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      “What are the people of Devar like? First you must ask, what is the Devaros River like? Is it strong? While the River is mighty, there are plenty stronger. Is it lucky? No, for there are many rivers lucky enough to never flow into the desert at all. It is, in fact, defiance that lets the Devaros flow from the Azrak Mountains to the Drowned Tundra. The defiance to avoid evaporation from not one, but three Scorch Vents. The defiance to still gurgle after ceaseless days under the desert sun. The Devaros is defiant, and so is the city built on its shores. Whether sun or sandstorm, flood or famine, Vent beast or Legion sword, Devar will stand defiant. Devar will thrive.”

      —sketch of Devar from aboard a coreskiff, taken from the journal of Oswal Briggin, cavernfolk explorer
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      Water thundered onto the distant rocks below, drowning out the faint voice in Mayve’s head that told her she was in trouble.

      Determined to ignore it, she dug her fingers harder into the cliff face, clawing at the rocks slick with condensation. Finding familiar footing, she propelled herself upward, catching an edge and heaving herself up onto an outcrop—nothing more than a bare ledge, jutting from the sheer cliff over a hundred feet of open air.

      Mayve pushed her back against the cliff face, feeling the wet stone dig into her through her soaked shirt. Legs dangling over thin air, she paused to catch her breath, letting the burning ache fade from her arms. Far below, the waterfall churned the river into roiling gray clouds, darkened by the shadow of the cliff.

      There must have been a storm upriver, the Falls are strong today. Wiping the stinging water out of her green eyes with the damp collar of her sleeveless shirt, Mayve muttered to herself, “All you had to do was look at the Falls before starting your climb. That was all you had to do.”

      The mighty Devaros Falls crashed past her—an entire river, plunging into midair far above. Mayve was in no danger of being swept away by the waters. It was the mist, settling on the rocks like a film of ice, wet and slippery, that would kill her. The roar of the Falls deafened her thoughts, and she doubted anyone would hear her if she called for help. Not that Mayve would ever do so.

      She futilely tried to wring out her dark hair before letting it mat over her shoulders again. “Too late now, I suppose.” Her words were lost in the roar of the Falls. She usually avoided her shortcuts when the river was this strong.

      Peering upward, she searched for the top edge of the cliff through the stinging fog. “About sixty feet to go, looks like. I need to get farther away from the waterfall.”

      The raging waters had made her favorite path up far too dangerous, but Mayve knew others. She had long since memorized as many ways up the cliff as possible—anything to bypass the long, dry desert road that wound from Darkmist to Silt Row. It was worth any risk, in Mayve’s opinion. Ma would disagree, but she doesn’t need to know where I am. The next path up would hopefully be drier, but it would be a leap through open air to reach the adjacent ledge.

      Carefully rising to her feet, one arm on the cliff face and the other keeping her balance, Mayve prepared to jump. She had made farther leaps before, but in the shadow of the cliff, it was impossible to tell if the distant ledge was damp or not.

      She took a deep breath and checked that her coin purse was properly secured to her belt. It held just enough coin to buy a few packets of sandpepper seeds, requested by her mother for the garden. It probably took Ma weeks to save this coin—can’t have it going off the cliff. The leather purse was safely cinched. The only way that’s falling down is if I’m falling with it.

      Mayve had promised her mother she would not take any of her shortcuts today. The worst part about dying here would be her mother finding out she lied through her teeth. Bracing herself, she studied the far ledge, planning each meticulous movement in her mind. The wind chilled her soaked clothes as it whipped across the cliffs, stirring the waterfall mist. The Devaros Falls roared behind her like an endless stampede. She only had room for a half-stride forward—all her strength needed to be in one step.

      Mayve leapt. For a second, she hung in the air, her arms stretched toward safety. Her palms reached the ledge first, her fingers locking on the rough surface. Dry rock. The friction scraped her skin as the rest of her body slammed into the cliff, turning her sigh of relief into a forced exhale. Catching a foothold, she heaved herself onto the dry ledge, her wet palms gritty with sand and pebbles.

      She glanced back at the ledge she leapt from, and was surprised to see just how obscured it was by the waterfall’s mist. Mayve made a mental note to take the dreary long way home, and began the final stretch of her climb. The path up the cliff from here was easier, relatively speaking, for Mayve. She could climb the Devaros Falls blindfolded if she wanted to. She almost did before, on a dare from Ingo, but she cheated halfway up.

      It was not long before Mayve cleared the top of the cliff and stopped again to catch her breath. Warm, southerly wind filled her lungs. Dry, dusty air, cooled slightly from the river. Mayve was just glad it was free of ash. A northerly or westerly wind was often tainted by ash from the Okanos or Cavotros Vents.

      No longer in the shadow of the waterfall, the harsh desert sun offered a brief respite from the chilled mists. Mayve knew in a matter of minutes she would be dry and the glare would become insufferable. Looking downriver, she saw the distant stairs that staggered up the cliff side from Darkmist. From there, a sandy road wound back through the dunes toward the rest of Devar. An uncomfortably long walk, especially in the searing heat.

      Beyond thrilled with her shortcut, Mayve put the climb out of mind, quickly forgetting any regrets she may have had about it. With a running start, she bounded up a nearby boulder to see her favorite view of Devar, the greatest city in the Ralveran Desert.

      The grand Devaros River, named after the city it flowed through, sprawled out before her, churning sluggishly toward the precipitous cliffside. Mayve only heard the water, though. Built across the entire river—like a vast wooden blanket of bridges, stilts, and floating dwellings—was Silt Row, the largest borough of Devar. The wooden sprawl was so dense, the only visible part of the river was in one central canal, bisecting the borough.

      Above her, the Devar Arch dominated the sky, a gargantuan mesa arch of reddish-tan sandstone spanning the entire length of the Devaros Falls like a bridge built by gods. Standing beneath it, Mayve could not see the opulent manors and lush gardens of the merchant guild masters and Citadel heirs that adorned the top of the Arch, but she knew well enough what they looked like. She had been up there many times—uninvited, of course—to sneak through their homes and pilfer their extravagant belongings. It was surprisingly easy, if you could climb up the Arch from the outside. They never saw her coming, and rightly so. After all, who would be reckless enough to make that climb?

      While she could not see the manors, Mayve did see a coreskiff moored off the side of the Arch, swaying in midair with the wind like a boat bobbing over waves at the dock. She rolled her eyes and made a mental note to pay that manor a visit. If they can afford a coreskiff, they can afford to part ways with some other belongings.

      The blast of horns rumbled over the noise of the Falls, and Mayve quickly forgot her disdain. Far down at the bottom of the Falls, the long silhouette of a boat was pulling into Darkmist Pool, and that meant it was time for the Lockworkers to go to work.

