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PROLOGUE


KALONICA, DROSERO

The tap, tap, tap of rain drilled into Achilus’s brain, holding him captive against sleep. He flopped over yet again, kicking the confining coverlet, and stared into the darkness. Would this reek-cursed night never end?

A strange light fell from the sky and glided over the rain-pebbled window. Blinking, suddenly aware of a deep thrum that had run under the rain for the last several minutes, Achilus threw off the coverlet and scrambled across the mattress. He landed with a thump on the thick rug and scurried to the large window that towered over him. Rain sprinted down the beveled glass, blurring his view. He squinted after the ominous blue light that now fled the palace, as if on orders from his father. But it was not the light itself—unnatural and clearly not born of any torch—that held him rapt, but the way it moved.

Flying.

Like an aetos from Mount Kalonica, which stood guard over Lampros City. Chills wormed through his bare feet as he watched the fading illumination. Fear played havoc on his stomach. What had it been? Why was it here in Lampros City? Was it dangerous? And it stunk! He held an arm over his nose, hating himself for being afraid and it for irritating his senses.

Blood and boil! Must the reek be so rotten?

“Riders!” came a shout from the watchtower. “Riders from the cliffs!”

Achilus stilled, breath trapped in his throat. The cliffs—that was the direction of the light! But people out in the rage of the Kalonican storm? The matter must be urgent. Pulling his unwilling gaze from the now-black night sky, he craned his neck to see the portcullis. Pushed onto his tiptoes. If he were just a little taller, a little older, he could see who disturbed his father’s sleep at such a late hour.

“Open the gate!”

Cursing his age and height, Achilus wished himself older. Father promised when he was ten Achilus would be present during receptions. Which meant he could stand by the great fire pit in the solar as the intruders presented themselves. Surely their news must be terrible for them to tempt the peril of the hour and storm.

At the clanging of chains raising the gate, he pressed his nose to the window. His breath bloomed on the leaded glass, fogging his view. With a grunt, he swiped it with his sleeve, looking past the raindrops sparkling like crystals. Torchlight scampered across the bailey. Shadows shifted but he could discern nothing save the drenching rain.

Noises in the hall yanked him around. Achilus threw himself at the door, catching the knob. With a light press against the brass, he eased it open. In the hall, Father’s broad shoulders faded as he descended the stairs. The sadness and anger trailing him drew Achilus into the open. Straining to discern what prickled the hairs on his neck, he stared into the recesses of his brothers’ rooms, darkened by the night. What had he—

A shadow moved toward him.

Cold dread chilled Achilus. Braced, he pulled in a breath and watched the shape glide across the black floors.

“Achilus?”

Air whooshed from his lungs as his younger brother shuffled closer. “You should be in bed, Silvanus.”

Rubbing an eye, his brother grunted. “The banging woke me.”

“Go back to the nursery. Check on Darius.”

He swatted at the air. “Aw, all that baby does is sleep. I don’t know why we needed another.”

“Go back. Now!” Jaw jutted, Achilus waited until his brother started for the nursery. Voices from the grand foyer turned him. He tiptoed to the balustrade and glanced over the rail. Two golden aetos twisted in battle glared up at him, their tangled shapes set into the marble floor.

He descended, the smooth rail guiding him down the twenty-four steps. In the great hall, that chatter rose to a dull roar. Heart racing, Achilus stopped on the last step. Many voices. Many … smells.

Fear choked him. “I am in my own home—the castle, for boil’s sake! There is nothing to fear.” Jaw tight, he left the safety of the stairs and inched toward the great hall, breath harnessed.

Swirls of cool air slammed him, freezing Achilus just across the threshold, while his gaze swept the room. A whirl of black erupted—a man. Large. Eyes black and fierce. Shoulders larger than the great pit! Achilus gaped. By the Ancient, he looked as big as a Zeev! Long black cloak matched his pants, belted tunic, and hair slicked into a queue down his back. A faint blue glow came from his hip—no, his wrist. Something he wore gave off dim light.

The man leaned toward him.

Though everything in him screamed to run, Achilus stood rooted. Balled his fists. Lifted his chin. Fury or friend, he’d fight.

The stranger chuckled. “Good, boy. Good.” With a twist, he snapped off a small piece of the glowing thing on his arm.

Achilus tried not to flinch when the stranger pressed the thing to his throat, but it was cold and ached with an odd vibration. Then it trilled and white flashed.

“So high?” The man’s voice and smell betrayed surprise.

“You and your technology, Roman!” Ma’ma rushed to Achilus, and her purple overcoat wrapped around him, as if to protect him. “I did not want this for my son.”

“Want is irrelevant, Athina. Despite Droseran hatred of technology, the device is never wrong. He is gifted. It cannot be argued. Life here for him will only be strained. Give him over to what he is called.”

“Athina,” Father said quietly. “You’re frightening him.”

“I’m not afraid, Father.”

