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TEAR BOTTLES 

349 AR 

I’M DARIN BALES, and I’m looking for my mam.

Never knew my da. He died before I was born. Savin’ the world, if you believe I’m telling honest word. Ask around if you like. Walk a hundred miles, and folk will all tell you Arlen Bales went down to the Core and sacrificed himself. How his last act was seen in the sky in the form of great, blazing wards that turned the tide of the demon war, burning the corelings to ash. Even those with him at the time say it. My bloodfather. My mam.

I was there, too, in a manner of speaking. Still in Mam’s belly when he died, but she says I spilled out onto the stone floor of the demon hive just minutes later.

Missed my only chance to meet my da by minutes. Might as well be years. Goin’ back a minute, a single second, ent any easier.

I’m starting to think folk were wrong, though. World still needs savin’. And if they’re wrong about that part, why not the other? My aunt Leesha is a fortune teller. She cast her demonbones in my blood, and there was magic about the throw, to be sure. Her words have replayed in my mind so many times they’ve become part of me.

The father waits below in darkness for his progeny to return.

Might mean other things. Ent such a fool I’d trust a prophecy to say everything it seems to. But it ent crazy to wonder if something of my da is still down there, stuck halfway to the Core, like a cork in a bottle.

Is it?

But while my da might be alive, I know my mam is. And I know the thing that’s got her is trying to fatten her up like a choice pig for a wedding feast.

Din’t know my da growin’ up. Saw other boys with theirs and knew I was missin’ something, but it’s hard to really miss someone you’ve never met.

Mam was the one who was always there for me. Who fed me and taught me and kept me safe. Mam, who felt strong as the sun.

Now she’s gone. Taken. And I’m left to care for myself, best I can. It’s good I got help, because I don’t think I could do it alone. Since my first born day, folk have been trying to see something of Mam and Da in me, and they always go away disappointed.

And it ent just myself I need to take care of. All those years Mam looked out for me, what kind of son would I be if I din’t come after her? Even if it means walking into the lair of a creature the Jongleurs have a dozen names for, each scarier than the last. The demon king. The Father of Evil.

Alagai Ka. He has some plan to hatch a new hive queen, and if he does …

What did Da even die for, if I let Alagai Ka bring it all back? If I let him feed Mam to a hatchling queen and repopulate the hive with a new generation of demons, just when folk were startin’ to have a taste of what life could be without ’em?

I ent up to the job of stoppin’ him, of course. I’ve got fifteen summers, and the demon king is older than a mountain. Got a bit of magic I can use—more by frightened instinct than control—but the Father of Evil wields power as easily as I play a tune on my pipes. Alagai Ka’s got nothin’ to be scared of, and I’ve never felt anything but. If I go alone, I’m more likely to die tryin’ than put a rock in front of his plow.

But I’m not alone. Got a lot of friends, all of them better than me at one thing or another.

Olive Paper’s got magic of her own—bound to her in the form of muscle and bone. Reckon she could pick up a milk cow and throw it through the barn wall. Demon’s got her mam, too, and she’s none too pleased about it.

Selen Cutter ent as strong as Olive, but she’s a fair sight bigger’n stronger than me. Smarter, too. Don’t know I would have dared any of this, trekking hundreds of miles through a desert to find Olive, if I hadn’t known Selen would be around to keep me safe.

Arick and Rojvah, my cousins in all but blood, project confidence and assurance I can never have. Arick is built like a prize bull, and the best fighter I’ve ever seen short of Olive. Rojvah’s music puts mine to shame, luring demons—and folk—in close and putting them under her spell.

I can’t save our parents alone, but maybe all of us together can.

Want to get on with it. To get on the road and run at the thing I’m scared of, hoping the momentum, and not wanting to disappoint my friends, will keep pushing me forward when I get too spooked.

But first, we got some business left to attend.

THE FUNERAL ENT all that different from one of Tender Harral’s Seventh-day services back home in Tibbet’s Brook. Bunch of long, loud, boring prayers mixed with bits of half-sung lyrics, sandwiched between tedious sermons. Only here the prayers and lectures are all in Krasian, and instead of the little chapel up on Boggin’s Hill, I’m in legendary Sharik Hora.

I’ve been in grand Holy Houses before. The Cathedral of the Deliverer in Hollow. The great Library and Cathedral of Miln. Even the new Sharik Hora in Everam’s Bounty—which took my breath away, first time I saw it—pales in comparison with the real Sharik Hora, the temple of heroes’ bones in Fort Krasia, or Desert Spear, as the locals call it.

There’s magic here. Old magic, and … sleeping, but I can sense it, even if most folk can’t.

It’s different from what I’m used to. Ent like the demonbone magic Aunt Leesha uses, or the raw magic of the Core Mam used to Draw upon. Not like the magic inside me, born in darkness, or the demons themselves, saturated with magic from the dark below.

It’s just past dawn, sun streaming through the stained-glass windows to fill the place with color and light. Sunlight burns magic away, but it has no effect on this place.

Not like it does on me. I’m as covered up as custom allows, showing nothing but my face and hands. Still the light hurts, and not just my eyes. It dizzies me, and makes my skin itch and burn. Magic comes out at night and clings to me like a stink until sunrise scours it off like sandpaper and a bucket of scalding water.

At night the Temple of Heroes’ Bones comes alive, like it’s got a will of its own. Reckon it does—shaped by the dying emotions of warriors who gave their lives defending humanity from the corelings.

That … purpose radiates from the bleached and lacquered bones that decorate every surface of the temple, a golden light that can only be seen by those with magic of their own.

Chandeliers made of hundreds of skulls stare down at us. I can sense every bone in a body, even if I ent got names for ’em all. Altar’s got a bit of everythin’, arranged like a jigsaw, floor-to-ceiling. Even the chalices and fonts pool blessed water in the tops of human skulls.

Alcoves around the room hold entire skeletons of great kai, captains of the demon war, holding spear and shield even in death. The pews are made of thigh and calf bones, lashed and glued together. Even through three layers of cloth between my bottom and the seat, I can feel the texture of bone. I squirm at the places where joints meet.

It’s unsettling. Even a little scary. But I feel safe here, too. This is one place the demons can’t touch.

Everything stinks of incense, and the chemics used to prepare the dead. For once I don’t mind. Helps mask the smell of thousands of worshippers, their sweat and perfume and the clay dust on their sandals.

Like Seventhday services in the Brook, the pews in Sharik Hora are divided, with men stage right and women stage left. It’s a bit old-fashioned—the Free Cities stopped the practice ages ago—and one of many reasons I used to skip services whenever I could get away with it, which was most of the time.

