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      There was a reason that they were called Stormbringers. With every beat of a thousand wings, thunder heralded their arrival. They came with fear before them, driving it towards their enemies. They flew determined, meant to strike terror in the hearts of those who heard the oncoming storm. They were fierce. Dangerous. Deadly. They were sometimes called warmongers. They were sometimes called avenging angels. They were celebrated for their swift and decisive victories, leaving few standing in their wake.

      Their purpose was not to cultivate war, though. Theirs was to end it.

      Tiberius stood on the edge of their island, a haven in a world that feared their very presence. For every war they ended, for every warrior they sent back home, it seemed that thousands died. Of course the world feared them, Tiberius thought. How could they possibly do anything else? His wings hung limp at his sides, crippled some cycles before. He leaned on a staff, his wrinkled hand the colour of dark, nearly black ash. It trembled as he held the staff, his muscles weary from walking from the stone tower he and others no longer suited for war had built. A haven within the haven.

      False peace, though it was.

      Tiberius lifted his chin to the sky, watching the legion of Stormbringers head off into the rising sun. Their wings shone gold. Their features flashed in the light, too far away for him to make out the individual faces. They flew as one, the multitude of wings creating that distinctive sound. Still, he watched, some small part of him straining his eyes in the hopes that he could see one sylph amongst the storm.

      “Fly thee well, my child,” Tiberius said as the last of the sylphs winked out over the horizon, lost to the morning sun. He bowed his head and clutched his staff tighter. His son. Please, let his son live, he prayed. If anyone was still listening, that was.

      “Come along, old greyfeathers,” a young voice teased. Tiberius lifted his head and saw Mara, the youth charged with his care. She was strong and her wings mottled with shades of brown and gold. Her eyes shone like fire, bright against the charcoal-ash of her skin. She could have been Tiberius’ mate, Ysa, dead in war these many cycles past. The same war that had crippled his wings.

      “Watch who you’re calling greyfeathers,” Tiberius retorted, forcing a smile to his face. “I could still beat you in the Dalketh, whether you like it or not.”

      “As you say.” Mara smiled and slid her arm through Tiberius’, starting on the long walk back to the tower. It was a kindness, her willingness to stay with a grounded sylph when most of their people had flown off to war. Another war.

      “Do you ever regret your decision?” Tiberius asked quietly. Mara’s wings rustled, her feathers pulling together. Her expression, though, betrayed none of her anxiety or surprise. “Do not tell me that you have not considered the question, child. Nearly all sylphs of your age have since taken up the sword or the bow and the arrow. They have flown far and wide and seen the world even as they figh⁠—“

      “I am not alone in my thoughts on the matter,” Mara murmured. She flicked her eyes to Tiberius and he saw a well of deep sadness there. “The Council has asked me to speak on the situation. Me and several others.”

      “I had not realised that such feelings ran so deeply,” Tiberius said. He let out a slow breath, trying to lift his wings from trailing on the ground. There were several dead leaves hanging off the feathers. He gave up on the effort and let them gather what debris they would. It was a pointless battle. One of many. “The storm seemed so eager when they were preparing to fly yestereve.”

      Meritus had seemed so eager, his eyes the exact shade of his mother’s. Tiberius had almost begged his son to remain, to not leave him behind. Sylphs bred with great difficulty and Meritus was all that Tiberius had left.

      “Many wish for this journey to be the storm’s last. Many others know that it will be, in one form or another,” Mara breathed. The words hung in the air like moulted down, gently falling. Tiberius nearly stumbled, his feet catching on the tree roots as his mind gasped for relief.

      “They cannot be so certain of such a thing,” Tiberius said, pleading. Begging Mara to tell him something different, to tell him that it was not possible, not so. That the Watcher, that the spirits they praised could not be so cruel as to do what Mara was suggesting. To do this terrible thing, that others felt in their feathers.

      He would not shed tears if the storm was to be dissolved, if they were to retreat from the world and let it fall to ruin. But what Mara suggested was far from the reasonable dissolution of their fighting forces. She, and others who had such feather-sense, were implying something far worse. The fall of the Stormbringers. The end of the storm.

      Mara squeezed his arm, her wings brushing his. She knew he understood, and yet she still tried to shield him, her words merely politic. Gentle child.

