
  
  
[image: image-placeholder]








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Copyright
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Books by Brendan Noble
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Trigger Warning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Resource Page
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map: The Nations of Western Brakesh
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map: Commonwealth Spheres of Influence
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map: The City of Kalastok
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map: The Wars of Crimsons and Spirits as of 100th Day of Everdark, 791 PA
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: The Crystal Realms
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: Great House Emblems
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: Flags of Western Brakesh
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Crystal Brigade’s Records of Relevant Names
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Notes on Spirits 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Story So Far
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Crystal Heir
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: The Crimson Court Emblem
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue – The Crystal’s Cost
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        From Ash
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Of Sea and Sick
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Tilted Throne
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: Etal's Notes on the Water Realm
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Cliffs, Crabs, and Crystals
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The New Defender
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Of Ash and Spirit
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Where Water Dare Not Flow
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Calls for Aid
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: The Scouring Scion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        The Velvet Fist
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Blood and Betrayal
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: Ashes of Dawn Emblem
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        A Strange Kind of Family
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        A Bullet for My Valentine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Illustration: Nikoza Portrait
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        The Crimson Cause
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        The Whistling Pass
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        A Leg Up
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        A Promise Bound in Ink and Amber
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: Etal's Notes on the Spirit Realm of Zekiaz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        The Whisperers of Dalnus
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Faces of Ash
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Raven’s Blight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        The Professor’s Peril
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        The Dalnus Question
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Where the Sands Meet the Shore
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Iliafa’s Call
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Updated War Map
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Off With His Head
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        A Glorious Return
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Flames from the Ashes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Whispers of the West
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Oh Mother
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Wash Away the Blood
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        The Deepening
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Report from the Siege of The Lost Brothers' Forts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        The Lost Children
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        The World Where No Heart Beats
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Broken
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Domestic Affairs
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Aches of the Heart
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        The Climb
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Across the Frozen River
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Secrets of the Spirits
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Illustration: Zinarus Action Art
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Bloodied Sands
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: Etal's Notes on the Death Realm
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        The Fleshweaver
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Remember the Dawn
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Compromise
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        The Cost of a Spirit
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Kalastok’s Buried Secrets
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        Deception’s Heart
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        Essence of Fire
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        What Lay Shattered
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        The Crystal Heart
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49.
        
        An Army’s Woes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50.
        
        Ember’s Dawn
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51.
        
        The False Cure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        52.
        
        The Breathless Swarm
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        53.
        
        Of Fire and Spirit
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        54.
        
        The Princess in the High Tower
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        55.
        
        The Palace Halls
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Updated War Map
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        56.
        
        The Vamia’s Bank
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        57.
        
        Under the Flag of Truce
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        58.
        
        The Flight and the Fall
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        59.
        
        Battle’s Call
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: The Confederation of Harizak Emblem
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        60.
        
        The Confederation of Harizak
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        61.
        
        Four Reachers Walk into a Townhouse
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        62.
        
        The War Room
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Graphic: Etal's Notes on the Earth Realm
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        63.
        
        To Wield a Spirit. To Call the Earth.
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Illustration: Kasia Portrait
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        64.
        
        To Save a Patriarch
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        65.
        
        A Blade of Inheritance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Illustration: Radais and Wanusa Action Art
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        66.
        
        Vocka’s Shield
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        67.
        
        The Siege
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        68.
        
        Ash and Dawn
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        69.
        
        Two Halves. One Spirit.
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        70.
        
        Cannon and Dragon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        71.
        
        The King and His Heir
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue - From Ash, Rise
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Word From The Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About The Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  

Text Copyright © 2025, Brendan Noble

Published by Eight-One-Five Publishing

Brendan@Brendan-Noble.com

PO Box 10154

Loves Park, IL 61131

Cover Illustrations and Interior Landscape by Kateryna Vitkovska

Interior Action Art by Eddie Yorke

Interior Portrait Art by Alhin Row

Cover design by Deranged Doctor Design

www.derangeddoctordesign.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, used in AI training, entered in any generative AI platform, stored in a retrieval system, stored in a database and / or published in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
















  
  Books by Brendan Noble

The Realm Reachers:

The Crimson Court

The Crystal Heir



Realm Reacher Novellas:

The Amber Dame

Crystal & Blood



The Frostmarked Chronicles:

A Dagger in the Winds

The Trials of Ascension

The Daughters of the Earth

The Deathless Sons

The Shards of the Moon



Frostmarked Tales:

The Rider in the Night 

The Lady of Rolika



The Prism Files:

The Fractured Prism

Crimson Reigns

Pridefall

White Crown












  
  





For Breana,

Twins.

One journalist. One fantasy novelist.
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  Trigger Warning


The Crystal Heir  contains elements that may be triggers or traumatic to some readers, so please proceed with caution if any of the below are so for you. I have done my best to treat these serious topics carefully and with respect.
	Mental illness

	Suicidal thoughts

	Death

	Mass murder

	Torture

	Mention of attempted sexual assault
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For ease of access, you can find  high-resolution version of all maps, art, and graphics from the book at www.Brendan-Noble.com/resources. 
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  The Crystal Brigade’s Records of Relevant Names

Records valid as of final day of Everdark, 791 Post-Awakening. Classified by the Crimson King. Annotated by Tzena Oliezany.