Here it means I’m on the men’s side with Olive, Arick, and a few hundred Sharum warriors. Meanwhile, Selen and Rojvah are stuck across the aisle from us with the women.

Don’t make a lot of sense to me, splitting up families across the aisle like this. And what about folk like Olive, who fit on both sides? Or maybe neither.

Not that she looks out of place. I’m the one who doesn’t fit. Everyone in my row, Olive included, has at least six inches and a hundred pounds on me, not counting their armored robes, which puff them up even more. And it ent exactly subtle that I’m the only one not wearing black, or Krasian robes at all. Stand out like a sheep in a nightwolf den.

Across the aisle, Selen stands out just as much. She’s taller than most men, and towers over the other women, thick with muscle and puffed by armored robes of her own. Like me, Selen refuses to dress Krasian, which has its disadvantages. Rojvah blends better in her clerical white, but I know she hates it.

Someone coughs, startling me enough that Olive spares me a glance.

“All right, Darin?” she asks, too quietly for others to hear.

My senses work differently from other folk’s. Nose like a hound and ears like a bat, Mam used to say. Words whispered to the Creator are as clear to me as those shouted across a taproom.

But it’s more than that. I can feel the heartbeats of the others in my row, vibrating the bones of the pew. I can taste the tea and spiced meat on their breath, and tell you which ones snuck a swig of couzi before services. A fly on the windows a hundred feet above our heads sounds like it’s buzzing right in my ear. If I look up, I could count the facets of its eyes.

“Fine,” I murmur, and Olive is happy to retreat to her own thoughts. Everyone’s got a broken heart today, but Olive most of all.

Sometimes my senses come in handy, but mostly they’re more trouble than they’re worth. I hate crowds like this, but just like in the Brook, sometimes you can get away with skippin’ services and sometimes you can’t. Nothing for it now but to endure.

I focus on the loudest voice, Damaji Aleveran, speaking from a pulpit designed to use the acoustics of the great dome to project his sermon far and wide. It gives me a place to lay my attention, and that helps keep the other sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and touches from overwhelming me.

I don’t pay much attention to his words—some tampweed tale about how everything is the Creator’s will—my other senses tell me more. I know what kind of bleach was used on his pristine white robe, and catch the scent of parchment and ink on his fingers. I count the lines on his face and smell the years on him, but Damaji Aleveran is haler than most men his age. I can smell his strict diet, and see the calluses on his hands. Beneath the layers of robes I hear firm muscles bunch and shift against the cloth.

Aleveran’s heartbeat is strong and steady. That and his scent tell me he believes what he’s saying. Believes the Creator is up there in the sky, looking down on us and caring what we do.

Not every Holy Man does. Some give a convincing performance, but I ent easy to fool. The ones with doubts and good intention I can forgive, but not the ones who lie on purpose. But plenty of folk have real faith, and I envy that. Wish I could believe everything happens for a reason. That everything’s gonna be all right.

Wish it was that easy.

At last, the main service comes to an end, and attention turns to the bodies lying in state at the front of the altar—two princes and a princess. Clerics file out of the front rows of pews and ascend the altar, with the men of the council of dama standing stage right, and the women of the council of dama’ting standing stage left as they speak prayers over the fallen.

Already the bodies of the other martyrs who fell on new moon have been turned over to clerics who specialize in boiling away flesh and bleaching bones to add to the power of this place. Selen says it’s barbaric but if I’m to tell honest word, I think it’s beautiful.

Still, it ent every day there’s a set of royal bones to add, much less three. Prince Chadan, grandson of Damaji Aleveran. Prince Iraven, Olive’s half brother. And Princess Micha, Olive’s half sister.

It’s hard to think of Nanny Micha as a princess, much less a famed warrior, but turns out she was both. Mostly I remember her as a stern but loving shadow, following along just out of sight as Olive, Selen, and I romped through the halls of Aunt Leesha’s keep, oblivious to the dangers beyond the wards. Micha was more bodyguard than nanny, even if none of us knew it.

It’s a bit of a scandal for her to be on the altar, even so. In thousands of years, no woman has ever had her bones displayed in Sharik Hora, but these days, heroes’ bone magic is sorely needed. Desert Spear is a shadow of itself, the outer city destroyed, and sand demons still form storms out on the dunes. The Majah need all the protection they can get.

Krasians are good at letting pride get in the way of their decisions, but I hope they ent fool enough to turn up their noses at the bones of a powerful martyr just because she’s a woman. I can sense Olive’s tension about it, but there’s not much I can do.

Like Micha, this Olive is different from the spoiled princess of Hollow I grew up with. Here she is Prince Olive, a famed kai’Sharum with a demon kill count to make many an older and more seasoned warrior green with envy.

Olive doesn’t smell like she used to, either. Before coming here, don’t think she ever went a day without a bath. Truer is, she was more likely to have two than skip a day, with soaps that smelled like a flower garden’s sick-up. Not to mention all the paints and powders and fragrances she layered on the moment she was dry. Now she smells more like a man than I do—all sweat and dust and hava spice. So different, I almost didn’t recognize her at first. Almost.

But same as back then, beneath it all, she still smells like Olive Paper, the first friend I ever had in the world. Magic quickened Olive and me faster in the womb than other children. We were walking in weeks, and chasing each other around the room for almost a year before Selen found her feet. I learned to smell Olive’s moods before I learned to speak. Right now she’s full of sorrow and anger in equal measure, and who could blame her? She’s lost almost everything, and it din’t have to be this way.

I expect someone who smells like that to be weeping, or raging, but Olive keeps her composure out of respect for the dead. It is not appropriate for Sharum men to cry in Krasia, or to question Everam’s will when He calls His warriors back to Heaven, if you believe that sort of thing. Olive didn’t used to, but a lot has changed, and I’m not sure how well I know her anymore.

To my right, Arick stands and smells much the same. Micha was not only Arick’s aunt, she was his mother’s spear sister, and perhaps the first warrior of renown who accepted him for who he was. Like Olive, he blames himself for much of what happened in the demon tunnels, even though it ent their fault.

Across the aisle on the women’s side of the temple, emotion is not only allowed, it’s encouraged. Rojvah is openly weeping, but it’s more performance than true sorrow. Her sobs are carefully controlled in motion and volume, displaying her mourning without interrupting the services, or failing to keep up with the litany of prayers. And why not? She barely knew any of the deceased.

But her tears are real. I don’t know how she manages to cry on purpose—or why anyone would—but even beneath her paints and perfumes, I can taste her tears on the air as she deftly catches each drop with the flat edge of a tear bottle before they can streak the kohl around her eyes.