      The Locks—a tangled web of ropes and plank bridges that dangled from the underside of the Arch—exploded with activity. Like a wake of vultures descending on a fresh corpse, the Lockworkers spiraled toward their prey from the ropes above, swiftly lowered hundreds of feet by practiced hands.

      Each worker landed on the hull of the vessel, six on each side, and attached hefty chains to the special anchor points that all boats traveling on the Devaros were equipped with. Chains secured, a raptor on the hull removed a horn from his belt and sounded the all clear.

      The call erupted from the depths of Darkmist, and other horns responded throughout the Locks. As the echoes faded, the Lockworkers yelled out in unison.

      “Heave!” The chains snapped taut.

      “Heave!” With a groan, the ship lifted from the water, dark figures on board furling sails and stowing oars.

      “Heave!” Mayve saw raptors and humans, maybe even some Torn, swinging like jungle monkeys throughout the Locks, attaching ropes to pulleys and pulleys to anchors and anchors to chains.

      Slowly and surely, the Lockworkers lifted the ship well above the lip of the waterfall. They swarmed over the hull like spiders, the boat securely tangled in a web of ropes and chains. Even higher, on the underside of the Arch, Lockworkers were carefully attaching the chains to different anchor points, getting ready to swing the boat over the top of the Falls and into the Silt Row canal.

      As the boat tilted dangerously forward on its new tethers, several Lockworkers disconnected ropes from the stern of the vessel, and it began to swing with careful precision toward Silt Row. The creaks and groans of the wood always gave Mayve the impression that the boat itself was screaming for help, and now she saw the sailors on the vessel clinging to the railings and ropes for dear life.

      An ear-piercing snap, like a tree breaking clean in half, cut through the blaring horns. A faint scream faded to nothing as a Lockworker hurtled down into the depths of Darkmist. One of the chains on the starboard bow had snapped, and the boat was now swinging toward Silt Row at a dangerous angle. Several Lockworkers on the boat scrambled to attach new tethers to the anchor point, but it was too late.

      The boat picked up speed, swinging toward the wooden homes at the edge of the waterfall. Warning cries from the boat and screams from Silt Row rang out, followed by the sickening sound of wood splintering against wood. Mayve vaulted off the rock and sprinted between the riverside homes onto the wooden walkways of Silt Row, the river rushing underneath.

      Reaching the edge of the canal, Mayve saw the damage was done. The boat was safely righted in the canal, with a fresh gash ripped into the stern, luckily above the waterline. However, the swinging vessel had cleaved through a forest of supporting stilts like a sharp axe, the buildings atop them starting to tilt toward the rushing river.

      Buckling on their mangled legs, the houses gave out under their own weight. The occupants, who instinctively evacuated at the first sound of snapping wood, watched helplessly as their dwellings were swept over the edge, the sounds of impact far below mercilessly drowned by the waterfall.

      To Mayve’s surprise, a single home caught on the edge of the waterfall, digging into the rocky shallows. One support, lodged under a submerged rock in the luckiest, most precise manner, was all that remained between the house and a swift one-way trip into the Darkmist Pool. It vaguely reminded Mayve of how she had been clinging to the side of a cliff not too long ago.

      Safely secured against the river’s current, the boat was pulled into the docking area of the canal, the Lockworkers unlatching and swinging back into the sky. Pale-faced passengers began to depart, the flow of passengers giving a wide berth to a tall figure at the bottom of the boarding ramp. There, several merchant officials were trying to calm down the enraged boat captain.

      Wearing a suit of worn iron plate armor with a tattered, hooded cloak draped over the pauldrons, the captain stood at least a foot taller than the groveling merchants, staring down as one of the dock officials explained—what Mayve could only guess—was extremely unsavory news.

      Unfortunately for the official, his decree was cut short as the captain’s gauntleted fingers clutched his throat, and he lifted the struggling merchant well off his feet. As the merchant flailed, he desperately grasped at the captain’s hood and yanked it down.

      A bleached skull, carved with intricate patterns and an inset iron circlet, grimaced in the sun. Glowing red lights set deep in its eye sockets fixated on the merchant.

      “Now that I can hear you better, explain to me again how I am responsible for the damages to my boat.” The captain’s booming voice carried unnaturally over the crowd, the jaws of his skull moving with no muscles to form the disembodied words.

      The dock official’s sniveling reply did not carry over the crowd like the skeleton’s voice. Mayve took a closer look at the crew, noticing most of the sailors donned similar hooded armor. They’re all Ul’Varin…that must be Captain Vulinor and his Ferrymen!

      To see a lone Ul’Varin on occasion what not unheard of, but to see a vessel full of the fiery skeletons? Only the Ferry boasted such a crew. Mayve had heard plenty of tales of the Ul’Varins’ unnatural strength, and the poor merchant who dangled from the captain’s grasp like wet laundry was getting a perfect demonstration.

      Captain Vulinor’s booming voice rang out again. “Perhaps your associates will own up to their mistakes better than you.”

      With the ease of tossing back a small fish, the captain hurled the merchant upriver. “Kinglor.” He motioned to one of his skeletal underlings. “Fish him out. Don’t be gentle.”

      Vulinor turned back to the remaining officials. “We will depart as scheduled in two days, and my boat will be repaired by the end of tomorrow. It is in your best interest to not discuss this further.” With that, he turned away, cloak billowing as his heavy armored boots thumped up the gangplank of the Ferry.

      Mayve wished she could follow him aboard. Ma and I will take the Ferry one day. Get out to a Verdant city, leave Darkmist and Devar behind. The Ferry was the only boat that traveled the Devaros that they had any chance of affording.

      She took a brief second to plan a route to the Silt Row Market in her mind, avoiding the traffic of the main canal-side pathways, then set out. Confident and sure-footed, Mayve often got lost in her own thoughts as she leapt between bridges and stepped across canals. Navigating the twisting bridges and alleys of Silt Row was second nature for Mayve at this point, and as she traveled she replayed the events of the past hour in her mind’s eye, deciding which details were important enough to tell her mother.

      The Ul’Varin are always a sight to behold, and her mother would love to know that the Ferry was in town. Travelers and small merchants not affluent enough to afford travel with the merchant guilds usually bought passage on the Ferry. That meant the passengers also lacked the money to rent a good stall in Archtown or Silt Row, and ended up peddling their wares in Darkmist.

      The Ferry would be off to Port Wenstnor next, down in the foothills of the Azrak Mountains, then it would pass back through Devar and north to Tyrak Pass. Mayve would move to either in a heartbeat. Cool breezes, lush scenery. The Verdants were entirely different worlds than the massive desert that separated them. Port Wenstnor might be too posh for us, but perhaps Ma would move to Tyrak Pass.

