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Ten Years Ago

The Kingdom of Soreia

Tears trickled down Sonara’s cheeks as she crouched in the shadowy corners of the Soreian royal stables.

She’d awoken early that morning to find the word scraped in the sand between the aisles of stalls. Exactly where they knew she’d find it.


BASTARD



It had been gouged deep, as if drawn with the sharp edge of a warrior’s sword.

Many times, Sonara of Soreia wished the goddesses had never granted her life in her mother’s womb. For what was living, when you spent your days tucked away in the shadows, disowned and unwanted?

Sonara had scraped the awful word away with a mucking fork, then spent the rest of the morning cleaning out stalls, telling herself she wasn’t going to cry.

The damned tears came anyway, pesky drops that fell hard and fast the moment her brother entered the stables.

Soahm came as he always did: unannounced and disguised in a cerulean hooded cloak that did little to conceal his true identity.

Everyone knew the Crown Prince of Soreia.

He stood a few paces away, a pale mare nuzzling at his pocket, trying to uncover the hidden wintermints he’d purchased on his latest journey to the neighboring kingdom of the Deadlands. Soahm’s azure hair and eyes, deep as the sea, were the mark of Soreian purity; a trait that had passed down from generation to generation, marking the worthy from the not.

“If I were you,” Soahm said as he stroked the mare’s nose with a bejeweled hand, “I’d consider it a blessing that mother doesn’t look upon you at all. Some days I swear the goddesses are punishing me beneath her wretched stare.”

Mother.

Sonara flinched at the word.

“Careful,” she said softly. She glanced over her shoulder, where a quiet stablehand hauled hay around the corner. A chorus of nickers followed after it, steeds poking their heads out of stall windows in hope of sneaking a bite. “You’re speaking words of treason, Prince.”

But the stablehands and grooms were sworn to secrecy. Their very lives, their children’s lives, depended upon it. The last one who’d uttered a word of Sonara’s lineage was still displayed as an ornament upon the palace gates.

“Perhaps,” Soahm said. He shrugged out of his cloak and placed it on a bridle hook just outside the nearest stall. The mare huffed at it, then stuck her head over the polished gate and promptly removed it with her teeth. The cloak tumbled to the sand in a heap, the fine silk worth more than an entire year’s worths of wages for Sonara. Soahm sighed as he lifted it from the sand, a golden chain dangling from his throat as he shook out the dust. “But these aren’t the words of the crown prince. They’re the words of an older brother, who is doing his utmost to comfort his little sister.”

“That could be treason, too,” Sonara said. “Calling me such a thing.”

The crown prince held his arms wide. “Then let the queen send me over the cliffs to my death. I don’t fear the Leaping. And besides, when Rhya takes the crown in my stead and spends half the kingdom’s wages on flagons of liquor and ladies in waiting, mother will be begging the goddesses to pull me back from the depths.” He flashed that summertime smile of his. “You’re my sister, Sonara. You always will be, regardless of how much shared blood runs in our veins.”

He’d meant the words as a comfort. But Sonara sniffed, and more tears slipped from her eyes. They were darker than Soahm’s crystalline blue; a brown so deep they were almost black, her pupils scarcely visible in the dim light of morning.

She holds the darkness of night in her eyes, her mother’s voice whispered into her memories. The darkness of a demon.

“Don’t waste your tears,” Soahm said. He gently patted her shoulder, then tucked her long braid behind her ear. The strands caught in a ray of sunlight peeking through the gabled stall window, revealing the natural smudges of muddy brown mixed with pure Soreian blue. “Not on a single one of them.”

As he spoke, Sonara saw the royal family in her mind, the outline of the Queen, a shimmering crown perched atop her blue braids. And the three other half-siblings, all manicured menaces whose hearts had never known softness, never longed to show compassion. Not like Soahm.

“Easier said than done,” Sonara answered.

Soahm was older by several years. He’d traveled all across the continent, visiting the neighboring kingdom of the Deadlands, even traveling so far as the White Wastes up north. He’d seen other castles and cultures, dined with kings and queens and learned to wield a sword as any Soreian warrior should. He bore the weight of their kingdom’s future upon his shoulders, for someday, their mother’s crown would become his.

Soahm knew a great many things. But he would never truly understand what it was like to bear the burden of bastard.

It was whispered behind Sonara like a devil’s hiss in the city streets.

It sung wickedly to her each night in her dreams, when the wind sighed and the stars came out to shed their light on the kingdom below.

Sonara was a child without a known father to claim her, with a royal mother who’d never wanted to bear her at all.

“Well,” Sonara said, as her tears dried up. “I’ve work to do, and seeing as you’re here…”

“Fine,” Soahm said. “But I’m not going anywhere near Duran.”

Sonara raised a brow. “Scared, princeling?”

Almost as if in response, a great boom exploded against the stall door at the edge of the aisle.

Sonara clicked her teeth and went to soothe the source of the noise.

Duran, a beautiful beast with a coat the color of desert sand, mane and tail deep as blackest night, stood at the stall door, pounding his wide hoof against the gate. The entire stable seemed to shake with each kick. Some of the other steeds whinnied or snorted in response, their ears twitching this way and that. Dust kicked up outside Duran’s stall, the lock doubled to ensure he wouldn’t escape.

“That’s enough now,” Sonara said, as she stopped just out of his reach.

The beast looked at her with eyes that glowed as red as the bleeding suns.

He was in the last few months of being a young steedling. His dark heavily feathered legs had grown stronger, his back broader, his thick neck arched and noble. Soon, he’d be fitted for armor with the rest of the young steeds. They were a tougher, broader breed than the royal procession, bred for war instead of elegance. For death instead of life.

Sonara reached into her pocket and plucked out one of Soahm’s wintermints.

“Don’t bite me, beast,” she warned him. “Or I’ll bite you right back.”

Duran’s ears flattened against his head. But he promptly lipped the mint off of her palm, crunching it down before releasing a wintry huff in her direction.

“I can’t believe you touch that thing,” Soahm said, eyes wide.

“Steed,” Sonara corrected him. “He’s harmless.”

“Tell that to the rider whose back he broke last week.”

Sonara’s stomach sank at the thought of Duran’s future. As soon as he could be tamed, he’d join the steed army, paired with a warrior who’d ride with a heavy hand, a blue sword at his or her side.