Standing next to her, Selen ent one for powders, or for sobbing, but she loved Nanny Micha more than her own mam. Even in this crowd, I can pick out Selen’s scent. I know it like my own. Her pain is real, silent tears leaving wet, salty lines glittering on her cheeks. I wish I was there to comfort her, but maybe it’s for the best I ent. Never been good at that sort of thing.

I’m sad, too, but I’ve never understood the way other folk carry on about their feelings, trying to display what’s right there in their scent. I worry folk think I’m heartless, sometimes. Reckon I could fake it like Rojvah, but it feels too much like lying.

The Krasians don’t seem to notice. I am a man to them, and warrior class, though I don’t look it. Sharum men are meant to embrace sorrow and joy alike, putting both to the side.

It’s a small comfort, with everyone in the whole rippin’ temple watchin’ me.

Ent prideful to say it when it’s true. Krasians think they’re being subtle, but they’re all stealing glances at our row while pretending not to. I hear their whispers. About Olive and the others, yes, but mostly about me. About how I’m the Par’chin’s son, and what that means.

My father, Arlen Bales, has a reputation with the Krasians. Even in New Krasia, modern and at peace for fifteen years, folk have divided sentiments about his name. Creator only knows what it means to the Majah.

Could be worse. Least they ent talking about how I was born in the abyss and have demon blood, like Krasian gossips like to do up north. Still, don’t like to be center stage if I can help it.

But Olive needs this, so I play my part. Ent much for prayer, but neither was Da. Wrote about it in his journals. Used to murmur watermelon over and over, so folk would see his lips moving and think he was praying along. That trick wouldn’t fool me, but others can’t see and hear like I do, especially while doing their best to pretend they ent paying attention.

“Chadan asu Maroch am’Majah,” Aleveran booms, pulling my attention back to the altar as he sweeps a hand over the bodies. “Iraven asu Ahmann am’Jardir am’Majah. Micha vah Ahmann am’Jardir am’Kaji. Who bears witness to their glory?”

There are stirrings and murmurs throughout the pews, though it was all arranged in advance. The warriors who bore witness to what happened below were unanimous in who should speak for them.

Heartbeats are like faces to me. I know Olive’s powerful beats as well as any. The solid rhythm when she’s at rest, the heavy thumps when her blood is up. But now it’s something I don’t hear often, pounding fast like a hare with a hound at its heels.

Olive’s da’s name, like mine, carries weight—and not all of it good. The Majah used to believe Ahmann Jardir was the voice of Everam. Plenty of them still do, whatever their leaders say, which is why Damaji Aleveran and his councilors would be happy to never hear the name again.

But unlike me, Olive Paper ent one to run from a fight.
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EULOGIES 

MY NAME IS OLIVE PAPER, and I’m terrified.

I take a breath, embracing the fear. Chadan’s armor fits me like a custom gown, making hardly a sound as I get to my feet.

Tazhan armor is made with the alagai-scale technique—countless tiny overlapping scales of sharp black steel. It flexes like a shirt, and protects like a shield. The scales are warded against demonkind, and when struck they ripple like water around a stone, distributing force and lessening impact.

Chadan’s Majah sigil, a single spear, has been removed, replaced by my own. No gift from the Majah can ever pay back their debt to me, but there is something right to wearing my prince’s armor, bearing the spear and olive crest we shared.

Over the armor I wear a simple black robe, open in the front—more cape than housecoat. It softens the sharp edges just a little, and protects the bone pews from the sharp metal scales. My helm is wrapped in a black turban, and a veil of pure white silk lies loose around my neck.

The Krasian raiment is as much protection against onlookers as the armor is against a blow, conveying a sense of belonging in this sacred place when I feel anything but. I am hundreds of miles from home, amid a tribe of my ancestral enemies, but I don’t look out of place. My turban and veil are worn in the Majah style, like the cut of my robe and the lacing of my sandals.

I look like my captors.

It was only a few months ago that another room of this great temple bore witness to the most humiliating scene of my life. Forcibly taken from my home, I was carried here like freight and thrown to the floor like a prize of war. And when the Damaji found my tongue insolent, I was whipped until I collapsed weeping on the floor.

Now that same tormentor stands before me as I approach the altar.

I was known as the push’ting prince then, a “son” raised as a daughter by Duchess Paper out of cowardice—or perhaps cunning. But whether she was hiding me from assassins or maliciously plotting to steal my father’s throne, the Majah took a dim view of Mother’s actions, and of me. They did their best to make a man out of me, never minding who I actually was, or what I wanted.

And it worked. Better than any—myself included—could have expected. The Majah would not accept me as a woman, so I took the part of a man and made it my own, forcing them to accept me. Now I stand before them as Prince Olive, regal in my Tazhan armor, commanding as much glory as any warrior whose bones adorn this temple.

But much like that pampered princess, this isn’t who I am. At least, not entirely. I’m still playing a role—one I’ve played for so long that I’m no longer sure who I’ll be when I stop pretending. Certainly not Princess Olive, the girl who spent her days scurrying for Mother’s approval, or going on vapidly about court fashion and gossip.

The desert made Prince Olive hard. Whether fighting demons in the Maze or Majah assailants where I sleep, I have never felt truly safe in Desert Spear, save when sleeping in the pillows beside Prince Chadan. Now my prince is gone, and I fear I may never feel safe again. But I can go home, and perhaps find something of what remains beneath Prince Olive’s hardened shell.

I long to be rid of Desert Spear. Of its ghosts and demons and petty politics. I have shared blood and made bonds with my spear brothers, but their leaders have only ever dealt with me in bad faith.

Yet I must do this one last thing, see my sister and my prince to their afterlife, before that new life can begin.

I am no great believer that death holds secrets beyond oblivion, nor do I have faith in Everam, or the Creator the Tenders speak of in the North. Mother raised me to have a healthy skepticism for clerics and “sacred” text. Respect the faith of others, she would say, but do not believe anyone who ascribes explainable events to the divine, or who is so fixed in their beliefs that they refuse to consider contradictory evidence.

I don’t think there really is a Heaven, and abyss is just a word for the magic-saturated world that exists beneath the surface of Ala. I have seen it with my own eyes and it is terrifying, but nothing about the experience suggested the influence of a greater power.

I’ve seen men come to blows over lesser blasphemy, but I am wise enough to keep such thoughts to myself.

My prince and my sister believed in Everam, even if I do not. The prayers and rituals meant something to them, and they in turn meant something to me. How can I honor those I loved without honoring their beliefs?