      The white noise of the river was starting to get drowned out by the endless chatter and yells of the marketplace, now only a few streets away. She cut into another alleyway and was rudely pulled out of her thoughts by a gruff reptilian voice. “Go on now and empty all those precious coins into this pouch right here.”

      Mayve’s hand shot to her coin purse, but she relaxed as she glanced down the alleyway. Two identical raptors stood side by side, each sporting green scales with a smattering of blood-red feathers. They had cornered a young Oaken Legion soldier against the plank wall of a nearby house, and one had the blade of an axe pressed against the tree’s throat.

      The Oaken Legion soldier was armored in full timbersteel plate, the jagged edges biting into the plank wall. Greenish-yellow eyes, burning with rage, glared from his bark-clad face. His timbersteel sword and shield were still locked in their sheaths—the poor tree likely had no time to draw his weapons before the raptors ambushed him.

      A fully clad Oaken Legion soldier would have been a menacing sight, if it was not for the bloodthirsty raptors that pinned him to the wall. One lizard had a clawed foot pressed onto the tree’s chest and an axe at his throat. The other raptor had the tree’s head wrenched backward by his hair-like branches, exposing his throat to the blade.

      Red blood ran down the soldier’s armor, dripping onto the alley’s planks—raptor blood, from where the sharp timbersteel armor dug into the lizard’s foot. If it bothered the raptor, he did not show it. Instead, he seemed to relish it, tongue hungrily running over his sharp teeth.

      The tree spat, “How dare you threaten a soldier of the Oaken Legion! I will have my superiors-” The rest of his sentence was expelled with his breath as the second raptor dug his claws into the tree’s face and slammed it into the wall.

      “Shut your green-cursed mouth and give us the coin. Consider it a travel expense for your stay here in the desert,” one of the raptors snarled. The young Oaken Legion soldier looked around for help and locked eyes with Mayve. Both raptors followed his gaze, and suddenly all attention was on her.

      She raised both hands and addressed the raptors. “Ingo. Spotch. How is business today?”

      The tree’s eyes lowered with resignation as he realized no help was coming, and Ingo’s mouth widened into the approximation of a human smile, sharp raptor teeth catching the sunlight. “Imayva, how nice to see you out of the Darkmist hole. Funny, Spotch and I were just talking about you.”

      Spotch ripped the tree’s coin purse off his belt and tossed it to Ingo, who jingled it in the air in front of Mayve. “As you can see, the Coinclaws are thriving. You’re welcome to join in, of course. Open invitation.”

      “Can’t today, sorry. Helping my mother.” Mayve had known Ingo and Spotch for many years. They grew up on the Devar streets together. It was easy—maybe too easy—to make some quick coin running with them, but as they all got older, the twins had grown a little more vicious each year. Still, the money was hard to resist sometimes.

      The two brothers turned back to the tree and landed several more vicious blows each, until the unfortunate soldier was on his knees, gasping. Ingo spat into the tree’s leaves. “Get out of my face, kindling.”

      Spotch snarled, “Be sure to thank Imayva here. We were going to kill you, but we’d hate for your pathetic whimpers to sour her morning.”

      The tree shot one more glance of anger and shame at Mayve, then dropped his gaze and fled the alleyway. Mayve felt a pang of guilt, but she knew better than to get involved with matters involving the raptors and the Oaken Legion, especially with Ingo and Spotch on one side.

      She turned to the raptor twins. “Are you offering me a job?”

      “Perhaps.” Spotch slunk closer, his tail gently swaying side to side like an eerie pendulum. “Would you be interested?”

      “Might be. Like I said, I’m busy today.” Mayve held her ground. She knew Ingo and Spotch were harmless, at the moment, and refused to let herself be intimidated.

      “Nothing out of the usual, other than the pay.” Ingo looked around, then stepped in close to form a huddle with Spotch and Mayve. “That tree is part of a larger Oaken Legion convoy. They come through town, rarely, traveling between the Verdants, but this one is different.”

      Spotch chimed in, “King Coinclaw’s informants say that those trees were digging around in the desert, out in some old ruins in the Eastriver Dunes, and we suspect they found something. It’s the largest force we’ve seen pass through in a while, and they’ve rented out every room in the Hangman’s Swing.”

      “So it’s almost certainly something out of the usual.” Mayve crossed her arms and glared at Ingo, but she was undeniably curious. “How would I play into this, exactly?”

      Ingo sheathed his axe and motioned a clawed hand toward Mayve. “We need your particular knack for climbing, and since the Oaken Legion are involved, they’ll be immediately suspect of us scaled scum.” Ingo dropped his voice to mimic the stereotypical, self-righteous attitude of the Oaken Legion. “And less likely to notice a boring human like you.”

      “Thanks, Ingo, very persuasive of you. What are they even guarding?”

      “No idea, but if they’ve been diving in the ruins, it’s probably something very rare and very expensive. Buried treasure or a Lost Eon artifact, something Fae maybe. Spotch and I will make sure King Coinclaw gives you a fine cut of the profit.”

      Imayva shrugged and couldn’t help but say, “He’s not even a real king.”

      Both Spotch’s and Ingo’s smiles dropped away, then Ingo snarled, “And you’re a poor wretch from Darkmist. You know, this job alone, you’d make enough to get your mother out of that cave hole you call home. Maybe you won’t even need to work with us Coinclaws anymore to get by.”

      Everyone stood in silence for a moment, each with a struck nerve. Mayve spoke first. “Do you have an actual number for me?” Ingo and Spotch looked at each other, making mute expressions with an occasional hissed word and motions toward Mayve. A language only two close twins could possibly understand.

      Eventually they turned back and said, “You’ll make five, maybe six hundred teirs easy, if the Legion have something truly valuable.”

      Mayve failed to hide her shock, and both Ingo and Spotch grinned in unison as they watched her jaw fall open.

      “I'll take it you’re interested, then,” Ingo snarled. Mayve recovered quickly. Five hundred teirs! What could the trees possibly be carrying that my cut is five hundred teirs? Mayve knew that was more than enough to take her mother wherever she wanted. It was also enough to get murdered in the street by the Coinclaws, but that voice in her mind was just a faint whisper. She tried to feign calmness. “Fine, I’m interested. Where do I meet?”

      The same false smile played across Ingo’s maw. “Meet us in the Outer Sands tomorrow at sunset. Three dwellings down and across from the Hangman’s Swing, in the direction of the river. Do you have a weapon?” Mayve nodded and revealed her small pocketknife. Both Spotch and Ingo threw their heads back in laughter, feathers ruffling with each breath.

      “What about a real weapon? We’re going against the Oaken Legion, you’ve seen their armor.” He glanced at Mayve’s coin pouch. “That should be enough for a solid dagger.”