      “The High Council has… decided to bring the issue up with the Chosen King. We cannot survive if things continue this way. And our efforts are so wasted, so futile. Not one year has passed since we last flew to end one of the wars of the humans and here is another already raging and calling for our intervention. What can we do against a people who are so bent on violence?”

      Tiberius hung his head. His wings drooped. How could he have missed this? How could he have not felt the oncoming doom in the pinions he still bore, despite their uselessness? Tiberius lifted his head, crying out.

      “You save him! You bring him home! Or we shall never again fight against the tide. We shall never again end a war of their own making. Save them all!” Tiberius touched his forehead to the staff he bore, letting out a sob. Mara placed her hand on his back, just between the point where his wings began. She waited until Tiberius breathed steadily once more.

      “Come, greyfeathers,” Mara said, her voice quiet, the teasing gone. “We must go light candles for them. We have our vigil to hold.”

      It would prove to be the last.
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      Ravenna stepped down the stairs into the lesser used parts of the Stone Tower. The stairs here were kept as clean and tidy as the rest of the parts of the tower, but she could see moss growing on the walls where the Intellecti rarely ventured, and their wings rarely brushed stone. This place was not kept so disused because of reverence at its contents, but out of a sort of primal fear. This was not one of their places of storage for the great tomes, able to be accessed by only the most senior Intellecti. This was not one of their round rooms of discussion, where they could debate and argue about history and facts as they pleased.

      This was a place of death.

      Ravenna passed a final turn on the stairs, then she entered into the lowest level attached to the tower. She was perhaps a hundred feet below the ground of Shinalea, in a cavernous and labyrinthine space little explored and oft forgotten. The floor was of that selfsame stone that formed the rest of the tower, but the walls and ceiling were of bone. Sylph bone. They were placed in intricate designs, with meaning hidden to all but the Intellecti, and even they had forgotten many of the designs over the generations. Or they had lost them on purpose, letting some things lie forever with the dead. The bones of many sylphs had been interred there. They were too numerous to count, but the chambers were vast and twisting, marking out the generations. Somewhere in there were her unborn nephew and her heart-father Tacitus, their bones pressed into the walls.

      She understood why very few sylphs ever ventured down here, where their wings could not reach the sky. Ironic, given that it would be the final resting place for them all.

      For the sylphs she was going to lead to war.

      “This is not a good idea," Ravenna said to herself. She wrapped her shadow-dark wings closer to her body and thought of all of the sylphs waiting above ground in the Aerial City for her. That night they were with their families or celebrating being alive, preparing for the inevitable bloodshed that was to come in the following morning. Still, they would wait for Ravenna to appear back amongst them, amongst the living, among the warriors. They were waiting for the monster that would guide them from the peaceful people they used to be into the throes of history that perhaps should have been left behind.

      They were up there, celebrating, waiting, not thinking about what was to come. Ravenna could do nothing but think.

      The sylphs did not have beings to worship, as the humans did. They did not think that there was some divine presence watching over them, intervening in their lives, or looking out for either their welfare or their doom. They believed in facts and history and things that could be measured, things that were known. They had built their entire society on such a philosophy. At that moment, though, Ravenna really wished there was someone she could talk to that was greater than herself. Who knew what was coming.

      "Tacitus," Ravenna said, passing her hands along the murals of bone. “This is not what you would have wanted for us. You never believed in any of the ancient stories about the Stormbringers or about the horrors that waited for us on the mainland. You never believed I came back compelled by violence to create more violence. Yet, tomorrow, I am going to destroy everything that you believe. I am going to lead our people into a war the likes of which we haven't seen in generations. I do not believe in the gods of humans, but I have to believe that you are out there somewhere, and that you understand why I did what I did. I have to believe that you understand what will happen to us after this…should we possibly survive.

      "I know that there are ancestors out there who have survived worse and then died of long life. I hope they will give me strength. We have already lost one sylph too many. Itonus was one of the best of us. He was strong and good and…and he died because I was foolish enough not to trust my own people. Not to tell them my heart. I don't know if I'll ever return to Shinalea. Even if I do make it through what's coming, I don't think this is the place for me anymore. I was never one of these people. They never needed me until now. And they won't need me in the future. But if I ever was part of these beautiful people, if ever I was a true sylph, then please help me."