Even if I do not believe in the Creator, I do believe in magic. It is a quantifiable, measurable fact. The core magic that seeps up from the center of the world, and the bone magic of heroes. I’ve seen the power of Sharik Hora in wardsight. Mother herself was a ward witch, and I spent countless hours studying the art in the Chamber of Shadows, though I never had her knack.

Micha and Chadan spent their lives dreaming of dying with glory, and having their bones grace this sacred temple. And I know the sacrifice of their final hours will make the power of their hora potent and pure. What kind of sister, what kind of … friend would I be, if I did not stand up and see to it that they were honored as they deserve?

When I reach the altar, I offer Damaji Aleveran a shallow bow. Respectful—barely—but far short of the obeisance even the most powerful members of the Majah tribe show their Damaji. “I, Olive asu Ahmann am’Jardir am’Paper, will speak for the dead.”

There are murmurs in the audience at the audacity of my shallow respect, but also at the sound of my father’s name. All Majah once believed Ahmann Jardir was the Deliverer. Many still do.

Aleveran is within his rights to demand I kneel, but he knows better. I will never willingly kneel before this man, and even if—and it is a big if—he could get the Sharum to force me to my knees, he would only lose face and support for doing so.

Aleveran wants me gone as much as I do. One last dance, and we can part ways forever. He returns an even shallower nod, still a public honor, especially after such a slight.

“Welcome, son of Ahmann.” The Damaji stretches a hand out at me, and another to the Witness Pulpit. “Speak your truth, for Everam and all His children to hear.”

I keep my back rigidly straight, standing as tall as I can as I ascend to the sacred Witness Pulpit—built from the ribs, spines, and shoulder blades of martyrs. It is said the bones will burn the hands of any who speak a lie from the blessed lectern. Part of me wonders if that is truth or legend, but I won’t be finding out. Today I speak only truth, whatever the cost.

“Before you lies my grandson, Chadan asu Maroch am’Majah,” Aleveran intones with all the emotion of a marble statue. “What glory does Prince Chadan bring, to earn his place in the Temple of Heroes’ Bones?”

He gestures to the first of the three bodies on the altar. A turban hides the ruin of Chadan’s head, making my prince appear whole. His powdered face is serene, as if he were peacefully sleeping and might wake at any moment. His armor hugs me like a Solstice gown, still smelling like him. I can feel his presence, even now.

The hurt of it threatens to overwhelm me, but I hear the steadying mantra of my old tutor in my head. Fear and pain are only wind. Bend as the palm, and let them blow over you.

I close my eyes. I had never seen a palm tree when Dama’ting Favah first spoke those words to me. A month later she came to me during a great storm, leading me to a window overlooking a willow tree on a small hill, whipped about by the winds and rain. It bent and swayed, weathering the storm without losing so much as a branch.

I picture that tree now, letting my spirit sway in time with the winds of sorrow. I am here as an advocate, not a mourner. As a man, to speak of Chadan’s deeds and glory, not as a woman to weep over his body.

But I am a woman. Or part of me is. And why shouldn’t I weep for Chadan? What does it matter, if I love as a man or as a woman? Will I ever love anyone the way I loved my prince?

I swallow a lump in my throat, afraid my grief will tie my tongue, but in the end, it is not difficult to speak of why I loved Prince Chadan.

“Chadan asu Maroch am’Majah was the bravest man I have ever known.” I grip the lectern, unafraid of its supposed power. “We were blooded in alagai’sharak together, not in the Maze, but on the streets of the chin quarter, where he refused to leave even the lowest beggar to the alagai while there was breath in his body.

“Time and again, the alagai came for his charges,” I say. “Women. Children. Khaffit. And let us not forget his spear brothers. Each time, the demons met instead the shield and spear of the son of Maroch!” I clench a fist, raising it for all to see. “I would be dead,” I sweep my hand over the Sharum in the front of the men’s side of the aisle, “all of us would be dead, if not for Prince Chadan. I saw this.”

As one, my spear brothers stamp their feet, a sound that reverberates in the domed temple. “I saw this!” they shout in unison.

The refrain gives me confidence. Chadan’s afterlife, at least, is secure. “When Waning came, and Alagai Ka walked the surface of Ala, even a brave man could be forgiven his fear. But the son of Maroch did not balk. Not when the Father of Evil sent his minions to tear down our walls. Not when the only way to end the threat was to venture down into the eternal night below, where Alagai Ka had corrupted the undercity and made it his own. I saw this.”

“I saw this!” Again my brothers stamp their feet, this time joined by Arick and even Selen, though I imagine it is a scandal to hear a voice from the women’s side of Sharik Hora.

“Grievously injured by the demon king, Chadan could have lain down and died with honor, his soul bright with glory. But doing so would have left me defenseless before the enemy, and that, my prince could not allow.”

Again my throat tightens. I don’t mention that Chadan’s injury came not from a demon but from my possessed half brother Prince Iraven, or that he would have killed me, too, had my prince not ignored the blade in his lung to throw himself back into the fight. I do not mention that it was his own spear brothers, under the demon’s control like Iraven, that finally brought Chadan down and dragged him before the demon king.

I swore to speak only truth, but that does not mean I must speak every truth.

“In the end, it was Alagai Ka himself who killed the son of Maroch. Sharum dream of a worthy death, and what could be worthier than to fall to the First Demon, Nie’s hand on Ala? I saw this.”

“I saw this!” my brothers cry, stamping, though in truth they did not. All were puppets to the demon’s will when it feasted on Chadan’s mind. But when we broke its control, they saw the horrid aftermath, and know my words are true.

Aleveran turns to his councils of clerics, but none are fool enough to contradict or offer question to my testimony. Aleveran gives them hardly a moment to nod their accord before raising his hands, signaling the nie’dama serving the altar to ring bells that signal acceptance.

“Everam, giver of life and light, accept the bones of Chadan asu Maroch to bless this great temple, in your eternal name.”

Muscular priests bow to the altar, then lift the poles of Chadan’s bier and carry it down to the undertemple for preparation.

When they are gone, there is a brief respectful moment of silence for Prince Chadan. I close my eyes, wishing his spirit well—whatever that truly means. All too soon, Aleveran’s voice breaks me from the reverie.

“Before you lies Iraven asu Ahmann am’Jardir am’Majah.” Aleveran’s voice is equally flat as he introduces my half brother, a man who was an endless thorn in his side and threat to his power. “What glory does Prince Iraven bring, to earn his place in the Temple of Heroes’ Bones?”