      Mayve grabbed her coin purse and tucked the money out of sight. “How dangerous is this job exactly? I’ve never needed a weapon before, and I’m not looking to die on a timbersteel blade for your false king.”

      Spotch finished counting the coin from the Oaken Legion’s stolen purse. “If all goes well, you won’t have to fight. But it’s your funeral if you end up fighting with that butter knife. Think about it. What are you going to do against timbersteel with that?”

      The way Spotch spat out the word timbersteel dripped with utter malice. He scooped a handful of coins and dropped it in Ingo’s waiting claws, then flipped a gold teir to Mayve. “Tomorrow. Sunset.” The two brothers slunk out of the alley, looked left and right for any sign of trouble, and disappeared into the city.

      “Nothing out of the usual…” Mayve mocked the twin’s snarls. “Sand-cursed raptors.”

      Five hundred teirs…Ma and I can go wherever we want. The voice of reason in the back of her mind screamed that something felt off, but she forced it down. For that kind of money, it’s worth it, no matter what the job is.

      Sunset tomorrow, in the Outer Sands, and I need a real weapon. What have I gotten myself into?
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      The Outer Sands was nothing more than a neighborhood of dilapidated homes scattered on a sand-eaten main street. Anyone unfortunate to live there scurried as fast as they could between dwellings to avoid the sun, wrapped in whatever rags they could afford. It was where one found all the travelers not welcome in the inner boroughs. Devar was a desert city, and the desert belonged to the raptors. Any Oaken Legion troops desperate enough to pass between the Verdants made their stay in the run-down lodgings of the Outer Sands, along with anyone deemed unfit for common society, and any travelers wishing to keep a low profile.

      Despite all that, suspicious eyes still peered out at Srrith as she slithered down the dusty stretch of road toward the Outer Sands’ only inn.

      This borough was not much different than the desert itself. The unfettered sun kept Srrith’s scales uncomfortably hot, and any refreshing breeze from the river was scorched dry long before it reached the dunes. Sand caught in her cloak, grinding against her scales.

      In the broken, sand-crusted glass of a nearby window, she caught the first glimpse of herself she had seen in a while. A long hooded cloak kept the sun off her back and hid her face. Underneath, black leather armor matched her black scales, dark as shadow, protecting just her torso. Making armor for the entire length of her tail was unwieldy, and not pleasant to travel in.

      Underneath the cloak, she glimpsed her cobra-like head, scaled hood folded down. Thin yellow eyes peered out, tired but alert. She peeled her parched forked tongue from the roof of her mouth and flexed her jaw, baring her two fangs.

      Ahead was the inn. A two-story building made of white sandstone, the inn was the largest building in the whole borough. The crash of the waterfall was easily mistaken for the wind at this distance, and Srrith let out a low hiss, her forked tongue making a brief appearance from the shadow of her cloak.

      Her hearing opened. Listening in to the tavern, she now knew the exact occupancy of the taproom, and that there was a table free in the corner.

      She slithered toward the saloon-style doors, smoke drifting out the top of the entryway. A skeleton swung from a noose near the entrance—a horrid, four-armed monster from a Scorch Vent, cut down long ago by Ul’Varin. It pivoted in the parched breeze, clutching a wooden sign between its four clawed hands. The Hangman’s Swing.

      Srrith’s eyes struggled to distinguish the crudely carved letters in the blinding sun. She shut them and let loose another low hiss, her surroundings painting themselves in her mind’s eye. Pushing through the swinging doors, her black scales scraping against the cooler stone floor, she slithered over to the empty table. Several long, central tables were fully occupied by Oaken Legion soldiers, who stared at her from behind timbersteel helmets. A few other travelers at the bar barely spared her a second glance.

      Pushing aside the chairs at the empty table, Srrith coiled up, resting on her own body. When her eyes were closed, it was difficult for others to distinguish if she was sleeping or not. Another hiss, and the image of the room sketched itself across the back of her eyelids.

      The bartender cautiously approached, giving a polite rap on the table to alert her to his presence. Srrith had watched him walk the whole distance from the bar to her table. Most Ralverans were unaware that the cave tauninaga could echolocate, so she could not fault him. She preferred that they did not know. It made them easier to hunt.

      She did him the courtesy of opening her eyes, and ordered a plate of fish. She was here to wait. The Great Seer, Alactashi Sen, had sent her here. Srrith would see her vision through.

      Srrith hissed. The tavern and its occupants appeared again. Heartbeats thumped from everybody in the room, betraying their worry. Their fear. Tension was brewing here.

      Alactashi Sen was never wrong. Now, I shall wait. She unsheathed her sickles and placed them on the table in front of her. Srrith knew to stay out of conflict with the Oaken Legion, especially if the raptors knew they were here. There would be conflict soon enough.

      She relaxed her coils but kept her mind focused. To any onlooker, she was now asleep. They did not know she was awake, sharp, and studying them through closed eyes. Coiled, she watched, and waited. I will be ready for the green-eyed girl. The Great Seer says it to be so, and I will not fail her.
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      “It does not matter how concealed you think you are. If you can hear them hiss, they know exactly where you’re hiding. Run, so you at least feel the wind in your hair before you die.”

      —common warning given to explorers before venturing into cave tauninagan territory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Seeds and Shadow

          

        

      

    

    
      Unlike the desert, the Silt Row Market was vibrant. Merchants traveled from all over Ralvera to sell their goods at the countless stalls and tents. Mayve stopped for a second to bask in the sights and smells, the cooking foods and exotic spices immediately making her stomach growl.

      She approached a green tent where a Twelian, made of shimmering blue energy and dressed in a twisting dress of ornate metal, was tending to a beautiful bonsai tree, their tendril-like metal fingers carefully pruning away leaves. Each branch bore a different kind of fruit, and Mayve pointed to two ripe fruits she had never seen before, flipping the merchant a couple copper dens.

      Pocketing one to take home to her mother, she bit into the remaining one. The delicious juice ran down her chin as she continued through the market, looking for a seed merchant. What caught her eye first, however, was a blacksmith. Arranged on the nearby stall were several orange velvet display cases, each with an arsenal of blades. Mayve stopped in her tracks, and immediately felt the weight of the coin purse on her belt.

      Ma hates the Coinclaws, but we’re not going to earn this coin any other way. If what Ingo and Spotch say is true, then this job will be worth it. While she doesn’t want me working with the Coinclaws, she especially doesn’t want me dead. Mayve didn’t even realize she had walked right up to the stall, the gruff Oemorg blacksmith staring down at her impatiently.

      “That dagger, please.” She pointed to a blade near the front of the display that was reflecting the desert sun, with a sturdy hilt decorated with silver inlays. The blade was around three quarters of a foot—almost a sword, but not quite. Fine work, concealable and affordable. The best I can afford with what’s in Ma’s purse.