She’d likely never see him again, and it was that thought that hurt, strangely, worse than any words of cowardice the royal siblings could scribble in the sand.

“I have half a mind to take Duran and ride far away from here,” Sonara said as she undid both locks and entered the stall, pushing Duran back a few steps. He tossed his head but relented as she clicked her teeth and stared him down. The beast stilled as she ran a brush across his back in steady strokes, even going so far as to lower his head to her. Sonara sighed and gave him another mint. “Imagine, the life he and I would have in the Deadlands. Freedom, Soahm. As wild as the winds.”

Soahm chuckled from the stall across the aisle. “You, in the Deadlands? If you don’t die of starvation or thirst or getting lost in the endless sands, you’ll definitely die of an attack by outlaws. The desert has eyes, Sonara. And they’re always watching, waiting for their moment to strike.” He shivered as if his memories of traveling to the neighboring kingdom were more than enough to set him on edge. “And their king, I might add, is one who thirsts for blood. He sits upon a throne of bones.”

“Laugh all you wish, Prince.” Sonara tossed him a glare worthy of any war mare. “But I’m plenty capable of surviving anywhere. Outlaws be damned.”

“Are you?” Soahm crossed his tan arms over the stall door, gemstone rings glinting in the stray tendrils of sunlight. “Prove it.”

Sonara weighed the onyx brush in her hand. Before he could react, she hurled it at him. It spun, bristles over back, until it landed with a dull thud against Soahm’s chest.

It left nothing more than a smudge of dirt against his tunic before it fell to his polished boots.

“Terrifying.” He arched a blue brow.

“I warned you.”

“You’ll need a name, if you’re to be a dangerous outlaw.”

“Sonara the Shadowrider,” she mused, catching the brush as Soahm tossed it back to her. Duran huffed and shifted his weight as if he were tired of their game.

“Too obvious,” Soahm said. “Something more sinister. Sonara the Stabber? You’d carry a warrior’s sword, of course.”

She snorted back a laugh as she brushed Duran. “That’s ridiculous. I’m no weaponsmaiden.”

They paused as a commotion rose outside the carved stable windows. Murmured voices of distant onlookers mixed with the soft sigh of seashells dancing among braided wind chimes. Cheers rose up as hoofbeats pounded against the sand, and a conch blew in three long blasts. Sonara paused to glance outside Duran’s stall window as the royal procession snaked past.

Warriors rode on the backs of glamorous steeds as they escorted the Queen of Soreia towards her towering fortress at the ocean’s edge.

Sonara glared from the shadows as Queen Iridis rode past. Her long hair was loose, a brilliant natural blue that hung in long coils down her back. “She makes the steeds’ sides bleed from whipping them,” Sonara said.

Sonara groomed and fed all the young steeds. She helped train them when allowed, and though Duran was especially stubborn, and though he didn’t like to listen, he’d stolen her heart all the same, far more than any of the other steeds ever had.

“Do you know how many of them she’s turned sour?” Sonara sighed and felt Duran’s hot breath on her neck as he drew her attention away from the window.

It was as if he could sense her mood dropping, sense the light within her fading the more she stood in her mother’s presence.

Sonara dug her hands into Duran’s mane. “If the devil of a woman ever touches you, Duran…”

“That’s it!” Soahm cried out. He clapped his hands together just outside the stall door, so loudly that Duran skittered sideways at the sudden sound.

“Some War Steed you’ll make,” Sonara murmured with a smile. Duran’s ears flattened as if he very much disagreed.

“The Devil,” Soahm said, crossing his arms atop Duran’s stall door. “Someday, Sonara, you’re going to become the She-Devil, riding on Duran’s back, spreading hell across Dohrsar. And don’t forget the sword.”

He reached to his hip, where his blade was held.

Lazaris; the blade of their ancestors. A sword Soahm had trained with since he was only a boy, beautiful in its simplicity. The blade was solid black, with a strip of Soreian blue steel running down the middle, cool as a river.

The sword was once their mother’s, wielded as she slew her way to the crown. But Soahm had been gifted Lazaris upon birth, a sword he’d finally grown into with age. Sometimes, Sonara watched from the stables as Soahm trained with the royal weaponsmaidens, who forged blue Soreian steel into weapons capable of withstanding a lifetime of warriors’ hits.

When Soahm held Lazaris in the bright light of day, practicing on the elevated castle grounds in full view of the citizens, Sonara hid in the shadows of the stable, and mirrored his motions with a mucking fork.

At night, he trained with her on the Devil’s Dunes, the twin moons their only watching eyes. She was not skilled, by any means.

But holding Lazaris gave her a reason to believe in herself.

For what was a sword, without a warrior to wield it? Perhaps someday, she’d be strong enough, skilled enough, to earn her own weapon.

“Lost in your thoughts, She-Devil?” Soahm asked, drawing Sonara’s attention away from Lazaris. The Queen’s procession faded away and the sound of chewing steeds took its place. A red bloodfly buzzed past Sonara’s ear.

“Not quite,” she said, and swatted the bloodfly away. “No, I don’t think that’s the right name. The She-Devil? It doesn’t have much of a ring to it. But it was a worthy try.”

Soahm sighed. “I’ll figure it out eventually.” He turned over a water bucket and sat down on it to keep her company while she worked, his chin propped upon his ringed hands.

“Tired already?” Sonara asked, tossing the brush at him again. “You’re becoming lazy, princeling.”

“She-Devil,” Soahm said with a wink as he stood to help her. “Definitely a She-Devil.”
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Sonara leaned against the rough edge of a round pen, watching the royal trainers with longing in her eyes.

Duran had already thrown three riders from his back, his tail fountaining behind him in silkiest black as he pranced, feathered legs dancing with each pound of his hooves against the sand.

The day was uncomfortably warm. The scent of steed sweat mixed in with the nearby smell of the sea. Across it, a pasture of golden seagrasses waved in the wind, the sky above darkening. A storm would soon arrive from far across the sea. It would crash onto the shore like a maelstrom, and everyone in Soreia would head inside.

“Easy, Yima!” the head trainer shouted. “Don’t give him too much control of his head, or you’ll be thrown, too! We should head in. Call it for the day.”