Unable to look at Iraven, my eyes flick to the council of dama’ting, where Iraven’s mother Belina is watching, eyes full of hate. Jongleurs’ tales are full of evil stepmothers, but there are few to match my own. Belina ruined my life without a thought to bring glory to her only surviving son. Now he, too, is dead. All that remains of her family is her daughter Linavah, supposedly held hostage by my father in the North, much as I was held here.

I know Belina fears what I will say—fears I will deny her son the one honor left to him. Creator knows, I want to. The Sharum chose their voice, and there is nothing Belina can do to prevent me from speaking my truth.

But she does not understand me as well as she believes.

“Iraven had a Sharum’s heart,” I say. “I stood on the walltop with him when the alagai breached the great gate three moons ago. He could have sealed off the Maze, sacrificing the men trapped within, but he refused to abandon his warriors. He could have ordered the gate retaken from the safety of the walltop, but he would not ask men to brave a battle he feared. The Majah son of Ahmann leapt into the courtyard and led the attack himself, retaking the gate and scouring the Maze. Hundreds of Sharum owe him their lives. I saw this.”

Again the Sharum stamp their feet. “I saw this!”

“And when the demons tunneled below the chin quarter,” I continue, “bursting from the streets, Iraven could have sacrificed the chin to conserve warriors. But all people are siblings in the night, and the Majah son of Ahmann would suffer none to die. He struck Drillmaster Chikga to the ground for suggesting otherwise. I saw this.”

“I saw this!” my chorus of warriors booms.

I hope those words alone will be enough, but I see already they will not. While Chadan’s petition was mere formality, Iraven’s is more of a trial. Many powerful Majah clerics consider Iraven—and Belina—to be interlopers, and would deny him if they could. The venom is still in Belina’s gaze as I decline to say more.

This time, when Aleveran looks to his council, his son Dama Maroch, Chadan’s father, steps forward with practiced precision. “By your own words, son of Ahmann, much of the tragedy of the past Waning can be laid at Prince Iraven’s feet. He betrayed us all, failing to seal the breach last Waning, and leading our best warriors into a trap beneath the city. Do you truly believe he is a worthy candidate to join Sharik Hora?”

There are gasps in the audience at this, and nods of assent from other dama. The council has already heard my testimony, and that of the other witnesses, but the gathered worshippers have not. This could have been settled behind closed doors, but Aleveran wanted Iraven’s dishonor made public, to weaken the support of those who still believe my father to be the rightful ruler of all Krasia.

Politics. Even here. I grind my teeth at the ugliness of it.

But I will take no part in ugly politics. Not here, and not when I return home and it is my own power I need to maintain.

I raise my eyes, first meeting the gazes of Aleveran, Maroch, and the other clerics, before sweeping them over the gathered mourners. “It is true,” I admit, to more gasping. “Alagai Ka took Iraven’s mind before it was over, and forced my brother to betray us. He was not alone in this. Many Sharum turned on one another when their mind wards failed in the heat of battle. Possession is a weapon of the mind demons, no different from a sand demon’s talons, or a flame demon’s fire.”

I turn and look at my brother, at last. Like the others, he is peaceful in state, but in his handsome face I see only the pain he has caused me. And I swore to speak only truth.

“I have no love for Iraven. My brother did more to destroy me than anyone alive, and not all of it was the demon king’s influence. He sent warriors in the night to take me from my home with no more thought than stealing a well. He sent Drillmaster Chikga to his death. He killed my sister.”

My hands begin to sweat as they grip the blessed lectern, and for a fleeting moment I wonder if it can sense a lie of omission. For again I leave unspoken that although it was the demon’s will, Iraven was also the instrument Alagai Ka used to drive a knife into Chadan’s lung. It is truth, but a truth that would tear what remains of this city, and the Majah, apart.

Instead, I continue to speak truth, though it hurts me to do so. “But so, too, did demons fall by the score upon the Majah son of Ahmann’s spear. And when Alagai Ka fled the field and my brother had his mind back, Iraven chose to die with honor, rather than risk carrying the demon’s taint back to his people in some dark corner of his mind. His last act was to martyr himself to protect Desert Spear and its people, and that is power the Holy City surely needs.”

I deliberately raise my hands for all to see, then place them flat on the lectern, daring the holy relic to burn me if my words are untrue. “I saw this!”

Stamping feet is not enough for Iraven’s personal guard, the Spears of the Desert. Drillmaster Zim raises an armored fist, punching it against the armor plate over his heart three times, echoed by hundreds of warriors. “I SAW THIS!”

Maroch’s lips tighten. His objection was rehearsed, but he had not expected the Sharum to be ready for it with a rehearsed response of their own.

I hate politics, but I am not a fool.

I wait for more objections, but the clerics are no more fool than I. None wish to take the vanguard in alienating their warriors over Aleveran’s personal vendetta. When the silence stretches long, Aleveran raises his hands again, signaling the bells.

“Everam, giver of life and light, accept the bones of Sharum Ka Iraven asu Ahmann am’Jardir am’Majah to bless this great temple in your eternal name.”

After Iraven is carried away, only my sister remains. If my brother’s acceptance was a trial, this feels more like walking into the abyss. No women warriors are interred in Sharik Hora, and old men fear little more than change.

But I have walked into the abyss for love before, and I no longer fear these old men. If they will not accept my sister as she deserves, I will carry her body home myself, and see her interred in the Cathedral of the Deliverer in Hollow. In my heart it is what I wish to do, but I know this is where she would want to be.

“Before you lies Micha vah Ahmann am’Jardir am’Kaji.” At last a bit of disdain slips into Aleveran’s voice, flat for his own grandson and his greatest rival. “What glory does the daughter of Ahmann bring, to earn a place among men in the Temple of Heroes’ Bones?”

There are murmurs of assent from the dama. Elevating a woman is a direct challenge to their power. They will not give ground as easily as they did for Iraven, and my warriors did not know Micha as I do. They will not put themselves out for a woman’s honor, nor would I ask it of them. This isn’t their fight.

I look at my sister, lying so peacefully, and feel my heart breaking all over. Micha made up so much of my world, I don’t know how I will function without her constant advice, love, and support.

Micha was my sister, but I did not truly understand what sisterhood meant until it was too late. Micha kept a whole side of herself secret for most of my life. I blamed her for that lie, but it wasn’t fair of me. She gave up her own life, her limitless glory, her royal status, all to play nursemaid while guarding me from assassins’ blades. Without Micha, I would be dead many times over, yet I had the arrogance to judge her.