      Silent, the Oemorg reached out his huge, gray hand, his arm covered in red and orange tattoos, motioning for Mayve’s coin. She took a deep breath and dropped the whole coin purse into his outstretched palm.

      After a minute of counting, the smith dropped a few copper dens back in the purse and tossed it over to Mayve. This better be worth it, that’s weeks of Ma’s work gone. The Oemorg delicately lifted the dagger out of the display case, dwarfing it with his large hands, and slid it in a dark leather sheath before passing it to Mayve. She unsheathed the blade and gave it a few swings, slicing it through the air. I don’t plan on fighting, but if I have to, this can maybe get through a crack in the timbersteel.

      A rare nervousness bubbled inside her. She had never killed anybody, preferring to slip in and out quietly whenever she was not supposed to be somewhere. There was slim chance a fully-plated Oaken Legion soldier would be her first kill, dagger or no dagger.

      “It’s made for stabbing.” The smith grumbled.

      “Sure.” Maye mumbled back, awkwardly sheathing the blade. I’m sure it does both just fine. She peered inside the coin purse at the few dens that remained. Perhaps it would be enough to get a packet of seeds. Ma will kill me if it’s not.

      She attached the sheath to her belt and scanned the market. There was guaranteed to be a seed merchant somewhere here. The difficult part would be finding where.

      Mayve wandered between the stalls, taking in the sights. There was a group of Torn selling armor made from the bark of the goliath trees from the Cenoreth Forest. Seems like a scam.

      A cavernfolk hunter selling furs from the Northern Ice. This is the wrong place to sell furs, sorry friend

      More food sizzled on grills and turned on spits, making her stomach growl again, and she missed the fruit she just ate. The second fruit she bought was for her mother, who certainly needed it more than she did.

      Secretly, she hoped she wouldn’t find a seed merchant so she could keep wandering, but finally, she saw what she needed. A yellow tent at the edge of the plaza, set up against a low plank railing, built more to mark a spot where one could fall into the Devaros rather than prevent it from happening.

      There was an open awning with many small stands, each with different seeds and gardening equipment. Past a tent flap was a back room of additional storage, and most likely a makeshift office. There was not much need for farming in the desert, but the residents of Archtown keep magnificent gardens. and the occasional peasant, like Mayve’s mother, could keep a small plot of specific crops if they had the right place for it.

      Mayve strolled up to the stalls, hoping to get a look at the price of sandpeppers without attracting the attention of an overzealous salesman. She clenched her teeth as a voice called out.

      “Greetings! Welcome to our humble stall, under the management of the Tyrak-Wenstnor Trade Coalition!” Her worst fear approached, a blonde man wearing a deep purple and sky-blue robe with gold filigree. “You’ve chosen well! I assure you, we have the finest wares for agricultural needs in all of Devar. What can I help you with today?” Mayve visibly winced, then turned to the overly excited man walking toward her.

      “Not looking for much, just sandpepper seeds.”

      “Of course! We only carry the finest from both Verdants.” The merchant bowed low. “You may call me Faldmor, if it pleases you.”

      Mayve ignored him. There was no reason to give away her name for a simple transaction. Faldmor cleared his throat and motioned to a nearby stall. “Our packets are priced at five hearths.”

      Phovus, and they call me a thief. You slimy roach. “How about three dens?” She countered.

      “Oh, that’s far too low. I’ll settle for three hearths.”

      “Five dens.” The remainder of my purse

      The merchant did a poor job of hiding a scoff. “If you cannot afford our stock, then I think you should leave.”

      Mayve rolled her eyes and briefly thought about flipping over one of the stalls, but decided she did not feel like running from the Merchatzi today. Outside the tent, she angrily loitered for a minute, acutely aware of how light the coin purse felt hanging next to her new dagger.

      If I head home now, empty-handed except for a shiny new weapon, it will not turn out well. A tempting thought occurred to her. I don’t have to return empty-handed though.

      Mayve sauntered over to the railing between the market plaza and the river below, a good distance upriver from the merchant’s tent, and studied the area again. Seated on top of the railing, her feet propped on the second rung below her, she watched the crowds chaotically shift between the stalls. Every so often, a patrolling squad of Merchatzi, each adorned with a different symbol of one of the many merchant guilds and coalitions, muscled through the sea of people as they navigated among the stalls that employed them.

      She refilled her canteen from the river below, sipping the cold water as she watched. Soon, Mayve was able to guess within the second when a Merchatzi patrol would appear.

      After a few minutes, she decided she had all the information she needed. She watched the latest cohort of guards stomped past, counted an appropriate number of seconds, and tipped backward into the Devaros River.

      The river slammed into Mayve like a refreshing brick. She let herself be taken by the murky current, drifting underwater as the hot filth of the desert washed away. Finally, she let her face break the surface as her body naturally floated upward. She tilted an ear out of the water, the muffled rush of the impending rapids replaced with the clamor of the market. No sounds of panic, or anybody rushing to the railing to help. If anyone saw her go over, they must not have cared.

      Mayve saw the seed merchant’s tent approaching, pressed against the edge of the market plaza above her. Submerging herself, she planted her feet on the sandy riverbed and propelled herself upward with all her might. Breaching the surface, water spraying past her face, she barely grabbed the wooden planks with her outstretched hand.

      Pulling herself up was too easy. Mayve was very pleased with how toned her biceps looked as they flexed under the weight of her lean body, glistening with river water. Her face level with the bottom of the merchant tent, she quietly lifted the bottom of the cloth and draped it over her head to look into the tent’s back room. The coast was clear. Faldmor is probably out front, kicking the poor.

      She clambered into the back room of the tent, rolling underneath the cloth wall. The yellow cloth filtered the light into a mustard hue, the scent of earth and dry wood overpowering. Crates of different sizes were stacked in a maze-like formation, and Mayve surreptitiously browsed the wares, paying attention to the tent flap and any noises past it. She vaguely distinguished the sounds of Faldmor greeting a new customer.

      Just grab anything. Whatever Ma plants, we’ll be long gone by the time the seeds grow. I just need her to not be suspicious for one night. Her eyes fell upon a metal chest in the back corner, secured with a thick padlock, and she thought of how rude Faldmor was. Although, I might as well grab the expensive stuff.

      Light on her feet, she crept to the chest. The padlock was similar to others she had seen on Coinclaw jobs before. Sturdy, but not well-made, and easily pick-able with a blade thin enough to reach the inner lever.

      She rolled the chest onto its back, lock facing upward, and jammed in her pocket knife. Listening carefully as she fiddled the blade back and forth, she heard the tell-tale click, then threw all her weight onto the knife’s handle.