      Ravenna ran her hands over the walls of bone, feeling the indentations in the skulls where eyes had once been. She felt the shape of the wings, the curve of the ribs. She wondered if Itonus was stripped bare of flesh before the sky, as he should be, or if Davorin had desecrated even that right. Would someone go to fetch his bones?

      One shard of bone from a wing caught her finger, a single drop of blood spilling out and staining the wall. She put her finger to her mouth and sucked away the liquid. If that was a sign from her ancestors, she wasn't sure whether it was the forewarning or a message of purpose. Ravenna wasn't hopeful on the outcome.

      Tomorrow she would lead the people to go fight the nightmares that haunted their history. Humans.

      Davorin. It was her fault that he was aware of the sylphs at all. If it had not been for her foolishness, the human would have easily gone his whole life without ever knowing the truth about sylphs, or she about humans. If that were the case, though, she would never have met Miska and Lenore, the people to whom she had given her heart and her loyalty. She would never have understood herself. She would never have learned what it meant to be a warrior, what she was capable of. Or what it meant to find a family. Would she truly give up all that she had found just to save her people, if the choice were presented? She did not know. That terrified her more than the upcoming war.

      The rustle of wing feathers startled her. Ravenna spun, reaching for the ever present blades at her back. She paused when she saw her sister Desarra, standing there in full battle regalia, with moulded leather armour, tight flying leathers, even a long knife at her waist. Her golden skin shone with health and with confidence and she had tied back her burnished gold hair in an elaborate twist, the crown of wings sitting on her brow. Her eyes glowed like the lamplight they reflected. Her posture was proud. Here was a queen, and Ravenna’s first instinct had been to fight.

      Kratos, the plump healer was beside her, wringing his hands together as though he hoped that all this could be avoided. His wings shuffled uncomfortably behind him.

      Ravenna bowed low, her wings almost touching the ground. "My Queen," she said, the sound more biting than she would have liked. She straightened. "I'm sorry. Everything is a bit…"

      “Your Stormbringers have requested that I call to pull out every container of mead that we have. I told them they can have half, so that their heads are not pounding tomorrow. I was informed, however, that you were not up there with them. Should I ask why you are instead keeping the dead company? Wings, Ravenna, this place is creepy. Pictures made from bone. And not even a breeze to ruffle the feathers. What are you doing down here?”

      Ravenna shrugged. Truthfully, she found the catacombs somewhat peaceful. Should she tell Desarra that the bones of her unborn son were down here? No, there was no need to bring back that haunted look to her sister’s eyes. “I was looking for something I did not find," she said. "It seems the voices of our ancestors have left me long behind.”

      Desarra hesitated. She opened her wings once and closed them, uncertain. "Is this another one of your human things that you picked up? Like…well…”

      "Like Miska My lover? My mate?” Ravenna had purposefully kept her relationship with Miska—a human—quiet, knowing that her people would not understand why it was that she gave her heart to him. First Crispinus then Desarra had found out. They, too, had kept it quiet, knowing that morale would be crushed if the other sylphs discovered that their leader, the one who was to have flown with them into an attack against the nightmares that were humans, loved one of those selfsame nightmares.

      Desarra winced.

      "The humans believe that there are gods and divine beings out there who watch them, who lend them their blessing if they worshiped them. These gods either love their followers unconditionally or are more petty than the humans they bless. I sought a different sort of solution. I thought that maybe if humans have their gods, those of us who went before could perhaps lend their advice."

      The wound on her finger throbbed.

      "Our ancestors do not speak," Kratos said, a certain finality in his voice even as he attempted to temper it with sympathy. "Not with voices that you can hear. They left us their tomes, their wisdom. And I found something that you might be interested in."

      "Another discussion of warfare? Another suggestion on how I can go get my people slaughtered?” Ravenna turned to the bone on the wall, her fingers tracing the drops of blood she had left there.

      "No, you have devoured all of those. You know more about warfare than anyone, perhaps living or dead. You shall see what good such knowledge does tomorrow and I cannot help you with that. No, this is something different, something for those of us who are staying behind. A vigil of candles to watch over the world. To keep spirits up. Apparently, when the last member of the Storm vanishes on the horizon, the sylphs left in the Aerial City and in the Stone Tower would light a whole fleet of candles. The largest to smallest, every candle in the city. The belief was that when the last candle went out, the Storm would return."