Bakeekek – Name taken by first breathless from Kariazan Pikezik’s experiments in the Spirit Wastes. Leader of the “Sands of Salesh” spirit faction. Mind Reacher/Bound One. Notes: Kariazan, you ignorant fool. Create breathless Reachers, then die on us. We must learn more.
Bess (pseudonym) – Female lowborn of unknown bloodline. Boss of the Murder Mitts gang. Notes: Eliminate. Keep out of range of fists.
Borys Kuzon – Male Ezmani scion. Patriarch of House Kuzon, sixth of spirit. Life Reacher. Notes: Joined the Confederation. Eliminate.
Carelias iz Vamiustok – Female Vockan (Ezmani scion blood). Sister to Sania. Aunt of Zinarus. Body Reacher. Notes: Known radical. Allow her to live. Those like her inspire discontent in their own ranks.
Chatik Bartol (Formerly Pikezik) – Male Ezmani scion. Crimson. King of Ezman. Patriarch of House Bartol. Dark/Unity-Crystal Reacher. Second son of late Jazuk Bartol the Fourth. Aliases: “King in the Dark” & “Crimson King.” Notes: All hail. We actually did it, my dear.
Crax (pseudonym) – Male Ezman (may be scion, unconfirmed). Boss of Crax’s Folly gang. Notes: Figure out if he is a scion. If so, exploit.
Etal iz Noshok – Male Vockan (Ezmani scion blood). Professor at Kalastok College. Force Reacher. Notes: Execute. No cure can be found. 
Gregorzon Niezik – Male Ezmani scion. Contested patriarch of House Niezik. Son of Leonit, brother to Katarzyna. Fire Reacher. Notes: You, young one, have immense potential
Hazat Tozki – Male Ezmani scion. Son of Crimson Fantil Tozki. Spirit Reacher. Notes: Let him join the Brigade. He could be more than Fantil.
Iktaros ik Vamiustok – Male Vockan lowborn. Cavalry officer. Served under Tiuz Hazeko. Notes: Eliminate Tiuz’s former soldiers.
Ivalat iz Ardinvil – Male Vockan (Ezmani scion blood). Patriarch of House iz Ardinvil, second of spirit. Father of Manalias. Spirit Reacher. Notes: In custody. To be used when the time is right.
Jazuk Bartol – Male Ezmani scion. Former king of the Commonwealth of Two Nations. Father of Lakuzk and Chatik. Grandfather of Nikoza. Spirit Reacher. Notes: Deceased. Now our real work begins.
Jolzena Kaerz – Female Ezmani scion. Crimson. Twin sister to Vanzearik. Force Reacher. Notes: Disloyal, but she will serve her purpose.
Katarzyna (Kasia) Niezik – Female Ezmani scion. Contested matriarch of House Niezik. Daughter of Leonit. Sister to Gregorzon. Axiom Bound. Former Death Reacher. Aliases: “Amber Dame” & “Death’s Daughter.” Notes: Threat to the Cause. Find & eliminate.
Lazan Karianam – Male Ezmani scion. Body Reacher. Notes: Affiliations with supreme defender Radais and K. Niezik. Can keni buy his loyalty?
Lilita Pikezik – Female Ezmani scion. Matriarch of House Pikezik, third of spirit. Spirit Reacher. Notes: We must find her and the children.
Lok-Tag Rekta – Male Ogrenian lowborn. Boss of the Glass Teeth gang. Notes: We need him to keep the Kala clear. Negotiate or dump him in it.
Manalias iz Ardinvil – Spirit-shifted Female Ezmani scion. Heir of House iz Ardinvil, third of spirit. Fire Reacher. Notes: Rebel. Eliminate.
Nex (pseudonym) – Genderless Ogrenian lowborn with traces of scion blood. Unregistered Possibility Reacher. Aliases: Naniana-Li, Ariaxa, Tarak-Nan. Wanted for theft, gambling fraud & espionage with Ogrenian agents. Notes: Keep an eye on them. Could be trouble.
Nikoza Bartol – Female Ezmani scion. Former heir of House Bartol. Granddaughter of late Jazuk Bartol the Fourth. Niece of Chatik Bartol. Water Reacher. Notes: Protect at all costs.
Otterzon Oliezany – Male Ezmani scion. New patriarch of House Oliezany, ninth of spirit. Son of Gornioz Oliezany the Eighth. Spirit Reacher. Notes: You may be patriarch, Cousin, but you are but a puppet.
Paras ik Lierasa – Male Vockan lowborn. Alchemist in west Kalastok. Notes: Deceased. Katarzyna lied, but we have rectified the situation.
Polina ik Aniaka – Female half-Vockan, half-Reshkan lowborn. Glassblade commander. Notes: Never trust Reshkans. Even half corrupts.
Qaraza Uziokaki – Female Ezmani scion. Crimson. New matriarch of House Uziokaki, second of spirit. Minister of war & rural affairs. Spirit Reacher. Notes: If we lose these wars, she will receive my dagger first.
Radais ik Erienfar – Male Vockan lowborn. New Glassblade supreme defender. Notes: Affiliated with K. Niezik. Watch. May be useful. 
Razamat Uziokaki – Male Vockan lowborn. Commander. Spirit Reacher. Notes: Lost duel to K. Niezik. Let him prove himself worthy.
Rakekeaa – Rumored Sands of Salesh breathless commander. Shadow Reacher/Bound One. Notes: If the spirits already have armies…
Sania iz Vamiustok - Female Vockan (Ezmani scion blood). Matriarch of House iz Vamiustok. Sister to Sania. Mother to Zinarus. Former lover of Uzrin Ioniz. Light Reacher. Notes: Use her if the son refuses to cooperate. Zinarus is too honorable to let his mother suffer.
Tairanik ik Oraikus – Male Vockan lowborn. Glassblade commander. Notes: Reports say he values tradition. Could we set him against Radais? 
Tazper Janka – Male Ezmani scion. Footman of Katarzyna Niezik. No known Reaching. Notes: Eliminate. Revealed all he knows already.  
Tiuz Hazeko – Male Ezmani scion. Field Marshal of the Harizak Confederation. Spirit Reacher. Notes: Eliminate. He threatens the Cause.
Tzena Oliezany – Female Ezmani scion. Minister of crime. Captain of Crystal Brigade. Cousin to Otterzon Oliezany. Shadow Reacher. Notes: How far we have come…
Uzrin Ioniz – Male Ezmani scion. Crimson. New patriarch of House Ioniz. Truth Reacher. Notes: Why is Chatik trusting him? Of all our allies…
Vanzearik Kaerz – Male Ezmani scion. Crimson. Twin brother to Jolzena. Spirit Reacher. Notes: The twin is disloyal. This one is far more.
Vinnia (surname unknown) – Female half-Vockan, half-Reshkan lowborn. Notes: Rumored to be connected to Nex. 
Wanusa ik Iliafa – Female Vockan lowborn. Glassblade warrior. Notes: Apprentice to supreme defender. Naïve. Useful?
Yaakiin Tinaanuuk – Male Reshkan scion. Former King of the Commonwealth of Two Nations. Fourth of spirit. Spirit Reacher. Notes: Deceased. It feels like ages ago.
Zinarus iz Vamiustok – Male half-Vockan, half-Ezmani scion. Heir of House iz Vamiustok. Bastard son of Uzrin Ioniz. Truth Reacher. Notes: Accomplice to K. Niezik. Seize assets. Get rid of Uzrin’s spawn.







  
  Notes on Spirits 

From Kalastok College’s archives.

Inheritance Rituals: A practice conducted in various forms across the Spirit realm of Zekiaz, it is limited to the Commonwealth of Two Nation’s great houses. The process involves the house head (also called a magnate), their heir, the heir’s newborn child, and a Spirit Reacher. The heir uses a specialized blade to kill the magnate, releasing their spirit and allowing the Reacher to guide it into the newborn. When done correctly, the child will gain the spirit’s experiences when they themselves touch the Spirit Crystal and become a Reacher.
Types of Spirits