Shuddering through a breath, Ma’ma held him at arm’s length, her face screwed tight and crying. Watching her, smelling her sadness—he might as well walk the rope bridge over Kardia Falls during a windstorm.

“No more.” Gold cords swung across the stranger’s chest.

Achilus stepped back with a choked breath. Widened his eyes. He knew—knew what that meant. A master hunter! A Kynigos. But what was he doing in Kardia? May and true, they had authority everywhere, but here? In the castle?

Clicking the device back onto the wrist strap, the stranger stalked to Achilus. Clamped a hand on Achilus’s shoulder and bent, staring through a terse brow. “You are brave, yes?” Dark eyes seemed to stab at the fear within Achilus.

Mutely, he nodded.

“Then you will ride strong and fearless.”

“Ride? In this storm?” Achilus looked to Father. “Where are we going?” He recalled Father and Uncle speaking of sending him away for protection should war come. “Is there war?”

Ma’ma pushed away, stifling a sob with the back of her hand. “Mercy …”

A bitter burst of sadness erupted from behind. Achilus glanced over his shoulder. The stairs. Silvanus came flying into their mother’s arms. The two embraced as if their lives would end. It was not comforting or helpful.

Father moved between him and the master hunter, then led Achilus to the foyer. “Remember the night you were able to ferret out the servant boy who had stolen your bow?” His grip tightened, the pressure almost painful. “No one could find him, but you did—said you could smell his fear.”

“I’m not sure I could really smell …” An unfamiliar rush pelted his courage like iced-rain in winter. Suddenly, he understood why the master hunter had come. It seemed appropriate that he would arrive on a night like this. Tales spun over feasts and large fires colored them as haunting. But … how? How could this be? He shifted his gaze back to him. “You’ve come for me.”

“I have.”

The doors swung open with a bang, jerking him around. Black night poured in, rain splattering the floors. Destriers stamped in the inner bailey as the storm raged. Guards worked to steady the war horses, who seemed impatient to be on their way rather than stand still. Achilus could relate to their restlessness.

“Achilus.” His father knelt before him. “The Ancient has blessed you with gifts that will help bring justice to the lands. Ride with Roman.”

Going with the Kynigos meant one thing: those who went never returned. Achilus bit his trembling lip and tightened his fists. He would be strong. Yet never again seeing Ma’ma …? His gaze wandered to her and Silvanus. “Is the journey long, Father?”

Hands squeezed his shoulders. “A lifetime, my son.”

Swallowing hard, refusing to be weak, Achilus lifted his chin and followed Father and the master hunter into the bailey. The hunter mounted and Father lifted Achilus easily onto the horse. “Be strong, Achilus.”

A tear defied his will and dashed to his cheek. “Vanko Kalonica, Father.”

The beard twitched, rain dancing on it. “Vanko, Achilus.” Forever.

They rode out of Kardia, his family disappearing in the inky, rainy night. The hunter’s arm held him tight as they raced through Lampros City and out toward the raging sea. There, beneath the cliffs, hummed a large metal ship. It was bigger than the royal carriage and horses. Waves crashed behind it and swelled over the sleek hull as if to swallow it.

The master hunter reined in the horses. “Have you ever been in a ship before?”

He tried to shake his head but a shudder ran through him instead.

“You will find there is much to fear in our system.” The hunter dismounted and reached to Achilus. “But not technology as your parents believe.”

Eyes locked on the ship, where another hunter opened a panel, shooting more light across the stormy night, Achilus felt a sting of excitement. Tried to remember what he’d promised his father. Tried to believe the hunter’s words, but he had sharp awareness that many terrors awaited him.
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KALONICA, DROSERO

“You are sure of this, my lady? It’s Myles.” Weighted eyes drove home the point. “Our fiercest.”

“It was a fair draw.”

“Aye, but—”

“Let it not be said that I, the lone female in the training yard, whinged.” Not when she had pleaded so hard for training. As it was, she was thankful Uncle Rufio had left express word before he left for the middle lands that she should be allowed to continue her levels.

Jamming her fingers into thick hide gloves, Kersei Dragoumis stalked toward her destrier. She smoothed a hand over Bastien’s broad skull, then pressed her forehead to his and closed her eyes, stroking his powerful neck. “May I serve you well, friend.” She swung up into the saddle, ignoring the heat and dust that clung to her. Thank the Ancient women in Kalonica wore split pants to accommodate arduous tasks. At least in this she conformed to tradition.

Squinting against the strength of the full rise, she stared down the training yard at her opponent. Courage curdled inside her.

Seek strength where it may be found.

Approaching on her left, Minos lifted a javrod. “Myles will not take into consideration that you’re a female, nor that you’re a second-year. He is ruthless.”

“Then I must be at my best, aye?”

Minos thrust the javrod into her grip. “You have the iron of the machitis in your blood, Lady Kersei.” His sun-leathered face grimaced. “Ancient help us all.”

She laughed, more because of her nerves than out of amusement. “Now you sound like Darius.”

