as mesmerizing as the stars in the desert, is it not?”
Though I didn’t say it aloud, I had to admit that it was an exhilarating, other-worldly experience. To see nothing but green-blue waves, rolling and cresting with tiny whitecaps, for as far as my eyes could see. The
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