Drifters/Pure Spirits: The most basic form of spirit birthed from the Spirit Crystal itself. A spirit must inhabit a child within twenty hours (one day) of birth, or the child will become an empty husk. Drifters are harmless, and it is believed they endure through passive spirit energy emitted by the Spirit Crystal.
Awakened: First appearing during the Awakening nearly eight hundred years ago, it is not known how the awakened were created. Theories suggest that a drifter was infused with Life Reaching, thus requiring the “awakened” spirit to devour other spirits to endure. Glass and Spirit Reachers are the only known ways to repel or kill awakened.
Breathless: This newest form of spirit only recently emerged due to the studies of the Crimson Court’s Kariazan Pikezik. It is believed they were created by infusing Mind Reaching with an awakened, granting them both sentience to tame their aggressiveness, but we are not yet aware of what energy allows them to endure.
Bound Ones: This is the word the breathless use for the Realm Reachers among them. It is not known whether they are limited by the First Law of Reaching, or if they endure Realm Taint at all.
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My thanks begin with my editor, Kavin Narke at Space Mage Press for providing crucial checks to help me take another step with this book. An amazing amazing team of beta readers both returning and new were also incredible with reading early copies of this monstrous book. With their help, I’ve managed to refine the lacking storylines and ensure the best moments could truly shine. Those beta readers were (in alphabetical order): Aldchad, Andrea W. N., Ann D., Brandon S., Crystal D., Drew G., Felicia, Filipa R., Hannah S., Jessica J., Jo-Ann C., K.B. Diaz, L. Cawkins, Lizz T., Lynda W., Nick F., Rebecca C., Ryan W., SAM K., Spencer W., and a few more anonymous Reachers. The Crystal Heir was a collaborative effort because of all of your feedback, and I cannot thank them enough for diving into such a massive novel in its unrefined form.
After the success of The Crimson Court’s Kickstarter, I wanted to truly take the art for this second book to the next level. Kateryna Vitkovksa continued her work on the series with the beautiful cover art of Nikoza Water Reaching, the mirrored hardcover art with Nex, and the interior landscape art of a certain purple realm (hint hint). I brought in new artists as well with Eddie Yorke and Alhin Row. Book one had many portraits, so Eddie’s dynamic work on the action art pieces of Zinarus, Kasia, the Crimson King, and Radais & Wanusa brought incredible new depth and expressions of the magic in the Crystal Realms. I wanted to expand on our portraits with more full color too, and Alhin’s portraits of Kasia and Nikoza had me falling out of my chair. I must also thank Deranged Doctor Design for their final text and formatting work for the book’s cover! 
It was an incredible honor to work with such amazing illustrators. Truly, I hope you enjoy seeing all these artists’ illustrations as much as I enjoyed collaborating with them. Their artwork brings these books to life, and I am excited for more creations in the future! 
We also have expanded into audiobooks for this series, so I want to express my gratitude to Ellie Gossage for her passion as narrator. She had to do over one hundred voices for each of these books. That is amazing, and there is something special about hearing her literally grant voices to these characters.
These projects are a huge time commitment, and I am so thankful for my wife, Andrea, and her support. She is my first reader and first to give feedback on any designs. That means you can credit for anything that looks good! If it was not for her being willing to hear my rambling thoughts about these books as well, I probably would lose my mind (in addition to all the hair I already lost making these books haha).
Lastly, before all the awesome Kickstarter backers who made this book happen, I want to thank my author friends in our “Tuesday Tribe” group. They were the ones who convinced me to do Kickstarter in the first place, and they are such incredible touch points for feedback and questions. I would not be where I am as an author and publisher if it were not for their help.
Now, it none of the rest of this could happen without the support of readers, and I have been overwhelmed with the enthusiasm of the Kickstarter backers for this series. I was not sure how a sequel book would go, so it going above and beyond the first in funding was incredible. Thank you all for your support and trust. We are building these stories together!






  
  The Story So Far


Nearly thirteen years ago in the Spirit realm of Zekiaz, a seemingly rogue spirit broke into the mansion of Leonit Niezik and assassinated him in the presence of his young daughter, Kasia. Years later, Kasia discovers that her father had left her a list of names of those who had conspired to kill him, followed by the name of an organization she has hunted ever since: the Crimson Court. 
Kasia uses her magical Death Reaching to kill those associated with the Crimson Court. But this power comes at a heavy cost, as her inability to control it leads to the death of her lover, Aliax, and a dozen bystanders. Those she has killed through her Reaching now haunt her as her investigation leads her to Kalastok, the capital of the Commonwealth of Two Nations.
Far to the west, Radais of the spirit-hunting Glassblade Order discovers the strange death of a noble scion deep in the uninhabited Spirit Wastes. Deadly awakened spirits appear to be growing more dangerous, and he believes the deceased scion knows why. His former lover and the leader of the Glassblades, Miv, orders him to go to Kalastok to seek aid from the capital’s scions. Except when he arrives, he finds Kasia is the only influential scion willing to listen.
Kasia ingratiates herself in Kalastok society and politics, all while seeking the magnate Sazilz Uziokaki, whom she believes to be a Crimson leader. Her efforts grow more difficult, though, when awakened spirits attack the city, forcing her to reveal her illegal Death Reaching as she works with Radais to stop them. She also discovers her family’s valuable amber can be used to capture spirits.
Soon after, Sazilz Uziokaki invites her to a gala at the mansion of the great house Oliezany, whose patriarch she suspects is also Crimson. When she arrives, she connects with a half-Ezmani, half-Vockan scion by the name of Zinarus iz Vamiustok. Unbeknownst to her, he was recently accosted by a Dark Reacher robed in red, who forced him to sell his family’s valuable sand mines (used for creating spirit-resistant glass). Their shared skepticism, and perhaps attraction, lead him to aid her in her infiltration of House Oliezany.
That infiltration allows Kasia to discover that same Dark Reacher threatening Sazilz, whose life the Reacher offers her as a gift. The Reacher claims Sazilz ordered her father’s death, not the Crimson Court, and that Kasia could be useful to the organization. Kasia Death Reaches and kills Sazilz, pretending to join the Crimsons to discover the true leader’s identity.
To further her pursuit, Kasia allies with Nex from the slums of Kalastok. Nex is a Possibility Reacher who is searching for a cure to the Spirit Plague that has infected their lover. They are skilled at following people on rooftops, and with their help, Kasia infiltrates the Crimsons further until she receives an invitation to officially join the organization. 
She is taken to a remote manor, where the Crimson Court gathers to open a portal to a sixteenth realm at the center of the other Crystal Realms. The Dark Reacher calls it the Axiom, and with Kasia’s Death Reaching, they finally have the final Reacher required to open the portal. The Dark Reacher reveals himself as Chatik Pikezik, the second son of King Jazuk, and claims his goal is for the noble scions of Ezman to conquer the entire realm of Zekiaz.
When Chatik successfully opens the portal to the Axiom with Kasia’s help, she follows him, entering a strange realm where gravity is shifted. He is furious at her betrayal and shoots her. The bullet destroys the crystal Reacher talon on her finger, effectively removing her powers and nearly killing her until a strange force in the Axiom saves her. 
The force claims that Chatik stole an artifact called the Unity Crystal, granting him abilities from across all the realms. It is dangerous and must be returned for the stability of the Crystal Realms to be maintained. Kasia agrees to take back the Unity Crystal in return for the ability to Axiom Reach, allowing her to create a portal back to Kalastok.
In Kasia’s absence, Zinarus and Nex join with Princess Nikoza Bartol, the granddaughter of King Jazuk, who helps them work with Professor Etal iz Noshok to find a cure for the Spirit Plague. They learn that spirit-capturing amber is also an essential part of the cure, and together, they gather spirits for Etal to use in his potion.
The Crimson Court captures Kasia’s trusted footman, Tazper, after her betrayal and forces him to reveal her past murders. Upon her return to Kalastok, she is now a wanted criminal and teleports without direction in order to escape.
Meanwhile, Radais and his Glassblade allies travel into the Spirit Wastes to investigate the strange awakened spirits further. He is accompanied by a young initiate, Wanusa, and a Body Reacher, Lazan, whom he grows close to after coordinated spirits ambush the Glassblades and capture Miv. 
A group of spirits called the Saleshi soon rescues the Glassblades and reveals that they are sentient spirits created by the Crimson Court. The Crimsons invented the Spirit Plague to test the process of creating awakened and turning them into “breathless” spirits with controllable minds. Along the way, the Crimsons sought to create Bound Ones—spirits that could Reach into other realms. The spirit bound to the Mind realm broke free, creating the reclusive Saleshi faction of spirits. Another group of free breathless and Bound Ones called the Vanashel seek instead to destroy humanity. They kidnapped Miv during their initial raid, and Radais swears to save her.
Kasia’s misguided portal sends her to perceived safety with Radais, who reveals the Crimson Court’s schemes to her. She realizes the plague and breathless spirits are how the Crimsons killed her father and how they intend to stage a coup. With Radais’s evidence in-hand, she returns to Zinarus and pleads with him to expose the Crimsons in front of the Chamber of Scions. He reluctantly does so after some romantic persuasion on her part, but Princess Nikoza refuses to aid his efforts, trying to protect her family against conspiracy.
When Chatik seeks to convince the Chamber of Scions to depose King Jazuk peacefully due to his perceived weakness against the invading Keloshan Empire, Zinarus’s evidence exposes Chatik as part of the Crimsons’ conspiracy. Chatik calls upon the crystalline dragon behind the throne to kill the king, then summons an army of breathless. With the help of his Crimson allies, spirits, and the Unity Crystal, he forces the entire Chamber to make him king.
Kasia attempts to intervene to stop the coup, but even her new Axiom Reaching is not enough to stop Chatik’s overwhelming power. She instead desperately tries to teleport both herself and Zinarus to safety. She’s overused her power, though, and Realm Taint causes the portal to send them somewhere far from her intended destination.
All the while, a riot consumes Kalastok as the poor lowborn rebel against the government’s war conscription and inability to stop the plague. Nex has a cure for their lover, but not for everyone, and the riots lead to mass burning across the city. Princess Nikoza, seeing her mistake to not aid Zinarus, uses her Water Reaching to save a family from the fires in one of Kalastok’s poorer districts.
In the ashes of the coup and riot, a famous general named Tiuz Hazeko receives a gift from a mysterious benefactor: a gun capable of shooting glass bullets to kill spirits. He swears to defend the Commonwealth against those who seek its destruction. 
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Prologue – The Crystal’s Cost