      The lock clicked and the heavy iron top slammed open, packets of seeds spilling everywhere. The voices outside stopped, and Faldmor threw open the tent flaps, confusion turning to shock as he saw Mayve. He was pushed aside by a second figure, stepping into the tent.

      The newcomer had not been there earlier. They wore gold-embroidered black leather armor, and their face was completely hidden behind the combination of a hood and mask. Even in the desert heat, they wore a purple and black long-sleeve tunic, and their hands were covered in black gloves.

      Their mask was carved from solid onyx gemstone, night-black and reflective, with amethysts trailing underneath the eyes as if it was streaked with violet tears. The gemstone face bore no expression at all, concealing all the emotions of the strange figure. Despite this, the dark eye-holes watched her curiously—eager to see what she would do next. Chills raced down Mayve’s spine, freezing her in place.

      Almost frantic, Faldmor shouted, “Stop!” There was fear in his voice, like he was pleading with Mayve rather than commanding her.

      The masked figure raised their hand, and the light in the tent darkened. Tendrils of shadow leaked from underneath their armor, coiling up their arm to their outstretched fingertips, pointed right at Mayve.

      A spike of terror and adrenaline unfroze Mayve. Grabbing a handful of the seed packets, she bolted for the back of the tent. Hungry shadows erupted from the masked figure’s outstretched arm, tendrils streaking around the crates toward Mayve, like eels swimming around rocks toward a cloud of chum.

      Leaping for the back of the tent, Mayve rolled sideways underneath the flap, cloth billowing as she tumbled over the edge of the market plaza, splashing into the Devaros. Staying submerged, she swam with the current, praying the shadows did not pierce the water surface like raining arrows and impale through her exposed back.

      Eventually, her burning lungs forced her up. She broke the surface with a gasp and frantically looked around, half-expecting the masked figure to be on a nearby bridge, aiming another attack. To her relief, she was alone, and she drifted with the current before grabbing onto a nearby ladder, getting uncomfortably close to the waterfall edge. She shuddered in fear, but not at the waterfall. Going over the edge would be better than facing whoever that was. A fucking volcomancer, Mayve, your luck today has been something else.

      Utterly exhausted, Mayve pulled herself from the river and took stock of her situation. She had no idea if the merchant and his horrific friend would attempt to look for her, and she did not want to take any chances. Looking downriver, she noted the water was still higher than usual, blocking her shortcut home.

      Bunching her sopping wet hair into one thick strand, she lifted it over her shoulder to strain the water out. Her chest sank when she saw the tips of her dark hair were ghost white, where the masked man’s shadows just barely scraped her. She wondered what would have happened if the shadows actually hit her, and shuddered. Depths below, why is a guild merchant associating with that nightmare? A gardening merchant, of all people! There’s no way he’s with the Merchatzi. Phovus, what a shit day.

      Unsheathing her new dagger, she cut the white tips off her hair with a shaky hand and tossed them in the river before filling her canteen. Mayve was not used to being nervous or afraid, and today forced her to be both. Plotting the least conspicuous route home, she set off for Darkmist.

      Mayve had been in two life-threatening situations today, and she could not shake the fear. That masked man had been willing to kill her, or worse, for seeds! She took the time to check around corners, paranoid that at every turn that emotionless mask would face her.

      She finally left Silt Row with a sigh of relief, rejoining the main road out. Just before Outer Sands, the road curved past the large sandstone stairway that led to Archtown, with a fork leading to the Outer Sands or Darkmist.

      After the fork, the road devolved to harsh desert. Mayve unwrapped a shawl she kept on her belt specifically for this journey, and wrapped it around her shoulders to ward off the sun. It was still soaked from her swim and clung refreshingly to her skin, but she knew it would be dry before she was halfway home.

      The main road drifted over to hug the cliff’s edge overlooking the Devaros River, and eventually, Mayve reached the carved staircase that cut down to Darkmist. At the bottom, the path doubled back along the shadowy riverside toward the Falls. In a better world, this valley would have been bursting with lush vegetation, fed by the nutrient-rich silt of the Devaros. The unnatural aura of the Scorch Vents stifled the growth of nature to only the hardiest plants and the most protected gardens.

      Soon enough, Mayve was at the entrance to the Darkmist Tunnels, a gaping hole in the rock at the base of the Devaros Falls. I would’ve been here ages ago if I could have used my shortcuts. She tried to joke with herself, but could not shake the awful fear that had tailed her all the way here.

      As she stepped into the cool tunnels, the eternal fog created by the waterfall cooled her skin and dispelled the desert dust. She was safe here. Only the denizens of Darkmist could find their way around these tunnels, and she had lived here her whole life.

      Keeping up a swift pace through the tunnels, she followed her memorized path, cutting through the foggy, rough-hewn pathways. The well-known tunnels were illuminated by torches, sputtering in the mist. The web of less-traveled paths—most of which Mayve knew by heart—were dimly lit through sparse torches, glowing fungi, or nothing at all. Other tunnels sprawled deeper into the vast Ralveran Caverns, and thus were vehemently avoided. The mist from the waterfall was ever-present, filling every tunnel except the deepest caves, slicking every surface with chilled condensation.

      Mayve slunk through the sunless tunnels, checking around every corner, looking over her shoulder at every straightaway. She could not shake the feeling that someone was following her. Everywhere she turned, she expected to come face-to-face with the man in the onyx mask, his hand raised, ready to smother her in darkness.

      She decided to take no chances and doubled back on her tracks. For a lover of shortcuts, the Darkmist Tunnels were unmatched in secret pathways. Mayve used every path and every trick she knew, doubling back several times, shimmying through crawl spaces and traversing natural chimneys between different tunnels, until there was no possible way anyone could have followed her.
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        * * *

      

      Once her adrenaline faded, Mayve stopped to rest in a side passage underneath a dim torch, eying the sparse passersby with paranoid scrutiny. Finally able to catch her breath, Mayve pulled the seed packets from her pockets, and took her first real look at them. The simple paper packets, soaked from the river, almost fell to pieces in her hands. Holding them up to the dim light, she spotted a symbol on the soggy parchment. A sword crossed with a blade of wheat. The symbol of Citadel Waldheath.

      Must be quality goods if it was going to or from a Citadel. Ma can’t see this, though. We certainly can’t afford anything like this. She ripped open every packet, emptying all the seeds into her coin purse before shoving the wet paper scraps into cracks in the cave walls. Finally, she untucked her shirt and let it fall over the sheathed dagger on her belt, spending a few seconds to adjust it to be as invisible as possible. Satisfied with her work, Mayve jogged into the shadows toward home.

      The quaint household that Imayva shared with her mother was, by every definition, a hole in the wall. Much like every Darkmist residence in the tunnels, the entrance was impossible to search for. The door would often look just like the surrounding wall, forcing visitors—and occasionally the occupants—to search precisely for its location.

