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PART ONE 

THE RAVENMINDER




CHAPTER 1

The raven arrived as it always did.

Just before sunset, to the prison at the edge of the world.

It stayed high above the black rock fortress, silent as it soared past marching guards. They were always in pairs, for one could never be too careful around the prisoners of Rendegard.

Past the turrets and domes, the raven flew, until it reached the southernmost side.

There, the world opened wide.

The prison’s rear wall nearly dropped off into the Sundered Sea.

A black rope bridge jutted out over the water. It was so ancient, the entire thing swayed in the breeze, and if one stepped on a board too worn from time and salt air, they might fall to the razor-sharp cluster of rocks far below or tumble into the sea.

A mercy if they drowned before they were eaten alive by the sea wyverns.

The raven cawed, skirting a bit higher as two colossal black fins surfaced above the whitecaps before slipping beneath the churning waves once more.

The bridge ended on a looming black rock isle.

It was Rendegard’s most secure block of cells, upon which stood a single tower.

The raven cawed with joy as it came into view, for it had flown long and hard against the night winds and was eager for a chance to rest its wings. It circled, beads of condensation rolling off its dark feathers like morning dew as it landed. It shook the wetness from its feathers, then hopped from the windowsill into the warmth of the highest room in the tower.

The one that belonged to the birds.

The Aviary was a stinking, stained turret, and one of many others just like it across Lordach. A place for the birds to fly to and from, delivering messages about the only thing that mattered these days.

The war.

‘You’re here late,’ said the young woman who sat waiting.

She was small in frame, a dark-haired wisp of a thing who bore the title of Rendegard’s Ravenminder.

She was the keeper of the messenger birds, at the furthest point south one could go before Lordach ended and the expanse of the Sundered Sea began.

The Ravenminder sat slumped at a table in the center of the tower, amidst piles of worn parchment and handmade quills, and overturned inkwells that had spilled their contents upon the wood like blood.

Her dark hair was a tangled mess of knots and stray bird feathers, and her gray eyes were as dull as river stones. She was, in every sense of the word, forgettable … save for the trio of raised black scars upon her right cheek.

Strange, then, that the Ravenminder bore a name as lovely as Ezer.

It had once belonged to a brave and beautiful demigoddess. The very one that hung the moon in the night skies above her tower.

Ezer yawned and plucked a bit of worn parchment off her scarred cheek, stuck there thanks to the drool.

She looked down at the letter and sighed.

Uncle Ervos, it began. I’m writing to inform you that another month has passed, and yet your sorry, good-for-nothing a—

Ezer crumbled the parchment and tossed it aside.

A pathetic start to a letter, for her insults had never boasted class. Not that she’d actually intended to send it. Her uncle had only ever written back to her once in the two years since he’d left for the war.

She’d sent word to the front in Augaurde countless times, asking for his status. Inquiring whether he was dead or alive for so much time had passed since she’d heard from him. Of course, she sensed in her gut that he was alive, certain she would feel it if Ervos had passed.

Their fates were tied.

And Ezer had always been a victim of the cruelty of fate.

She sighed deeply, blowing a bit of hair from her tired eyes. Ervos had never even told her where he’d been stationed.

She’d written to the garrison in Tomar, and then Stervist. Then Regalia, and Peddler’s Gate, and the troupe at Highgarden. Each camp, spread evenly across the north, holding the line against the dark.

The list went on and on, and not a single godsdamned garrison had word of Ervos.

She supposed silence was better than a confirmed death, for it was Ezer’s job, as it was for all the Ravenminders like her, to receive the lists of the fallen. To send those names out of her tower, onward to the doorsteps of those who would discover their loved ones dead and gone.

Two years of receiving those lists, names hastily scribbled upon parchment, and Ervos had never been on one.

He hadn’t defected, for she knew he’d die before he ever turned to the enemy’s side.

So why hadn’t he written more? And why couldn’t she find him?

With another sigh, Ezer wiped the drool from her face, and did her best to smooth her wild curls.

Ervos wasn’t her true uncle, not by blood. Anyone could take one look at the giant and see that. He’d discovered Ezer as a babe, the sole survivor of her village after a shadow wolf attack. There was no one left to claim her. Nor was there anyone to give her a name, so he had done it himself.

Ezer, he’d chosen. Because she was found beneath the light of the full moon.

Ervos was once the Ravenminder here, just like his father before him. A talented one at that, for he was a gentle giant that loved the ravens. But he had a betting problem. He drank too much, and practiced his card-play too little, to the point that even Ezer could beat him by the time she turned ten.

Ervos had gotten in way too deep with borrowing coin from the prison master. He hadn’t paid any of it back before he’d been whisked away to the warfront, drafted like so many others.

She’d never forget the day the summons came.

All able-bodied men and women were to go and serve, fighting against the Acolyte’s dark army in the north. And because Ezer was only seventeen when he left …

She was abandoned.

Like so many other underaged children. Left to face the world without a guide.

‘I don’t suppose you brought word from my uncle?’ Ezer asked the raven. ‘A giant of a man, crop of bright red hair?’

The raven only cocked its dark head left and right, as if ­wondering why she still hadn’t removed the tiny scroll from its leg.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t suppose you would have.’

She wiped her hands on her leather apron and stood from her worn stool. Chains clinked between her ankles as she walked, kicking up shavings and the smell of dust.

The shackles had long ago rubbed her ankles raw and covered them in scars, despite the pieces of worn fabric she’d managed to wrap beneath them in hopes of saving her skin. She’d requested salve – for the poor birds’ feet, an easy lie – and managed to use it on herself enough times to heal the skin.

But the scars beneath would remain.

The ones that went soul-deep, covering the pain of Ervos’s abandonment. And now someone had to pay off all his debts.

Of course it fell to his ward to do it.

Ezer would have been boarded upon a wagon heading to one of the gods’ temples in Tovar. It was there that she’d be crammed into a room overflowing with other young girls to be watched over by elderly maidens with rapping canes and constant orders to bow her head and pray for mercy to the five gods above, and to the countless demigods beneath them, while they sewed uniforms and gathered baskets of food to be sent to the warfront.

Ezer was no good with a sewing needle.

She wasn’t much for prayers.

And she was even worse with following rules.

She supposed having to take Ervos’s place wasn’t all bad – the only gift fate had ever given her – because Ezer loved the midnight birds.