      "And if they did not?" Ravenna asked.

      Kratos smiled. He stretched his wings smugly and did his best not to preen. "There is no record of such a thing happening. I have had our candle makers preparing candles for a week now. Fear not, we will watch until you return."

      “And yet the Storm disappeared from history,” Ravenna murmured. The other two sylphs pretended not to have heard.

      "You will watch," the Chosen Queen said, fluffing her wings. "I will be accompanying my sister to the mainland. I will not let my people go into battle without me.”

      Ravenna spread her wings wide, the feathers rustling. “Are you insane?!"

      "Far from it, sister. I am simply doing what I said I would do those moons ago. Why else did you teach me to fight the Dalketh? I told you I would be on the battlefield. So do I intend to be."

      “I taught you to fight because I feared what you would do if I did not. It was not right for the Chosen Queen of her people to be unfamiliar in the art of war when I was training most of the population to fight to the death. It would not do if you were to be ignorant of such things. The High Council would have taken that as a sign of your incompetence and made you even more than a puppet than you already are. But to actually appear on the battlefield?" Ravenna scoffed, shaking her head. “You would die. Swiftly."

      Desarra straightened, her shoulders back, her wings wide, the golden tips nearly brushing the walls the way that Ravenna’s never could. She looked every part the Chosen Queen. Had the world been a fair place, she would be the one leading people to battle, not Ravenna, the flightless sylph no one liked but they all seemed to need. Things were never fair. Ravenna had learned that a long time ago.

      "You think me to be so incompetent you could just placate me? Lie to me and tell me that learning the Dalketh was worthwhile? That I was capable? Am I to watch my mate and my only sister, the only family I have left, go off without a chance of returning? You would have me sit here like a flightless wretch, unable to do anything but look pretty for the masses…I’m sorry. I didn't mean that—“ Desarra’s eyes widened, reflecting the torchlight even more. Ravenna noted that in the half-light of this place of death, the crown of wings and the colour of Desarra’s eyes were one and the same.

      She took a breath and broke gaze with her sister, placing a hand flat on the wall of bone. Perhaps if she could just get closer, then their ancestors might speak. Still, though, she was unsurprised when the only response was silence.

      "Do not think I don't see the irony in this. The flightless one is Warlord, leading the Storm in the battle. No, I did not teach you Dalketh to placate you. Nor do I believe you incapable. You could easily match any of the others in battle. But the truth is that many of them are going to die. No, I don't want you there. Do you know what it would do to our people, our society, if you were killed? We do not have enough remaining for Choosing as it is, not with so many to go to battle. The High Council would take over. The Chosen Monarchy would be dismantled. People would lose the one thing they have left.” Ravenna shook her head, dark hair obscuring her icy eyes. “They see me as a cruel sylph. As one who has seen death and encouraged it. I have blood on my hands and my wings are drenched. I am a killer. And that's what they need me to be. You? You are so much more. After this war, I will be nothing but a footnote in a tome. You will have to rebuild our society. Determine which direction we go. I can't do that. It's not my place. Even if I were in your wings, I could not do it. So don't go to the battlefield. I cannot order you. I am not your superior. But I as your warlord, as your sister, as the only one of us who has seen death and survived, I ask you not to go. I don't know what I would do if I lost you."

      The catacombs echoed with silence. Desarra paced the rooms, studying each bone, each design made out of the remains of her people. She looked at the healer and she looked at her sister. She folded her wings, carefully, gently, with grace. Then, she lifted her chin. "I will go with you. I will not fight on the battlefield, but I will be there at the encampment with the healers prepared and charged to deal with the injuries of the battle. I will not put myself in danger, for your sake, not for theirs. Because you asked me."

      Ravenna reached out and wrapped her arms around her sister, pulling her into a human hug. She had learned of this act from Miska, who had done the same to her and promised that all would be well. It was a testimony to that act that she still believed him. The sisters’ wings touched, and Desarra relaxed in her arms.

      "I don't want to do this," Ravenna whispered. “Wings, I would give anything to not have to do this. I’m scared."

      “That is what makes you more than a monster," Desarra breathed. She pulled back, and they were once more Chosen Queen and Warlord.

