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            Chapter One

          

          Maer

        

      

    

    
      Tremors riddled his limbs, but Maer kept his hold on the hilt of the blade steady, the sensation so very similar to the grip that lay on his arms, tensing as valuable seconds passed.

      “We must leave,” the seasoned man’s voice sounded in his ear.

      It was a fragment of home in this foreign land, a reminder, as well, of what had been lost. What Maer was losing. The pressure around his biceps increased, almost pleading.

      Even Syvan, for all his experience and age, was unable to prevent his fingers from trembling as he said the simple order that meant so much more than mere retreat, “I have to get you to safety, Your Highness.”

      Maer ignored the words, unable to peel his gaze from the crowd of warriors, all clad in pitch-black armor, like a murder of crows, save for a single figure in gleaming silver that stood among them.

      Maer observed the man wield his sword masterfully, cutting down those closest to him with ease and precision. Yet even such honed skill couldn’t mend the single, terrifying fact that chilled Maer to his very bones.

      The silver warrior was alone.

      More men in black armor rushed towards the group, presenting a lethal, unified front. They pressed in from all sides, the desire to bring the young soldier down seemingly higher than the worth of their lives. They created an impenetrable wall of flesh around the silver figure, new warriors constantly filling the positions of those that fell beneath the ruthless cuts of the solitary blade.

      His brow thick with cold sweat, Maer turned around and peered up at the guard that was, despite his resistance, dragging him away.

      “We can’t help him, Your Highness. You can’t help him…” Syvan begged, the beginnings of wrinkles that spread from the corners of his eyes deepening with sorrow. “We must go.”

      The man had his orders. And his mind was conditioned to let reason reign over the weakness of emotion, even when the latter was visibly tearing him up inside.

      Maer understood, yet was unable to force himself to leave.

      How could he, when it was his brother cutting down enemy lines, fighting to last one breath longer.

      When Maer looked back again, the group resembled nothing more than a dark swarm, hungry for blood.

      Even when Essan had had years of training, even when he had marched with armies before, all while Maer was barely on the first steps of that path…

      Even when Maer knew there was nothing he could offer, save for his own life, he couldn’t watch his brother fall.

      Not like this.

      He tried squirming out of the Syvan’s grip and felt the man pull back…

      Until the thick leather that shielded Maer’s arms slipped from Syvan’s fingers.

      A sense of dread washed over Maer.

      The seasoned guard would never be as careless. Or as weak.

      Maer half-turned, witnessing Syvan’s mouth contorted into a silent scream as the tip of a blade shot through his abdomen, cracking the armor where it emerged. Blood flooded his mouth, spilling down Syvan’s cracked lips.

      Clutching his sword, Maer watched the guard’s eyes dull with the loss of life, while rough, savage cries of victory erupted from the group his brother had been fighting in the background.

      But he couldn’t dwell on it. Not as arrows began to rain over his head.

      He ducked, looking back in time to see a rogue arrow pierce the neck of the man that had killed Syvan. He glanced in the direction of the arrows’ flight, scanning the land until he locked in on the shooter, someone from the enemy’s ranks, standing atop a low barracks.

      Silently, Maer wished for the archer’s aim to remain crooked, then broke into a maddening sprint.
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        * * *

      

      Around him the clash of steel on steel—and more dauntingly, the sound of steel slicing through flesh—filled the wide, flat expanse of land. The sickeningly sweet stench of spilled blood filled Maer’s nostrils, but he didn’t stop. He hardly even noticed that the arrows had stopped whizzing past his body.

      He was already on the very edge of the battlefield, crossing the ground which the men selected to protect him had tried to reach, had tried bringing him to. Men who had lain down their lives to form a barrier between Maer and the attacking forces, giving Maer the chance to escape.

      Only him.

      He looked back at the battlefield, his eyes sweeping the terrain where his brother should have been standing victorious, before he pushed further along the designated path.

      The mountains standing sentry between the two lands, loomed in front of Maer, tall and magnificent, their jagged peaks piercing the gathering clouds. In the background, the nearly rhythmical beats of battle began to die down as his feet progressed over the uneven terrain.

      It was a lull caused by the distance he had already put between himself and the army. But even more so, it was a lull caused for lack of men left to cut down.

      Maer’s stomach sank as the chilling realization clawed its way through his mind.

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

      The armor became heavy on his chest, the intricate design of the royal Snapdragon flowers nestled in crisscrossing vines he carried on his plate nothing but a farce in the light of bloodshed.

      A strong western wind blew in Maer’s face, bringing the dark, voluminous mass of clouds over the mountain peaks. The gust grazed the exposed skin of his jawline with talons of pure cold and a hint of rain. Maer braced himself against it, forcing his feet to continue moving.

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen.

      A peaceful invasion—or at least as peaceful as any take-over could be.

      There shouldn’t have been a resistance. Not one as strong, and especially not one that was armed, save for the rudimental weapons the countryside usually bore.

      Yet the isolated border village had harbored more than just its residents when Emberya’s army had arrived over the mountain pass and flooded the rich fields of Vanas with the intent to bring them under king Avvyr’s reign.

      But all they would bring home now were memories of men, without even as much as their bodies to bury.

      Blinking past another gust of wind, Maer noticed a figure cross the edge of his vision. The tall, broad-shouldered man, wearing Elmath’s signature black armor was marching towards him with quick, long strides that boomed with each step.

      He skimmed the mountains with his gaze once more, willing every remaining ounce of energy to flow into his legs. He veered over the corpses that were scattered across the ground—black and silver alike, though the latter prevailed—careful not to snag his feet on the discarded blades and broken arrows.

      The heavy fall of footsteps behind him was persistent, growing louder even as Maer strained to move faster, his tendons burning with every inch of ground he covered.

      Sweat began to trickle down his brow beneath the steel helmet, the suffocating air of late spring making it nearly impossible to breathe even with his visor lifted.

      But Maer could already see the boulders that marked the foothill of the nearest mountain, and it was that sight that drove him further.

      Once there, he could take one of the lesser known paths the army’s scouts had chosen as a possible retreat, leaving the blood-soaked ground behind him even if the memories and pain lingered.

      Dashing past the first line of boulders, he turned around, ends of his long cornrow braids whipping with the motion from beneath his helmet, and braced himself for the attack he knew would come.

      His sword connected with his pursuer’s blade, the man flashing him a gruesome smile as he pushed him backward with a sudden jolt of strength. Maer blocked the blow that followed, sidestepping when the pressure reached its peak, then pivoted his sword down in a half-circle without as much as giving away a hint of his intentions beforehand. Just like Essan had taught him.

      The grin on the man’s face fell as he stumbled forward, the sudden lack of resistance taking him by surprise.