Nobody wanted to be near a raven these days. They were seen as bad omens, too similar to the monsters the Acolyte’s army rode to war.

But Ezer saw them for what they were.

Cunning, clever little beasts. Survivors, in a world so ridden by death.

‘Prison master came knocking three times for word of you,’ Ezer said now to the raven, as she ran her ink-stained fingertips across his silken feathers.

He was wet from the fog, and smelled something fierce, but she didn’t balk at him.

Nor did he balk at her.

Ezer was not beautiful.

She’d always known it, and perhaps that was why she loved the birds. They didn’t fear her, not even for the enormous trio of scars that marred the entire right side of her face and had speckled her right eye with flecks of darkness.

They were awful, the scars. Three slash marks of gnarled skin that had healed wrong, so each was raised upon her face. And so dark they looked like stripes of black paint.

The scars had been there for as long as she could remember, stretching diagonally from her temple to her chin.

People often thought her cursed because of them.

And perhaps she was.

She didn’t even know who her mother and father were.

She didn’t know their names, nor their faces. Ervos, to his credit, had searched for years, but in the end, he came up empty.

Such was the way of war.

She had little memory of the beasts that marred her … but sometimes, if she closed her eyes, she saw a dark and shadowed snout. Sometimes, she saw the flash of teeth beneath the moonlight and remembered the sound of her mother’s scream.

A sound that had cut off like a snuffed candle.

A slammed door.

A bird screeching before it flew away into the night.

‘Is that what brought you here past sunset? It’s dangerous to be out after dark, you know,’ Ezer said, as the raven closed its eyes and leaned in to her touch. ‘They say the moon makes the wolves hunger for blood.’

Its inky black beak clinked against the old ring she wore upon her thumb. It was all that remained of her mother, a tarnished silver hammered with five tiny symbols to signify the gods – one god for each element. She often stared at the ring and wondered which of the Five her mother prayed to most. ‘Not that the gods paid any mind to her when the wolves came,’ Ezer mused aloud. The raven ruffled its feathers. ‘Well. At least you made it here safely.’

All sorts of breeds had gathered to Ezer since she was a child. Anything winged seemed to trust her, to see her as one of their own. But ravens were her favorite, as clever as they were beautiful, and she’d never dared believe the lie that they were omens.

For how could an omen give a person so much joy when they were near? They were still the main choice of bird for passing messages across the kingdom, far wiser than pigeons. And all the doves had been placed in pretty cages; they represented the animal shape of Avane, god of the wind, and people truly believed owning a cooing dove might give them some glimmer of the god’s protection should the front lines break, and the war fall to the south.

Thank the gods that the Acolyte’s army could only come out at night.

They turned to ash in the sunlight.

‘Come on, then,’ Ezer said to the raven. ‘Let’s see what you’ve brought me.’

Another yawn, and she began her work of untying the small scroll attached to the raven’s leg.

The wind howled, furious as ever, but inside the Aviary, it was calm.

Ordinary.

Across the tower, another raven cawed and dipped its beak into the small copper dish of seeds and nuts she’d laid out hours ago. An owl hooted and turned its head around as if to avoid the raven altogether. The two had never gotten along. A small starling chirped and a pair of tiny little white finches – only here because they liked Ezer’s presence, and not because they were useful at all for delivering messages – fluttered to one side of the tower and back again, playing a game of chase.

‘There,’ she said, as the string finally came loose and the scroll fell free of its tiny casing. ‘That’s better.’

She unrolled it and lay it before her on the table. The small nub of a candle had long since burnt out, and had hardly offered a shred of light to begin with, for how much it wavered in the wind that slid through the open window.

But Ezer had always seen better, clearer, in the dark.

It was one of her abnormalities.

Her strangeties, as Ervos had called them. Things to keep secret, lest she become a prisoner in one of the cells just beneath her feet. Most of the poor souls had been turned over to the Redguard without a single shred of evidence from their accusers.

It was fear that had them locked away.

Fear that anyone who was different had aligned with the dark.

Ezer’s strangeties had begun to arrive at the age of thirteen. It was the age most Sacred – the powerful mages in the north – came into their own magic.

It was rare, though not entirely unheard of, for a Sacred Knight to break their strict laws of purity and leave the Sacred Citadel behind. If they were truly rebellious, they’d fall in love with a nomage: a mortal without magic.

Sometimes, Ezer liked to imagine her past lingered in the pages of a romance novel. Perhaps her mother was a Sacred warrioress. Her father, a stable hand or a knight’s squire, and the two fell in love, breaking the laws of the Citadel, and the result was Ezer.

Ezer …

Who got only shreds of their forbidden, muddied magic.

‘They’re the things that make you special, Little Bird,’ Ervos had told her when the birds began to follow her, and even gather to peck at her window until she opened it and let them in. When she began to find things in the dark without ever needing to light a candle. When she woke from nightmares of dark, dangerous things. Things that had yet to come to pass … until days, sometimes weeks later, when those nightmares suddenly came true.

Sometimes, she thought she saw a shadow of fear in Ervos’s eyes when he looked at her. But still, he took her hands and held them close, and whispered, ‘Never show your strangeties to anyone. Never forget to hide them and keep them close.’

She pushed the memory away and focused instead on reading the raven’s scroll.


30 dead. 

Attack by shadow wolves.



There were bloodstains dried upon the parchment – fingerprints that had been smeared as the other Ravenminder had written it and tied it up and sent the raven south to her tower. It was not unusual these past many months to find a message covered in blood. Ravenminder towers were supposed to be protected by runed wards and kept safe by at least one Sacred squadron. It was the only means of swift communication. Wings were faster than hooves any day.

But the Acolyte was getting stronger. The casualties, more and more each week.

When darkness fell, the wolves always arrived.

And sometimes, the runes on Ravenminder towers wore away before the Sacred Scribes could return and carve their power anew. These days, more often than not … they never returned at all.

Ezer read the rest of the scroll, trying to decipher the shaky handwriting as best she could:


Send help to Carvist.



Ezer frowned. She had another three scrolls just like it tucked inside the small basket beyond her locked door, along with several that had scribbled the names of missing men, women and children.

People who’d either been eaten by shadow wolves … or disappeared, in the dead of the night.


Tomas Servain. Missing

Zerah Morvani. Missing.

Giuli Avantre. Missing.