      Ravenna turned to Kratos, who watched with the awkward embarrassment of an Intellecti witnessing an intimate and personal act. “Light your candles. Prepare your tomes. The Stormbringers fly on the morrow. And we will return.”
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      It had been three days since Miska had made his grand declaration to Cavaris and the Elders of Hullgard that he would stand and fight without them, but his anger had not lessened. It was their fault that he was marching towards the Red Desert with nothing more than a magically enhanced bear as his familiar, and a young girl as his companion. He was not arriving with the army that he needed to help free his Queen and Ravenna. They had taken such hope from him and he had declared he would do battle alone, anger fuelling his path.

      Of course, by the third day, he had discovered that anger did not count for a whole lot. It did not create soldiers to fight at his side. It did not lend his weapons or his magic any further deadliness or ability. The fact was that Miska was going to have to help his people on his own and he was vastly outnumbered. Yes, he had magic, but so did Davorin. And yes, Beringer was worth certainly a whole slew of warriors on his own, but there were more than that to fight against.

      Miska would fight his battle, but he did not imagine it would last long.

      "I think that Beringer is having a hard time," Allora said, her face tilted up to Miska. Her white-blonde hair blew around her eyes and she tucked it away in annoyance. He saw her words because she was riding backwards before him on the bear’s shoulders, making sure that he could see her mouth and have a full conversation with her. After the first day of almost no talking, Allora had gotten bored and decided that this was far more entertaining. Now, he supposed that she was bored or hungry; there was little to do after three days march and she had not his fury. Why should she? Allora was but a child, indignant on his behalf but not fully understanding the cause.

      Miska patted the bear’s shoulders and sent him a mental command to stop. The two climbed down off his massive back and Miska saw that his young charge was right. The bear was panting more than he should have been given that they set a fairly easy pace for the day, having reached the foothills of the Iron Mountains. Beringer was able to move faster than a horse at a slow trot with just an ambling pace, but three days’ worth of travel was taking its toll. Miska, too, had noticed that things were growing more difficult. It was harder to think, harder to stay awake while Beringer lumbered steadily on towards their potential doom. Part of that was because of the heat that the desert seemed to emit, even not being fully summer. After overwintering in the Iron Mountains, returning to the familiar desert heat was more of a burden than Miska thought. He had abandoned his outer furs some thirty miles back.

      Reaching out with his fingers, Miska tapped one of the colourful threads surrounding Beringer and sent his magic to the bear. Had he been a normal sorcerer, one who could hear, the magic would have sounded like a song, a myriad of notes and tunes that he could conduct. Being deaf, he instead had to weave the magic into place. This particular spell would have Beringer shed most of his undercoat so that he wouldn't be overburdened by the heat of the desert.

      Miska almost wished he could do the same, but there was little more clothing he could shed and still remain decent. Allora alone seemed unbothered, though her white-blonde hair was darkened with sweat.

      A cloud of fur erupted from the bear. Allora bounced with joy, having caught a face full of the fluff, and brushed it off of her. Beringer snorted, obviously not thrilled with this turn of events. He lumbered a few feet away and dug his claws into the ground, showing his displeasure.

      “This will help, you great lout,” Miska grumbled, following after his charge. Beringer huffed, halfway to a boulder where he could scratch the itch of his fur away, instead letting his humans approach. They spent the next hour brushing out his fur coat with their fingers as best they could, leaving a massive pile of hair off the side of the trail that they had been using.

      After that, though, there was nothing else to do but to re-don their packs and prepare to move on. Even that brief respite had left Miska with a sour taste in his mouth. Would it be the last time they laughed together?

      Allora looked at Miska and frowned, her pack still on the ground and already gathering a layer of red desert dust. "When are we going to get there?" she whined, brushing a dusting of fur out of her hair.

      Instead of responding, Miska dug into his pack and pulled out some dried jerky and preserved fruits. He handed them to the young girl. She made a face, but scarfed down the food in any case. Their trail rations had been running a bit short since they started the journey, as Miska had thought that he would come upon small village or somewhere he could renew his supplies before meeting up with whatever remained of the Red Desert’s army. Reality had not been quite so forthcoming.

      "Are they going to be glad to see us?" Allora asked, her words muddled as she formed the words around the food. Miska made a face, which elicited a half-hearted smile. He leaned back against Beringer and shook his head.