      Maer used the moment to propel himself away, regaining his composure with each painful step. He dashed towards the path, but halted abruptly as a mass of black steel shimmered from behind a rundown shack that was half-supported by one of the ever-larger boulders.

      Maer heard the grinning man approach from behind just as the man in front of him came fully into view.

      He was even larger than Maer’s first pursuer, the black armor barely containing the muscular width of the warrior’s shoulders and chest.

      An insurmountable rock of a man, but one that moved with frightful ease.

      The footsteps behind Maer came to a sudden stop, replaced by a low, dirty laugh. Words Maer didn’t understand whistled past his ears, some kind of local, low speech that hadn’t been part of his studies, and the warrior that strode from the shack whistled in response.

      Maer jumped to the side, pivoting his body in an attempt to keep both men in his line of sight.

      But the pair began to advance on some silent command, their strides slow and taunting as they circled around him, keeping Maer’s focus divided.

      In their dark armor, they truly looked like vultures, zoning in on their prey.

      Maer lowered his stance in an almost half-crouch, the thick fall of his braids brushing against his back plate in gentle thumping waves as he spun from side to side.

      The grinning man spat on the ground and twirled his sword with lazy rotations of his wrist. Lifting his visor, he offered Maer a view of his brown, deep-set eyes, the crooked line of his nose, and the small, crisscrossing scars that covered the right side of his face.

      “Princeling,” the man sneered and spat once more on the ground.

      “Princeling,” the more muscular of the two men echoed from behind, a growling laughter accompanying the words.

      Maer’s head snapped towards the latter in time to see the warrior raise his arm and cast his sword straight at him. The blade rushed through the air, gleaming in the strong, lone rays of sunlight that pierced the overcast skies.

      He jumped to the side, evading the weapon by a hair's breadth.

      Wide-eyed, Maer looked at his attacker, but the man merely smiled, muscles bulging as his right arm reached behind his back.

      Maer’s heart raced when he glimpsed the new addition, the frantic pumping nearly deafening in his ears. Because gleaming in the light was a sinister fist made of steel.

      It dangled on a chain that was attached to a short, sturdy stick, the fist’s surface covered in numerous small and lethally sharp spikes. Maer chanced a glance backward and saw the other man slowly retreat, the unnerving smile taunting him from afar.

      “Surprise, surprise,” the warrior’s deep voice boomed, the words accentuated by the low rattle of the weapon’s chain.

      Maer exhaled, preparing himself for whatever depraved game the two men had laid out for him. His brother had always urged him to remain calm and focused during sparring. It was the one rule Essan had never allowed him to break.

      With one more breath, Maer turned his attention from the man’s face to his stance and weapon. As if on cue, the muscular warrior tugged on the chain with his wrist, the fist soaring through the air in a half-circle before it hit the ground, rough bits of dirt splaying around from the impact. He repeated the motion, throwing the fist on the other side of his torso.

      A display of what was to come.

      Of what Maer was to become.

      With a low laugh, the man moved in and swung his whole arm, faster this time, sending the fist cutting through the air in a wide arc.

      Instinctively, Maer threw himself on the ground, the spikes connecting with the now empty space just above his head, and rolled away, quickly regaining his footing.

      The man struck again, lower this time, forcing Maer to fight the weight of his armor as he propelled himself upward. His knees protested violently once they touched the uneven ground again, but he didn’t give in to the pain, didn’t allow it to compromise his balance.

      Another low, daunting laugh spread across the field, and the warrior swung vertically. Maer spun, evading the spikes, and as his surroundings became a blur, he saw the grinning man rush at him from behind.

      Maer blocked the attack over his shoulder, his eyes darting towards the steel fist that was already soaring through the air, aiming for his midsection.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Maer

        

      

    

    
      In the split second before the spikes would have torn his abdomen open, Maer lowered his sword. He doubled over at the same time as he spun and rushed past the grinning man towards the boulders that lay on his left. He heard what must have been curses leave the enemy’s lips in that unfamiliar dialect, followed almost instantly by two pairs of footsteps, one slightly more distant than the other.

      Deciding to trust the odd feeling bubbling deep within his core, Maer flung himself down next to a crumbling boulder, listening to the heavy clash as a steel object connected with the rock.

      The foul words were louder now, and Maer peered up as he rolled to his knees, seeing with no small relief that the vicious fist had embedded itself in the boulder’s uneven surface.

      Without giving himself time to think, Maer swung his blade, forcing it into the thin line of exposed skin that was visible between the man’s helmet and back plate.

      Nausea rushed him, the fresh, rich blood that coated the blade sending bile up his throat. But Maer knew he couldn’t give in to the sensation now.

      He steadied himself, eyes already scanning the field for the other pursuer when pain shot through his left arm.

      His fingers released the hilt of his sword, sending it clattering to the ground before he could do anything about it.

      Blood welled from the narrow but deep wound, the arrow that had grazed his skin now lying a short distance behind him. Frantically, Maer searched for the archer as he gripped his arm, but saw that someone else had found him first.

      A sword held by one of his father’s soldiers, clad in the recognizable gleaming silver armor, whipped through the air in a beautiful arc.

      The archer doubled over as the blow connected, collapsing to the ground.

      Maer locked gazes with the warrior, the man issuing a quick dip of his chin before turning to engage another enemy.

      Not all of his kinsmen were dead.

      Hope spread through Maer, but the welcome sensation lasted no more than a second.

      The soldier in silver was too far away, the distance making it impossible for him to intercept the grinning man as he ran towards Maer, sword upraised and eyes dark with fury.

      A battle cry tore from the attacker’s lips—a call for death. For revenge.

      Maer shuffled backward, trying to find any kind of advantage the terrain offered, but lost the ground beneath his feet as he snagged a low rock, his body tilting dangerously backwards.

      He knew he was going to fall, yet he kept his eyes focused on the looming figure of the warrior.

      The man’s stance tensed as he closed in. The enemy warrior cast away his own sword and threw himself at Maer, their bodies connecting even as Maer already tumbled backwards. They crashed against the hard ground, Maer’s teeth clamping together from the impact.

      Maer barely registered the half-curled fingers reaching for his throat before an arm trapped him in a headlock, designed to squeeze the air out of his lungs. Perhaps crush his windpipe altogether.

      His heartbeat thrashed in his ears, the violent pounding blocking out the grinning man’s screams.

      Panic flooded his bloodstream.

      The soldier was too strong for him, his body a cage, limiting Maer’s movements. He had no more than a split second to unsheathe the hidden dagger strapped to his hip, to use the element of surprise and what little mobility he had left.

      Maer hands were slick with his own blood, but he managed to find a steady, firm grip on the hilt.

      He only had one chance.

      With a cry, he thrust the dagger upward the very instant the warrior pushed him harder against the ground, the man’s callused fingers readjusting their hold on his neck.