Had he been here, he would have forbidden her to spar against Myles, one of Father’s favorites. Myles had gained the rank of aerios faster than most—faster, even, than Darius—though only by a month. Yet her father would threaten his position on the elite guard of the realm if anything were to happen to her today. She’d never taken on a warrior of his caliber. Still, she knew Minos was right: Myles would give no quarter, while everyone else had taken into account that she was a female and that her father was Xylander, Elder of Stratios, one of the Five, and Chief Counsel to Medora Zarek.

Minos secured the strap around her arm. “Prince Darius will have my hide and your father my shield if harm comes to you.”

She cut him a glare. “Then I am glad neither is here.”

With a sigh, Minos backstepped.

Kersei again studied her opponent. “He thrusts at the last second,” she muttered.

“And at an angle. Give it room to bend.” His eyes held the worry of a warrior facing his last battle. “Pull off if—”

“Blood and boil!” someone shouted. “Kersei has drawn Myles!”

“She can’t be going through with it. She wouldn’t be that—”

“Aye, she would.” Another laughed.

Kersei blew out a breath as her periphery filled with the grubby green tunics of machitis lining the edge of the hay-strewn training field. She ignored their mocking murmurs and focused on Aerios Myles, who sat in quiet confidence on his mount, bored. Even though he wore a training jerkin and armor, it was how he wore it. Stretched taut against his chest and arms. Comfortable as a second skin. The destrier stamped impatiently. Myles had long been intent on proving she should not be here. Her mother liked him for that reason alone.

With gloved hands, Kersei slid down the face shield. Mentally patted armor that should protect her ribs and stomach. Wouldn’t Ma’ma love her to come home the night of Adara’s Delta Presentation with a black eye or broken limb?

Then best not get injured.

“Riders, ready!” Minos called over the chatter of the other machitis.

Both she and Myles hefted javrods to readiness and nudged their mounts into position on either side of the long dividing fence.

“Ho! Look to the ridge,” a spectator called. “The Kalonican lion!”

Sucking a breath, Kersei flicked her attention to the rise overlooking the training field. Royal banners snapped in the breeze. A cluster of horses cantered ahead of the detachment coming down the hill. One rider broke ahead in a full gallop. And though she could not see faces at this distance, she knew that golden-brown hair.

“It’s Prince Darius!”

Now he returns? No no no. He had always said she should not spar or joust. If he saw—

Her gaze darted to Minos. He held a fist to his chest in recognition of his prince. “Vanko Kalonica” rang out from the warriors. Blood and boil! Darius would end this match.

“Ready,” she shouted, hunching into Bastien.

“Ready!” The shout from the other end of the field pulled her up straight.

So, Myles is as anxious as I. But which of them would stand proudly before their prince when this was over?

Kersei swallowed. Tucked the javrod into her shoulder, its length standing straight. Lighter than a lance, it was a formidable weapon even if she were dismounted.

Aerios Minos lifted an arm, then violently swung it down.

“Huah!” With a jab of her knees, Kersei committed.

Bastien reared, his raw power surging beneath her. He vaulted forward like the mighty war horse he was. She leaned into the charge. Breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth, she urged Bastien to eat up the distance.

As Myles stormed her, he grew. In size. Formidability. Ferocity.

Heart thundering with Bastien’s hooves, Kersei focused her advance. Bend with it. Darius’s instruction from their days of sparring nudged attention to her rigidity. Expecting failure, she loosened taut muscles. Lay upon the buffeting wind streaming between her and Bastien.

As she aimed her javrod, Myles did the same.

Shouts pushed past the wind to reach her ears.

Her javrod wobbled in her grip. It vibrated up her arm. Shook her. She stiffened, fearing she’d lose the rod before even engaging her opponent.

Bastien responded, tensing beneath her stress.

Kersei shed the fear. The expectation of failure. Guided Bastien to the rail and firmed her grip. Felt it nock perfectly into her gloved hand. Targeted down its length to Myles’s chest.

Just forward more. Almost there …

As she thrust, she held her breath. She must do this. She was Kersei, daughter of Xylander, the fiercest machitis in Kalonica!

The thick, dulled tip of Myles’s javrod beamed right at her. Firm. Solid. No uncertainty. Pure experience. Ferocious determination. His scowl bled into focus behind the rod. Dark eyes. Forbidding. His rod swung down.

Ah! Just as expected. He’d miss. She would stand before Darius. She would—

Thud!
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Horror struck Darius as the thick rod punched Kersei from her mount. She flew through the air like a limp doll. Black curls loosed. The terrible grate of armor rang out as she landed in the dirt with a heavy thud.

He drew up his mount on the training field. Vaulted off his horse. Sprinted across the sandy yard to her unmoving form. “Kersei!” He snapped a glower to Minos. He would hang the man over the cliffs for this. “Get the pharmakeia! Iason!”

Darius visually traced her limbs for obvious breaks. Cradled her head in place as Iason probed her abdomen with practiced fingers. “Kersei,” he said, staring down into the face he’d known since they were children. The face of a lady and warrior. Dark lashes dusted the freckles from all her days in the sun sparring. “Kersei, can you hear me? Kersei?”