      "I do not know. Cavaris said that my queen was not dead, that the armies had not been decimated, that the desert was faring as well as could be expected under the circumstances. But after what he did, I don't know how much of that I can believe. I can only hope that things are not as bad as I imagine them to be, and that we get there in time. When we do get there, I think that Lenore and her people will be glad to see us. You would be glad to see us, wouldn’t you?” Miska lifted Allora into his arms and spun her around before setting her back down. He couldn't hear the laughter, but he could see the smile and feel Beringer's rumbles of pleasure in the back of his mind. The bear was as fond of his heart-daughter as Miska was.

      “I think anybody would be glad to see us. Especially Beringer,” Allora said, brushing her tunic free from dirt and fur. She squinted up at Miska. “Except the enemy. They won’t be pleased to see us. Especially Beringer.”

      The bear—easily twice the size of even the largest of that same species that roamed the Iron Mountains, due to his magical connection with Miska—rumbled in agreement. Miska had to privately agree; there was little more terrifying than being run down by a creature like Beringer.

      "One of my friends is a queen," Miska said. "She was the leader of the Red Desert before the Salusian Empire came and took it over. You would like her. She was strong and proud and capable and kind. Just like you, but I think you might be prettier."

      Allora scoffed. "Who cares how pretty she is. I just want to know if she will let me fight. Me and Beringer would take them all down!”

      Miska sighed and chewed on one of the pieces of dried jerky so he would not answer right away. He handed the rest to Beringer. The bear could catch his own food, but the closer they got to the desert, the less he wanted his familiar far away from him. "We talked about this. I know you want to help. I know that you were there when Sisu and Asgeir helped to train me. I know that you want to help these people as if they were your own. But you are too young. You do not have the strength or the stamina to stand up against what we face. I expect you to be safe on the sidelines. And if anything should go wrong⁠—"

      "Nothing's going to go wrong. You told me so. And you have magic."

      "If something should go wrong," Miska repeated, placing a hand on Allora’s head, "then you are to return to Hullgard. Tell them what happened. Take shelter with Cavaris. You may not like it, but he will care for you."

      Allora made a face, but nodded. Perhaps she understood more than Miska thought.

      Miska didn’t like it, either. His feelings for the interfering dragon were far from benevolent at the moment. Cavaris had been against the war from the beginning, and had even gone so far as to sabotage the meeting with the Elders so that Miska would be forced to fight alone. No, not alone. He had Allora to buoy his spirit from the edge of the battle, and Beringer’s claws to fight beside him. And, with all hope, Ravenna and her sylphs. Together, they would free the Red Desert, Cavaris’ interference or no.

      A flash of emotion from Beringer's mind had Miska standing on the alert, threads of magic at the ready. Something had alarmed the bear, and Miska relied on his superior senses more than he had initially understood. He could hardly remember what it had been like before Beringer. How fragile, how empty his life had been.

      Allora paused, looking around and reaching to the knife at her belt. She froze. Her eyes widened and she ran off towards the direction Beringer faced. Miska let out a shout of surprise and used his magic to hold her back.

      Surely they couldn’t have come upon Davorin’s troops so early. Surely the Salusian Empire had not stretched so far in his absence.

      Fear leapt into Miska’s throat, making it hard to breathe.

      A lumbering figure appeared before them, wearing the light furs that were common attire for the late mountain spring. Miska recognised the long black hair with tiny braids and beads, the beard that nearly covered the man's mouth. He recognised the height, the stature, the left hand that had been cut off and covered with a plate of metal. Sisu. He had thought that Sisu had remained behind in Hullgard, that the man wouldn't want anything to do with him since he had failed Cavaris’ test and been unable to win the Elders’ approval. But here he was.

      “Sisu,” Miska said. He released Allora from the magic and walked forward without thinking to greet the larger man, clasping arms. Beringer shuffled up and nosed Sisu in the shoulder, making the larger man stagger. “What are you doing here? Did…did they change their mind?"

      The large man who had trained Miska in the Iron Mountains, who had taught him everything he knew about fighting and hunting, shook his head. "No, they did not change their mind. I am afraid that Cavaris has been too afraid for too long. I could not change his mind or even sway his opinion of you. But I would not stand by to see such an injustice done to you. Asgeir wanted to come also, but I persuaded him to stay behind and see if he could work on the conscience of the Elders. There is a fracture in our people, and I fear that this has only exacerbated it. My words with the Elders have certainly not helped at all. I doubt very much we will see any assistance from that quarter, but it is worth a try. Instead, I will make things better here as much as I can. So I came to help. Are you not glad to see me?"