      In that single, fleeting moment—a moment that seemed to slow down infinitely as it unfolded—the dagger found the chink in the armor Maer had hoped would be there.

      The blade slid through the small crack between the chest plate and the shielded part of the abdomen, sinking into the soft flesh that lay beneath.

      The fingers around Maer’s throat tightened, leaving him gasping for breath. Using the last remains of his strength, Maer pushed the dagger deeper and deeper into the man’s flesh, willing it to tear through his insides.

      With his heartbeat pumping in his ears, the volume of it now almost painfully deafening, he could hardly hear the grunt that escaped the man’s throat as blood surged from the abdominal wound⁠—

      And Maer was crushed by the warrior’s dead weight.

      Oxygen slowly returned to Maer’s brain, but his vision relentlessly continued to go dark. With one arm still stuck beneath the man’s corpse and the other useless by his side, the darkness swallowed him whole.
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        * * *

      

      He lay on the rubble, his face crushed against the upper part of the scratched black steel plate of the man he had killed.

      Maer’s body wanted to give in, to return to that blissful state of darkness where reality faded away, but a hint of stubbornness pushed him forward.

      He didn’t want the blood on his hands to be in vain.

      Slowly, he allowed his surroundings to filter in.

      There was no clash of steel, no shouts or thumping of heavy boots. Instead, an eerie silence seemed to have settled into the depression in which Vanas lay, disturbed only by the piercing cry of a solitary bird of prey.

      Groaning, Maer strained the muscles in his good arm, even as exhaustion threatened to tear the tendons. He let the dagger remain lodged in the warrior’s flesh, and shifted his trapped arm upward, each move a burning agony as he fought against the harrowing weight.

      The bleeding beneath his left shoulder had slowed down, but the limb remained practically useless by his side, not even offering enough support to lean on.

      With deep breaths, Maer maneuvered his now fisted hand so that its side was braced against the scratched surface of the black chest plate.

      Exhaling, he pushed.

      The corpse swayed to the side on top of him, but otherwise did not budge.

      Maer ground his teeth.

      The man was too heavy and from the disadvantageous position Maer was in, he might as well remain trapped beneath the corpse forever.

      But he knew there was a way to mend the situation. Just as he knew it would hurt pretty damn much.

      A chilled wind roared over him, the deep roll of thunder breaking the silence. Voices, drunk on victory, flowed on the gusting currents, distant yet present.

      He needed to move.

      Relaxing his body as best he could, he repositioned his fisted hand once again, just to make sure his grip wouldn’t falter. Then, taking one final, deep breath, Maer braced his feet against the ground and felt every muscle in his body tense as he lifted his torso off the ground.

      He pushed his hand harder against the man’s chest plate, praying silently to the Winds for his hold to persevere. His left arm protested the strain, the pain shooting through it bleeching Maer’s vision, but he didn’t balk.

      The corpse teetered to the side and Maer used the last ounce of his strength to tip it over.

      Panting, he watched the man tumble down, one of his arms bent at an angle that made it appear as if he was reaching for his fallen brother-in-arms.

      Maer stared at the two men he had slain, oblivious to everything save for the blood on his hands.

      And that second of disregard was enough.

      The sharp, lethal tip of a sword pressed against his neck, the blade cool against Maer’s heated skin.

      He froze.

      Thunder roared above the field, releasing a thrumming rainfall on the dead, the wounded, and the victorious.

      Maer blinked past the pounding drops that struck at his face. He could barely make out the figure in black armor that stood above him as a rip in the clouds let a solitary, wide ray of blinding sunlight through.

      He squinted at the unmoving, calm, yet at the same time demanding, stance of the warrior, noticing the piercing green gaze that observed him through the thick curtain of rain.

      No, he thought. He had come this far...

      But the cold sensation of the blade that dug into his skin just a little deeper now was answer enough.

      Maer understood his path ended on this field.

      Understood that he would follow his kinsmen into the lands beyond—where his brother already waited. Where he could escape the nightmare images, burned into the back of his eyelids. Could see his mother again.

      And where he could forget.

      He closed his eyes, letting the rain push him into the softening earth, into a grave dug by nature itself—a kindness in its own, dark way.

      Silently, he wished the storm would flood the land—for the currents to take him and the rest of his men someplace where their bodies could find peace, and wither away as seasons passed.

      The rolling thunder silenced the dying breaths of battle. Of victory he had once hoped would be theirs.

      And as his body relaxed at the promise of death, Maer noticed the pressure on his neck vanish—just as the light that had descended upon the battlefield was once more submerged in deep shadow.

      He squinted through the thick sheen of rain that coated his eyes, seeing nothing but dark skies hanging low above him. His good arm gripped a jagged rock nestled in the mud, offering enough support for him to lift his torso and peer towards the center of the battlefield.

      Bodies littered the ground, barely visible silhouettes shifting in the distance, their shouts of glory and primal content muted by the storm.

      And walking away from where he lay was a single figure; a long, caramel-colored braid swaying against the black armor with each step the slender warrior took.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Andalia

        

      

    

    
      Andalia dragged herself away from the crowd, seeking the privacy of a small, wooden barrack that stood at the edge of the field. She was grateful for the rain that cooled her skin, making it easier to breathe. But despite the temporary relief, the tightness in her chest didn’t seem inclined to subside.

      If anything, it appeared to grow in relation to how many people were around her.

      The fight had unleashed something within the soldiers, something animalistic that had overridden the cool collectedness each warrior should master by the end of their training. Although the more she thought about it, Andalia wondered if she was simply being oversensitive.

      After all, she had fought and killed before, but never so many. Never on such a scale.

      Yet the fact remained that the company was far from pleasant. So Andalia left them all behind, striding across the field with such intent that nobody dared to try and stop her. She would probably have stabbed them in the eye if they did.

      Voices still wove through the air, shouts of celebration—and some of pain. But at least they weren’t as loud here.

      Slinking around the corner, Andalia lowered herself to the ground, her back pressed against the frail wood of the abandoned barrack. With the majority of the men already headed back towards the village where the ale and healers were, she was quite certain nobody would come looking for her this far out. Even Xalon, the mercenary who had gotten her this job, was probably meeting up with his band, halfway to being blissfully drunk.

      The two of them had separated early in battle, but Andalia had no doubts the man had lived through it. He was far too wise, skilled, and—most of all—stubborn for the outcome to be any different.

      Another tight pang gripped her chest.

      Andalia grunted, pulled off her helmet and let her head slump down between her shoulders.

      Breathe. Just breathe.

      Despite the rain, her armor still bore traces of blood. She observed the crimson color dilute as the drops hit it, giving it the necessary force to trickle down the sleek surface.

      Inhale. Exhale.