Yima was one of the finest riders, from a noble family of steed breeders in eastern Soreia. Sonara watched from outside the pen, clicking her tongue as Yima, heavy in her blue scaled armor, climbed atop Duran’s back.

And dug her heels in deep.

“Not so easy,” Sonara murmured beneath her breath.

She saw the telltale shift as Duran’s ears flattened against his head, nostrils flaring.

Yima yanked on the bit as she clicked her own teeth at him. The steed’s sides were already bleeding from countless riders and spurs, his breath heaving as he fought against their control.

Sand kicked up against Sonara’s legs as Soahm appeared at her side, blue robes flapping in the wind.

He often left the castle during morning hours, but she hadn’t seen him in days. Their mother kept him in the castle for hours on end. Taking requests, calling on visitors, learning the ins and outs of what it meant to lead a kingdom, a whole room full of ancient councilmen and women droning on and on about goddesses only knew what.

It was a life Sonara had never wanted. Deserved? Half of her blood said yes.

But wanted? That was a very different sort of thing. She would rather stand here now, hair unbound and face freckled from the sun, the kiss of the sea upon her tanned skin. And the sound of hoofbeats pounding in time with her heart as Yima tried to gain control of Duran.

“I stopped by the betting house this morning,” Soahm said softly as he watched the steed crow-hop past. “I placed ten gold coins on Duran.”

“People are betting on whether or not he’ll be tamed?” Sonara sighed. The steed’s reputation had spread across the capital, then. “Well, for what it’s worth, I’d bet on him, too. He’s going to throw her. Any moment now.”

Soahm shrugged and leaned over the railing. “Looks like she’s got it under control to me. But, ah… isn’t watching Yima’s impending doom a fine way to spend your birthday?”

“My birthday,” she said with a frown.

She’d nearly forgotten.

Soahm laughed. Then he frowned, too. “I forgot to bring you a gift.”

“No gifts,” Sonara said.

Soahm looked at her as if he disagreed.

“No gifts, Soahm,” she said again.

“Of course,” he said with a wry smile, and pointed back at the round pen. “The height of the show.”

Duran snorted and huffed, tossing his deep black mane. Sweat foamed upon his neck and chest as he fought against Yima’s commands.

“I call it in three,” Sonara said. She winked at Soahm and held up three fingers.

Across from them, Yima dug in her heavy-booted heels and pulled the reins sharply to the right. Duran’s head turned with her, his body following chase… but Sonara could see him fighting, chomping at the bit.

“Two.” She dropped a finger.

“You’d better be right,” Soahm said.

Sonara smiled as Yima made the gravest mistake of all. She looked away from Duran’s head, for only a moment, as a flock of fowl soared past, searching for refuge from the oncoming storm.

Sonara pointed her remaining finger inside the round pen. “One.”

Yima’s body took to the sky as Duran launched her off his back.

She hit the sand with a heavy thump, armor clinking as the beast pranced to the corner of the round pen. He snorted and stomped his front hoof into the sand, proud as only a young steed could be.

“No one will tame this demon,” the head trainer said with a growl, while the others standing around, who’d been so hopeful before, groaned and booed as Yima brushed her armor off.

“I could,” Sonara said softly.

Soahm turned around, leaning his back against the round pen as he looked at her. “Truly?”

“The trainer is a fool. He’s not meant to be tamed,” she said. “His spirit is as wild as the wind.”

Some days she swore she could feel it, almost sense it in the gentle huff of his breath, when they sat alone in the stall, hidden from the judgemental eyes of the world.

Duran was like her.

Different to the others.

Misunderstood, because he didn’t fit into their perfect Soreian mold.

“So what would you do differently, then, little sister?” Soahm asked.

Sonara smiled, tilting her chin towards the oncoming storm. The clouds were darkening now, rolling above the angry waves in the distance, where sky met sand and sea.

“For starters, I’d ride him without that heavy armor. Right when the rain hits.”

Soahm laughed, for when it came to riding unarmored on a beast as fierce as Duran, that most certainly sounded like a death wish. Couple the storm with it, and any steed’s attitude would change.

But Sonara had sensed Duran’s fighting soul from day one. He was born too early, a squalling and scrambling thing, scrawny legs and thin neck and a mare that did not have enough milk to sustain his endless hunger.

“He won’t survive the week,” the royal horsemaiden had said, considering the beast a burden.

But Sonara had refused to give up on him.

She did not sleep for days, so focused was she on filling him with donor’s milk. Bottle after bottle, she’d sustained him.

Duran grew quickly. He cheated death, and in the months after, Sonara spent countless hours grooming him, whispering her hurts and her pains into his fuzzy ears. Kissing him on his velvety snout. Sometimes, soaking her tears into his neck in the dark of night, when her problems surfaced and her demons tried to reel her in. Her soul always felt lighter in his presence. Like he was taking some of the burden off her back and placing it upon his own.

Sometimes, she swore he looked into her eyes and saw through to her soul.

He didn’t know what she was, a bastard without a true call to a crown.

He just knew that she was his. He’d claimed her heart from the moment she laid eyes on him.

And he was hers.

“Then I’d open these blasted gates,” Sonara said louder now, watching Duran’s dark-tipped ears flick towards the sound of her voice. “He was not meant to be confined to a pen.” His head turned to her and his blazing red eyes fell upon her face in recognition. He tossed his mane and pranced across the sand, snorting as he stopped before her. Sonara held out a hand, feeling his warm breath dissolve against her skin. Home, her heart whispered. “Then I’d turn him towards the crags, where the seagrass catches the breeze. I’d give him his freedom, allow him to think with his own head instead of a bit. We’d run until the storm broke. I wouldn’t slow him. And when he grew tired…” she smiled, thinking of the freedom, “we’d stand on the edge of the crags, watching the horizon where the sky meets the sea.”

Silence.

Then laughter, as Yima stalked over, catching Sonara’s gaze.

“The groom thinks she can do better than a cadre full of riders.”

“I don’t think,” Sonara shot back. The wind blasted her hair back from her face. “I know I can.”

The other trainers standing around laughed. But Soahm…

“A gift, Sonara,” he said softly.