All of them had come from messages earlier today, just like the others that came on the days before. The months before. So many had gone missing. Home one day, and gone the next after nightfall, and though their loved ones didn’t want to admit where they’d gone, most knew by now.

They were either dead …

Or they had journeyed north to join the Acolyte.

He arrived almost twenty years ago, when shadow wolves began to appear in the north, destroying farmlands and crops, devouring innocents in the outlying villages each night when the sun fell.

The symbol began to appear in shadowed places across ­villages and towns.

Two dark wings.

No one knew their origin.

But it soon became clear it was a call.

And those who understood its meaning laid down their love for the gods, and marched north to join the Acolyte.

His stronghold was hidden in the Sawteeth Mountains, as far north as one could go in Lordach. Protected, at all times, by a storm of pure shadow.

He had thousands of shadow wolves. And all those who had disappeared were found with him … changed. They called themselves Darksouls, with their black eyes, and strange, twisted magic. The strongest ones rode winged hybrid monsters, raphons, into battle. A battle that King Draybor, the ruler of Lordach, had led against the Acolyte for nearly twenty years now.

Sometimes, the warfront felt like a faraway, distant dream.

Like a nightmare concealed by frozen mist and shadow, where few knew the whole truth of what went on. There were hardly any survivors that returned south. And the stories that reached her tower had always felt too wild to be true.

They claimed the Acolyte had created some sort of dark religion, a following that turned their lifelong adoration of the gods into something twisted.

Something hungry for blood.

Still … some part of Ezer had always wondered what it would be like to go north.

She was born there, after all, had nearly died there too.

She longed to see a bird as large as a sea wyvern. To see if her connection to the common ravens would carry across to a beast as fearsome as a war mount.

She doubted so, for Lordach’s war eagles and the Acolyte’s raphons were only commanded by people with true magic.

She had vapors, if anything at all.

‘Well now,’ Ezer said to the very normal raven who perched before her. ‘I suppose the only birds I’ll ever connect with will be like you, little corvid.’ It blinked up at her with dark, trusting eyes. ‘Not that I’m complaining. We’re perfectly safe here in the south, far from those awful mutts that attacked my village.’

Ezer shuffled across the tower and dropped the bloody scroll through the small slot on the door. It tumbled into the basket beside the others, where the prison master would come for it sooner or later.

‘Stay the night,’ Ezer said as she turned once more to the raven. It looked exhausted, its wings drooping and its eyes already shining a bit less than moments before. ‘Get warm and dry and fed, and we’ll worry about what to do with you come morning. I won’t be sending you back to Carvist any time soon. We’ll choose another route instead. Perhaps one that leads to the gold mines out west?’

The raven cawed joyfully.

As if it heard her words and understood.

They’d always had a love for shiny, shimmering things.

Perhaps that was why Ezer so adored the moon.

Sometimes, she stared out the window for hours, wondering what it would be like to be out there. Seeing the places her ravens had been, the places written about in books. Doing more than only taste the wind, or stare into the distant darkness, wondering what it was like beyond these rounded tower walls.

There had to be more than this.

More to her than ravens and scrolls.

She squeezed her fist over her mother’s ring, a comfort as she crossed to the small cot she’d set up in the corner of the room. With a grunt, she pulled her chains upon it, then lifted her scrap of a worn blanket to her chin and listened to the wind as it whistled past the window. She wouldn’t dare close its shutters, for fear of locking out a weary bird that had given its all to reach her with a message tied to its leg.

But she certainly wanted to.

For every so often, Ezer swore the wind changed.

Every so often, it went from a whistle to a whisper.

And she swore she heard it calling her name.

She supposed it should have frightened her, that the wind had a voice. But it had never done anything to bring her harm, and each time, the sound faded as soon as she thought she heard it.

But it always caused her to turn her eyes north. To stare out the window of her tower and wonder if there was more for her outside Rendegard.

A story still waiting beyond the shimmering black sea.

She felt safe with the birds perched all around her. They would warn her, should anything strange arrive.

Her eyes began to droop, heavy from the day’s work.

But on the other side, the nightmares came.

She saw herself hunted by shadow wolves.

She saw herself die, her throat ripped out by a war eagle with eyes like molten fire.

In these dreams, she often found herself adorned in a black cloak, riding on the wrong side of the war. Bowing to the Acolyte instead of the five gods.

Sometimes, perhaps the most peculiar nightmare of all, she stood at the warfront in the Expanse, a land of snow and ice … and it was there that she found herself accompanied by a faceless man, his hood full of shadows.

‘Ezer,’ he breathed as he ran his calloused fingertips across the scars on her face. ‘Come back to me.’

She’d just drifted off to sleep when a caw shook her awake.

As if the raven had heard, seconds before her, the sound of footsteps that now approached from beyond the Aviary door.

The prison master, here to collect the messages, Ezer thought … but the gait was much heavier than his.

Her heartbeat hastened.

No one ever visited her tower beyond the servants who delivered plates of stale meals, and certainly not at this hour.

The raven lifted its wings and soared to a high perch, its absence leaving Ezer cold.

‘Traitor,’ she hissed.

She stood from her cot, chains clinking between her ankles as a pair of skeleton keys rattled outside. The lock twisted, and the heavy black hinges screamed as the door swung open.

A warrior from the north stood on the other side.

A Sacred Knight, with hair as pale as snow.




CHAPTER 2

‘I think you have the wrong door,’ Ezer said now, heart pounding. She curled her sweaty hands into fists.

A Sacred Knight. 

Standing here in the south, when he should have been at the front lines of war, fighting back against the Acolyte’s darkness with his gods-given magic.

The man who stood in her doorway was most certainly a warrior.

He was her opposite, in every way.

He stood strong and towering when she was small and frail.

His pure snow-white hair was woven into an intricate warrior’s braid, while the sides of his head were clean shaven.

She looked at the sigil upon his chest and found her eyes widening. A pair of white eagle wings backed by a crest of deep orange.

A Firemage.

One whose power came from the god Vivorr.

She’d read about the different Sacred magics, seeking every story she could after her strangeties began to kick in.

Each Sacred Knight was born with perfectly controllable magic, from one of five Pillars in the Sacred Text: Wind, Water, Fire, Realm, and the Ehver.

Each one, represented by its own unique god and their particular power.