      The shallow puddle beneath her became tainted with it, gaining a similar hue.

      And that was good.

      It reminded Andalia of who she was.

      Still, that damned heaviness in her chest persisted.

      The rotten sensation had burst to life almost at the exact same time as the bloodshed hit, and Andalia began to wonder again whether there was something wrong with her. If perhaps some hidden fear had decided to surface at the wrong moment, catching her unprepared.

      She scowled at herself and continued to watch the reddish puddle growing around her body.

      The reason didn’t lie there. It couldn’t. Not when she was so good at what she did.

      But as much as she strained, Andalia found no answer.

      A ray of sun pierced the dark gray clouds, brushing against her legs. She tilted her head back, her eyes closing shut.

      There would be another time to figure everything out.

      She had managed to fight to the very end and that was what truly mattered.

      The thought reminded her of the wound on her thigh. Preoccupied by that bloody feeling of her ribs being crushed, the soldier who had gotten lucky enough to slice her flesh had slipped Andalia’s mind entirely. The man had of course found himself impaled on her sword split seconds later, but he had drawn blood.

      Andalia exhaled once more, forcing herself to open her eyes and do what was needed.

      She drew a dagger out of her boot, the only one of her blades that wasn’t coated with foreign blood, and used it to make the rip on her leather pants wider. She hissed as she pulled the fabric away from the skin, the wound biting at her with vicious teeth.

      It wasn’t deep. It hadn’t even been bad enough to compromise her movements. But leaving it unattended for so long had turned the gash into a nuisance.

      Without any water to clean the wound, Andalia angled her leg so that the rain could wash out the worst of the dirt. She had been vigilant during the battle, but in the madness, anything might have snuck into the gash.

      Once she was satisfied with the result, knowing the villagers had a few healers, who, combined with the army’s resources, could finish the job properly, Andalia unfastened her chest plate and procured a clean piece of fabric from her tunic. Careful not to stain it too much with her dirty hands, she fastened the strip around her thigh.

      She swore beneath her breath as she pulled the knot tighter, but managed to secure it nonetheless.

      “I know you’re there,” a deep voice called from behind the barrack. “Unless you’re doing lady things, get your lazy ass over here or I’m coming to get you.”

      Andalia turned her head toward the sound—and realized something entirely different. She had been so submerged in tending her wound that she hadn’t even noticed the tightness in her chest had subsided.

      She let out a huff.

      At least the damned injury had been useful for something.

      Andalia checked the binding again, making sure it would hold, and stood up before the man approached her.

      “Good to see you made it, too, Xalon,” she grinned, placing one hand on her hip.

      The tall mercenary glared at her with his one good eye, then burst out laughing.

      Andalia stuck out her tongue at him. “Good to know I never cease to amuse you.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the man growled, “now get moving, because we’ve got ale.”

      Of course they had. That was the one thing that never managed to elude Xalon or the group he traveled with.

      “Besides,” he shot over his shoulder, already moving towards the field, “the band wants to be properly introduced. I think you’ve won them over, Blizzard.”

      Andalia paused as the implication hit her.

      But Xalon was already past the barrack, not giving her a chance to stall. Not that Andalia wanted to, anyway.

      She picked up her armor and rushed after the mercenary until they walked side by side.

      Almost two decades separated them, years in which Xalon had honed his skill. But in that moment, they were equals. And if the band chose so, they would be brothers-in-arms as well.

      Andalia gazed at the village, her mouth watering at the thought of a nice, cool pitcher of ale, drunk in the company of her own people. And the only thing separating her from all that was just a field full of corpses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Maer

        

      

    

    
      The frantic ringing of bells resonated in the valley and up the hills where Maer and just over two dozen other men carefully descended the rocky path.

      The terrain was slippery from the downpour that had been accompanying the battered host ever since they had crossed the border of Emberya. With each step a battle to not slide from the path and plummet into the depths below, their progress was slow.

      Maer’s left arm was throbbing, his lips chapped from the fever that had taken hold of his body on the third day of their return. One of the soldiers had secured Maer’s injured limb in an arm sling, immobilizing it as best he could, but every step was painful nonetheless, the small movements viciously prickling at the wound.

      Even sleeping had been a challenge.

      But the muddy ground and sleek stones putting additional strain on him during the day had an advantage—the exhaustion had never failed to wipe him out. At least after an hour or so of restless turning whenever they had made camp.

      The sight before him, however, made him forget how broken his body felt. Even if only for a moment.

      Maer hadn’t truly believed they would make it, even as he pushed forward at the head of the group. He hadn’t dared to share the hope the rest of the men harbored. It seemed too fragile to him, too quick to shatter.

      Yet the men’s minds and dreams continued to be filled with images of their homeland, with the thought that they would see it once again.

      And now that coveted landscape stretched before them, the steep slopes that created a vee on the horizon, the familiar river flowing languidly down the length of the narrow base.

      It was the path to the capital, to Yvvla, with its labyrinth of streets and the large, massive castle that loomed above the black rooftops. Even the chilling drizzle couldn’t take away the beauty of the sight.

      Maer squinted into the distance, his eyes trailing the silver blotch that ran in their direction from the farthest outpost standing sentry right at the valley’s mouth.

      Hushed breaths of relief fluttered into the air as the men joined Maer on the bend, finally allowing their emotions to show after eight days of solemn travel. The sounds were a welcome change, yet they told Maer he wasn’t the only one who would carry those memories for decades to come.

      The few horses that had carried their provisions on the way to Vanas, and had been lucky enough to have survived the battle, now bore on their backs those men that had been wounded the worst.

      Maer had spent the entire first day, right after they had regrouped at the secure location at the base of the mountains, convincing his father’s warriors that he wasn’t the one in need of assistance. Only reluctantly did the men accept their prince’s word, strapping the five that were unable to walk by themselves to the animals’ saddles. But even that did not prevent the inevitable. One of the severely injured had passed along the way, his leg wound too festered to be tended to properly with their limited supplies and without the aid of the healer that had fallen in Vanas.

      The silent exhales that continued to cascade around him grew in volume, transforming into a blessing to Maer’s ears. A reminder that they had made it. And that they weren’t wholly broken.

      The silver blotch, approaching them from the distance, slowly gained the form of a man in familiar royal armor. Carefully, the small host quickened their steps, steering the horses behind them as they veered down the path and into the valley.

      Less than an hour to the castle.

      To home.
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        * * *

      

      After the solitude of the mountains, the city was almost deafeningly loud.

      Shouts and cries of relief, panic, but mostly sorrow boomed around the small host that made its way through the crowded streets. Some of the men’s eyes glistened with tears as they walked among the parted onlookers, some were embracing their children and spouses before being ushered to continue towards the castle, and some, like Maer, watched it all with solemn faces.