      Mayve knew exactly where to look, of course, and easily found the wooden door of her home, just down a tight, unlit side passage. The hinges scraped against stone as she pushed the door in, and the small passage instantly filled with the scent of baking bread.

      She stepped out of the mist into the clear, warm air of their one and only room. The only light was from a metal hearth in the center of it, which dimly illuminated the dark rock walls. A pipe funneled the smoke through a hole in the ceiling, where it was lost to the caves.

      Tending the hearth was Dreva, Imayva’s dear mother. She turned to face the door as it scraped open, and her beautiful brown eyes lit up at the sight of Mayve. The light of the hearth rested in the faint wrinkles in her sun-tanned skin that had formed in recent years, and reflected off the few gray streaks that shone in her otherwise dark hair curling just above her shoulders.

      Mayve smiled at her mother. Dreva had many good years left in her, and still walked proud and strong, but Mayve could not help but notice the stress of her life taking its toll. Tomorrow will be the end of it. Five hundred teirs! We’ll have a homestead in one of the Verdants, away from the sand and the sun.

      “Good…” Dreva glanced at the sandscale, taking note of the worn notches that indicated the time of day. “...afternoon, my darling girl.” Her smile lit the cave more than the hearth did, and she turned back to the bread she was baking. “Took you a while to get to Silt Row and back; did you actually avoid your shortcuts or did you make more trouble on the way?”

      Mayve dropped the coin purse with the seeds onto the crude plank table near her mother, and jokingly replied, “A little bit of both, actually.”

      Dreva rolled her eyes, and plucked the soggy purse from the table. “Imayva, this is dripping! What’d you get into?

      “I fell in the river and the seed packets fell to pieces.”

      “How on earth did you fall in the river?”

      “There was a boat crash at the Falls. The Lockworkers didn’t check their ropes and the swing knocked some houses out. I was heading past at the time and lost my footing when the impact hit. I’m fine though, Ma, I pulled myself right out, not even a scratch.”

      “Oh, Imayva, I’m so sorry, that sounds frightening.” Dreva pulled Mayve in for a hug, planted a kiss on her forehead, then let go and crossed her arms, pondering for a few long seconds.

      “By the Falls, you say? I don’t remember ever passing by there on my way to the market.” Her eyes fixed upon Mayve with fierce intensity.

      Mayve’s mind raced to bend the truth. “Don’t worry, Ma. I heard the horns of a boat arriving, so I went to watch. Turns out it was the Ferrymen.”

      Dreva eyed her daughter with the utmost suspicion. Twenty-odd years of Mayve’s antics gave her healthy wariness. “Well I’m glad the Ferry is in town; hopefully we’ll get some fresh vendors down here.”

      She did not break her stare, and Mayve turned to avoid her questioning eyes. She felt her mother’s gaze boring into the back of her skull as she climbed into the loft she called her bedroom, which was hardly more than a small ledge of rock in the corner of the dwelling.

      Her mother called out, “Well, I wouldn’t be surprised if these seeds were already starting to grow in this soggy pouch, so I’ll go get them in the ground.” She shot one last worried glance at Mayve, then exited through the dwelling’s back door. Mayve heard the door creak as her mother left for the garden, and waited until she heard it slam shut again. She hated lying to her mother, but she knew it would be worth it when she brought home enough treasure to get them out of Devar. She’ll make a nasty fuss over it all, but at the end of the day we’ll be on the Ferry to one of the Verdants and none of it will matter.

      She traced her fingers across the rock wall of her loft, searching for a familiar crevice. Fingers latching around a specific rock, she rolled it out of place to reveal a hidden cache of her most personal belongings. If she wanted to hide something from Dreva, she usually left it outside the dwelling, but some stuff was too precious to her to keep far away.

      Fumbling around blind, she picked out items one by one. A wilted flower that a young noble boy had given her from his parents’ Archtown garden—she had been in the area to rob his neighbor, but he was cute and she liked the attention. Behind that, a small wooden sword, snapped in half, from when she, Ingo, and Spotch would play pirates, running through Silt Row and nabbing fruit from stalls. Pushing through the trinkets, she felt a crumpled piece of parchment. It crinkled as she carefully unwrapped it, the faded ink only just legible on the yellowed scrap. Written on the parchment was a single sentence.

      I would love to meet her one day, if the fates allow.

      — A

      The rest of the letter had long since been lost to the river. This scrap was all that young Imayva had managed to salvage as Dreva tore the letter apart. She had never met her father, and never really cared to. Her mother still wore his ring on occasion, but he clearly never planned to reunite with either of them.

      She still liked to look at the paper every now and then. It was a simple curiosity rather than an obsession. Folding the parchment, she tossed it carelessly back into her cache, placing the dagger gingerly next to it. The dagger cost money; the paper was worthless.

      Rolling from her loft, she headed for the back door. The square shape of the door fit oddly in the asymmetrical hole of rock it was fitted over, making the planks scrape as it opened. An earthquake caused by the Okanos Vent almost a decade ago caused several cave-ins throughout Darkmist, but Dreva had been fortunate that fissures opened up in the cave ceiling as a result, large enough to let some daylight deep into the ground. It was here that Dreva built her garden, using the condensation of Darkmist and water fetched from the Devaros to keep the soil watered.

      Mayve loved the garden, considering it her personal slice of Verdant hidden in the desert. The smell of moist sand and soil mingled as she swung the wooden door open. Dreva glanced up from where she was kneeling, gently poking the seeds into the earth. She picked up the coin purse and tossed it in front of Mayve. “The rest is for you, strong girl.”

      Mayve smiled and set to work, gently poking holes in the moist underground soil and dropping seeds in, scraping the displaced earth back into the hole. She continued in silence for a while longer, repeating the simple task, watching her mother out of the corner of her eye.

      Dreva was fiddling with the ring on her finger, the one given to her by Mayve’s father. She was clearly debating whether or not to pester Mayve about her suspicious activities of the day, but ended up just exhaling a deep sigh.

      She left through the wooden door and returned a moment later with bread and water. Dreva and Imayva shared a smile as they stretched out in the dirt and feasted on their dinner. After the desert heat, the just-baked bread was hardly refreshing, but the freezing cave water was delicious.

      Mayve noticed that Dreva’s portion was tiny compared to her own. She tore off a chunk and offered it to her mother, who held up a hand to politely turn it down. “I’m not hungry, don’t worry.” She knew her mother was lying, but also knew that any further argument over the matter was useless. Suddenly remembering the fruit she bought earlier, soaking in her pocket, she pulled it out and offered it to her mom. “I bought two of these earlier with some leftover coin and I already had one, so eat it, please.”

      Dreva took the fruit and bit into it, wiping the yellow-orange juice from her face. “Mmm, where is this from?”