“It is better to have wielded great power and been slain for it than to wither in irrelevance, knowing you have accomplished nothing.” – Queen Caztroma Pikezik the Fourth, uniter of the tribes of Ezman

I am dying. 
Those words stung like the fury of a thousand hornets beneath the quill of the Crimson King. He wrote them in the safety of the Crystal Palace’s walls, far from rebels and assassins, but he could not flee from the truth. To do so was cowardice, and Chatik Bartol the First was anything but a coward.
The Axiom was all we hoped for, unlocking the greatest power Zekiaz has seen since the Awakening, if not in its entire history. I have channeled the Essence of gods, but I am a mere mortal. I knew there would be risks.
That is why I have you.
I worry not for my legacy nor my crown. The Crimson Cause goes beyond my own vendettas and wills. It is the hope for Ezman, of all of Zekiaz. It is the key to defeating our foes and regaining the glory we lost through weaklings such as Yaakiin and my father. With me or without, the Crimson Court shall not fall. 
In the time I have left, I lay the foundations of an empire that shall outlast us both, but I am nothing more than its creator. You shall rise from my ashes. You shall take the remnants of my spirit and create a new religion, a new truth.
There is no god. There is no Crystal Mother. There is only the Unity Crystal and the one who speaks for it: the Crystal Heir.
All others are nothing. No army. No technology. No politicians. They are irrelevant. All that matters is the Unity Crystal and channeling it to the betterment of Ezman and the scion race. Beyond my life, the Crimson Cause must endure.
Chatik paused, his hand shaking so violently that ink splattered across the page. He gripped it with his other and cursed. Had he become an invalid so quickly?
The spasms refused to relent, forcing him to set the quill aside before it ruined the whole letter. He sat back in his cushioned wooden chair and stared up at the ceiling of the study in his chambers. As the newly declared king by the Chamber of Scions, more marble and glass filled his rooms than every lowborn house in the Commonwealth of Two Nations. The Crystal Palace was a tribute to something greater. It deserved more than the likes of Jazuk and his Reshkan-born predecessor.
Chatik should have been the king to fulfill such glory. Fate had other plans, but he had accounted for every possibility… except for that bitch Katarzyna Niezik.
Without Lord Zinarus iz Vamiustok’s objections at her bidding, Chatik would have taken power with ease. Instead, the half-blood’s words had ignited an uprising within the Commonwealth as the Keloshan Empire’s troops flooded across the eastern border. The Crimsons would crush both, but he feared the cost. The visions, hunger, weakness, and chill were too much after his coup. Realm Taint inflicted all who pushed beyond the limits of the First Law of Reaching. With the Unity Crystal in his grasp, he had broken it more often than he could count.
It was apparent now that his body and mind would fail him before long. Instead of years to nurture his Crystal Heir into fully believing the Crimson Cause, he would have a few seasons at most, making the entire plot susceptible to their foes.
All the more reason why the Crimson Court must be maintained, he told himself, grabbing the Unity Crystal and rising with some effort. Our knowledge and foresight will ensure the Crystal Heir can continue what I have begun.
“Are you well, my lord?” his manservant said from along the wall. A silver veil shimmered over the lowborn’s face, matching his suit with its shirt’s collar upturned so high it framed the veil to his ears. Only a blood red cravat pierced the sea of spirit gray.
Chatik collected himself and fixed his posture against all protestations of his body. People needed strength in the aftermath of the Crimson Coup, and he could not be seen as Tainted. Fear and Mind Reaching alike would hold the scions and lowborn in line for a time. Some in the Chamber, though, would demand that he earned their confidence.
So the king straightened his crimson suit, streaked with elements of black down the arms to match the current stylings of the aristocrats, and waved off the servant. “No, I am fine.” He caught himself before offering an explanation which a lowborn servant did not deserve.
The manservant bowed. Chatik did not know his name, as he had created the Crimson Court’s established code of veiled, nameless lowborn to ensure they knew their place. Only the greater scions had inherited the ability to Realm Reach through the Spirit Crystal, and only they could build the world that the Spirit realm of Zekiaz must become. Lowborn could not feel the realms at their fingers. They were just as their class implied—lowly beings to be commanded.
Chatik left his chambers to enter a marble hall lined with glasswork designs upon its walls and pilasters. Veiled servants stood at attention by each embedded column, bowing their heads as he passed. He gave them not even a glance, focusing instead on the woman waiting by the double doors at the hall’s end.
The quarter-year everdark still suffocated the world beyond the windows, but Lady Tzena Oliezany’s eyes shone like the great light of the dawn. Dressed in a high-collared dress of crimson that shimmered with golden designs, she resembled a queen more than a courtier. Crystal Mother knew she had the ambition to become one.
“Where is she?” Chatik muttered to Tzena as the servants opened the doors to the next hall.
She followed at his side, her footsteps like thunder rolling across his skull. Why did everything echo in this damned place, even with the Ezmani red rugs lining the floors? Or had his Taint merely made his mind vulnerable?
“It appears,” Tzena began, a hint of nerves in her voice, “that Lady Lilita slipped away overnight with the help of her Pikezik mercenaries and a few minor scions. The trail runs cold there, as of now, as it seems she placed her bribes well. No one has revealed much, but my agents within the city—and Qaraza’s beyond—are working tirelessly to find both her and your children.”
Chatik held his hands behind his back as they ascended the stairs. The Unity Crystal was rough, uneven in his grasp, but holding it gave him confidence amid chaotic times. 
His wife had fled after the coup. He had expected such betrayal, as Lilita had been far too prideful to resort to such dire means to get rid of King Jazuk, but his loyal guards were supposed to ensure she could not take his three children. They were all gone. Unacceptable! Though they were not to be the Crystal Heir, his son and two daughters would be the last remnants of his blood upon this realm. He had abandoned the Pikezik name to regain control of his birth house, House Bartol, but he would not abandon his children.
“Uzrin’s Truth Reachers will loosen their tongues or cut them out,” he replied. “However, that will not be enough. We must rebuild the Crystal Brigade and mold it in our image. Can I trust you to lead them and uproot dissent within Kalastok?”
“Gladly,” Tzena said with a pleased smile. “There will be many, but there is no grievance among the scions that balls, wine, glass, and brothels cannot solve. As for the lowborn, well…” She balled her gloved hand into a fist. “They will require further persuasion.”
Her lips parted for a moment to continue, then fell back together. Like all great house scions, she was well-trained to hide her worries, but Chatik noticed the hesitation and stopped at the landing.
“Who else fled?” he whispered, softly taking her arm. “I had hoped my actions had frightened the house heads into submission, but something tells me you are about to say otherwise.”