      Four royal guards, two in front and two in the back, were escorting them, keeping the crowd at bay, save for the soldiers’ loved ones—but even those were kindly but firmly separated from them after the initial affections were shared. It was protocol that couldn’t be breached, regardless of the circumstances. But even more so, every man in Maer’s host needed to get to the healers first, lest those few affections be among the last they ever received. They were all worn out from the journey, some dehydrated, some sick, all of them bearing battle injuries and blistered to the point of bleeding.

      Maer’s head swam as the continuous array of voices hit him, his stomach tight when those faces, haunted by loss or filled with fear, crossed his vision. With his good arm, he gripped the reins of the nearest horse, which was carrying an unconscious soldier, and let the steady click of hooves become the only sound he heard.

      He didn’t know how long he kept his eyes on the dirty granite blocks of the muddy streets, but it wasn’t until the noise gradually died down that he dared to lift his gaze.

      The castle walls loomed in front of him, the tall iron gates, nestled between the chiseled, massive rocks designed to withstand any siege, open to let them pass. One of the men collapsed as his foot touched the fine gravel that coated the castle grounds, and Maer understood why.

      His whole body was riddled with the same impulse, the same unyielding demand to give in now that they were safe.

      But Maer had grown numb in those mountains—perhaps already on the battlefield in Vanas—and even that primal impulse wasn’t enough to break through the deadened cocoon of his own will, where only one thing mattered.

      To bring the surviving men home.

      To give them a chance at life, when so many of their kin had already fallen.

      It was what had broken him on that field.

      Being useless. Protected. When every nerve inside him had burned with the impulse to help. To fight alongside his brother and all the soldiers sworn to Emberya. Regardless of the outcome.

      But he had failed.

      He had allowed himself to be ushered around like some valuable trinket, brought to battle for appearance’s sake, then guarded just so he could be returned, unscathed.

      Only the latter hadn’t happened.

      Maer’s arm pulsed in response to his thought, the scars that ran deeper, invisible to the eye, a burning flame inside him.

      No, the latter had been a fool’s idea that had inadvertently led him to murder two men when the sharp, bitter taste of defeat had already saturated the field instead of allowing him to bring down as many as he could in the midst of battle. Even if it meant laying down his own life so that those who were true warriors, not royalty in polished armor, would perhaps have had the chance to turn the tide.

      Perhaps even returned home.

      Alive.

      Maer would have cursed if there had been any energy left at all within his body, fury gripping him in uncontrollable waves.

      But as it was, he remained silent, observing as three additional guards came rushing towards the unconscious man still lying on the ground. They lifted him up by his hands and feet, the soldier’s head cast back, appearing almost lifeless as it swayed from side to side.

      Terrified, Maer watched the guards carry him into the healers’ quarters where the practitioners were already waiting. They had been ever since the farthest outpost had rung the bells, announcing their arrival, the beds prepared and medicine readied as protocol dictated.

      At least that much had gone according to plan.

      The rest of the host followed behind the guards, their pace the same persistent stride they had come to know during the long days of their retreat.

      They crossed the outer ward, stalking down the path until they passed the gatehouse and entered the inner courtyard. Guards observed them from the bailey, their right fists pressed to their hearts in silent salutation and grief.

      Maer ducked his chin, his vision swimming, and gripped the reins harder, the knuckles of his fingers now a deathly white shade despite his dark skin.

      Focusing on the task that still had to be done, he steered the animal away from the group and across the courtyard, the hooves of the two other horses following in their stead.

      A few healers were already waiting for them by the secondary entrance—a gate that was large enough to let the animals pass through. The heavy double doors led to an antechamber, used more often than it made Maer comfortable to admit to unstrap the wounded from the saddles or ease them from arrow-pierced coaches, and maneuver their bodies onto the iron gurneys which would take them inside. Hopefully, to their well-being.

      Maer glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the group. They had nearly reached the main entrance of the healers’ quarters, where they would wait to regroup once more with him and those who came to help transport the four severely injured warriors. Only this time, their reunion would be accompanied by proper aid and a bed that seemed almost like a long-lost dream after sleeping on pebbles and mud night after night.

      A young male healer in sky blue robes approached Maer as he guided the horse through the entrance, but Maer shook his head in silent response, motioning to the unconscious warrior instead.

      On unsteady feet, Maer observed the healers and two other men from his host—still strong and capable enough to have full use of their bodies, as well as support some additional weight—ease the wounded off the horses and place them carefully on the gurneys.

      Blue robes billowed behind the focused practitioners as they moved from the antechamber to the adjacent room, the roll of wheels echoing their footsteps.

      Maer followed them inside, swaying lightly with each step.

      The relief of knowing the men were being taken care of loosened that last bit of control he had fought for, letting everything he hadn’t allowed himself to feel seep through to the surface instead.

      The chamber swirled in front of his eyes, and he barely had time to reach for the railing at the foot of a nearby bed before his vision went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Maer

        

      

    

    
      Maer woke to the sweet scent of honey saturating the air that filled his nostrils and flowed into his lungs. His head was throbbing, the fever burning his forehead, but at least his arm was better off than it had been before he had lost consciousness.

      He glanced down, tracing the sweet, potent fragrance to the dressing that was pressed to his wound, covering the majority of his upper arm. Flexing his muscles with gentle, controlled movements, he was glad to find he had regained some mobility, though the ache remained a constant companion.

      As were the memories.

      Maer took in the main healing chamber. Every one of the men who had made it back to the castle was with him. Even those who had sustained serious injuries were present, their health improving, if the calmness and small number of healers circling around them were any indication.

      Relief washed over him, granting him the ability to further scout the quarters in which he lay.

      There were empty beds between him and the first soldier, basic protocol for treating royalty in the common rooms. Maer didn’t think his wounds were so severe that they couldn't be treated in his own chambers, but he was glad that he hadn’t been separated entirely.

      Solitude was not something he looked forward to.

      “My lord,” a hushed voice called him from the left just as Maer attempted to move.

      Mindful of his arm, Maer turned carefully to see the face of the young healer that had been present on the castle grounds when the host had first arrived. The healer was cradling a bowl and a deep spoon in his arms, his body posture telegraphing slight hesitation.

      “Please, drink,” he said softly before adding, “Your Highness.”

      Maer wanted to reassure him formalities meant little under the circumstances, but only nodded in the end, his mouth too dry to speak. He tried lifting himself off the bed, but the healer stopped him even before the pain could.

      Exhaling, Maer eased himself back into the pillow.

      The young man approached the bed and dipped the wooden spoon into the bowl, carrying it to Maer’s lips with a steady, trained hand. Maer started to protest, not feeling so weak as to be fed by another, but seeing the calm determination lining the unmarred, dark skin of the healer’s features made him halt.