      Mayve shrugged. “No idea. A Twelian was selling it from a tree that grew all sorts of things. Probably made with volcomancy.”

      “Don’t be so sure; you can graft plenty of plants together without manifesting.” Dreva shook her head in wonder. “Amazing what comes through that market.” She happily dug into the fruit. Mayve noticed that her mother’s hunger had suddenly returned, even after she’d adamantly declined more bread. We won’t be starved for much longer, Ma. Don’t worry. She wished she could talk about her departure plans, but she needed the gold first.

      After eating, they planted the remainder of the seeds. The daylight shining through the fissures in the ceiling grew fainter until Dreva lit a torch and turned to her daughter. “I think that’s all we can do today. Looks like we got most of it; I can finish the rest tomorrow. Thank you for your help, dear.”

      Mayve stood up, dusted the dirt off her knees, and arched her back, trying to get rid of a terrible cramp that had set in. She wrapped an arm around her mother’s shoulder and gave it a tight squeeze. “Happy to help, as always.”

      She went back inside and climbed directly into her loft, collapsing on the hard straw mattress while Dreva began tidying up the cramped space. She called over to Mayve, who was lying on her back, staring at the ceiling. “Are you going to sleep?”

      Mayve rolled her head to see her mother. “ I think I’ll try. Don’t worry about making noise if you’re going to stay up.”

      “I’ll be done soon. Do you have matches?”

      Mayve flailed her left arm blindly underneath her pillow, lazily searching for the crushed matchbox. She tried again with her right arm, and when that failed she sat up and dramatically lifted the pillow to see the matchbox sitting right in the center. There were plenty left inside, perfect for emergency light in the total darkness of the caves. “Plenty.”

      Dreva lit a candle and snuffed the hearth, dropping the cave into dimmer light. She reset the sandscale and placed the bell at the notch that she best guessed would be closest to dawn. Dreva crawled into her cot, carefully placing the candle nearby, before directing her attention to Mayve’s loft. “Any plans tomorrow?”

      Mayve was staring at the wall with her back to her mother, running over tomorrow’s events in her mind. Tomorrow. Sunset. Three homes across from the Hangman’s Swing, toward the river. “Not really. I’ll be around in the morning, and I’ll try to pick up some odd jobs later in the day.”

      Dreva replied in a half-teasing, half-hopeful tone. “Nothing life-threatening, right?”

      Mayve gave a forced laugh and retorted, “That’s the plan.”

      “Alright, dear. I love you, sleep well.”

      “Love you too, Ma.” Mayve made the effort to crane her neck and look behind her as she replied.

      Dreva blew out the candle and extinguished all light from the room. Mayve lay alone with her thoughts of raptors and masked volcomancers until she finally drifted to sleep.
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            The Legion's Hope

          

        

      

    

    
      “Explain your failings, Fenmor!”

      Raudius Fenmor, soldier of the Bastion of Growth, stood at attention before his superior officer, surrounded by the other soldiers of his quindecis. As ordered, he proclaimed, “I was ambushed by two raptors in the alleyways near the Silt Row Market, sir.”

      The frutexier of his quindecis, Grenner, was slightly shorter than Raudius but his presence was twice as tall. He stepped in uncomfortably close to Raudius, close enough that he could smell the beer from the inn’s taproom on Grenner’s breath. “Why were you in the alleys instead of taking the safer route?”

      Raudius managed to keep his physical composure even as his stomach flipped. “I took note of the position of the sun and determined myself to be behind schedule. To account for lost time, I made the decision⁠—”

      He was cut short with a snap of wood as Grenner headbutted him directly between the eyes. The older tree’s gnarled, knotted stump of a forehead smashed into Raudius’s bark, and a new crack fissured down his cheek. Oakfire flaring in his eyes, Grenner spat, “You do not make decisions! You follow orders, which were to travel the authorized route to the marketplace and acquire supplies.”

      Grenner paced around Raudius, the plank floor of the Hangman’s Swing creaking underneath his timbersteel boots. The other soldiers looked on in tense silence from the outskirts of the common room. Don’t show weakness.

      The frutexier stopped his pacing and glared at Raudius, inviting him to say something. Raudius knew better and kept his mouth shut tight. It’ll be over soon, just weather the storm.

      After a long, uncomfortable silence, Grenner said, “Let me remind you, Fenmor, that you are here strictly as a favor to your family. You are nothing but a noble sprout, and a burden to our mission.” Grenner stepped in close, his breath in Raudius’s ear. “One more mistake, and you’re shipping home. This mission is changing the future of the Oaken Legion, and I refuse to let a pampered runt jeopardize everything. Do you understand?”

      Raudius kept his eyes forward. “Yes, I understa—” The end of the sentence was expelled out of his mouth as Grenner’s gauntlet smashed into his stomach. Raudius’s bark crunched under the impact, leaves rustling as he doubled over.

      “I did not say you could speak,” Grenner snarled. Raudius managed to lift his head and solemnly nod before doubling over and collapsing to his knees.

      He heard Grenner mutter to a nearby soldier, and a pile of dirty rags was tossed on the ground in front of him. “I expect to find all the digging equipment spotless tomorrow morning,” Grenner snarked. “I wonder who will do it.”

      Raudius made sure Grenner’s footsteps had stomped away before picking up the rags, lest Grenner decide to crush his fingers on a whim. When my family hears of this ill treatment, it will be the end of his career.

      Bunching the rags in one fist, he stood tall and defiantly glared at the onlooking soldiers. There was an uncomfortable rustling of leaves as the trees returned to their duties. As Raudius turned to leave, several trees broke from the circle and ran up to him, hurriedly checking that Grenner was gone.

      His friend Claud, a lanky willow tree, reached him first, offering a shoulder for support. “Depths below, Raudius, that’s the worst I’ve seen yet. You’d find better in a raptor camp.”

      Batia, a short dark oak, and Traticus, a pale birch, approached on either side. Batia produced a clean rag from his pack, handed it to Raudius, and said, “Go clean yourself up, you’ve got a few cracks that are starting to bleed.” Raudius touched the bark on his cheek and felt the specks on green blood on his fingertips.

      “What about you draws his ire like that?” Traticus asked.

      “You heard him.” Claud smirked. “Raudius is a greenling whelp, unfit for the Legion.” His bark creaked as he grinned at Raudius, who shot him a glare as jagged as timbersteel. Claud speaks the truth, though. Grenner has had it out for me since I was assigned here.

      “Careful with your words, unless you’re looking for swords,” Raudius cautioned, only half-joking.

      “What you should do is challenge Grenner to swords.” Traticus said. “You’re a fine duelist and he could use the beating.”

      “It’s on my mind,” Raudius murmured, not wanting to be heard
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