He winked at her, just before he stepped forward and lowered his hood from his head. The crowd gasped, the riders dropping to their knees as they realized the Crown Prince of Soreia was in their presence. His blue curls lifted as a gust caught the strands. The storm wind pulled at the fabric of his cloak, tugged at the heavy chain around his neck and the black stone dangling from it, sealed carefully in a ring of forged gold.

For centuries, the amulet had been in the royal family, passed down from generation to generation, from one heir to the next, marking the successor to the Soreian throne. There was no story behind the stone. Only that it was ancient, that it once belonged to the very first Soreian queen, who’d always seemed to know how to find favor with her people. Beloved. Admired.

She wore the stone upon her neck until the fading sands of time called her home.

“You’ll let Sonara inside the pen,” Soahm commanded, that very same stone hanging from his neck. He placed his palm over Lazaris’ pommel. “Give her a chance.”

The gate opened with a creak as the storm rumbled overhead.

Sonara stared at Soahm blankly.

Go on, he seemed to say, with a nod of his head.

She swallowed, heart racing as she stepped slowly inside. Gently, she removed Duran’s bridle and looped it over the railing. She ran her hands against Duran’s side, as if she were running a brush across him. Easy, so easy, she stepped closer.

“You and me,” she whispered.

Murmured laughter sounded behind her, but she paid the riders no heed. She was used to drowning out the sounds of the world, the whispers. The lies.

Soahm gave her a leg up, and as she gently settled atop Duran’s back, armorless and light as the air around them… something in her soul felt like it was home. Soahm commanded the gates be opened. They creaked with a warning groan, as if even the gates knew she should stop.

But Sonara leaned forward and dug her fingers into Duran’s thick mane, heart hammering in time with his.

“You’re sure about this?” Soahm said.

“I’m sure,” Sonara said. She nodded, and stared between the tips of Duran’s ears, right into Yima’s judging eyes. Something inside of her seemed to shift. “I am not afraid.”

Duran’s ears flicked backwards, as if he’d heard her words.

Then the gates swung wide, and Sonara’s stomach shot into her throat as Duran leapt into a lope, practically becoming one with the wind.

Hold on, Sonara told herself. Don’t you dare let go.

They soared past Soahm, and Sonara heard his cheers mixing with the others. The prince leapt and clapped as he yelled, throwing all formality to the sky as he screamed, “Ride, Sonara, ride!” His amulet bounced on his chest, thunder cracking as the storm finally released its wrath on the world.

Rain fell in sheets across her eyes, but Sonara no longer cared. For she and Duran were now one with the storm, furious. Untethered, as they left the castle grounds.

Together, they ran…

And they did not look back.

A gift, Soahm had said.

The greatest one he could ever give.






Five Months Later

Sonara found him at the ocean’s edge.

The suns were just setting, a double green flash as they sank out of view beyond the furthest stretch of sea.

Seated on the sand, toes not far from the lapping waves, was Soahm.

A mere speck in the distance, she hadn’t seen him in weeks, not since the battle. Not since he’d returned home, wounded from a skirmish in the neighboring Deadlands, his leg torn open and bloodied as he lay in the back of a soldier’s cart.

“Slow, beast,” Sonara murmured to Duran now, leaning back a bit.

The steed dropped to a calm walk, responding to the motion of her body. She’d trained him to respond only to the pressure of her legs, to the click of her tongue, to the shifting of her weight or a gentle murmur of a practiced command.

The trainers had called her a fool, at the beginning. But now the bastard girl of Soreia had become the beast’s master. And perhaps one of the finest riders the kingdom had to offer.

“Go on,” Sonara murmured as she stopped Duran and slid down from his back. “Eat your fill.”

His nostrils flared as he trotted off towards the dunes, fresh pale seagrass waving atop it. Soahm’s mare was already there, happy as could be. The wind blew, carrying her scent down the hillside, and Sonara swore she could feel a bit of peace wash over her.

Her footsteps were drowned out by the crashing sea as she approached her brother. The prince was busy sketching, the back of his left hand turned dark from smudges of charcoal. She rarely saw him without those telltale smudges. The moon was out in full tonight, a beautiful blue that cast a cool glow across the beach.

“What are you doing all the way out here, Soahm?” Sonara asked.

They were nearly an hour’s ride from the castle, on the fringes of the freelands where herds of wild steeds still roamed. He often came out here, to think. To enjoy the silence, without their mother barking commands, or filling his list with countless princely duties.

Sonara wouldn’t know a life like that. And in that, at least, she was grateful for her separation from the ones she could have called family.

“Sonara.” Soahm sighed her name in greeting.

She could sense the sadness in him, as deep as the ocean floor. He tossed a lilac shell into the sea. “I can’t lead this kingdom the way she wants me to.” He glared at his injured leg, splayed before him in a splint. Beside him, a discarded crutch that had become his constant companion. “I’m broken, Sonara.”

“Broken?” Her dark eyes widened. “You’re injured, Soahm. That’s a far cry from broken. You’ll heal.”

“There’s a chance I won’t.” Soahm looked at her fully, and his blue eyes, so unlike hers, were rimmed with red. “The healers say it’s possible that I’ll never fully recover. The people want a warrior, Sonara. Like our mother. They want to know that their future king will rule with sword and shield, will not balk or falter in the face of his enemies. I cannot give them that.”

“Perhaps you never could,” Sonara said with a shrug.

Those blue eyes widened ever more.

She held up a hand and offered him a gentle smile. “You’re not like that, Soahm. Before the injury, after it… it’s never been you. If they want a king like that, they can move north to the Deadlands, and bow at Jira’s feet. Or worse, to the White Wastes, and praise the ice queen.”

Soahm frowned, his brow furrowing. “You think me weak?”

“The opposite,” Sonara said. “I think you’re strong. But in a different way. Perhaps a better way…” She considered for a moment, as a distant pod of sea wyverns splashed their tails above the waves. “Yima rides with heavy heels. The steeds respond, but they don’t respect her.” Sonara reached out, and scooped up a handful of sand, letting it fall through her fingertips. The grains danced away on the wind. “The people want someone they can respect, and it isn’t always earned with a warrior’s sword. Give them a reason to follow you. Give them a leader they can be proud of. Bend a knee to their level, and show them you understand their struggles, their worries and fears, that you care about filling their bellies and giving their children a safe place to learn and play and sleep.”