      There was no shame in accepting aid while recovering. And refusing would only show disrespect for the young man’s vocation.

      So Maer opened his mouth, letting the strong peppermint brew splash across his tongue. The taste burned away the parched bitterness, that one sip alone spreading a healthy warmth through his core as he swallowed.

      A small sound of surprise escaped Maer’s lips when he recognized the potent tea. “How did you know my head hurt?”

      The healer’s eyes flicked to Maer’s for the minutest of moments before he lowered his gaze again. But the ghost of a smile seemed to linger in the corners of his mouth nonetheless.

      “Dehydration,” the healer said almost apologetically, bringing another spoonful to Maer’s mouth.

      As he waited for Maer to swallow the small amount of tea, the young man wetted a cloth with his free hand and laid it on Maer’s forehead. The coolness worked like a balm on the feverish skin, soothing the discomfort.

      Maer closed his eyes for a moment, accepting the much-needed relief, and when he opened them once more, the healer already had the next spoonful prepared.

      Obediently, Maer drank everything the young man gave him, savoring the strong taste. His stomach reacted to the sudden sustenance a few times, but he willed the nausea to subside, and by the end, he began to feel the pain in his forehead slowly diminish.

      “Thank you,” he said to the healer, the man’s light brown eyes widening at the unexpected gratitude.

      The healer inclined his head in a bow, already retreating with the bowl in his hands to the station set in the far corner of the chamber.

      Scanning the room once again, just to be certain he hadn’t imagined all the warriors were present, Maer nestled his head deeper into the hard pillow. Sleep was already weighing down on his eyelids, tempting him to give in, when the chamber doors flew open and a tall squire, dressed in formal court attire with the snapdragon flowers embroidered right atop his heart, hurried into the room.

      The warriors shifted in their beds, the schooled alertness wiping away any traces of exhaustion and pain that had been on their faces mere moments ago. Maer, in his bed, did the same.

      The squire stopped in the center of the room, facing the long line of cots occupied by the host.

      “The King wishes to speak with every man not so severely injured as to be bedridden. You are to appear in the throne room in half an hour.”

      None of the soldiers said a word as the squire’s heavy footsteps faded in the distance, the healers going quietly about their work once more. Maer half-turned to the corner where the young man in sky-blue robes lingered and motioned him to approach.

      The healer fumbled with the herbal concoctions spread atop the table next to him, almost as if he hadn’t seen the summons. Or hadn’t wished to.

      Maer cleared his throat, hoping to dispel the uncertainty lurking on the man’s face.

      Raising his good hand, he issued a small smile. “Send for an attendant. It appears I’ll need fresh clothes.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking was torture.

      Maer had forgotten how far the throne room was from the healers’ quarters, one long hallway after the other—sometimes, connected by short flights of stairs. The concoctions the healer had made him drink after he had gotten dressed were enough to keep him standing, but did barely anything more than that.

      After the tension that had been holding him upright had dissipated and his body had finally given in to exhaustion, he felt the horrendous strain of every single muscle in his limbs being worn out beyond reason.

      And the constraints of the royal attire certainly didn’t make it any easier for him.

      However, an audience with the king didn’t excuse his own son from being anything but respectful, even if the healer had fussed terribly about Maer getting out of bed, let alone draping his still feverish body in abundant amounts of velvet and leather.

      It pained Maer to hush the young man for speaking his mind, for trying to do the right thing. But they were all Avvyr’s subjects, even Maer, and as such, forced to answer his summons under all circumstances.

      Maer might have found a way to stay, offer an excuse his father would accept from him but no other. Yet it felt wrong to abandon the men now, to be treated differently simply because of the blood running in his veins. Maer was no worse off than the rest of the soldiers. Even if each bend coaxed silent curses from his lips.

      He progressed down another hallway, shifting his body to combat the clutches of his clothes. The left sleeve hung loose and useless by his side, his arm once again in a sling and tucked dangerously tight inside his dark green tunic. The silver embellishments on his shoulders, small, intricate snapdragon flowers, added extra weight he was forced to support.

      It made him grind his teeth as he ascended the stairs, the pressure on his arm increasing—but he kept moving. He continued even as the standard black boots began to feel like lead on his feet, their short, sturdy heels sending echoes across the wide landing as they touched the cool floor of polished stone in a slow rhythm.

      The heavy double doors leading to the throne room were open, a guard posted on each side.

      They issued no salute as Maer strode past them, their chins lowering only slightly in a bow while their gazes remained hard and focused, monitoring him as he entered.

      Unwillingly, Maer lowered his head, thoughts he had fought hard to bury resurfacing with a vengeance.

      Reminding himself that there would be a time for that, solitary time when he could mourn and lose himself in the nightmares of Vanas, he strode into the chamber.

      Inside, the majority of the warriors had already gathered. Maer joined them in the center of the floor, four more trickling in behind him. They formed two lines, the one in the back slightly longer than the one in the front, where Maer now stood between Lassel, the man who had bound his wounds in the mountains, and a grim, middle-aged warrior he couldn’t recall exchanging a single word with.

      Thick silence saturated the space, sizzling with unspoken anticipation.

      Maer’s gaze slid over to the dais, taking in the chair where he usually sat next to his brother. The rich, melodic laugh haunted his mind, as did the images of Essan’s eyes, filled with vivid excitement as he spoke of new weapons he had tested during his training.

      They had spent so many formal dinners lost in conversation—Essan offering details of each new fight, each new victory, and Maer, swimming in visions of his brother’s glory. He had adored those recollections, even as a child when Essan had first begun learning how to handle blades. And that fascination had never ceased.

      Though the weight of the promised crown had kept Essan occupied, Maer valued those few times they were able to share a few words. Just the two of them.

      Maer stared at the empty seat and slowly lowered his gaze.

      Standing among the beaten forces seemed fitting.

      The main doors to the chamber closed with a gentle thud, sealing those memories deeply inside Maer. Every soldier turned his gaze to the secondary entrance, positioned to the right of the dais, the tension becoming worse as the king’s familiar form entered the throne room.

      The king moved with a quiet demand befitting a person of absolute power, and every inch of his presence attested to it.

      Unlike Maer or his brother, the king wore his hair loose, an impressive, almost impossible black mane that fell just past his shoulders, and was locked into position by the heavy golden crown that rested atop his head. A black cape was pinned over the black-and-green surcoat, the royal Snapdragon flowers embroidered on its very bottom.

      The two lines of men bowed as King Avvyr ascended the dais and took the throne, his back straight even as he leaned slightly forward, pinning them with his dark gaze.

      “Five thousand men.”

      There were no breaths to be heard as the king’s voice spread among the warriors.

      “Five thousand men defeated, and yet you live,” his words bounced off the stone and glass that lined the walls. “Explain.”