Her mouth formed a narrow line. “Your dear wife was not the only great house leader with deep enough pockets to slip free. We both know Borys Kuzon was one of Jazuk’s most trusted allies, and it seems House Bartol’s own servants aided in his escape. Though Ivalat iz Ardinvil tried the same, he lacked such connections.” She tilted up her chin. “Uzrin’s interrogators are working on Ivalat at this very moment. His family, however, is problematic. If Lilita intends to rebel as we lose houses Kuzon and iz Ardinvil—”
“Then the entire west falls from our control, yes,” Chatik interrupted, biting his cheek. This was far from ideal, but a few rebel houses could hardly compare to the Commonwealth army which now fell into Crimson hands. If his plans with the controllable breathless spirits succeeded, a few thousand lowborn soldiers lost in a civil war would not hurt their efforts. In fact, it could accelerate them. “By the Mother, how did our guards miss a man as large as a carriage? Borys could be seen from halfway across Ezman!”
“I cannot say that I have an answer, but I will hasten to find one.”
He huffed and released her, then offered her his arm. They continued up the stairs together, and his chest tightened knowing what awaited them at the top. Only a day ago, much of Kalastok’s Market District and western city had burned during the idiotic lowborn uprising against conscription. It was up to him to quell the unrest. The spirits would be quite helpful with that, but guided unrest had its uses as well.
Glass doors greeted them on the next floor along with a group of guards clad in red. Most had also worn Vockan white before the coup, but the Crimson Court held no concern for Ezman’s western brother. Vocka had neither Reachers nor access to the Spirit Crystal. At best, it was a vassal state, not an equal in the so-called Commonwealth of Two Nations.
Chatik nodded at the guards—who thumped their chests in salute—then passed through the doors as a pair of lowborn servants opened them to reveal a balcony overlooking Kalastok. Darkness swallowed what lay beyond, only broken by gas lamps hissing along the walls on either side of the door.
“It is about time our Crimson King graced us with his presence,” Uzrin Ioniz said, lingering in the shadowed corner with a burned down cigar smoldering in his grasp. The silver-haired Truth Reacher had risen swiftly in status. Once an estranged Ioniz cousin too insignificant to have a Body Reacher fix his still bent nose, he had found a seat in the Chamber of Scions and now stood as a member of the Crimsons’ inner circle. Unfortunately, the actions of his bastard son, Zinarus, remained a nuisance Chatik would have to address.
“You forget yourself, Uzrin,” another woman mused from across the balcony, a glass of wine dangling from her gloved fingers. “The King in the Dark has stepped into the light and enlightens us with his presence.”
Like Tzena, Qaraza the Second—newly ascended matriarch of House Uziokaki—had dressed for a ball more than a meeting of collaborators. Her elaborate gown had a collar high and tight enough to appear as if it were choking her, but beneath, a slit cut from sternum to navel, exposing just enough of her pale-gray Ezmani skin to tickle a man’s imagination. Uzrin stared at that slit like it were a canyon. 
Chatik sighed as he examined the three Crimsons who were to be his closest confidants. Tzena and Uzrin had proved themselves incredibly useful over the years in preparation for the coup, and Qaraza’s whispers had ensured her father, Sazilz, had fallen into Chatik’s trap with Katarzyna Niezik. He needed each of them if his plans were to succeed.
“It is not you three who require enlightenment,” he said, stepping to the far railing and surveying the city beyond. “But them.”
Kalastok’s Reacher towers rose over the eastern Crimson and Market districts like great blades driven from underground. Light Reachers from their peaks cast searchlights over any remaining insurgents, allowing Spirit Reachers to direct the hundreds of breathless spirits where to strike. 
It had taken over a decade to perfect the process of granting minds to spirits, then controlling them. Pride filled Chatik watching his creations work. No longer would mindless, ravenous awakened haunt their people. The Crimson Court had tamed the creatures who had destroyed civilization over eight hundred years prior, and through the creation of the breathless, had created an army that even the Keloshan Empire could not face.
“The lowborn have sought to destroy what scions have built,” he said. “We must show them how they have strayed, and we must ensure all efforts—scion and lowborn alike—are directed toward the glory of Ezman. Only then may we revel in our accomplishments.”
Uzrin pushed off from the railing, taking another puff of his cigar and not bothering to blow the smoke away from anyone’s face. “You will be pleased to hear that all the newspapers are printing our truth of King Jazuk’s cowardice. The people already saw him as weak. With the Crimson Coup complete, we must ensure they see us as their saviors against threats within and without.”
“We will need more to convince them,” Chatik replied as he stared over the dim western Shadow Quarter and the homeless encampment of Beg Ave beside the Kala River. “Tzena’s new, loyal Crystal Brigade will round up the insurgents and send them against Kelosh to buy us time, but to do that, we must uproot their leaders. That is where your interrogators will come in.” He turned back to face Qaraza. “What have you heard of my niece, Nikoza? Has she been found?”
She gave him a wry smile. “Tzena is handling operations within the city. The focus of my hunters has been finding great house magnates and other members of the Chamber who fled, including Katarzyna and the iz Vamiustok heir who disappeared into that portal. As far as we know, they have not joined Tiuz Hazeko’s retreat toward Fort Harizak.”
“Keep working. If the rebels have enough time to organize, then there will be many who flock to their cause.” He held out a fist. “We must not let a civil war inhibit our operations against Kelosh.”
Tzena nodded. “Of course, my king. As for the matter of Princess Nikoza, we have not found her yet, but she was seen running toward the Drifters’ Quarter. She is an eager girl. Perhaps she believed her Water Reaching could somehow protect the lowborn there from the fires?” She stepped closer, once again placing a hand on his arm. “May I ask why you are so focused on her?”
“Do not concern yourself with that,” Chatik snapped, voices from his newfound Taint stabbing at the back of his mind. But he calmed when he met her gaze. They had followed him this far. For this to work, his conspirators needed to know the truth.
He pulled away to stand in the middle of them as he raised the Unity Crystal. All fifteen of the Crystal Realms within his grasp, tempting him with their power… and their Taint. “The crystal’s cost is beyond what I had imagined. Realm Taint grips me, and I fear that before the seasons complete their next rotation, the Crystal Heir must be ready.”
“You believe her to be worthy?” Qaraza asked, taking a casual sip of her wine as if his Taint were no real news. Spirits, did he look that bad already? “She is popular, but she hardly believes in the Cause.”
“Nikoza is not yet aware of our plans,” he said, “but she is loved by many and can be guided with the power I now hold.” He glanced around him at his gathered allies, each eyeing the Unity Crystal. “You all have proven your worth. Show me you desire the Cause more than this crystal, and I shall consider you as the true lords of this realm when the time is right.”
Uzrin thumped his chest. “For the King in the Dark! For the Crimson Cause!”
“For Ezman!” Qaraza said as she raised her glass.
Tzena met Chatik’s gaze and held out her talon, sending shadows over Chatik’s face. She drew closer to him and finished barely louder than a whisper. “For the Crimson heart.”
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From Ash