Avane for wind, Odaeis for water, Vivorr for fire, Aristra for realm, and lastly, Dhysis, god of all mortal bodies. The symbols for each one surrounded her mother’s ring.

And though the gods could no longer come down and walk amongst mortal kind, they could still bless them with rare gifts.

Magic had been one of them.

It was the first Godblessing ever recorded, given to the purest of hearts, a group of god-fearing warriors that became the first five Sacred Knights, long ago. They had sworn to protect the nomages of the kingdom. And thankfully so. All of Lordach would be dead if it weren’t for the Sacred.

But Ezer knew, from the messages her birds delivered, that the tide of war was turning. And it wasn’t in Lordach’s favor.

She studied the Sacred Knight before her now.

‘Ravenminder,’ he said. His voice was accented. Northern. She supposed she’d have shared the same accent if the wolves hadn’t changed her fate. ‘You’re … younger than I expected.’

She frowned at that.

He looked down at her like he expected her to shrink in the glory of his presence. A massive, jagged scar ran down the entirety of his face, stretching to the neckline of his cloak.

She lifted her own chin as if to better show hers.

Three for his one.

But he was a warrior who had seen more than his fair share of battle. She was just an orphan plucked from the wreckage of a shadow wolf attack. A young woman who had a fragment of useless magic.

Nothing more.

She crossed her arms and stared up at him, fully aware of the feathers stuck in her hair, the ink stains upon her fingertips. ‘Who are you?’

He looked young, perhaps twenty, so not much older than she.

But the Sacred aged at a different rate to nomages. The more magic they used, the more power required of their mortal bodies … the faster a Sacred died.

He eyed her cell with not a hint of emotion on his face.

The open window, the near-shredded blanket upon her stained cot. The piles of books she’d read cover to cover to fill her days alone; the parchment and the bird waste that she’d yet to scrub from the rounded stone walls and perches. All the birds studied him closely, as if they, too, felt the power that emanated from such a godsblessed being.

His eyes lingered a bit longer on her awful scars.

‘Well?’ she asked and tapped her toe impatiently. Anxiety had always sharpened her edges, made her feel like a weapon poised to attack.

‘You are the Ravenminder of Rendegard. Are you not?’

The question surprised her, for the answer should have been obvious.

‘Who’s asking?’ Ezer said.

‘Lordach,’ the knight grunted. He inspected her from head to toe and sighed. As if he were disappointed by what he saw.

But now her heart was racing. Because she knew what it was like when a summons came.

And there was only one person she knew that would bring a summons to her door. One person that had packed his bags and traveled north on a recruiting wagon, two years ago.

‘Read it,’ the knight said.

And pushed a worn scroll into her hands.

King Draybor Laroux’s sigil – a set of eagle wings topped by an arch of five small crowns – sealed the back.

Her legs felt weak. Her stomach was going to turn itself inside out, right here on the tower floor.

She opened the scroll and began to read:


Ezer of Rendegard, Ravenminder, has—



She glanced up, eyes widening.

The Sacred Knight only stared past her, studying the birds.

So, she went back to the scroll and read it hungrily.


Ezer of Rendegard, Ravenminder, has been legally drafted into the service of the Lordachian Army 
on this 12th Godsday of Avane’s Month.



‘What …’ Ezer breathed out.

‘You’ve been drafted.’

‘But … I’m already in service here.’ She doubted he knew about the mountain of debt. ‘I can’t just leave.’

‘You can, and you will.’

She crossed her arms. ‘Says who? I’m contracted to work for the prison master until …’

She wasn’t certain exactly when until was.

The Sacred shrugged. ‘Your contract is paid off. Your mission is elsewhere now. It’s time to go.’

Her heart began to beat faster as she realized what that all meant.

‘The prison master sold me?’ she asked, breathless. ‘That bastard.’

Heat rushed through her. For two years he’d kept her here, pocketing all the money for her work, only to accept payment for shipping her off to the warfront. To the place where everyone met death.

‘Your last Ravenminder,’ Ezer asked. ‘What was their name?’

‘It is not my duty to answer your questions,’ said the Sacred. But as he stared at her, he sighed and said, ‘He said his name was Ervos.’

She could have sworn the floor fell out from beneath her feet.

‘Tall man, red hair, booming voice?’ Ezer asked.

‘If memory recalls.’

Gods.

She knew he was alive. She knew she wasn’t still alone in this world. For the first time in ages, a bit of hope ignited in her chest.

He’d become the Ravenminder of the warfront. And now he must have been transferred again to another tower.

 … So why hadn’t he written to her?

Why hadn’t he come home?

Because of the debts, something whispered within her soul.

No, she thought. He wouldn’t do that to me.

Something suddenly felt off.

‘Take me to him,’ Ezer said, and stepped forward as if to move from the tower.

‘I’m taking you north, to serve as all citizens must serve.’ The Sacred Knight’s large frame blocked her way. He sighed, as if this entire conversation was already a waste of his time. ‘But not to him. He’s … gone.’

‘Gone where?’ Ezer asked. ‘To another garrison, another town? You can deliver me safely to wherever he is and I’ll serve—’

It was then that she noticed it. The way his pale eyes had shifted, how his frown had deepened ever more. And it made sense, why Ervos hadn’t returned.

‘My uncle … he’s dead. Isn’t he?’ she breathed out.

His jaw hardened, lips pressed in a thin line. ‘War is not kind. People often pay the price.’

Ervos was the only one who’d ever cared about her in this godsforsaken realm.

She’d never imagined a world without him.

And now he was gone.

She could feel the absence of him, suddenly. Like her chest was going to split in two.

Like she was floating, untethered, in a deep black abyss. And there was no one left to reel her back in. To bring her home.

There was not a hint of kindness in the Sacred’s words as he said, ‘Are you ready to leave now?’

Ezer’s head snapped up. ‘That’s all you can say?’

‘I’m here to escort reinforcements north.’ He frowned. ‘I’ve already given you more than your fair share of time, if we’re to remain on schedule.’

A spike of heat slammed into her. The ravens ruffled their feathers as if they too sensed it, and suddenly … she imagined how satisfying it would be to feel his nose crunch beneath her fist. She imagined the pleasure she would feel at making him bleed.

She hated him.

She hated him more than she’d hated Ervos for the past two years for leaving her here without him.

For only writing her a single godsdamned letter.

For never saying goodbye.