      “My lord,” Lassel responded, his head tipping down before he continued, “we live only because the troops from Vanas did not linger long enough to end the wounded.”

      The king’s voice was pure ice as it rushed through the chamber. “Vanas is a village, cut off and left to fend for itself. What troops? Peasants with pitch forks? Or do you expect me to believe Elmath had sent aid? That the Duke dispatched his precious little army to that remote stretch of land… It would have taken them weeks to arrive with the Broken Marshes standing in their way.”

      Lassel’s throat bobbed, yet the man succeeded in keeping his voice steady as he replied, “They were waiting for us in the village and out of sight in the low hills that lead towards the mountains. They had cut us off from behind when we were at our most vulnerable, surrounded us…”

      “Five. Thousand. Men,” the king repeated, drilling into Lassel with his gaze.

      The three words were dripping with caged fury, each a blade sinking into Maer’s heart. He winced, but the warrior beside him held his ground, even though the man’s voice was noticeably quieter than before.

      “There were more among their ranks. Not just Duke Tithios’ men, but mercenaries. And they were prepared.”

      The king leaned back, his right hand curling around the curved end of the armrest. “We’ll discuss more once I gather the military advisers. Recuperate well.”

      Stunned by the sudden dismissal, Maer turned to leave with the rest of the men, but barely managed a step before his father commanded, “Maer, stay.”

      Maer listened to the warriors’ tired footsteps trudge against the ground as they left the room, the doors closing once again behind them. His father motioned him to approach, waving his hand towards the empty seat by his side.

      Maer’s throat closed up.

      Not there… He couldn’t sit there.

      Not when…

      “Essan… He—He fought valiantly,” Maer stammered coming to stand in front of his father yet remaining below the dais, his gaze lowered to reach no higher than the king’s mouth.

      But his words were shot down as his father’s strong voice spread through the empty chamber. “Not valiantly enough.”

      Maer’s skin crawled, his every instinct telling him to fight for his brother’s memory, for the honor Essan deserved. But no sound came from his lips.

      With an exhale, the king stood up, the sheer presence of him demanding Maer’s shattered attention. “But it does not matter as long as you are alive, Crown Prince.”

      Maer winced at the title, the silence of the room suffocating as the echo finally died out.

      But Maer, the Crown Prince, bowed his head nonetheless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Andalia

        

      

    

    
      The cottage was a small, windowless affair that stank of old hay. Andalia wrinkled her nose at the suffocating, stuffy air as she leaned against the doorframe, grateful for what little fresh air and shade the position offered. Her hand rested casually on the hilt of the sword she kept strapped to her hip—the single thing that didn’t emanate heat in these southern parts of Iquitar.

      Andalia savored the cool metal, knowing her own skin would warm it sooner than she would have liked.

      A young farmer, no more than twenty-five years old, though his deeply tanned face might have suggested otherwise, was rummaging through a wooden case, observed by Xalon’s keen eye.

      Andalia chewed on her lip, cursing the Winds for bringing them here.

      This was already the fifth home they went to in one afternoon, and so far, each encounter had gone the same.

      Pleas for mercy, more excuses than Andalia could remember, and then, the rummaging. That last part was always the one that bothered her the most.

      The bag slung over Xalon’s broad back became heavier with each visit, some of the villagers giving away family valuables instead of coins to cover their yearly taxes. Silver candle holders were the worst of the lot. They took up so much space that if a few more came their way, Andalia would have to carry them in her hands until early evening came and they returned to the Count.

      Or perhaps sooner, if Xalon’s menacing presence combined with the gleaming edge of her sword failed to persuade the villagers into paying up. Dragging the offenders with them as they went from house to house wasn’t something she or Xalon were comfortable with.

      However, the farmer wouldn’t be one of those.

      With one last jingle, the young man dug up some old chimes, semi-precious stones embedded along their edges. Xalon took them from the farmer’s trembling hands, swinging the chimes in Andalia’s line of sight.

      He pinned her with his one good eye, voice rough as he asked, “Is this enough?”

      Andalia pushed herself from the doorframe, covering the distance in two long strides. She eyed the gems, beautiful, but not nearly valuable enough to cover the cost. The silver, however, was much better.

      She turned towards the farmer, the small, colorful beads she had woven in her hair shifting with the movement. “It should do if you throw in another coin. Doesn’t even have to be gold.”

      Her body revolted as she forced that mocking tone to leave her lips. But it was for the best.

      She had witnessed firsthand how lords liked to increase the payments for disobedient subjects.

      The initial price was a kindness compared to what followed.

      The farmer’s features grew dark, but he remained silent as he stalked to the corner where a shabby bed was made, and slipped his hand into the hay that substituted the mattress. He tossed the coin at Andalia’s feet, the look on his face one of pure hatred.

      Xalon took a step forward, but Andalia’s arm shot out, stopping him in his tracks.

      The farmer wasn’t the first to cast angry glances in her direction, nor would he be the last. She’d be gone by morning, and if his disdain for her kept him only a little safer, a little more hidden from the lord’s interest, it was enough. It was worth it.

      Andalia flashed him a smile so unpleasant that the man recoiled, and she whisked the coin off the dirty ground, twirling it between her fingers.

      “Your taxes have been paid in full,” she crooned, her long braid whisking through the air as she whirled around and stalked past Xalon into the open air beyond the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seven familiar figures clad in black, sleeveless tunics and dark leather pants stood in the empty village square—empty save for the three villagers, hands bound behind their backs, that huddled together between the men. Two of the mercenaries were pacing around, undoubtedly muttering curses under their breaths, if similar past experiences were any indication.

      Not that Andalia could blame them.

      The heat was unbearable and the sun didn’t seem to be inclined to sink below the horizon even as evening approached.

      “I expected more,” Xalon exhaled by her side, his blue eye scanning the three captives in the dead center of the square.

      Andalia let out a noncommittal grunt, wiping the sweat off her brow.

      Seeing how all of the cottages she had visited had, although reluctantly, produced their yearly payments, she would have expected that, at most, only one out of the whole village would rebel. But even that had seemed like a stretch, since the penalty for failing to deliver the annual fee was being brought before the Count himself. Mentioning that particular consequence had successfully filled up the small coin pouch she carried and nearly overflowed the bag slung across Xalon’s shoulders.

      In fact, one man had even offered up his daughter as payment, but Andalia coolly kicked him in the shin, demanding his valuables at sword-point instead. The man saw reason in the end, casting some jewels into Xalon’s bag.

      How the Count managed to terrorize the villagers into such madness was beyond her—as was why people chose to stay, suffer the humiliation time and time again. Especially those that weren’t tied to their lands, but worked as hands for hire. There were villages only a few days’ walk from here with lords that oversaw them without the pressure of tyranny.