There was so much Micha could have taught me—so much I wanted to explore with her. Now she’s gone, and I have only her example to follow. Micha was a warrior without peer, but it was a woman’s sacrifice she made for her infant sister. If that is what it means to be a woman—putting the needs of others before your own glory—it is as worthy as any feat of arms.

“My sister was born in Desert Spear,” I begin, not knowing what words will sway these men, but knowing I must try. “The daughter of one of Shar’Dama Ka’s lesser wives. Too common to take dama’ting white, too holy for dal’ting black, she was sent beneath this very temple with others of her kind, given to Drillmaster Enkido, to see if he could teach the spear to women.”

There are murmurs in the audience at this, both the outrageous idea of women with spears, but also the name of their drillmaster. Micha’s glory may have been hidden to provide cover in Mother’s court, but Enkido’s name is known far and wide. Even here, among the tribe of his enemies.

“Enkido was not gentle with his charges,” I say. “I have been through sharaj as nie’Sharum, but the trials my sister spoke of are greater by far, for Enkido knew a woman must be twice as accomplished to earn half the respect of a man. There were five of them, then—Ashia, Shanvah, Sikvah, Micha, and Jarvah. Everam’s spear sisters. Sharum blood of the Shar’Dama Ka. And all of them took glory to their name. Ashia took the white turban of Sharum’ting Ka, and killed the mind demon enslaving Sharum warriors and directing the assault on Everam’s Bounty. Shanvah followed Shar’Dama Ka into Nie’s abyss, and was martyred as they destroyed the alagai hive. Sikvah,” I nod to Arick, her son, “was also martyred in Sharak Ka, defending the walls of Everam’s Bounty against a demon horde. Jarvah is bodyguard to the Damajah herself. And Micha,” I hold a hand out toward my sister, “killed a mind demon in Angiers.”

“Hearsay,” Aleveran scoffs. “Unworthy words from the Witness Pulpit.”

“I beg the Damaji’s pardon,” I say loudly, “but it is not. These are documented historical facts.”

Aleveran seems unimpressed. “Can you produce the documents and prove their veracity?”

I scowl, for of course I cannot. I bow, instead. “Apologies, Damaji. I fear we did not have time to visit the archives when your Watchers came in the night to kidnap us from our home.”

Aleveran’s face darkens at this, and I know I am playing a dangerous game. But I will not forsake my sister for an old man’s pride.

I whisk a hand through the air like Grandmum used to, dismissing the thought like a bad smell in the air before placing my hands firmly on the sacred lectern for all to see. “But it does not matter. I saw my sister’s spear punch through a wood demon that would have taken the life of me. Its ichor splashed my face. And when the rest of the pack attacked my friends, it was Sharum’ting Micha who saved us. I saw this.”

I don’t expect a response, but one comes anyway. “I saw this!” Selen’s shout seems to echo in the room, and eyes turn her way, scandalized at a woman bearing witness. If Selen feels the weight of their gazes, she does not wither. She is looking at me, and in her eyes is all the support I need to carry on.

Aleveran whisks his hand, an imitation of my gesture. “The witness of a woman, for the deeds of another woman in the green lands, is not enough to earn a place in Sharik Hora.”

Anger kindles in me. It seems Aleveran wants one last confrontation after all. One last flex of his power.

“You are correct, of course.” I bow again. “Let us speak instead of her actions here, in Desert Spear, when she joined the Sharum on the path to the abyss beneath this very city, while the rest of you took shelter in the Holy City.”

The dama do not like this, implying their honor is less than that of the Sharum, but none dare speak. I have the pulpit, and it is the gathered audience I need to convince, as much as the council.

“Alagai Ka had removed the helms of the dal’Sharum,” I say. “Without their mind wards, they were little more than puppets at his command. But before he could infect their hearts, they were broken from his control by my sister’s spellsong. And while they recovered, she joined me in the attack against the Father of Evil. I saw this.”

I turn my gaze to my spear brothers. The warriors may not know my sister, and none care to be reminded of Alagai Ka’s control, but they saw what they saw, and honor demands they support the witness. The stomp of feet is not as synchronous as refrains past, but it comes, with Darin, Selen, and Rojvah loudest of all. “I saw this!”

Again, Aleveran denies me. “Sharik Hora is for warriors, not singers. By your own admission, your sister fell to Iraven’s blade, not alagai talons.”

“Iraven,” I say, “was under the direct control of Alagai Ka. He was sent to intercept her because the demon king feared her spear.”

“Speculation,” Aleveran sneers. “She was not killed by the alagai.”

I want to shout at him the truth. That his beloved grandson Chadan fell to Iraven, too. His fatal wound came long before the demon king opened his skull.

But I will not rob others of their honor to satiate the Damaji. “Who then is responsible, when a warrior is ordered to kill, and does?”

The Damaji has no quick answer to that, and I give him no time to find one.

“Warriors die in the Maze every night, many without ever coming into contact with alagai talons. Crushed by rocks. Burned by fire. Knocked from the walltops. Blooded in battle, these men still died in alagai’sharak and are interred here.”

“A technicality,” Aleveran sidesteps. “You ask that we change three thousand years of tradition, interring a woman in Sharik Hora for the first time, on a technicality.”

It takes all my strength to keep from baring my teeth at the words. I am considered a man by the Majah, but when I look at the all-male council of dama nodding their heads, it fills me with disgust. Hearsay. The green lands. A singer not a fighter. A blade instead of a talon. Excuse after excuse, deployed to deny a woman the glory they accord to men with little more than a formality.

“The Sharum’ting did not exist until after the exodus from Desert Spear,” I remind the Damaji. “They were created when the Shar’Dama Ka’s forces needed every spear. Everam’s spear sisters remained to fight in Sharak Ka, even when others did not.”

If I was walking a dangerous path before, I am balanced on a wire above the abyss now. Under Aleveran, the Majah abandoned my father’s armies at the height of Sharak Ka to return to Desert Spear, to the eternal shame of many. No Majah wishes to be reminded of that dishonor.

If I thought this might break Aleveran’s resolve, I am wrong, for in his eyes I can see it redouble.

“Sharum’ting bones grace the temples of New Krasia,” I say, “and in Hollow.”

“Let our Northern brothers sully their temples with their liberal ways,” Aleveran sneers. “Giving women the spear was one of many ways Ahmann Jardir strayed into heresy. We have reversed that mistake here, and Sharik Hora will remain pure.”

“Demonshit!” Selen snaps, and my heart leaps. She’s right of course. Without women with spears, the city would be under the demon’s control. Still, she could be killed for such an outburst. My eyes flick to her and I see Rojvah has convinced her to be silent, but it is not quick enough.