“It is not enough for a ruler to merely wish to aid all their subjects. They must walk among them, breathe their stench and feel their toil. Only then can one truly understand how to ease their suffering.” – Riata-Kanon Nav, Sea Castellan of the Ogrenian Spirit Coast

A bitter chill. A drought that crept across the skin. A deep, unquenchable thirst. 
Thud.
Princess Nikoza Bartol shot awake to find herself entangled in a thin woolen blanket. Ash filled her mouth, forcing her to cough as she tried to wipe the bleariness from her eyes. She was in a small, dim room, and wind whistled through the rotted shutters along the near wall. It ran across her skin and made her shiver as a woman came into focus.
“Sorry, ma’am,” the middle-aged woman said, stumbling over her words. She was lowborn based on her murmured tone, pinkish skin, and ruffled brunette curls in the light of her lantern. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“Where…” 
Nikoza patted herself down. She still wore her frock coat, combining Ezmani red and Vockan white designs as a show of unity, but the lavish silk and woolen exterior were now covered with cinders. Dear Mother below, that smell could choke a hog!
The woman set some clothes on a small dresser before straightening her skirt and sitting on the end of Nikoza’s bed. It was far shorter and narrower than any Nikoza had slept in before, but as she studied this woman’s round cheeks and button nose, she could not help but feel she had received a generous gift.
The woman gave a nervous, yet motherly smile with her hands clasped in her lap. “I am Falia, and you are in my family’s apartment in the Drifters’ Quarter. Kix from across the street brought you here last night with his wife and daughter. Said you’re a Reacher and that you saved their lives.”
Nikoza set her bare feet on the wooden floor, a fresh shiver striking her from the frigid planks. Of course, their floors would lack Fire Reachers to heat them, and the chill jolted her drowsy mind. The previous night had seemed like a nightmare, but had it been true? She had run into the flames with her Water Reaching and pulled a mother and daughter free? Spirits, there had been so many fires.
“They are well, then?” she asked, her voice raspy, and Falia hurried to grab a clay cup of water from the nightstand, handing it to her. Nikoza drank it greedily, but it did little to satiate her parched throat.
“As well as you could be after losing your home. Whole block nearly burned, but you doused enough of the flames to give the bucket brigade a chance. Probably saved a dozen townhouses at least, my husband said.”
Nikoza set aside the cup and lowered her head. It swam from exhaustion as she studied her Reacher talon of silver-gray Spirit Crystal. Glimmering in the dim light, a part of her soared at the memory of the power she had held amid the flames. Reaching so often in a short span of time had a cost, though, and she had no doubts that Realm Taint explained much of her dehydration.
“I should have been more prepared,” she breathed. “A trained Water Reacher would have done more than endure Realm Taint for two people when the fires threatened many more lives.”
Falia paced to the room’s center. “Forgive me, ma’am, but most scions wouldn’t have blinked at our suffering. You risked your life for us.” She pursed her lips. “Kix didn’t catch your name.”
Nikoza’s chest tightened as she forced herself to rise, blood rushing from her head. “I am Princess Nikoza Bartol, granddaughter of King Jazuk Bartol the Fourth and heir to the house.”
Falia froze, all the color draining from her rosy cheeks. She babbled an inaudible reply before making a sound somewhere between a frightened cat and a crow. Nikoza wavered, unsure whether to rush to her aid or pretend it had been a joke, but Falia soon recovered her wits, bowing her head.
“What have we done to earn your help, your highness? We are but laborers!”
Nikoza rubbed her talon, wishing for gloves to veil it, as was traditional among scions. “Why do you believe that makes you of any less worth? Is it not your labors that allow the great houses to endure? Is it not you who lack the protections afforded to the richest in the Crimson and Market districts?”
“The king sent you, then?” Falia asked with a glance at Nikoza before averting her gaze again.
“I came out of my own will alone.”
Nikoza crossed the room and gave Falia a soft smile. For the first time, she felt worthy of Falia’s honor. Last night had not been about birthright or bloodlines, but her desire to use the Crystal Mother’s gifts to aid those who bore the most vulnerable spirits. She could do more, though, and she promised herself that her work had only begun. That meant she needed to strengthen her Reaching, whether through Kalastok College or further practical usage.
Falia stepped back, holding an arm across her torso. “I apologize. We have no better clothing to match someone of your repute, but I figured you would want something not soaked with smoke.” She fled to the door before Nikoza could insist that all was well. “Please, join us for breakfast when you are dressed. It is the least we can offer as thanks.”
Then she left, and Nikoza let out a long breath. Her shoulders sagged, heavy as she allowed herself to abandon her royal presentations. What punishments would greet her when she returned to the palace? What had happened to the rest of the city after the riots?
She deposited her coat on the dresser and peeled off her sweaty dress. Falia had left her a wash basin, but though she cleaned the soot from her skin, it could not match the glory of a warm bath. Ash had dug deep into her pores. She yearned to scrub away the grime, memories, and Taint, but she was not naïve enough to believe she could so easily escape the consequences of her actions.
Falia’s gifted attire was too short and wide, making Nikoza feel as if she were wearing a blanket more than a dress. Such a gift, though, was significant from a lowborn family. She reminded herself of that as she draped her dirtied clothes over her arm and left the room.
Beyond, a lantern-lit hall held three closed doors before opening into a small joined kitchen and dining room. Falia hurried about with a pan, coal fumes spewing out of the stove as she deposited eggs and somewhat charred beans onto the table’s plates. Nine of them. There were only four rickety wooden chairs and a three-legged stool around the table, though, and the people crowded throughout the rest of the room stared hungrily at the food.
The man from last night, whom Falia had called Kix, started at Nikoza’s appearance and removed a flat cap. Frayed strands of fabric sprouted from it like a garden, but he clutched it as if it were a prized heirloom. “Princess Nikoza, I… er.”
“You saved our lives,” his wife said beside him, visibly shaking as her daughter clung to her leg. “Why us?” Her voice cracked. “Why us, when there were so many others?”
Nikoza held a hand to her breast and considered the question. “I heard you needed help, so I tried the best I could. It seems the Crystal Mother guided me to you.”
“And abandoned the rest of the fuckin’ Drifters’ Quarter,” Kix muttered. “Where were the other Reachers?”
Falia yelped and waved her pan like a mighty blade. “Not in my house! Not in the presence of a princess, Kix.”
The five children who were scattered throughout the room’s nooks and crannies giggled at the chiding, but Nikoza stepped forward through it. Hands held behind her back, she straightened her posture as her grandfather had taught her. 
“I abhor the scions’ treatment of the lowborn,” she said. “You were abandoned by the government and great houses, and no matter how fervently I insist to King Jazuk that things must change, my words fall on deaf ears.”
“Well, they’re deaf as all shit now,” another wrinkled man said, entering the apartment from a door at the far end of the room. His slicked back hair seemed like a creeping shadow in the dim light, and Nikoza assumed him to be Falia’s husband based on her rolled eyes. “Just heard the news. King’s dead.”