      The question burned into her as she observed the three captives, the ragged clothes they wore and their sunken cheekbones. Andalia doubted any of them were more than farm hands, working for bread and a roof over their heads. But as long as they lived on Count Myrander’s land, they had to pay the yearly tax all the same.

      Even when they truly had nothing to offer.

      “Come on, you slow-asses, we’re toasting under this sun,” Exias shouted at Andalia and Xalon from the group, his tall, bulky stature unmistakable even from afar.

      “At least that pallid face of yours’ll get a nice tan,” Andalia crooned back, followed by a low chuckle from Xalon.

      But it was near scalding out in the square, and Andalia could hardly wait to deliver everything to the Count, collect the promised payment, and leave the heart-wringing hellhole that was the village behind.

      Exias placed one of his large, callused hands on the neck of the farmer closest to him when the pair strode over, Nyam and Fersies each grabbing one of the remaining two. They traversed the square, nothing more than a straight slab of dirt with a well erected just a few feet from the very center. Excrements of livestock littered the ground here and there, but Andalia hadn’t seen or heard a single animal during the long hours spent in the village. She hoped the people had hid them, but the possibility that the Count had already taken them all seemed more likely.

      In all honesty, it wouldn’t surprise her. Not by the way narrowed eyes, filled with hatred, peered at the group from the darkness that lay within the nearby cottages.

      But the mercenaries ignored them, their minds without a doubt already swarmed with images of the ale they’d get to drink with all the additional gold coming their way. Even Andalia had to admit a cold pitcher sounded pretty good. Especially to wash away the foul taste lingering in her mouth.

      From behind her, Xalon swore and growled, “I’ll have more bruises from these candlesticks than after a good day’s worth of battle.”

      Andalia kept her gaze focused on the large, single story estate that sat at the very edge of the village, nothing but low plains behind it as far as she could see.

      The coins couldn’t be in her pockets soon enough.

      Being hands for hire, there weren’t many quality jobs to choose from when the battle ambition was low among the people, but levying was the one sitting at the very bottom of Andalia’s list.

      Still, her lips quirked upwards at Xalon’s remark.

      “How many did you get?” Exias asked, his sunburnt face peering over his half-exposed and, at the same time, half-pink, shoulder.

      “Twelve,” Xalon grunted, his one blue eye narrowing at the enormous mercenary.

      A hearty laugh erupted from behind. Andalia glanced back, tracing the sound to Rolland, the youngest of the men, older than her by only three years.

      “I have fifteen,” he beamed, his white smile eclipsing the old burn marks that were scattered across one side of his face.

      Xalon stopped, looming over Rolland. “Yes,” he rumbled and swung his bag off his shoulder. “But do you have…this?”

      The mercenary fished out a monstrosity of a candlestick, heavy, branched out in six directions, with such odd decorations snaking down the surface, the meaning of which even Andalia hadn’t been able to puzzle out.

      “That could kill a man,” Rolland exclaimed, his eyes widening as they fell upon the gigantic object in Xalon’s hand.

      “You best keep that in mind.”

      Andalia shook her head, laughing quietly, and continued to walk behind Exias towards the castle.

      Halfway there, as the fields opened around them, one of the captives tried to tear himself from Nyam’s grip, but the silent, dark-skinned man didn’t even flinch at the attempt, only his muscles bulged as their sheer power kept the man in place.

      “Should’ve ran when you had the chance,” Fersies commented, his green gaze falling on the farmer, but his words were met with nothing but the sound of feet on gravel.
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        * * *

      

      Andalia wondered if the waiting would ever end. They were standing in a long, somewhat narrow hall at the far end of the complex, three of the Count’s guards now keeping the farmhands secured in the middle of the space.

      The mercenaries hovered by the wall, their mood getting fouler as each minute passed.

      Even the stone walls of the manor hadn’t been able to keep the heat of the evening out, leaving Andalia’s tunic practically drenched with sweat and plastered to her skin. She spotted Rolland’s fingers fumbling with thin air by his side as if he was yearning for those promised coins. Or a weapon, if the Count didn’t appear soon enough.

      And the man truly did take his time.

      He sauntered down the hallway, showing no signs of hurry, and descended the short flight of steps that led into the hall.

      Andalia noticed the three captives tense, but her eyes were focused on Count Myrander as he circled around the farmers that had been brought before him, the purple velvet robe draped around his body clashing violently with the simple decor of the hall.

      “Good, your service here is almost done,” the Count’s voice carried through the room, his back turned towards the mercenaries. “Wait for the penalty to be issued, and you will receive your payment.”

      Exias crossed his muscular arms in front of his chest, pinning the Count with a hard stare, but was wise enough to remain silent. Andalia lingered in the background, her hand casually resting only inches away from her sword.

      The Count was playing a game, and the mercenaries were just wound up enough to fall for it. Although only a fool could believe he and his men could take on such a well-trained group. They might be levying for him, but the currency they truly dealt with was death.

      Andalia exhaled, cooling her own temper.

      Count Myrander motioned to two of his guards. They stepped forward, pulling one of the farmers from the group and pushed him against the ground, the captive’s hands still tied behind his back.

      It was the man

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Lianthe
      


      		
        The Fox
        
          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


          		
            Chapter 31
          


          		
            Chapter 32
          


          		
            Chapter 33
          


        


      


      		
        The Heart
        
          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


        


      


      		
        The Bird
        
          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


          		
            Chapter 31
          


          		
            Chapter 32
          


          		
            Chapter 33
          


          		
            Chapter 34
          


          		
            Chapter 35
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


          		
            Acknowledgments
          


          		
            About The Authors
          


        


      


      		
        Also by Gaja J. Kos & Boris Kos
      


      		
        Also by Gaja J. Kos
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Gaja J. Kos & Boris Kos


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/boris-kos-books-final.jpg






OEBPS/images/the-iron-head-trilogy-front.jpg
“TRILOGY

T

l‘. USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHORS

KOS
KOS

GAJA J.

BORIS





OEBPS/images/img_0030.jpg
S
/,\AA,) THE KINGDOM
A .
# Piyanth 24\ Ve DR
y XA =5
2N
T

~

\\\
/ N,
'~

JSIOINED

Acnthe / LANDSOF  mewgine
SRS 4 IQUITAR = - e
/ , _+ TORE

THE KINGDOM
OF SAITHAL
~.
e ———

FAnnam

=~
S——————
A

S
SAAdADS
A,
/
pou
DA 4
g THE

L
a2 % ROCKY
= Xy WASTES

THE
WESTERN

el

AN IR

STIEN S
70\‘\;’%%%
KRR

AN~ /1%

\
/‘l
G S SN

'~

ORLYNAM

NN,

Nightfall
A\ Peaks

Sl