Iason pressed on her right side.

Kersei arched her back and groaned. Yelped. Then collapsed in silence again.

He met his man’s eyes. “Break?”

“Likely,” Iason said with a grim nod. “Possibly just a deep bruise. Either way, she’ll breathe fire for a few days.” He gestured to her face. “That she’s unconscious is of concern—it could be a serious head injury.”

“Kersei,” Darius called again to her. He knew what it was to be knocked out, to lay thick in that vat of darkness heavier than a sodden blanket. “Kersei!”

She groaned. Squinted and winced. Whimpered. Then her eyes opened. Blinked. Fixed on him as she stilled. “Oh no.”

Long had they argued over her training. “Aye.” Though he would love to string her up for this foolishness, his anger with her never lasted.

She started to sit and tensed.

“Easy,” he said, shifting to slide an arm under her shoulders. “Slowly, now.”

Swallowing, gaze skirting the aerios and machitis, she tucked her chin and allowed his assistance. She guarded her side and squeezed her eyes, breath tight.

“Iason says you’ll breathe fire for a few days. I’ve sent for the pharmakeia. You’re injured and should wait for him.”

“I’m fine,” she said through gritted teeth and stiffly came upright with his help.

“You’re a bad liar, Kersei,” Darius said with more frustration than he had intended. “You are injured.”

“No,” she insisted, pushing up from the ground. “Merely winded.” As usual, she would not yield to him. She straightened, met his withering glare, then nodded to the yard. “In case you missed it, I was”—she seemed to work hard to find the correct words—“removed from my mount.”

“Thrown. With great force.”

“As you see.” By all the Ladies, if she did not have a grin prying those lips apart.

Chuckles flickered through the afternoon, fueling her mischievousness. Darius flashed a glare at the machitis. “Who authorized this?” he demanded.

Kersei started, shifting to him—then shriveled beneath the pain of her injury. “Leave them,” she bit out. “You have been gone these two years, and in that time I have leveled up in my training under my uncle.”

“My lord prince.” Minos inclined his head, his expression of deference yellow with fear. “Master Rufio said the lady could train with the others. Authorized javrod lessons.”

“Lessons, yes,” he roared, his face reddening. “Not trials. And most ardently not with Myles!” He jabbed a finger at the aerios who now lumbered toward them, wiping blood from his upper lip. “What sense in pitting a lamb against a lion?”

“Lamb? How dare you!” Kersei flared.

Darius spun on her. He rarely exerted his title over her, but he would now, for her own good. “Forget you to whom you speak, Lady Kersei?”

Only after an intense internal battle that she had many times—in private—made quite external, Kersei withdrew her objection.

Blood. Myles. Darius looked at the warrior who’d unseated her. “Did you not see whom you fought, Aerios Myles? What manner of warrior drives a javrod into the chest of a lady? What does that speak of your character? Of the family whose jerkin you wear?”

By the Ancient, why was his nose bleeding?

“You are right, my lord prince.” Myles frowned, shoulders stooped and gaze down. “While I did hold back, ensuring she would not have been badly injured, I was out of line.”

“Hold back?” Kersei’s objection mirrored Darius’s own, but for entirely different reasons.

Kersei rounded on the aerios. “You … you coward!”

She moved quickly for someone with an injured rib—so, not fractured. But Darius caught her arm. Assaulting an aerios was a punishable offense.

Myles seemed to grow by spans as he turned a thick-knotted brow at her. “You know I—”

“Enough!” Darius ran a hand over his mouth. Restraint. You are a Kalonican prince. “Myles, return to your training.”

“Sire.” With a curt bow, the aerios retreated and left the training field.

Darius shifted back to Kersei. He must reason with her, but there had always been little reason with Kersei. Aye, he had been gone for two years, training in the middle lands, scouting the southern border, and receiving training from the Plisiázon, which both he and Father agreed would be of benefit to him in his role as commander of the armies. In all that time, none of Kersei’s fire had dimmed. She had a passion for training, for being a warrior. He had a passion for his family, for the crown, for … her. And she very nearly ended any hope of joining their houses. “What were you thinking?” A hot breeze spilled from the west and tussled his hair into his face. “And on the night of your sister’s presentation?”

Indignation crawled through her expression. “What was I thinking?” she hissed. “I was thinking I would train, that I am willing to take a bruise to better myself and learn to defend our lands like any machitis.”

“You are not machitis!” Why did she persist? Why must she feel the need to don leathers and take up sword? “You are Kersei, daughter of Xylander, Elder of the Stratios, one of the Five.”

Her cheeks glowed with fury that ignited those dark eyes. “If you want a weak-kneed woman then find one. I will not be her. I am Kersei, daughter of Xylander—the greatest warrior in all of Kalonica.” She wrested from his grasp.

At her resistance, a tremor raced through his guard, who tightened their protective perimeter on him. Darius stilled them with a lifted hand.