“But how can I do that?” Soahm asked. “How can I do that like this? The Great War ended when Jira rose to power, but skirmishes still rise. There is still unrest on the borderlands.”

Sonara grabbed her brother’s hand and squeezed it, forcing him to pay attention. To look at her clearly, with her muddied blue hair, her dark eyes, her differences that marked her as a bastard. The lowest of the low. “See them, Soahm. All of them, not just the wealthy and the nobles. See them all, the way you have always seen me.”

He squeezed her hand back, then let it go. They sat together for a time, watching the stars wink down from the sky. Behind them, Duran had crossed to the hills, his face buried in the seagrass as he filled his ever-hungering belly.

“Let’s walk,” Soahm said. His voice was a bit lighter, the heaviness replaced by what Sonara felt was, perhaps, hope.

She reached out a hand to help him stand. He took it gratefully, a prince that was never too proud, and together they walked, their cloaks dancing behind them in the wind. In the distant sky, a star was falling, a trail of glitter in its wake.

“I’ve spent more time sketching,” Soahm said. “Mother doesn’t know, of course. She’d slay me herself if she thought I was wasting my time sketching when I could be studying.” He reached into his cloak pocket and pulled out his leather-bound journal. On the front, a stamped insignia of a rearing steed. He flipped through the pages until he landed on a sketch of a warrioress, seated atop Duran.

“It’s me,” Sonara said.

She smiled.

“The She-Devil,” Soahm said with a wink. “Keep it.” He passed her the journal. “I have plenty. Try your hand at a sketch, Little Sister. It’s kept me busy during my recovery.”

Sonara laughed, for she’d never been able to sit still enough to sketch, but she tucked the journal into her cloak anyway, to humor him. She was about to suggest they turn back, her body growing tired, when the star in the distance caught her eye again.

Stars didn’t fall quite like that, cutting through the night like a beacon.

“Do you…” Sonara pointed. “Do you see it?”

Soahm followed her gaze through the sky, the light reflecting upon the black sea. It drew ever closer, the brightness intensifying until she saw that it was not a star.

Rather, it was a shape, a blazing trail of fire beyond it. A shape that looked like the head of an arrow, slicing through the sky; metallic. Not of this world.

The wind kicked up, gusting towards her as a rumble sounded from the object, shooting across the sky like a war drum.

Sonara’s blood felt cold, her heartbeat rising to her throat. Danger. She felt it, a sickness spreading through her gut. Behind her, Duran and the mare cried out, then galloped over the hills, out of sight.

“Run,” Sonara whispered. She gripped Soahm’s hand, her nails digging into his skin as fear overcame her. “Soahm, run!”

She turned, tugging him along with her. The beach was a wide expanse of sand spreading into the dunes beyond. Nowhere to hide, nowhere to bury themselves in the shadows, except…

The cave on the edge of the Devil’s Dunes.

A burial ground for the dead, a sacred space that was not to be disturbed, and yet Sonara found herself tugging Soahm towards the yawning black mouth of it, the safety of darkness calling them home.

“Slow down!” Soahm yelled. He stumbled, but Sonara tugged his hand harder, her fear a living thing inside of her now.

Run, it beckoned. Run, and do not slow down.

She had always been smaller than most, lithe and used to working long hours in the stables. She pushed herself, legs burning as she trudged through the deep sand.

Behind her, the object closed in, screaming from the sky as the winds kicked up. She looked overhead as light flared. She saw only metal, like a great beast in the sky, a crimson bird painted upon its belly.

At some point her sweaty hand slipped from Soahm’s. She reached the mouth of the cave, darkness swallowing her up, safety wrapping its arms around her as she disturbed the domain of the dead.

She turned in time to see Soahm hit the sand. For a moment, her panic cleared at the sight of him, his crutch discarded, his hand reaching for her.

But fear snapped its angry jaws, freezing Sonara in place as her entire body shook. Soahm sruggled to his feet, then cried out in pain again.

He was crawling now, his leg splayed at an awkward angle behind her.

“Sonara!”

She saw his lips move, forming her name. But she could not hear him over the screeching of the metal beast in the sky.

She took a step forward, her whole body so seized in fear that her legs felt leaden.

Another step. She could do this. She could save Soahm. She reached out her hand, leaving the shadows just as a beam of blue light erupted from the belly of the beast. It surrounded Soahm, lifting him from the sand. He screamed and thrashed, trying to escape, but he was powerless to the beam’s hold, as if it were some dark, powerful magic. His arms stretched, his amulet dangling from his tunic, shining in the beam as the beast’s great metal belly yawned wide, pulling him inside before slamming back shut.

Soahm was gone.
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The floor beneath the Queen’s dais was bathed in blood.

It was a cool night, steam still rising from the rivers of crimson that had pooled between the pearlescent green tiles. They came to a stop at the edge of the throne room, where rows of soldiers stood guard, swords and spears in hand. Behind them, a thick crowd stood watching the public trial.

All had been called to file in, to boo and jeer and stomp their feet as Queen Iridis charged the Bastard Girl of Soreia with the murder of the crown prince.

“You will never shed your filth on this kingdom again,” Iridis said. She lifted a hand in command. Another lash of the whip followed. The sharpened prongs tore Sonara’s skin away in bleeding chunks, dragging through muscle down to bone. “You will spend the rest of your days wandering the planet alone like the bastard you were born as.”

“I didn’t kill the prince!” Sonara screamed. She hardly recognized her own voice, as if her vocal cords had been ripped to shreds with each scream following the lash of the whip.

The crowd began to boo, spitting as they stared at Sonara with disgust in their eyes. The skin on her back was torn to ribbons; the blood that was half-Soahm’s pooling around her body. Gone. Soahm was gone.

Some, watching from the sides, held hands to their faces, horrified as the Queen’s guard slung the whip again. Blood and bits of flesh rained upon the floor.

But they hadn’t uttered a word in her defense. Nothing to lay claim to the fact that they might have seen the great metal beast falling from the sky, lighting up the night like a beacon before it took Soahm.

Sonara hadn’t known true pain, hadn’t known agony, until this moment. She became only the rush of hot blood running down her back, knew only the wicked kiss of the whip as it feasted on her skin.

How many times would her mother order her flayed? How many strokes of that whip would she endure, before death stole her away?