Nikoza’s heart stopped. She fell back into the wall, her mind descending into a violent headache. “I left him…”
“Crystal Mother have mercy,” Falia called out, throwing the pan onto the brick stove. “Entyn! Our guest is Princess Nikoza!”
“What… What happened?” Nikoza asked Entyn. “How could this be true?” The words tumbled out before she could comprehend the situation. Her grandfather, dead. She was House Bartol’s matriarch now, but that hardly felt important compared to the fallout to come.
Entyn draped his coat over the back of the furthest chair and slumped into it, rubbing his temples. “Awakened attacked the protestors. Whole damned sky was full of the bastards, and rumor has it, the Reachers and watchmen were helping them. They must’ve killed the king while they were at it.”
Nikoza threw her frock coat over her shoulders without slipping her arms through. There was no time. “I must be off. Thank you for the hospitality and clothes, Falia. I will ensure you are compensated for them, but if my grandfather is…”
The last word failed in her throat. Gossip spread as quickly as the last night’s fires, and the further one was from the source, the further they were from the truth. She clung to that hope as she rushed to the door.
“Princess?” Falia called after her with a plate in hand. “Please, Princess!”
But Nikoza was already tearing down the stairs, the smell of soot and rotting wood suffocating her. Did the lowborn always have to endure such stenches, or had the fires simply swallowed the poorer districts?
She hoped for answers as she threw open the townhouse’s front door and stepped onto the ash-covered streets of the eastern Drifters’ Quarter. The gas lamps lining the street were extinguished. Usually lit by Fire Reachers to banish the everdark come morning, their absence created an eerie darkness that seemed to grasp at Nikoza. Only a few scattered groups of lantern-wielding lowborn revealed the devastation left by the rioters’ inferno.
Those lowborn gave Nikoza a sidelong glance as she passed before returning to their conversations. With the endless, pure darkness above, she had little to navigate with besides the Reacher towers dotting the eastern sections of Kalastok. The Light Reachers within sent beams of searchlight through the city itself instead of above. Had Entyn been right? Were they not worried about the spirits, focusing entirely on the lowborn who resisted the conscription instead?
Her stomach churned. The timing of this all had been too fortuitous. Just hours before, Professor Etal iz Noshok and Paras ik Lierasa had successfully found a cure for the Spirit Plague with the help of Nikoza, Lord Zinarus iz Vamiustok, and a prickly lowborn named Nex. 
Zinarus had accused her uncle, Chatik Pikezik, of creating the disease through a secretive organization called the Crimson Court. It all seemed so far-fetched, but if Jazuk had been killed on the same night that spirits spawned by the plague swept over the city, it was awfully convenient for Chatik. He had despised Jazuk’s decision to not surrender to the traditional great house Inheritance Ritual and grant Nikoza his spirit at birth. Now, Jazuk’s death would offer a chance for Chatik to seize influence over the Chamber of Scions and House Bartol.
Heavy footsteps tore her from her thoughts as she turned onto one of the six main roads leading to the Crystal Palace. The palace’s gold-tipped spires and illuminated walls of glass and marble loomed over the dark city, and beneath it, the patrolling squad of red-clad watchmen resembled ants more than men. To Nikoza, though, they were a welcome familiarity.
She rushed to the nearest of them, but they spooked, raising their muskets. “Halt, in the name of the king!”
“I am the king’s granddaughter,” Nikoza proclaimed with her chin raised.
She doubted her words immediately. If King Jazuk had been assassinated, was there already a new king? Royal elections usually took entire seasons, but that assumed there would be elections at all. Her return would be a convenient trap for her grandfather’s foes.
One of the watchmen pushed forward, shoving down her compatriots’ guns. “Princess Nikoza, you must come with us at once! The streets are not safe after the riots.”
Is the palace? Nikoza thought, but gave them a relieved smile. “Of course. I assisted in the efforts to fight the flames and found myself overwhelmed.”
“Follow us,” the watchman instructed. “Your Uncle Chatik has half the city watch searching for you, and he will be glad to know you are safe.”
They formed a box around her before heading toward the Crimson District. The usually bustling main road was quiet, only patrols and a few stray people hurrying this way and that. It sent a shiver down Nikoza’s spine, and it grew worse as she caught a glimpse of the spirits swirling through the lanternlight above. 
Not the meandering of harmless drifters, but the sharp jolts of awakened.
“Spirits!” she exclaimed, cowering back into the rear guard. “Those are awakened.”
“Worry not,” the watchman said as he ushered her along. “They are tamed breathless, sweeping the city for rebels.” A few of the other watchmen, though, offered nervous glances at the spirits.
Nikoza held a palm to her throbbing head. Commanded spirits, her grandfather’s death, and now rebels? What was this strange world she had emerged into? These watchmen did not appear interested in a conversation about such questions, so she tightened her coat and continued into the lamplit Crimson District. 
The home of the scion elites showed no obvious wounds from the fires. Signs of the change lurked beneath the surface, though. While neither smoke nor awakened filled the sky here, the wide streets and gardens were empty of their usual promenading couples and conspiring politicians. Only the Crystal Palace’s dull glow exposed the king’s crystalline dragon swooping overhead instead of perching atop the spires in its watch.
Swarms of guards covered the entryways to the palace itself, their eyes weary. They parted for Nikoza’s escort, but averted their gazes when she looked in their directions. One even pressed two fingers to his lips before extending toward her in a blessing.
He is dead, then.
Their solemn expressions revealed what Nikoza already knew deep in her heart. She had walked into the flames and emerged to find that her life would never be the same. Could staying in the palace have saved her grandfather, or would she have been caught in the chaos?
Scions of the Chamber gathered in the main halls, whispering and sparing Nikoza only nervous glances. Most gave a wide berth to the Crystal Mother’s statue in the center, but Nikoza approached it. She knelt and touched the fragment of Spirit Crystal at the statue’s base, then pressed her fingers to her lips as she whispered a prayer.
“Let Grandfather’s spirit be free from compulsion, dear Mother. In his absence, please guide us from this strife.”
One of the watchmen tapped her shoulder. “Princess, King Chatik awaits you in the Chamber of Scions.”
She swallowed her fear the best she could and rose, arm held across her chest. The double diamond emblem of the Commonwealth of Two Nations marked the Chamber’s doors. On most days when Nikoza had followed Jazuk into the palace, the rounded room was raucous with debate, but it was silent now as servants wearing odd silvery gray veils opened the doors.
Chatik awaited her within.
Her uncle paced before the throne with his hands clasped behind him. Black stripes cut down his suit of deep crimson, and his slicked back hair matched the silver glint in his eye at Nikoza’s entrance. Wrinkles crossed his brow along with speckled aging spots that had not been there the last time she’d seen him.
Two spirits hovered on either side of the Spirit Crystal pit that surrounded the throne. Placid, they showed no reaction to Nikoza descending the stairs, but the ball in her chest told her they were not simple drifters.
“Welcome, my dear niece.” Chatik’s voice echoed across the marble and glass. “Come, we have much to discuss.”
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Of Sea and Sick