      "Of course I'm glad to see you," Miska said. "You are worth a battalion on your own. But…No it doesn't matter now. We will face what awaits us and that is the end of it."

      To keep himself from having to hear more, to learn precisely how poorly he had fared in the eyes of the Elders, or how hopeless the situation was, Miska turned away so he wouldn't be able to read Sisu’s mouth or his hands. Beringer rumbled quietly in the back of Miska’s mind, the sound almost like words. It was so strange being able to hear inside his mind and not without, but he had grown somewhat used to it in the last seasons. The truth was, it was easier to focus on these mundane thoughts than was on what came ahead. If Cavaris had misreported anything, then Miska could be walking into a devastating aftermath of a war that had already been fought. He could be walking into the end of things. He could be walking into a trap. Who knew if his magic would stand up against the blood magic that Davorin wielded? There was too much uncertainty, and even having Sisu to fight at his side, Miska’s stomach turned.

      Sisu touched Miska’s shoulder and turned him so that the big man could be understood. "How much farther is it to your homeland?"

      Miska turned and surveyed the land around him. It was disturbingly familiar, even though he was mostly certain he had never before ventured into the foothills surrounding the Iron Mountains. A memory flashed in his mind and he saw the face of his childhood tormentor, the one who had ganged up on Miska and, with the help of his friends, beat him until he could hear no more. His village. The nightmare of his childhood. His village had been located in the cliffs just at the edge of the foothills. It was where the mountain met the desert, and it was a place that he had thought long forgotten. This place looked exactly like the hills surrounding his former childhood home. Miska had no idea of how far it was to there, or where he would have to go to find Lenore, but he was back home.

      The word burned in Miska’s mind more than he thought it would. It wasn't home without his friends, without Lenore, without Ravenna. Would he see her again? The winged being who had haunted his dreams. Would she meet him in battle and fight at his side?

      Miska turned to Sisu, who had lifted Allora onto his shoulders. "Half a day's journey at most. There will be a village soon, and from there we can determine where it is that we need to go."

      “Okay," Sisu said. He lifted Allora to Beringer’s shoulders, the bear still dropping clumps of fur, but moving far easier in the heat. Sisu nodded at Miska. “This is your terrain. Lead the way."

      "You may want to leave your furs behind," Miska said with a wry chuckle that he did not feel. "It's only going to get hotter."

      Sisu frowned, but did as Miska suggested. The man muttered something, which Miska understood simply because he was paying attention to the shape of his mouth. "It's not even full summer yet. How could it possibly get any hotter and not be summer?”

      "At least it's not snowing," Miska said. Without another word, he turned and marched off. Beringer, Allora, and Sisu followed behind. Like it or not, Miska was going home. To the village of his youth, but also to the Red Desert. He didn't know what he would face, but he would face it.

      He just hoped he would survive.
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      Lenore paced the cramped central room of the wood-and-mud house, one hand pressed against her protruding belly, the other against her back. Being pregnant was not an easy task. Being pregnant whilst conferring with the rebellion to try and remove her husband and his empire from her lands was far worse. And her bladder was feeling full. Again.

      Lenore huffed and turned, pacing in the other direction in the vague hope for relief.

      "My Queen," Vareis said, watching Lenore nervously from where she sat at the table with two other resistance leaders. Vareis had once been Lenore's training master, whipping the recruits into the army of the Red Desert into shape, and impressing upon them the duty which they were sworn to uphold. Now, she was ragged, worn, and conspiring with many of the other displaced peoples that the Salusian Empire had created when they took over the Red Desert and other surrounding kingdoms. Lenore was unsure whether the transition had been a good one for Vareis, whether she was as capable at helping to lead a rebellion as she had been at training an army. “Perhaps you should sit down, get some weight off of your feet. The talks might take some time."

      "I only have a short amount of time before my husband returns from his cloak making efforts," Lenore said. "You are fortunate that he is more interested in wearing a cloak of feathers than he is in keeping an eye on me. Tell me what it is that you have to say and move on."