She finally registered her breach of conduct and hesitated, eyeing him. But much had changed while he was earning his title and sword, his right to sit on the throne should his brother Silvanus, the crown prince, die or abdicate. Gone was the young girl who’d clacked wooden swords with him along the boundary river between Lampros City and Stratios lands. She was a lady—complete with fire, beauty, and curves. Even in the dingy britches and dirty tunic. He was heir to the land on which they stood. But they had a connection, a friendship built on years and understanding. Was he wrong to think that could become more? That she would understand what would happen tonight?

Darius erased the gap between them. “Is this the example you want for your sister, the legacy you choose to leave?”

Guarded, she lifted her gaze. “You have been gone. What know you of Adara?”

Darius nodded toward the golden fields where swalti grain waved for leagues. Standing on the lower rung of the training yard fence, arms hooked over the top rail, Kersei’s sister held a mock sword. Her light brown eyes and posture as defiant as Kersei’s.

“Blood and boil,” Kersei muttered.

Darius arched an eyebrow at her epithet. “Lady Stratios has always said you were not to encourage her. For you to let Adara to choose her own path.”

“I don’t need—” She bit back a yelp, holding her side again.

He touched her elbow, wanting to be near. Wanting to ease her pains. “Are you well?”

Her scowl darkened. “Better you had stayed wherever you were than treat me like this.”

“’Tis for your wellbeing and reputation that I intercede, Lady Kersei.” He did not recall her being so petite—or himself so much taller.

“What is this?” she whispered, not pushing him away. “We never allowed titles between us, Darius.”

He gave an acknowledging nod. “We are no longer children with fancies to pursue.”

She raised her chin. Turned to her sister and waved. “Be right there.” Then flung her anger at him once more. “Aye, not children indeed. Seems your training injected you with foulness as much as looks.” Her gaze scraped down him like the old Kersei. The one he’d sparred with—and not just with swords but with words. Yet there seemed something else in her gaze just then.

So she had noticed the changes in his physique. He grinned, angling in. “Then you find me much changed?”

Without another word, she stalked away.

“Lady Kersei.” Iason stepped forward, an edge to his words.

It was hard to stand there and allow his man to do what he must.

“’Tis unacceptable to show your back to the prince regent.”

Her old defiance flared, and he was sure she thought to offer more than just her back to him. Her gaze traveled the men around him, then finally came back to Darius. Kersei tucked her right foot back and curtseyed with a tight-lipped smile, before slipping away.

[image: * * *]

Who was he to come and destroy a perfectly good sparring match? Angry with the pain in her side—she should’ve seen the thrust—and the way Darius ruined everything, Kersei trudged into the armory, tugging at the buckles of her greaves. She had worked hard since he had left to complete his training as prince regent. He had no right. She secured her practice armor in the tack room and stalked out of building.

“Mayhap he would have a better chance with his courting were he not throwing around his title and ego,” she hissed, rounding the corner. She drew up sharply—grabbing her side as pain lanced her.

Myles blocked her path. His deep frown, interrupted by a scar that ran down his chin into his neck, shook what little confidence remained.

“Aerios.” Kersei lowered her gaze, recalling what her refusal to back down had caused him. “I beg your mercy for my hand in the dressing down given you by Prince Darius.” Silence stretched between them, forcing her gaze to his angry countenance.

“You did well,” came his gravelly response.

Surprise held her fast, but she knew he must only jest. “Aye, I flew well from my mount and pounded the earth.” She started walking, unwilling to face his mockery.

“Not many manage to unseat me.”

Kersei stopped short. She had unseated him?
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TSC MACEDON

“Sir?” Symmachian Commander Tigo Deken of Eidolon Detachment 215 couldn’t have heard right. The Coalition had a strict pact with the Droserans. He stared at the comms screen. “Please confirm—Drosero?”

“Your coordinates are confirmed, Commander.”

“Sir.” He gritted his teeth. “Entering Droseran space—”

Rear Admiral Jair Krissos silenced Tigo with a hand. The band of admiralty around the thick neck glinted even in the low lighting as he leaned toward the viewer, the cerulean blue planets of his rank visible. “We know the uneasy relationship—”

“Uneasy? It’s downright hateful.” Tigo tried to laugh. “On a good day. In fact, there is no relationship. To send Two-one-five there … if we’re detected—”

“Careful, Commander,” Krissos said, his voice terse, his facial features tight beneath that regs-approved goatee. “The admiralty has done its homework. Believe it or not, we are aware of the tensions there.”

Aware, yet ignoring. Sensing the reprimand hanging beneath the sarcasm, Tigo withdrew his objections. “Of course, sir.”

“The target is there and extremely dangerous. It’s vital we remove him from Droseran soil before he can do harm there and unleash a war nobody wants. Am I clear?”

“Crystal, sir.”

“I’ll wave you the details and this goes no further than our communication. Give Baric the coordinates, then make it happen.”

“Yessir.”