‘You have two minutes to pack your bags,’ the Sacred said. ‘Take only what you can carry. The Minder’s tower has all the necessary supplies to accomplish your work: quill and ink and parchment, a uniform to be worn. We leave with the next recruiting wagon.’

He turned, slamming the door shut behind him.

The moment he left, her knees buckled. The dust settled around her, but she felt like she was still falling. She curled her hand into a fist around her mother’s ring, waiting for the calmness to wash over her. For some sense of peace to settle across her shoulders like it always had.

But there was only silence.

Emptiness.

The birds shifted on their perches, uneasy, as Ezer knelt there in the shavings of her tower, the letter in her hands as she reread it.

Ervos was gone.

And she realized, as all hope died within her, that she was to replace him again.





The wind danced with the scent of salt and storms. The stars were so bright, the moon a delicate silver plate balanced in the sky.

Beautiful.

So, so beautiful, the time when death was closest.

She closed her eyes, tipped her head to the sky, and breathed it in.

Freedom, she thought. A pity, to feel it for a moment … only to have it ripped away again so soon.

The birds followed from above, wings drenched in fog as the Sacred led Ezer away.

After a harrowing, humiliating walk across the creaking rope bridge – a pity, for a Ravenminder’s biggest fear to be heights – they reached the front of Rendegard.

There, the prison’s steps unraveled down the cliffside like a dark spool of thread.

They ended at the towering prison gates. Beyond them, a thick span of woods separated the prison from the city. Distant smokestacks trailed into the night sky, stretching from spires and tiled rooftops, while candles flickered in second-story windows. Their color was changed depending on the godsday. Tonight, it was green for Aristra, god of realm.

Others had probably donned small carvings of bears on their windowsills to represent Aristra’s animal form.

It had been two years since Ezer had stood beside her uncle and lit a candle. Two years since she’d prayed to the Five, some part of her always doubting the words that tumbled from her own lips.

‘Hurry up,’ the Sacred grunted, drawing her attention back to him.

She turned to see a wagon awaiting her. And not simply any normal covered wagon, but an enormous prison wagon, with reinforced iron sides meant for liars and thieves and murderers, all manner of people who’d broken countless of Lordach’s laws.

The worst thing Ezer had ever done was curse, and one time she’d kicked a cat in defense of her birds.

Gods, she hated cats.

They entered a room thinking everyone blessed because of their presence.

Ezer glowered up at him. Gods, he was massive. ‘But you can’t mean to make me ride in there, with …’

Her voice trailed off as she glanced at the line of prisoners.

‘I can,’ the Sacred said. ‘And I will. It’s safer than what we’ll face traveling north. The open road is no place for a lady, especially at night.’

‘And neither is a prison wagon,’ Ezer snapped at him.

A muscle in his perfect jaw twitched. ‘You would be wise to watch your tongue, Minder, before you arrive in the north.’

Her eyes met his. ‘My tongue, Mage, is of no concern to you.’

She could have sworn his face reddened as he turned away. At least the rumors about the Sacred were true, then. They never laid with another until they were matched.

She watched him walk away as she waited in the rain, shivering like a sewer rat as the prisoners clambered aboard. When she climbed inside, she found herself shoved in the back corner, in the depths of darkness, amid the stink of sweat and piss and prisoners that had at best been petty thieves. At worst, cold-blooded killers.

And perhaps some were like her, with small, spoiled magic, useless to the kingdom but still capable of being feared for their differences, mistaken for someone loyal to the Acolyte.

There was no telling which of them she sat between.

‘Escorted here by him?’ the woman beside Ezer asked. ‘You must be of some worth after all, tiny.’

‘And why’s that?’ Ezer asked as the rain picked up and the wagon doors began to close with a groan.

The woman lifted a filthy brow. ‘How long have you been in your cell?’

‘Not a cell,’ Ezer protested, but the woman cut her off with a bark of laughter. ‘And why would that matter?’

It was dark as pitch, but with her small magic, Ezer watched the woman’s filthy brows rise, clear as day. ‘Because anyone with half a brain would recognize that handsome face. He’s Arawn Laroux, the Crown Prince of Lordach.’

A whip cracked.

A horse whinnied from outside the wagon as it jolted, and the wheels began to move.

The crown prince of Lordach, Ezer thought.

Strange that he’d come to pick up a wagon full of prisoners, when he should have been using that famed magic for the war.

And gods, what an ass Arawn Laroux was.




CHAPTER 3

The hooded man stood before her again. In a glint of light, she saw a dagger of bone on his hip.

He leaned down towards her.

Her heart began to race, a mix of panic and longing coursing through her.

Their lips met.

They were familiar, soft and lovely, and—

White hot pain coursed through her, not an ounce of pleasure, as he broke the kiss first.

Ezer looked down in horror.

And found his dagger, buried handle-deep in her chest.

She woke with a gasp, her first instinct to reach for the dagger in her chest. There was nothing there.

The nightmare was familiar, an obnoxious side effect of sleep … but it still rattled her all the same.

Her dreams had often come true, like knowing when a storm was well on its way. Or knowing that Ervos would return home from the tavern with a fresh bruise upon his face.

But when it came to this dream …

It had never come to pass.

Ezer opened her eyes and blinked wearily, groaning as she remembered where she was. The prison wagon had come to a grinding halt. And it was cold, so cold it felt like the very air froze inside her lungs.

Gods, how long had she been out?

Winter’s kiss was heavy on her skin.

‘What’s going on?’ someone groaned.

The last time she’d been awake, they were barreling past another ruined village, smoke thick in the air. She’d first pressed her eye to the window, desperate to drink it in as they rolled slowly north. Because though she was not free, it was the most she’d ever seen beyond Rendegard. The closest she’d ever been to the stories Ervos had always shared with her when she longed to hear more about where she’d come from.

But this was not the world Ervos remembered.

There were no emerald hills or valleys, nor lively villages with laughter and music spilling from beneath worn tavern doors.

Instead, the world was quiet. As if it were only inhabited by ghosts.

‘We’re not moving,’ another prisoner said.

Muffled voices came from outside, and then the back door of the transport wagon was thrown open. Light filtered in as it hit the ground with a booming thunk, sending up a swell of snow.

When it settled, the Sacred Prince Arawn of Lordach stood in its place.