      A squirrelly man sitting across from Vareis tapped his fingers nervously on the table. The resistance was meeting in one of the larger houses in the village where the army was currently camped. Davorin had been leading Lenore and most of the army on a grand progress throughout his new kingdom, to show off his wife and their pregnancy, as well as to inspect the people. What he had been doing in actuality was inspecting things and issuing orders that made no sense. As far as Lenore could tell, this grand progress was beginning to tear her beloved kingdom apart. Davorin was having weaving towns start mining, having olive growers start herding goats. None of it made any sense, and the people had been turning to Lenore to explain. She had no answers. And she knew that this could not last much longer, though, or her sacrifice to marry Davorin and protect the people of the Red Desert would be pointless. Her people would die without her help.

      The man swallowed nervously and took a drink of some precious water drawn from a well nearby. "We do not have sufficient numbers to take on the army. Our forces are busy with trying to get supplies together. We are attempting to gather weapons. There were rumours that the slave markets had been made into a weapons forge. That Jazer had vanished and the slaves had taken over and were preparing a rebellion of their own. But we can get no confirmation on this. Our supplies are⁠—"

      "You have been prevaricating about getting supplies for moons now," Lenore snapped. Under other circumstances, she would have tried to be more polite, more understanding, more subtle in her need to get the people to do what she wanted. But she was pregnant. And tired. She had just witnessed Davorin murder a sylph. The sylph had tried to kill Davorin, yes, but the way in which he had died, with magic choking the life from him, was too cruel to wish upon anybody. Lenore had hoped that this was not Ravenna's only foray against Davorin. That the flightless sylph she had come to call friend would return and fight and help Lenore with her people. Perhaps she shouldn’t hope. Perhaps she should find another way to fight. But the resistance was reluctant to commit any forces. And now, that dead sylph was having his wings plucked and the feathers sewn into a cloak for Davorin.

      "It is true that we have not moved as quickly as we would have liked," Vareis said carefully. She took the pitcher of water on the table and poured Lenore a glass. Lenore drank it gratefully, some of the water spilling upon her golden-brown skin. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, not caring one jot if it was anything but queenly. Vareis coughed nervously and continued. "However, many now under the thumb of the Salusian Empire would rather keep their heads down and obey their new masters. Their lives were not severely disrupted by the changing regime. Well, not until recently. Dagan had begun stripping the lands bare for his own purposes. Davorin initially seemed to have halted that, but things have changed once again and we do not know what it is that he wants. Under these circumstances, gathering food and weapons for a prolonged attack has been difficult."

      "If you do not fight with the few scattered pieces that my army has remaining, then Davorin will be left to his own devices," Lenore said flatly. The two resistance leaders winced, but said nothing. Vareis would not even meet Lenore's eyes. Lenore pressed both hands into the small of her back, hoping to relieve some of the pressure. It did not work. She sat, giving up on trying to reduce the discomfort.

      "I placed all my resources with you," Lenore said. "Everything I could possibly have access to under Davorin's careful watch has been put at your control. Are you telling me now that it was wasted? That you are going to stand by and do nothing while Davorin's madness spreads?"

      "Is he truly mad?" the squirrelly man asked. He looked at the walls as though they were closing in on him, or they were listening to every word they said. Lenore had been assured that this place was safe, that Davorin was occupied and that no one would be worried about her when she was not found immediately. Still, their time was short. "It is well known that he has obtained some sort of foul magic. But the thought was that this would simply make him more powerful. And he is powerful at that. Many of our people are afraid to cross him. But not simply because of the magic. His actions make no sense to us. It is like he is playing a chess game where he has control of most of the board and we only have a piece and can see but one move ahead. He is either incredibly intelligent and playing us all for fools, or…"

      "His moves make no sense to me either," Lenore said. She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. Before her unwelcome nuptials, she had kept her auburn copper hair in tiny braids. Now it was loose, and while she had grown somewhat used to the style, she still did not recognise the person who looked back at her in the silver mirror. Her fingers fumbled with the strands, loosely braiding a small section. She gave up a few moments later. Lenore sat back in the chair and sighed. "I have learned and studied statecraft my entire life. I have dealt with bureaucrats and with warlords and tribal leaders from farther away than I will ever go. I understand what it is to run an empire, a country, a kingdom. I understand economics and how the news travels. But I do not understand what
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