His brown eyes squinted beneath a nod. “Don’t fail me, Commander.”

“Death first.”

“Well, let’s not go there. I’d have to face your father if anything happened to you, and he’d likely rip the planets off my neck—from behind.”

Tigo almost smiled. “I believe he would, sir.” After the Miritol Descent, a mission on an uncharted planet, grew dangerous, the strike group had been abandoned by a panicked officer. All died. Admiral Domitas Deken had brought the full measure of his anger against the captain in charge, leaving him stripped of rank and working the mines on Tryssinia. His reputation remained notorious—and that went tenfold when it came to his son.

“Orders are incoming. Of note, pay attention to the drop-suit settings. They’re provided by a source on the ground to work in tandem with the environment.”

Tigo glanced at the gauntlet display strapped over his tac sleeve. Low body temps. Stealth protocol. And—Tigo jerked. “Sir? Oxygen levels—”

“Your team has handled worse. The Ymini-Rhianta mining incursion, you went low-intake—”

“Yessir, due to lethal gas levels. Rhinn spent a week in a depri chamber.”

“Are you saying I need to send Two-two-five?”

Tigo tightened his jaw. “No, sir.”

“Then get those coordinates to Baric and get underway.”

“Aye, sir!”

The screen winked out and Tigo hung his head. Closed his eyes. Forbidden planet. Hostile relations. Violent target. Low oxygen.

What in the black were they extracting?
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KALONICA, DROSERO

So foolish. So strong. So fiery … so very fiery.

Darius stood outside the solar, hands behind his back, enjoying the cool breeze drifting up to Kardia, the royal residence that had been his home. He had missed it. His gaze traced the fields, the Hill of Andrios, to the great turrets of Stratios Hall—a formidable sight in the near south—and the blot of black stone fortress in the far west belonging to the Xanthus. More than a day’s ride, that. The sea to the east and the falls above that bathed the air in moisture. His focus returned to Stratios Hall, where Kersei had grown up. Where she now most likely walked, experiencing a blistering remonstration from Lady Nicea.

By the aetos, she deserved one.

“You are a Tyrannous, Darius.”

“Yes, my lord Father.” He did not pull his eyes from the hall, nor his thoughts from the dark-haired beauty. Long had he intended to claim her as his bound.

“You must choose carefully,” his father-medora continued. “Though Silvanus is crown prince, you are second in line. Should anything happen to your brother, Ancient forbid, you will be medora. That means whomever you take as bound will be kyria. Even as prince regent, you will have duties heavily invested in the people, as will your bound.” His father’s presence loomed behind him. “You are certain this is the path you want? You’re sure … about her?”

Turning, Darius faced his father. Inclined his head. “I am.”

“Does it not bother you, Brother,” Silvanus said as he stood from the gilt chair with a chalice in hand, “that you cast this girl off more than two cycles past? That she chooses to wear britches and tunics, and engage in battles with hardened warriors?”

“Kersei need not wear omnir and a bliaut to be feminine or beautiful. And full well do I understand my duties as a prince of Kalonica.” He jutted his jaw and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword, but it did nothing to dislodge her accusation on the field. “Long have she and I been friends. She understands me better than any other, and I her.” He shifted to their father. “She is a daughter of the Five—there is a fire in her veins that will make her an asset to this kingdom. It will do Kalonica well to blend our lines and houses—you have said so yourself.”

“Aye, with the intent of Silvanus binding with the eldest daughter, Lexina.”

“And he has been slow of wit and guile in securing that alliance.” It never hurt to get another jibe in at his brother’s expense. “I am ready, my father-medora.”

“But what of her?” His father sighed and raked a hand through his silver-black hair. Zarek IV was said to bear a striking resemblance to the Ancient, of whose line the medora of Kalonica had descended. And yet, Darius did not have those looks, favoring—he was told—their mother’s fairer features. “You yourself said she has no intention of binding.”

Darius could not help but laugh. “She was but fifteen when she said that. Four cycles past.”

Pale eyes, the same blue as Darius’s, sparked with amusement. “Then she no longer wishes to train, to fight?”

Knowing he had never been a good liar, Darius chose a safer path. “Kersei will accept the petition.”

His father moved to the soaring arched windows, a great weight settling on his shoulders. “It is not she who must accept. The laws only require her father’s consent, but I would not bring a woman unwillingly into our house. We are fortunate in that Drosero’s other ruling houses are comfortable enough not to threaten war or demand bindings for the sake of peace.” Hands behind his back, he faced the realm. Wind toyed with his black, shoulder-length hair, a few rogue strands of silver betraying his age. “You must know there are concerns over how she might fill the role of princessa.”

“Fear not, my lord Father.” Pride dented, Darius bristled. “May and true, Kersei has a heart that takes flight for the protection of our realm, but she also possesses the grace and beauty of a lady. Truly, her courage, her adunatos would match that of any Lady of Lampros, or even a Lady of Basilikas.”

“Guard your tongue.” His father glowered.