‘Blockage in the road,’ Arawn said by way of a greeting. His brows furrowed as if he were already annoyed they hadn’t moved. ‘Daylight is fading. Get out.’

They had yet to trust the prisoners, even if they were soldiers now.

The Redguard had chained them all up, knowing they might take the chance to run before they made it to the warfront and received their stations.

Each was fastened at the waist by chains, and set in two lines, so closely packed together they could shuffle only mere steps at a time as they shakily made their way into the falling snow.

As if they were one body.

Ezer, to her relief, was not chained among them.

Perhaps because she was recruited from a tower instead of a cell.

Trees surrounded the group, mostly thick evergreens as tall as the sky with white weighing heavy upon their lower branches and piled up in drifts at the forest floor. She couldn’t see their tops, for how tall they towered. White aspens were mixed in, with ghostly bark and black knots that looked all too much like watching eyes.

She felt dizzy as she followed their ascent. They were far larger than the trees had ever been beyond Rendegard. Like they could stretch to the clouds.

Out in the open, the sheer force of the wind hit her.

This was true winter.

A feeling like knives nipping at Ezer’s skin, like she was made of glass and might shatter.

She still wore her shredded remnants of a cloak from Rendegard. It was clothing meant for a life by the sea, lightweight so she could move about taking care of her birds.

Dragging the chains that she did not miss. Her ankles still ached from the ghost of her shackles.

But the sight of the prisoners wearing them …

She had to look away.

She peered around the wagon and onto the narrow road, her breath a cloud before her. It was no wonder the wagon wouldn’t be able to make it through.

Several enormous trees had been upturned at their roots, their branches already covered up by fresh snow. As if the sheer weight of winter had felled them, though some part of Ezer whispered a warning.

Monsters. 

She’d read too many raven scrolls, seen too many names hurriedly scribbled in ink.

‘Well?’ Ezer asked. ‘What happens next?’

Arawn didn’t so much as mutter a grumpy hello as he approached.

His enormous shoulders were now covered in a white cloak lined with fur that was thick enough to keep him warm. There were runes stitched into the lining, like he’d somehow magicked the cloak to ward away the cold.

Now that she knew who he really was, it made sense.

He truly was handsome. Even through his cloak she could see his muscles were so large, she couldn’t help but admire them. Couldn’t help but wonder what he would look like in the heat of battle, his body a deliciously honed weapon.

He’s a prick, she reminded herself, and that only made his appearance all the more frustrating.

Why was it always the heartless ones who looked so damned good on the outside?

She felt like she had daggers in her eyes as she took him in.

His sword was of an extremely fine make, and his thickly knotted braid was so elegant it could only have been done by a skilled servant. It helped to reveal the sharp lines of his perfect face, his full lips … and the enormous red scar that spanned down his cheek. Not nearly as hideous as hers, because of course it served to his rugged warrior’s appearance.

It was fresher than she’d initially thought. The skin was still angry at its edges, perhaps only a few months old.

Strange, that an Ehvermage at the Citadel hadn’t healed him.

She thought the Sacred were not fond of scars, especially royals, for it marred them, made them look far less pure to their pillared god.

Arawn’s eyes snapped to hers as he caught her studying him. ‘We’ll have to walk. It’s a mile uphill.’ He glanced down to her ankles as if he could still see the shadow of her old chains. ‘Can you walk, or will you require assistance?’

No, she thought. I’m weaker than I’ve ever been. I survived on stale bread and salt-tinged water for two years, and now I’m thin as bones, freezing to death in this cold. I most certainly cannot walk a mile uphill, you pompous royal.

‘I’m perfectly capable,’ she said instead. ‘Not that you cared to offer me the courtesy of asking before. If this is how you treat your new Minder, I’m not certain I’d like to serve in your north.’

His brows furrowed. ‘You do not strike me, Minder, as someone who wants courtesy.’

‘And you do not strike me, Firemage, as someone who understands anything about what a woman wants.’

His jaw twitched. ‘You speak out of line.’

‘Because you’re a prince?’

She supposed he could have her hung for speaking to him in such a way.

But her anger had replaced her ability to give a damn.

‘You certainly didn’t act like one when you so callously told me my uncle was dead,’ Ezer hissed. ‘Your gods would be ashamed of you.’

His hands balled into fists. ‘Punishment, Minder, is fierce for those who speak ill of the gods.’

‘Go ahead,’ she said, and risked a step closer to him, enough that she had to crane her neck back to look him in the eyes. ‘Punish me.’

‘I wouldn’t dare give you the satisfaction,’ he said.

‘Who said anything about satisfaction?’ She smiled sweetly up at him. And because she knew the ways of the Sacred, how they held themselves back for their perfectly pure, arranged marriages, she added, ‘I don’t need a man for that.’

He squirmed, indeed.

He practically stumbled away.

‘You act like a heathen. A disbeliever.’

She laughed, though every muscle in her body was taut. ‘Oh, I believe, Sacred. I believe that a nomage like me, like my uncle, like all these prisoners who are traveling north to die … we are just pawns for you to use in your losing war.’

‘You know nothing of war,’ he said. His hands curled at his sides. ‘And I can assure you, it’s one we have no intention of losing.’

She blew out a breath as the prince turned away, the tension finally releasing without his eyes upon her.

With a barked order, he sent three Redguard ahead on horseback, urging them to call for reinforcements at the gates.

Why would they need reinforcements just to march the final mile through the woods to the garrison, where thousands of other soldiers were waiting?

There was no danger here, not yet.

Darkness was when the Acolyte attacked, and the battles of the night began.

But the daylight was indeed waning. And the road ahead was thick with untouched snow, deep enough that it would certainly slow their journey.

‘First lesson!’ Arawn called out, finally addressing them all. ‘You’re not in the south anymore. You’re close enough to smell the blood upon the wind. To hear the cry of the brave men and women who fall in war, fighting for the light.’

Ezer’s stomach twinged as she thought of Ervos.

He hadn’t fought in this war.

He’d only minded the ravens.

But it had still claimed him in the end. She didn’t even know how.

‘This is shadow wolf territory, for the Acolyte’s beasts like to circle the ward’s outskirts like moths drawn to a flame. So, unless you wish to find your intestines strung across the snow … you will walk. And you will not utter a single word.’

He held out his sword in signal.

The prisoners began to walk.

Ezer turned to follow, frozen to the bone.

But the sword stopped at her middle.