“Tsst!” Damaji’ting Chavis hisses at Selen. So focused on Aleveran and his dama councilors, I had forgotten the mean old woman was on the altar.

Chavis takes a single step toward Aleveran and bows, but she does not kneel. Her power is not so great as Aleveran’s, but he would be hard-pressed to hold on to his own without her support.

Aleveran knows it. It is practically unheard of for a woman, even the Damaji’ting, to speak in Sharik Hora. But Aleveran is wise enough to understand she does not do it lightly. “Speak your wisdom, Damaji’ting, for all to hear.”

Chavis nods. “The Damaji is mistaken when he says there are no women interred in Sharik Hora.”

Aleveran blinks. I don’t know what he was expecting the ancient priestess to say, but clearly this is not it.

“The dama’ting have interred their own in the crypts below the temple for centuries,” Chavis notes. “As have the dama, though few have fought in alagai’sharak.”

Lines of tension appear on the Damaji’s face. The words are a challenge, but not one Aleveran can easily refute, so he does not try. “Let the dama’ting take her then.”

Chavis shakes her head. “Micha vah Ahmann was not dama’ting. She is Sharum. I witnessed them fighting, when the Sharum’ting made their debut. I watched a group of them, the daughter of Ahmann among them, take on a pack of field alagai. She is blooded in ichor. I saw this.”

The challenge in the words is unmistakable, and suddenly the assembled council of dama’ting, little more than wall tapestries a moment ago, seem to loom outsize in the room.

Rights given are not so easily taken away, Mother used to say, and it seems—as with so many things—she was correct. The Sharum’ting brought honor to the women of the tribe, and it seems that is not something they will yield without a fight.

A stomp of feet from the women’s side of the chamber booms all the way to the domed ceiling high above, and a lump forms in my throat. Not Selen, this time. It was the dama’ting, and their dal’ting bodyguards, women who answered my father’s call to spears, only to have them taken away by Aleveran when they returned to old Krasia.

“The dama’ting accept Micha vah Ahmann into Sharik Hora.” Chavis keeps her eyes on Aleveran, daring him to deny her. “And she will not be the last.”

The words hang ominous in the air, a clear intention of the Majah dama’ting to resume training women to take the spear.

All made possible by my sister. I manage not to weep when Aleveran raises his hands and the bells ring for Micha, but there are tears streaming down my cheeks, and I make no effort to hide them.

“Everam, giver of life and light, accept the bones of Micha vah Ahmann am’Jardir am’Kaji to bless this great temple in your eternal name.” Aleveran’s voice is flat, but I can imagine the anger beneath. This is not a man accustomed to being thwarted, and that makes the victory all the sweeter.
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SNEAKIN’ 

WHEN OLIVE DISAPPEARED, me and Selen ran away from Hollow to hunt her down. We were on the road for months, and it wasn’t easy going. Both in a mood most of the time—worried, damp, tired, and hungry. But it was just the two of us, and we knew when to huddle up and talk, and when to give each other space.

Even after Arick and Rojvah joined us, it wasn’t so bad. Everyone had their own problems to worry over, and the endless banter the twins were famous for in the palace died out in the waste.

But now the Majah are preparing a proper caravan to take us home, with Sharum guards and dal’ting workers, draft animals, and merchant carts. The caravan grounds are a cacophony of sounds and smells that threatens to overwhelm my senses. Casks of spice, grain, and dried meat, feed for the animals and the stink of their piss and droppings, merchants shouting at their workers, oil and leather and braying camels, people scurrying to and fro, breaking wind and breathing out their last few meals.

It makes my head pound and my stomach churn, and we ent even left yet. Don’t know how I’m gonna last weeks on the road with all this stink and racket. Gonna have to keep my distance during the day. Ride out ahead, or drift back a mile or two behind. Ent like I could lose track of a rippin’ parade like this.

Noise is worth it to get gone from this place. Da wrote about Desert Spear in his journals, and I always dreamed of visiting, but now that I have, I’d just as soon be back in the Brook. Been nothing but pain and heartache since I left.

Olive is making the rounds with the caravan guards and merchants, saying things that sound like requests, but ent, like Speaker Selia does back in Tibbet’s Brook. She expects obedience, and gets it on the quick.

Selen is sticking close to her, like she’s afraid Olive will disappear again if she looks away for a minute. That ent unusual. Olive and Selen always ran at a pace. I’m faster, but somehow I was always the one trailing behind.

Even so, something’s off. After months of being constant companions, it feels like Selen’s avoiding me, and it’s like an ache under my skin.

They’ve given Rojvah a white canvas tent to wait out the heat and dust as the caravan readies, and she said I could hide there when I needed. Selen smelled annoyed when she said it, but right now it’s the closest thing to respite I’ve got.

Last thing I want is to make things with Selen worse. Know she dun’t shine on me the way I do her, but it ent like I can just stop. I’ll take friends over nothing at all, and call it a bargain. Still, I’m careful she doesn’t see me as I make my way to Rojvah’s tent.

Folk call me a sneak. Not to my face—mostly—but when you can hear an ant sigh, you tend to catch what folk say when they think no one’s listenin’. They think I got somethin’ to hide, or that I’m spying on them at the swimming hole. Rabbit rustles a bush on someone’s property at night, the next afternoon they’re spinning an ale story about how they saw Darin Bales stalking the yard like a demon.

Truer is, I’m more scared of them than they ever were of me. Don’t sneak to get the jump on anyone. Do it to keep my distance, so I don’t have to process all the touches, tastes, sights, smells, and sounds of everyone I meet.

I know when they’re sick. Sometimes before they do. I smell when they lie, or got somethin’ to hide. See the flush of their skin when I unnerve them. I feel the vibration of tensed muscles and taste their fear when they’re alone with me. Hear the tone in their voices, when they’re disappointed I ent more like my da, but too polite to say it.

All that … noise multiplies with every person, until it’s more’n I can stand. I’d love to just saunter around Town Square on Seventhday, but nothing makes my hands sweat like the thought of the crowds on market day. Rather be chased by a coreling.

So I sneak. To stay in the shade. To keep away from folk. To get a little peace, and somethin’ closer to quiet, where I can hear my own thoughts above the din.

There’s a pair of Sharum guards outside Rojvah’s tent flap, looking sharp and alert. Can’t say I’m glad to see them, but I ent surprised. Not only is she a princess of the Kaji, Rojvah is nie’dama’ting, a priestess-in-training, Betrothed to Everam.