“All the world began as an ocean. So, too, will it end as one.” – Rorik-Tin Santin, the crystal-eyed prophet

Kasia Niezik’s entire body revolted as she awoke in an unfamiliar room. Everything rocked beyond her bleary eyes, sending tied-up sacks sliding over the small room’s floor and into her. The air was impossibly humid against her skin, but her throat was so dry that it hurt to swallow. 
Something shifted behind her.
She jolted to turn and face whatever it was, but only managed to painfully twist her shoulder. Seated on the cold floor, which seemed to be made from some kind of interlocking shells, her arms were bound to a wooden pillar. The rope was green and slimy, and she winced as it rubbed against her reddened wrists.
Where in the realms am I?
Last she remembered, she had shifted gravity in the Chamber of Scions to escape Chatik and the Crimson Court’s coup against King Jazuk. She had pleaded for Zinarus to follow, but only Aliax and the Realm Tainted spirits of those she killed greeted her on the bright, sandy island she’d fallen onto. That same Taint now haunted her stomach and pounding mind.
“Kasia?” a familiar, gentle voice asked from behind her. “Are you awake?”
An acidic stench stung Kasia’s nose as she craned her neck to look over her shoulder. That earned her sight of a flash of auburn hair and purple fabric, and a smirk tugged at her lips knowing Zinarus was with her. It vanished at the realization that she had dragged him into further danger.
“I am,” she replied, leaning her head and its matted, ashen locks back against the pole. Spirits, the Taint had struck her hard this time. “Are you real or just a specter of my mind?”
“If I say I am here and real, would that convince you?” he asked. “Or could a ghost of Realm Taint say the same?”
She cursed to herself and surveyed the rest of the room as her vision adjusted. “Where in the wastes are we?”
A bone lantern swung overhead with the constant motion. Its dim light revealed strange blue lines that ran across the walls—also resembling massive sea shells—and a closed door that lacked even the tiniest crack beneath it. A few dozen sacks lay scattered around them, now close enough to touch, and instead of leather or wool, their surfaces resembled that of a frog’s skin. Zinarus grunted as one skidded into his mechanical leg with a clang.
“I am not all that experienced with the sea,” he replied, “but I believe we are in the hull of a ship. Not long after I followed you through the portal out of the Chamber, a vessel unlike any I have ever seen emerged from the waters. There were these creatures…” He paused and shook his head, laughing at himself. “You will think me insane when I say it, but they were like enormous crustaceans. Their ship launched these heavy nets over us. Though I tried to cut us free, they threatened me with harpoons and shark-tooth swords before dragging us in here.”
She scoffed and scooted around the pole until they were next to each other. This was insane, but being near him gave her some sense of normality. “A ghost could not have spun up such fantasies. You’re telling me we were taken hostage by crab people?”
“That appears to be the case, yes.” He made a horrid noise, clutching his stomach. “Oh, by the Mother, this rocking is going to be the end of me.”
That explained the smell. The front of his suit and shirt were stained with day-old vomit, and his usually deep gray face was nearly as green as their bindings. If the situation were not so horrible, she might have laughed, but she shared his queasiness.
“I am guessing you saw the great light on the island too?” Kasia asked. “This cannot be Zekiaz.” 
Claustrophobia struck her at that realization. She was far from her world, her domain, and a tight ball formed in her stomach. Wherever they were, she needed to escape and figure out a way to stop Chatik before it was too late.
Zinarus leaned his head back into the pole, mirroring her. It was by far the least formal she had ever seen him, and despite his misery, there was something unusually cordial about his posture. “That Axiom Reaching of yours is quite the power. Perhaps, however, you pushed yourself beyond your limits.”
That, she already knew. Her fingers traced the golden Axiom Crystal wrapping itself around her bound hand and up her forearm. It followed the burn scars caused by her brother Gregorzon’s Fire Reaching years before, and in mere days, the crystal had grown another half-a-foot. Death’s Taint was all too familiar. Had this misdirected portal been the cost of Axiom Taint?
“I could not let him kill you,” she admitted, leaning into him as she remembered Chatik wielding the Unity Crystal, purple Death wisps circling the King in the Dark’s hand.
“There were so many others who never had the chance…” Zinarus sniffled, but could not wipe his nose with his hands bound. “How did it all fall apart so quickly?”
“I—”
A loud whoosh came from beyond the door. The blue lines running across the wall pulsed, and navy-blue vapors drifted over them until the sound ceased moments later. 
Kasia tensed, wishing she could grab her father’s revolver—stashed in her coat’s interior pocket—but the bindings were tight. Leonit had taught her how to break free of glove-less handcuffs by dislocating her thumb. That was not an ideal solution. Her left hand was uncovered, so she could probably summon an Axiom portal if they could get off this pole.
Another series of thumps and rattles came from behind the door before it swung open with a heavy creak. What stood beyond was unlike any person or spirit Kasia had ever laid eyes on.
A shelled creature with four pairs of orange-red legs and a horizontal, rounded torso scuttled into the room. Sopping wet, it wore a pair of tubular glass spectacles over its eye stalks, and bright yellow scales wrapped around the carapace behind its stout head. Kasia had not spent much time on the seafront. This creature was in all manners of possible description, though, a giant crab with fish-scale armor. Three more followed, wearing similar uniforms as they righted the toppled sacks with one claw and wielded obsidian-tipped harpoons in their other.
“Tell me I am living a nightmare,” Kasia mumbled in her confusion.
Zinarus drew a shaky breath. “I fear not. They have entered before, but you were unconscious for the last few days.”
One of the crabs jabbed its harpoon at him, then ran its free claw down the ridges along its carapace to make a kind of rapid clicking. The lead one, bearing no weapon, side-stepped to its aggressive ally and tapped its claws together. Another series of clicking followed from each of them, but eventually, the warrior retracted the harpoon. The leader took its place and stared down at Zinarus.
“Is he the captain?” Kasia asked. “Can we force him to let us go?”
But Zinarus just sat rigid, flicking his gaze from the lead crab to the obsidian blade and forcing a smile. Kasia highly doubted such a motion meant anything to a creature without visible teeth. After a moment, though, the lead crab ran its claws together slowly, the clicks sounding less agitated.
So Zinarus bowed his head. “Act cordial,” he whispered to Kasia. “I have been trying to ingratiate myself with them.”
Ever the politician.
She copied his bow despite doubting that the crabs would understand. At least their captors did not seem interested in killing them immediately. That hopefully could buy her time to reach for her pistol, but she found it strange that the crabs had left her with a lethal weapon. They were aquatic creatures. Would they be familiar with firearms?
The lead crab—whom she decided to call Clacky—repeated its communication at Zinarus. When he didn’t reply, it pointed a claw at Kasia and ran the other across its leg, as if to ask, “What about her?”
“I am Lady Katarzyna Niezik,” she told it, assuming it couldn’t hurt. “We did not mean to fall onto your island.”
Spirits, she felt ridiculous speaking slowly, as if it were a child, but it felt more reasonable than any other idea she had. With her hands bound, she could not attempt to mimic the crabs’ communication by tapping their body.
Clacky tilted to one side and then the other. It ran a claw over its spectacles, which were coated with condensation, but its claw was far from dry. When that fruitless endeavor was complete, it tapped its claws twice together in front of it, then prodded its carapace again. Some part of her hoped it had understood and was trying to introduce itself.
“It did the same motion when I told it who I was before,” Zinarus said. “Perhaps that is its name.” He mimicked the clicking, creating a sound that was nowhere close to Clacky’s name.
Clacky rubbed its claws together. Its legs tapped anxiously, so Kasia nudged Zinarus. “It is probably best not to try and speak their language. You could have cursed it or something.”
Whatever he had said apparently was clearly wrong, because Clacky signaled to the rest of the warriors. They surrounded the bound pair. Kasia averted her gaze and awaited a killing blow, but instead, one of the crabs reached down and clipped her bindings, freeing her. She took advantage and tried to grab her gun.
A harpoon struck, stopping just short of her neck. The closest crab’s free claw chittered away against its carapace as Clacky studied Kasia. She muttered under her breath and leaned back. So close…
“Was that the wisest decision?” Zinarus asked as he rubbed his wrists. “We are at their mercy.”
She nodded toward his Truth Reacher talon and snapped, “Your Reaching could stop them for long enough! Give me even a moment, and I can open a portal.”
He shrugged. “I have already tried. My talon no longer glows, and it appears my connection to the Spirit Crystal does not extend into this realm. Besides, I cannot compel more than one person to answer my questions at a time. They would not understand them anyway.”
Before Kasia could reply, the warriors dragged them
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