‘Not you, Minder,’ Arawn said. A spike of fear stabbed her in the gut as those blue eyes narrowed upon her. ‘You’re staying with me.’





The path ahead was far narrower once they passed through the rune-marked trees. It was only a mere six feet across from treeline to treeline. Aspens and pines towered over them, casting everything in deep shadows.

Each glance upwards, Ezer swore the sky was darkening.

Each step, she swore she saw the shadows gathering between the trees. The scar on her face seemed to squirm in the cold, like it sensed the danger that was oncoming if they didn’t make it to the warfront before dark.

To the safety of camp.

But what was safety, she wondered, on the front lines? They battled in the sky, the mages and their eagles taking the brunt of the attacks from the raphons. They battled on the snow, too, people just like her who were untrained for war, ripped from their homes so they could defend Lordach against a monster.

A monster who made monsters.

At least, that was what she’d always heard of the Acolyte. And suddenly she was terrified, for though she’d held pieces of parchment written this far north, though she’d been in constant communication with garrison after garrison across Lordach …

She realized she knew nothing of war.

She squeezed the ring on her thumb, a reminder that she had once been loved.

But now her chest ached, and it was not from the cold or the breathlessness in her tired lungs.

In this world, she was now well and truly alone.

The sound of the chains, of boots shuffling across snow, thrummed in time with Ezer’s heart.

Her legs began to tremble until she feared she might not be able to take another step. Her ankles screamed, weak from years of little use beneath her shackles.

Gods, the air was thin here.

Her head had begun to spin.

A mile, Arawn said.

It felt like ten.

She glanced at the trees.

The birds would normally be there, hopping along the branches the moment they sensed Ezer’s presence. They were always curious, often following her for a while before they got brave enough to soar down and introduce themselves with a clever little chirp.

But there were no birds here.

The forest had gone still.

And utterly silent.

So silent, the back of her neck prickled.

‘Ezer.’

The wind suddenly sighed her name.

Not now, she thought.

Because the wind only whispered when danger was near.

She glanced over her shoulder to see a prisoner stumble and fall from the exhaustion and cold.

‘Argh!’ One of the others grunted from his spot in line, as they tried to haul the fallen back to his feet. ‘Cut him loose. At this rate, we’ll never—’

‘Silence,’ Arawn hissed as he spun.

His eyes were wide.

And Ezer knew why when she saw the fresh trail of blood a few paces ahead.

It dripped down the hillside like red ribbons.

‘Ezer.’

The wind whistled past her ears as she followed its sound and vaguely catalogued the carnage of the Redguard Arawn had sent ahead to the Citadel, mere minutes ago.

They were all dead.

‘Avane save us,’ a prisoner breathed.

‘Come quickly, Odaeis,’ said another.

‘I said silence,’ Arawn hissed.

He was the only Sacred. The only one with magic here, and …

A stick cracked.

Arawn winced.

And Ezer realized, with a fresh wave of terror, that the prince was afraid.

‘Ezerrrr.’

The wind tickled her ears, sighed her name like a subtle breath.

It had come from her left.

She spun and looked at the trees, where the shadows had too swiftly gathered.

How long until the sun fell?

Minutes, maybe. The pink sky had turned as red as blood.

‘Ezer.’

Now the whisper came from her right.

She spun, eyes wide, for it had never been so hard to follow. As if it were coming from every direction all at once.

Another crack.

‘Move,’ Arawn mouthed. He looked back at the group, narrowing his eyes. ‘Now.’ 

He’d only made it two steps ahead of her when the wind whispered, ‘Down! Get down!’

She didn’t hesitate.

She dove, narrowly avoiding the monster that suddenly swept from the treetops, its claws aimed to kill.

A shadow wolf.

She slammed against Arawn, wrapping her arms around his middle. Her weight alone wasn’t enough to topple him, but his body seemed to drop on instinct.

She felt the whoosh of cold air over her head as the shadow wolf just barely missed them.

Felt the snag as its awful black claws swiped through her hood instead of Arawn’s neck.

The prince hit the snow and rolled, his strong arms wrapped around her until they settled.

‘Stay down!’ he growled.

He practically slung her from him as he came back up to his feet, his sword already out. His muscles had hardened like honed steel, the warrior she’d imagined him to be.

And the wolf …

Ezer watched in horror as it slid and whirled around in the snow, then threw back its snout and howled.

The sound gave wings to her panic. She could barely breathe as a howl answered from behind her, and through the trees …

Oh gods, oh gods.

Another shadow wolf.

It was canine in shape, with membranous, bat-like wings sprouting from its muscular shoulders. Its limbs were elongated, as if they had stretched to twice the size of a normal wolf. Its dark fur practically rippled, as if it were truly made of shadows. She could just barely see the forest through its body … and yet it was a solid creature before her, its enormous jagged claws digging into the snow.

She couldn’t even gasp in terror as she stared at the very creature that had killed her mother and father and left its calling card on Ezer’s face.

The world swam in and out of focus.

‘Minder!’

Her mind snapped back into existence as Arawn tossed something at her feet.

A small silver dagger.

‘Word of advice?’ Arawn said over his shoulder. ‘Go for the throat.’

He whispered something – an invocation – and the runes upon his own blade suddenly flared to life.

Fire. 

That was orange fire on his sword, blazing like it was dipped in oil.

The scar on his face glowed in its light, stark against his skin.

His other hand lifted, and the wolves backed a step away, as if bracing for the inferno of the Firemages, a legend in its own right. Sure enough, a whirlpool of blue began to stir in his palm, glittering orange at its edges.

Magic.

True magic, the likes of which she had never seen.

She leaned forward, hope filling her lungs.

But just before he struck … the light went out.

‘Now would be the time to run,’ Arawn said over his shoulder. He grimaced, as if in pain. ‘Go!’

Ezer scooped up the dagger and whirled towards the procession behind them, hoping to find safety in the crowd of prisoners and Redguard.

Just in time to see three other shadow wolves soar down from the trees and attack.

This was how she would die.

Not by old age, imprisoned in the tallest tower in Rendegard, but by the claws of a winged monster in the north.

She stood frozen, a single dagger in her hand as the world collapsed around her. Blood stained the snow in splatters that looked like wet paint.

You’re in shock, a voice told her. It sounded like Ervos. You must run, Little Bird.

Run or die.