It’s a crime to lay hands on one of the Betrothed, or harm her in any way. Rojvah thought that would protect her when we arrived in Desert Spear, but Aleveran needed a flex to feel tough. He refused to recognize a half-blood Betrothed of another tribe, and stripped her of the white. Now, with Rojvah returning to the seat of Kaji strength, it is a move the Majah are falling over themselves to correct.

If I go right up to the tent, I’ll have to talk to the guards. They’ll have a bunch of questions, even though they know full well who I am. Then one will go in to announce me, but Rojvah will keep him waiting, and it will go on for half an eternity before I get inside.

Easier to sneak. Back of the tent is fetched up against a sandstone wall. The guards glance that way occasionally, but their focus is out front. It’s easy to slip past the moment they look away and circle around back.

The tent canvas is opaque to normal vision, but my eyes don’t work like other folk’s. This time of day, with sunlight shining through the cloth, it’s practically transparent to me. I can see Arick inside with his sister, pacing. Everyone’s decent, so I slide along the back until I get to a small seam in the canvas where the sheets are lashed to a pole.

In the cool shade between the tent and the wall, a little seam is all I need to squeeze through, bones squishing and stretching like taffy as I push through the tiny opening.

Rojvah has removed her headscarf in the privacy of the tent, sitting with her back to me as she brushes out her long, silky cinnamon hair. “You could announce yourself before entering, Darin am’Bales.”

I jump a little. “How’d you know it was me?” She ent even lookin’ my way.

Arick stumbles in his pacing as he notices me. His scent turns embarrassed as he glances around to check if anyone saw, but it quickly blossoms into anger. Can’t tell if he’s angry at me, his sister, or himself.

All these senses, but I still can’t read the room.

“Nie’s black heart,” Arick growls. “You could catch a spear, sneaking up on me like that.”

I shrug. “You used to take a swing every time you saw me. Ent tagged me yet.”

“One day, cousin,” Arick promises. “I may not have your nose, Darin son of Arlen, but you have your own smell, and I know it in my tent.”

“Smell like a person,” I sniff, “not scrubbed in scented soap, rubbed in scented oil, and then covered in perfume and incense.”

Rojvah laughs, keeping her back to us as she works the brush, keeping count with the barest whisper.

“Ent nie’dama’ting supposed to shave their heads?” I ask.

Arick snorts. “The Shar’Dama Ka doesn’t have enough soldiers to force my sister to cut her hair. The other Betrothed hate her for it.”

“I do not care what they think.” Rojvah puts down her brush and turns at last. “Do they think I want to wear the white? Do they think I had a choice? At least here I was free of it.”

“Ay, if you call bein’ locked in the harem free,” I say.

“Given the choice between pillow silks in the harem and a white bido in the Dama’ting Palace, I choose the harem.”

“Is it different for me?” Arick has resumed pacing. “I was forbidden the black at home, and here. But I took up the spear anyway, and claimed glory in the night. I will not give it up without a fight.”

“Gonna fight your own people, Arick?” I ask.

Arick shifts his feet, and it ent hard to reckon why. It’s a reminder of what happened in the dark below.

Most everyone who went into the coreling tunnels was possessed by Alagai Ka at some point. Even Olive. But it’s one thing for the mind demon to briefly snatch control of an unwarded mind and make their body little more than a stocking puppet. Mam says if a mind has time, it can implant suggestions that can lie dormant, unaffected by wards or the light of day, until a certain trigger occurs.

Iraven begged Olive to kill him because he had been the demon king’s agent in the day, and could no longer trust his own mind.

When we found Arick in the tunnels, he was visibly warded and seemed much himself.

Then he kicked me off a cliff.

I forgave Arick. Wern’t his fault. But I know he’s haunted. Afraid he’s tainted like Iraven, but too cowardly to kill himself.

Desperate for some sense of redemption.

I feel for him. Know what it’s like to wonder if there’s darkness inside you. Folk whisper about my demon blood, like they think I might turn into a coreling right in front of them. And sometimes, when I hear the magic callin’, I worry they might be right.

Feel for Arick, but ent got any redemption to spare. Could use a bit, myself.

Arick mutters a reply, but I ent listenin’ anymore. Caught the sound of marching feet—a dozen warriors at least. Arms of Everam, by the sound of it. The elite guard of the Holy City. I hear them stomp right up to Olive.

“The Damaji will see you one last time, before you depart,” one of them says. “Alone.”

“So close,” Olive groans.

“Darin, what …” Rojvah begins, but I’m out of the tent before she finishes the sentence. All the attention is on Olive and the guards, and it’s easy to close in without anyone noticing me.

“Core with that.” Selen interposes herself between Olive and the temple guard. “You ent going in there alone. Not today.”

The guard is briefly taken aback. It is not often the Arms of Everam are resisted. But then his eyes harden, and he takes a step forward. “The word of the Damaji is not a request.”

“Oh, ay?” Selen mirrors him with a step of her own. He is six feet tall at least, but still she looks down on him, her bare arms thick with muscle. Immediately, two more white-sleeved guards step forward.

“Enough.” Olive grabs Selen’s arm and pulls her back, stepping in front of her.

Olive cows the guards with just a glare. “Wait here.” She points, and the Arms snap to attention on the spot as Olive takes Selen aside to speak privately. I move to follow, keeping my focus on their conversation.

“It’s all right, Sel,” Olive says. “They’ve nothing to gain in killing me now, and I don’t expect the gates will open for us until I go.”

“Then I’m coming with you,” Selen says.

“Absolutely not.” Olive uses the same voice she uses for her soldiers. “They will not be candid with you in the room. I have to go alone.”

“And what if things get too candid?” Selen asks. “Ent just them I’m worried about, Olive. You’ve got a temper of your own.”

“Thanks, Aunt Sel.” Olive rolls her eyes. Selen’s technically Olive’s aunt, but Olive only uses the honorific to mock.

Selen crosses her arms. “Fine. Darin, you’ll follow her, ay?”

I’m startled again at the sound of my name when I thought I was being sneaky, though I reckon I shouldn’t be. Like Rojvah, Selen always seems to know when I’m lurking in the shadows. Probably because I was always following her and Olive around when we were kids.

Some things never change.

I stick my head out from behind a cart. “Was gonna do that anyway.”

Olive glares at me. “Darin Bales, don’t you dare. If you get caught …”

Olive Paper’s been giving me orders since we were in nappies. Most times it’s easier to just go along with it, but then it gets her thinkin’ she’s really holding my bridle. It’s kinda funny. “Ent one of your subjects, Olive. You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

“Darin’s apparently a prince in New Krasia,” Selen puts in. “Almost as close
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