It was a mercy she would have begged for, had she the strength to utter the words.

She’d come to the castle last night to save him. She’d ridden from that hellish beach as fast as Duran could carry them both. She’d burst through the gates, his hooves pounding across the cobbles like a war drum, not caring about the citizens diving out of the way, or the soldiers standing guard, the weapons they’d pointed as they’d commanded her to halt.

Nothing else mattered, for the crown prince was gone.

Up, and away, into the silent skies, as if he’d never existed at all.

Beneath the moon, Sonara had pleaded with the guards to wake her mother, and by the grace of the goddesses, the queen had come, wrapped in robes, her face gaunt as she listened to Sonara sob the truth of Soahm’s taking.

Iridis hadn’t believed her.

She’d placed the blame of Soahm’s disappearance upon Sonara, refusing to believe her tall tale of a great metal beast soaring down from the night skies.

Now, Sonara lay dying,

“He was my firstborn. The heir to the Soreian throne,” the queen said. She stood atop the dais, her voice ringing out across the throne room, sickeningly calm. “You killed him. For that, you will die.”

The whip came down again.

“Bastard!” the crowd shouted. “The Bastard Girl of Soreia!”

Another lash.

“You have no name,” the queen said.

Skin, torn away from Sonara’s muscles.

“You have no kingdom.”

Muscles, torn away from her bones.

And then the sentence came.

“Tonight,” the queen said, as silence swept across the throne room, “you will die.”

In her mind, Sonara escaped to thoughts of the girl Soahm had once spoken of: the She-Devil, the dream she should have grabbed ahold of when they’d thought it up together in the stables. She should have run far, far away.

Her other half-siblings, the princes and princesses of Soreia, stood with their arms crossed on the dais, the fringes of their robes flecked with her blood. They watched, unwavering as their mother beat Sonara to the end of breathing.

They left just enough life in her to perform the Leaping.

At dusk, Sonara was placed on an open wagon and carted to the edge of the kingdom in full view, so that the watching crowd could gaze upon the fate of a kingdom’s traitor.

They gathered and grew and followed to the edge of Cradle’s Cliff. It towered so high the clouds kissed it, moistened the earth like it had been covered in a blanket of winter’s breath. The ocean raged against the rocks below, sea-spray erupting in the air where it was picked up by the wind.

The salt air stung as it landed on Sonara’s open back. Her vision flitted from dark to light as the cart wheels groaned to a stop, and strong hands lifted her ruined body.

She could scarcely hold open her eyes as the crowd chanted.

But one sound broke above it all.

A cry. A mighty, beastly screech that forced her eyes open.

Duran.

Her heart sank. There he was, the beast that had become hers, fighting for freedom at the edge of the cliff. Two trainers held a rope, their feet scrambling for purchase against the moist earth as Duran reared and threw his mighty head about, trying in vain to escape.

They made her watch as they bound him, man by man, ropes on his legs, ropes slung around his strong neck. His red eyes were ablaze, sides heaving as he stood there, a captive.

He was hers.

And that made him as good as dead.

Fight, Sonara wanted to tell him, as she was lifted from the cart by strong soldier hands. She hung between two men as they dragged her towards Duran, feet scraping the earth. Oh, goddesses, just keep fighting.

But in her presence, at her touch, the mighty steed calmed. He allowed Sonara to be placed upon him, those very ropes used to bind them both together as the guards slung her on his back.

She knew this death: the Leaping.

A death reserved for a traitor. A coward. A deserter, tied to the back of their own steed, forced to ride over the edge of the abyss.

The crowd cheered, as Sonara slumped forward on Duran. They made a path, two sides that closed in, the nearer they got to the edge.

“Over the edge,” the queen said. “To a death that has no peace. No silence. No end.”

The trainers released the ropes, cracking the whip over Duran’s back as they commanded him forward.

His nostrils flared. But he steeled himself and did not move.

“Again,” the queen commanded. The tips of her blue braids danced in the wind, mirroring her cold blue eyes. Soahm’s eyes.

The whip cracked again, doubly as hard. Duran screamed as his skin split open. But still, he held his ground.

Tears streamed down Sonara’s cheeks. She had only enough strength to utter a plea. “Just me.”

But the queen only lifted her hand again, and the guards brought down the whip once more.

Duran finally took a step forward.

“Fight against them,” Sonara thought to him. With everything in her, she wished he could hear her words, could take comfort in her presence. “Don’t let it end like this.”

Another step. This one a lurch as Duran sidestepped, another lash open on his side. The motion sent pain rocketing into Sonara’s body, the wind howling, the cold salt spray like a knife reopening her wounds.
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Blood








Chapter 1

TEN YEARS LATER

On board the Starfall

Outskirts of the Milky Way Galaxy

Karr

It took less than twenty-four hours for outer space to claim Karr Kingston as its own. Seventeen hours and forty-three minutes, to be exact.

The problem wasn’t the warp speed at which the Starfall, the fastest ship in Jeb Montforth’s black-market legion of Graters and Streakers, traveled through light-years of space and stars.

It wasn’t even the two MREs Karr had downed right after he woke up on the ship, which could be more or less explained as eating freeze-dried cat, and may not have been one of his prouder moments.

It was the metal walls.

It was the feeling—the reality—of being so damn trapped. Again.

“Not for long,” Karr said, as he fumbled with a stubborn screw on a ruined escape pod in the belly of the Starfall. The pod was an ugly thing, battered and bruised and long since forgotten for flight.

Instead, it had been used all these years as one of hundreds of hiding places on board the massive ship.

The seats inside the pod had been torn open, the stuffing removed and replaced with sealed packages of smuggled drugs. They’d been sewn back together with an unsteady hand, as if a drunken surgeon had been given the job.

Karr sighed as he stared at the mess that would be his escape.

The cosmetics of the pod didn’t bother him. And besides, he wouldn’t have time to worry about the stitching on the seats when he was trying not to crash-land. All Karr cared about was the mechanics, those vital, running bits of the pod’s insides that would hold his life in balance when he strapped himself in and ejected himself from the belly of the Starfall.

Tomorrow, Karr thought. Tomorrow, I’ll get the hell away from here.