Arawn’s runed blade collided with the first monster’s neck. It screeched as black blood sprayed, and that blood turned to shadows – living shadows – that went slithering back to the wolf, filling the hole in its neck.

Impossible.

She screamed as it leapt for him.

But when the prince lifted his hand, ready to send a blast of fire towards it …

Nothing happened.

The fire in his palm had fizzled out, only a tendril of smoke in its place.

Kill it! she wanted to scream at him. Use your magic! Why are you stopping now?

The wolf snarled, and they went down in a tangle of shadows and limbs.

To her right, a monster leapt upon the Redguard at the back of the pack. A male, whose shout was cut off instantly as the beast gutted him with two clean swipes of its front claws.

The wolf shook its head as it began to feast upon his innards, growling and slinging blood.

‘Get out of here!’ Arawn yelled to Ezer as he stood. Blood dripped down his arm, but he was still alive.

The second wolf growled and lunged, but he batted it back with his sword.

Hope glimmered within as he murmured another invocation and tried to call that magic to his palm.

It was like an ember fighting for life against the wind.

It began … and again it fizzled away.

Like the gods had heard his invocation … and said no.

The prince took to the sword instead, swinging his masterfully glowing blade. A wolf leapt and he spun, using his momentum to behead it in one enormous swipe.

This time, the shadows did not regather.

But another wolf appeared to take its place.

Ezer scurried backwards, her back up against an aspen tree. The solid bark was the only thing keeping her rooted to the spot. With trembling hands, she held Arawn’s dagger before her, knowing how useless it would be against the wolves.

She’d seen six Redguard die in a matter of seconds.

Now their bodies were spread across the snow like a garland.

The other beasts down the path killed and killed, as if driven by some carnal need to end every living thing they faced.

Ezer whimpered.

‘Please,’ she begged whatever gods were listening, if they dared turn an ear to a woman like her at all.

She had no power to help.

She could do nothing but watch the others die.

Something touched her shoulder.

She screamed, and held out Arawn’s dagger, expecting another shadow wolf.

But it was only a raven. She could have wept at the sight of it as it landed on her shoulder, a balm to her soul, for now at least she would not die alone.

An omen would be with her.

The raven cawed once before it suddenly nipped at her ear. The pain was enough to shake her for a moment.

‘Stop it,’ she hissed, but she realized now that her shock was gone.

Her eyesight was clear again as she looked up. Arawn had run down the hill, where the wolves now circled the living as if they would pick them all off, one by one. Somehow, three more had arrived. Shadows seemed to drip from their bodies as they snarled, their maws steaming with hot mortal blood.

They’d kill them all.

And then they’d come for her next.

You will stand now, Ezer told herself. You will find your own strength and run before you end up like your mother and father. 

But I’m afraid, Ezer thought back.

Now it wasn’t her voice that answered, but her uncle’s deep timbre.

Who cares, Little Bird? 

Do it afraid.

The raven leapt from her shoulder.

‘Wait,’ Ezer whimpered.

She stood on trembling legs, reaching for it as it soared off into the snowy forest, a little black blur. She took one last glance at Arawn, could see him swinging his sword amidst the howls and snarls.

He’d dragged her all the way to the north, where he led her right to death’s doorstep.

I saved you, Prince, she thought. Consider my debts to you repaid.

Numbly, she turned and followed the corvid into the woods.

The trees blurred around her. There could be a monster behind any one of them, a shadow wolf hungry to devour her, and yet she kept walking.

She had to get away, to hide and find safety somewhere until she could come up with a clear plan.

Flakes danced in Ezer’s vision. Fog clouded the air before her as her lungs heaved. She paused to catch her breath, the sounds of the chaos fading.

For a moment, it was silent. Almost peaceful.

Perhaps the others were all dead.

Overhead, the raven blasted a warning call.

‘Ezer,’ said the wind again. ‘Run.’

Dread filled her bones, for she knew what was to come.

A stick cracked behind her, and she spun, holding Arawn’s dagger as two shadow wolves leapt from between the trees.




CHAPTER 4

Death had found her.

The shadow wolves stood twenty paces apart. They’d decided to flank her, so she couldn’t pick a direction to run.

And now they moved forward, closing in on her as one.

Each step of their enormous paws left marks of crimson in the snow. The blood of the others from her group still steaming as white tumbled down around them, filling the spaces in between.

Shadows seemed to undulate across their fur, dripping and regathering with each breath as if they were specters given life.

Twin clouds of vapor snaked from their nostrils, which flared as she realized they were scenting her.

Smelling the terror in her blood.

She took a half-step back, nearly dropping the dagger in her fear.

She wanted to scream, but she had no voice. It abandoned her as a low, terrible growl rumbled from each of the wolves’ throats.

Her eyes went right to their claws. Each one was jagged and cracked and as long as the dagger in her hand.

Those were the claws that had marred her, that had forever changed the curve of her jaw and her face. Those were the claws that had murdered her parents and countless others in her village.

These shadow wolves – these monsters – had stolen everything from her.

Please, she thought to the wind, to the five gods who had never listened. Please, send something to save me.

She held the pathetic blade before her as they closed in.

If there was ever a time I needed you to hear me … don’t let me die like this.

The wind howled in a sudden gale force.

And then the sky erupted in sound.

Ezer glanced up and gasped. Because the forest was utterly filled with ravens. Hundreds soared above her at once, appearing from all directions as if the night itself had grown wings.

They circled overhead, a tornado of darkness as they screeched in unison. It grew so loud that it canceled out the snarl of the wolves, the howling of the wind, the roaring of her blood in her ears.

Tears slid down her face.

At least she would die to their dirge.

She would die to the requiem of her ravens.

Ezer thought of a crisp autumn evening in Rendegard, a few days before Ervos was summoned to the war. They stood together in the Aviary, a raven on Ezer’s shoulder.

‘They listen to you,’ he said. ‘Someday, you’ll make a fine Ravenminder in my place.’

‘And what if I don’t wish to become what you are?’ Ezer said. ‘I’ve got dreams of my own, you know.’

He’d chuckled then, his booming laughter causing the birds around them to stir. ‘And what is it that you dream of, Little Bird?’

‘Elsewhere,’ Ezer said. The raven nuzzled her cheek. ‘A place where the wind is wild and free. Where I can find answers about who I am. Where I can write the better half
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