“Aye, he speaks like she’s a Faa’Cris.” Silvanus sniffed.

“Had Kersei unimaginable gifts and wings, mayhap.” Darius would not be dissuaded, nor would he allow his brother the upper hand. “Would you have me bind with a weak woman so you feel better about yourself, Brother?”

“Darius.” Disapproval knotted his father’s brow. “I do not question her strength. What gives me pause is her impetuousness. Her heart is as untamed as her beauty.”

“Mayhap.” He thought of watching her flying off that mount. The heavy thud when she hit the ground. How she lay, unmoving. But … she had unseated Myles.

Rubbing his full, silver-strung beard, Father let out a sigh as he returned to the center of the deliberation room. “Pray, when did you last converse with the Dragoumis heir?”

Darius shifted. Glanced at his brother. “Prior to today, two cycles past.”

“Two cycles,” his father repeated, eyeing the clouds in the distance. “And to what end?”

“Sir?”

“How did that conversation end?”

Darius shot his brother a glare. So, his father had been informed of his last moments with Kersei before he departed for his final training and education. “Strained.”

“Why?”

Gaze on the pearl floor, Darius stifled his frustration. “She was angry because I …” He was tempted to leave out the parts that would put ill favor on Kersei, but he knew better. Silvanus had betrayed his trust. “She was angry because with my departure, she lost her only sparring partner, the only one who gave little measure for her being a woman.”

“The only one,” his father repeated quietly. “No other machitis would fight the girl in full combat—as no man should!”

“She and I had an alliance,” Darius argued, his defense of his honor weak. “We battled well. I knew her tactics, she mine.” He heard his voice rising and forced himself to calm. “We are friends and respect each other. It is a natural connection.”

“Yes.” Silvanus cut him off. “When you were frolicking in the fields and woods. But here?” He raised a hand to the stone walls that ensconced them safely in Kardia, the heart of the kingdom. “As a princessa, a representative of the Kalonican kingdom?”

Heat infused Darius’s chest. “Of what concern is that to you?”

“Every concern.” Silvanus frowned. “One day I will hold the throne. I must have reassurance that whichever bound you choose will honor our family’s name, the realm, and the people.”

“At least there is a girl I am willing to take as my bound. What of you? Last I heard, you ran scared at the thought of binding.”

Silvanus straightened, indignation as thick as his quilted and embroidered jerkin. “I take my role as heir apparent seriously. My bound will be kyria. I will not blaze a path to this sacred vow as you are doing.”

“Our father-medora has ordered us to bind. Be the fault mine that I have a perfect candidate?”

“Enough.”

Darius felt his hope slipping that his petition would be granted. “My lord Father, did you not once tell me that our mother had a wild heart and spirit as well?”

His father shook a finger. “Do not betray her memory to buy favor.” He stalked to the deliberation chair and sat.

“Fath—”

He lifted a hand, silencing him. Breathed out a long sigh as he considered him. “I will allow your petition, Darius. However, be warned: You’ve chosen a wild daughter of Stratios. Binding hands is much easier than binding hearts.”

[image: * * *]

TSC MACEDON

Tigo made his way to the Command deck, where the door took a biometric scan before snapping aside to grant him entrance. Somehow the muted grays and blues softened the din of activity as the crew focused on their tasks at four curved stations around the central work area.

The Macedon’s executive officer, Wellsey Dimar, stood in the center, a vidscreen in hand as he talked with the engineering officer. Blue lights from the screen dancing off his flexing jaw muscle, he looked up. “Commander Deken,” he said with a drawl that easily betrayed his Capital Colony heritage. “Welcome to the bridge.”

“Thank you, XO.”

Dimar glanced at the channeler Tigo held and arched an eyebrow. “Orders?”

Tigo gave a small nod.

“Might want to leave your weapon out here. You know—”

“Regulation 17.925 requires Eidolon to be armed at all times.”

“Letter of the reg, not the spirit.”

“No, I’m the spirit.” Tigo grinned.

With a huff, Dimar angled his head toward the captain’s office. “Tread softly—he’s in a black mood.” He returned his attention to the petty officer.

When isn’t he? “Understood.” Tigo crossed the bridge and palmed the reader embedded in the bulkhead. As he waited for the captain’s approval to enter, he slid a glance at Dimar. “Shouldn’t have hung up your wings.”

“Better lost wings than lost legs.” Dimar’s hair was still cut in the tight crop of the Eidolon. “I didn’t want to make that Nephesh moniker literal. Too much risk.”

Nephesh—ghosts—from the Eidolon’s ability to get in and out without being seen. Tigo wore it like a medal. “Without risk, what fun is there in life?”

“A wife, a family—”

Tigo snorted. “I said ‘fun.’” The door sprung back, admitting him into the glaring white of the captain’s office.

“What is it, Deken?” Baric barked, his gaze glued to a half-dozen screens. While the man might be mean and easily agitated, he was a competent captain, and Tigo had heard word floating around that TSC was looking to promote him. It’d be smart to stay on his good side. If he had one.