That is, if he could keep himself hidden until then. He’d shared plenty of false stories with the crew about his whereabouts, knowing that with their loose lips and watching eyes, he wouldn’t be able to hold the truth off for long. He’d even rigged the locks on the storage bay’s door so that when he was found, they’d have a hell of a time getting through.

The newly formed lump on his forehead throbbed as he thought of the Captain’s wrath. If he was discovered… he’d never make it back to Beta Earth.

Heaven, Karr thought.

Or, at the very least, it had felt like it for the short time he and the rest of the crew had been docked there. Karr had traveled all his life, bounding around from one end of the Milky Way to the other, never staying on any one of its 8.8 billion planets for more than a few weeks at a time.

But Beta Earth?

They had stayed for five blessed months, while his captain was investigated by the Interstellar Trade Corporation for allegedly smuggling and selling illegal goods to black-market collectors across the shadier parts of the galaxy. They had no idea who turned them in for the crime.

Their Interplanetary Exploration license was put on hold, the Starfall was docked indefinitely, and even though it was true, and they were guilty as hell… the Captain had described the entire extended investigation as complete and total spacetrash.

Karr, on the other hand, had been given a gift by association.

“Five months,” he said aloud as he worked with the stubborn screw.

The extended stay on Beta Earth had been enough time for Karr to discover just how much he’d been missing by spending a lifetime in the skies.

It wasn’t entirely his fault. Earth was dying, and had been since 2052. The atmosphere had been torn to shreds, wild seas raged and continents drowned. Food sources had depleted, and people lived on bioengineered crops and pills meant to supplement their systems into survival. Something had gone wrong in the development of the crops along the way.

It had resulted in a disease called RP-53, more commonly dubbed the Reaper’s Disease, for once it came calling, none survived.

Karr’s parents had fled Earth, years ago, to escape the Reaper. Like countless other travelers, they spent their lives working for the ITC, searching other planets in hope of finding some sort of substance that would turn into the miracle cure. Karr was born in the skies, in the Starfall, during that endless search. He’d never had a chance to get to know a home planet.

But Beta Earth had given him that chance. It was new. Alive.

A terraformed wonder that was fresh on the market, only a few years open to residents, and the place where Karr wanted to spend the rest of his days.

The streets of the docking sector on the northern continent were packed with hundreds of thousands, both native and alien, every race and religion and language in the galaxy mixing together like a glorious nebula. The buildings towered on all sides of him as he walked, or took a taxi ship, soaring through rows of blinking traffic lights looming over the city like dying stars, the smoke-filled, drink-laden clubs…

Beta Earth was a place made of adventure.

A destination planet where people came and saw and lived. Where those who hailed from old Earth had a chance to start anew.

It was on Beta that Karr had also discovered freedom.

For once, he could get away from the Captain of the Starfall and decide for his own damned self what he wanted to do, when he wanted to do it.

The Captain ran his crew like a pocketful of straight-backed soldiers, and Karr was always first to feel the burn.

Stand taller, Karr.

Polish your boots, Karr.

Go back and do it right, before you spend the rest of your time in the brig.

His personal favorite?

Shut your rutting mouth, before I eject you out the crapper tube, Karr.

Perhaps it was his age. Perhaps it was his attitude.

But when the sudden announcement was made that the Starfall was miraculously cleared, not a single bit of the drugs that lined the interior walls of the ship discovered, their pilot’s license renewed to head back out into the depths of outer space… Karr did what every crew member wished they could do when they were sick of the rules and the grueling schedule.

He’d thrown a complete and total fit.

He might have burst into Jeb’s holo bar, a recent purchase in the shadiest borough of the north continent, where black-market smugglers, pirates and privateers drank until the day’s end. Karr had stumbled inside with whiskey on his breath and a hell of a hangover already on its way.

He’d gone right up to Jeb before anyone could stop him, shoved the drinks on the table aside, and planned to give him a piece of his mind.

I’m not going back on that damned ship, he’d started, though the words came out slurred and uneven.

The last thing he saw was Jeb’s wicked half-smile, before someone cracked him over the head with the butt of his own Hammer rifle.

He’d awoken in his own cabin on the Starfall, the doors jammed from the outside. A trick he’d learned how to bypass, though it had taken quite some time with the hangover muddling his thoughts. He’d snuck his way through the ship, down to the storage bay, where he now sat.

And the damned lump on his head wouldn’t stop throbbing.

All his life, Karr had done things without thinking of the consequences. It was what made good explorers, but even better thieves. Only this time, he wished he’d stopped for one second.

He wished he’d actually presented the Captain with something concrete before trying to make a stand against Jeb. Like, for instance, a completed application for the art school that he’d discovered during his stay, mere blocks away from the very bar where everything had gone to hell in a puke puddle.

Karr slammed his fist on the outer door of the escape pod. His father’s old ring, hammered gold with a small ruby, clanged against the metal with a sound like a tolling bell.

“Come off, you Son-of-a-Saturn’s…” And just like that, the screw finally popped loose. He yanked it from its hole and frowned at its condition. “Stripped.”

Karr tossed it aside.

There was a single porthole next to the pod, just large enough to shed streaks of starlight on him as he worked. He leaned his head against the door, relishing the feel of something solid and cool on his skin.

And here he sat, staring out at the planet that was next on their manifest.

Dohrsar.

A glowing orb in the sky, surrounded by five colorful rings that reminded him of a curved rainbow. There was a single main continent on the dwarf planet, split into three distinct shades that set each place apart: the north, a frozen milky and mountainous white, tinged with bits of blue. The middle, the largest portion of the continent, was pale brown and red, a massive expanse of desert lined with a jagged range of purple and red mountainous land down its center. Beneath it, the only strip of green, leading into what could only be a tropical climate that spilled into the sea.

Pretty, from the outside. Beautiful, even.

But it was no surprise to Karr that the planet had yet to be colonized by outsiders.

It would require an armored S2—a spacesuit capable of blocking out Dohrsar’s poisonous atmosphere. Many planets they’d visited required the S2s, but the Atmos ratings on Dohrsar were off the charts.

No suit, no survival.

Karr didn’t plan on donning an S2. Not again.

While the crew was busy going over the manifest, he’d take this pod and soar away. If he programmed it right, it would get him back to a habitable planet in the next system. From there, he’d smuggle himself onto a transport freighter and head to Beta Earth.

Karr set back to work, looking for any weak points in the pressure seal, when a bang sounded from the doorway.

“KARR!” Another bang. “OPEN THIS DOOR, YOU LITTLE—”

Karr hissed and dropped his screwdriver. Greasy strands of hair fell into his eyes as he heard the telltale screech of metal, then another bang.

Karr had just enough time to squeeze himself in the shadowed space between the pod and the ship’s curved metal wall before the door screeched open. A grunt sounded out, followed by footsteps.

Shock swept over him. How in the hell had they gotten through the bypass?

“You’re smart, Karr,” a voice said. A pair of boots glided into the storage bay. Polished to perfection, the laces tied evenly.

The Captain.

Karr sank deeper into the shadows.

“Smart.” The Captain took a few lazy steps forward, past storage crates and massive Rover vehicles and rows of blood-red S2s. “But not smart enough. I’m the one who taught you that little trick with the airlocks.”

It didn’t matter how many turns he took, how many side trails he left for the Captain to find. The man was like a bloodhound, and Karr was always captured prey.

“Do you really want to play this game?” the Captain stopped before the pod, boots gleaming in the starlight. “Stop hiding in the shadows like a bug.”

A second passed.

Karr held his breath.

Then a hand slipped into the shadows, gripping the collar of his oil-stained suit. Karr yelped as the Captain yanked him out into the open.

“That escape pod is ancient. You’re signing yourself up for a death sentence!”

Blood boiling, Karr forced himself to stand tall as he glared up at his older brother’s face.
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“What the hell do you want, Cade?” Karr asked.

They could have been twins, the Kingston brothers, if Cade weren’t thirteen years his elder. They shared the same hazel eyes. The same curly hair, strong jaw and lean build.

But where Cade was tall and strong, the picture of a captain, Karr was short and scrappy. The smallest on their crew, by far.

And the two could not have been more different on the inside.

Cade was all plot and plan, control and command.

Karr lived moment to moment, like space trash, tumbling head over heels, unsure of where he was going or if he’d ever make it there.

“I want to protect you,” Cade said, his tone every bit like a disappointed father. “I can’t do that if you’re intent on throwing yourself into a pod that hasn’t worked for over thirty years.”

“Thirty years is generous,” Karr said. “I can fix it.”

But even as he spoke the words, he began to doubt them.

“You could,” Cade said, inclining his head at the pod behind Karr, “if you had a year’s worth of time, and thousands of creds’ worth of parts that we don’t have on this ship.” He placed a hand on Karr’s shoulder. “This is ridiculous. You can’t just run away.”

Karr barked out a laugh. “Isn’t that what we’re best at?”

That damned throb-throb-throb returned, which quickly reminded him that his dear brother before him was the one who’d ordered Karr knocked out, bound up, and placed in a locked room aboard the Starfall. Conveniently, just in time to leave Beta Earth and Karr’s dreams of freedom behind. “Let me go back.”

Cade stooped to pick up the old, rusty wrench. One of the few belongings left from their father besides Karr’s ring. “We aren’t free to choose our destinations. You know that.” He turned the wrench around, grease marring his evenly trimmed fingernails. “You also know we have a mech drone you can use. It would make it easier to fix this junker up.”

Karr took the wrench from Cade’s hand. “I prefer to use my hands. Just as I prefer not being kidnapped by my own flesh and blood.”

“It was that or allow Jeb to handle you.” Cade rapped the side of the pod with his knuckles. A bit of metal flaked away. “You were reckless. I did what I had to do.”

“And you enjoyed it,” Karr spat.

Cade worked his jaw back and forth in the very same way Karr did when he was trying to hold back a curse. But Cade had self-control. Karr had a mouth like a bottle rocket.

“Blood is stronger than fear,” Cade said softly. A classic captain’s line. “You’ve taken that to heart, and you’ve always had my back, even when you’d rather stab a knife in it.”

“Screwdriver,” Karr said. Cade raised a brow. “I’d choose a screwdriver instead of a knife.”

Cade ignored that sentiment. “We have an opportunity before us, Karr. One that will award us the prize of our lives. Play our cards right, and we can go back to Beta. But not in a pod. We’ll take the Starfall. Hell, we can buy Jeb as our personal pet, and make him do the smuggling for a change.”

“You,” Karr said as he looked into Cade’s eyes, “have gone mad. We’re never going to get away from this life. I’ve known it since the day Jeb plucked us out of the system. And if we’d been truly convicted by the ITC?” He dropped the wrench on the ground, wincing at the clatter. “We’d both be spending the rest of our lives behind bars. And he’d still be free.”

The truth hung between them.

Bare naked and ugly.

Cade sighed. “We’ve had a change in employment.”

Karr’s neck cricked from whirling it so fast.

The brothers were prisoners to the black market; prisoners to Jeb and the illegal empire he’d built, selling drugs and smuggling goods to wealthy collectors galaxy-wide. They’d never be free of this life until they simply took a stand. But even then, Jeb would find a way to get back at them.

Cade removed something from his jacket pocket and held it out. At first glance, it was simply a dull hunk of jagged black rock. “This is our freedom. And it’s not going to Jeb.”

“You’re going to double-cross him,” Karr realized. “You want us to double-cross him. “With who?”

“Friedrich Geisinger.”

Karr burst out laughing.

Friedrich Geisinger was the king of a pharmaceutical empire. A reclusive man who’d created so many medical advances, society practically bowed at his feet. It was his great-great grandfather that discovered the atlas orb, the cleanest and strongest source of power known to man. It was his great-grandfather that had cured the common cold, and his uncle that had cured cancer.

It was Geisinger’s father that had created the supplemental vaccine that was supposed to save lives from the environmental changes. It was widely taken by all on Earth before it turned into the Reaper’s Disease. It had wiped out half of humanity there; a fate that Friedrich Geisinger had spent his entire life trying to unwind. To clear his family name.

Though only in his forties, Friedrich had a pill on the market for every ailment. A patch for every problem. Small solutions… but he’d never cracked the code on the Reaper.

“There is no way in hell,” Karr said through his laughter, “Friedrich Geisinger would hire us for a job. He’s busy trying to unravel the knots his father made.”

But Cade wasn’t laughing.

He crossed his arms and leaned back against the pod, face as stoic as a statue.
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