“Orders from Command.” Tigo clicked the disc into the nodule on the captain’s desk and stood at ease.

Ignoring the disc, the captain used short, irritated gestures to sort through the scans and streaming data on his oversized displays.

Tigo watched with unabashed curiosity as Baric swiped away a topo map and a system chart he didn’t recognize, then pulled up new files. Spotting a brain scan, Tigo frowned. Splaying his fingers against the display, the captain opened an overlay Tigo recognized. The Engram.

Something hot and white shot through Tigo. He hated that machine. Couldn’t believe Symmachian Command hadn’t destroyed every scrap the day its use was declared inhumane. Squinting, he eyeballed the dates and names.

The dates were recent. Slag me. They were using it? Where? “I thought TSC overruled use of the Engram.”

Baric jerked around, his eyes black with indignation. Snapped his fingers and the screens went blank. “You may have authority to commandeer my ship for your excursions, Commander, but you have no authority to peruse the files of the ship’s captain. Might I remind you that regulation 13.491 of the—”

“Easy, Captain,” Tigo said with a lazy smile that took more effort than he’d admit. “I know regs. And I’m not commandeering your ship, though you do have to answer to TSC if you defy orders and don’t deliver my Eidolon team as instructed. As for perusing intel? No effort was made to conceal it, so I had no reason to suspect it was classified.”

Glowering, Baric lifted his channeler and glanced at the file. “Going to”—he flung a scowl at him—“Drosero? You know what will happen if this gets out, right?”

“To you?” Tigo grunted. “Not a thing in the ’verse. To my team—”

“This could cause an all-out war! Drosero has refused every attempt we’ve made to establish a way station there. They won’t allow colonization.”

“Which is why my team and I aren’t colonizing.” Tigo hauled his annoyance into line. “Do I need to wave Command that Two-one-five has no transport?”

Lips tight, Baric stared him down, anger flickering in his gaze. “No.”

“You have the coordinates. Per SOP, Dimar should probably monitor for hostiles or unusual activity.”

“They don’t have technology—what hostile acts are you expecting? Swords? Spears?” He plucked the disc and tossed it back at Tigo. “Remember, this is my ship. You don’t give commands.”

Tigo’s irritation skidded into his hands, balling his fingers into fists. “We need to be over Droseran airspace in two days. From our current coordinates, that’s plenty of time.” He left the Command deck and took the lift down to Hangar Deck 14. As he walked, he tapped into his channeler, which was rigged with faster and higher tech than most, ordering his unit to report to the corvette that would take them planetside. Though they had some time before the Macedon arrived at Drosero, they might as well get started on the prep work.

That his boots were squeaking jerked his attention to his location. He wasn’t on a hangar deck. Rubberized floor … This was M Deck. What in the black?

But then life didn’t disappoint, did it? Because heading toward him was the Macedon’s chief medical officer, Dr. Teeli Knowles. She’d been cold as space to him, but he’d win her over. He always did. She was no different from most women he aimed his attention at. And she seemed to need some positivity in her life.

Deep in conversation with an orderly, she glided past Tigo without a glance.

Huh. Maybe a little different.

“Well?”

Tigo flinched at the Eidolon who appeared beside him. “Blood and boil, Esq. Always sneakin’.”

“So’s it true? We dropping?”

Tigo nodded. “Two days.”

“Hoyzah!” She pumped a fist. “I am so sick of this ship and its whiny, petulant popsicles. I’m ready for warm air and warm blood. Catchya down there later.”

She banked right, and Tigo went left, where the passage opened to the medical bay. Again, he spotted the long, lean figure of Dr. Knowles. Black hair, rich mahogany skin. She was from Tryssinia, a planet replete with ore and mining colonies … and one plague after another. Most Tryssinians didn’t survive much past young adulthood. But here was the beauty of them all.

“Dr. Knowles.”

Turning with a data pad in hand, blue lettering scrolling over the screen, she didn’t look up. “Yes?” she asked, shaking her head. Then she swung back to the orderly. “Wait—no. Tell him I can’t do that. I won’t.” Slipping the pad into its sheath, she pivoted back to Tigo. “How can—” Delicious caramel eyes widened. “You.” With a huff, she started down the hall.

So maybe a lot different. “Hold up,” Tigo said, trotting after her. “I just wanted to see if you had an answer yet.”

“I supplied my answer when you first asked. I won’t repeat it.”

“Then I’ll ask a different question. Will you have morning rations with me?”

“Wow, can you make that sound more romantic, Captain Deken?” She lifted a patient’s chart, read the vitals, then moved on.

“Um, I’ll bring a candle—a cell-powered one, since fires are banned—”

“The only thing that changed in your question, Captain Deken—”

“Tigo.”

“—was the meal. Last time, dinner. Before that, lunch.”

“So Tryssinians don’t eat?” He grinned, determined to be unflappable.

She gave a longsuffering sigh. “No. We don’t. Not with egotistical, adrenaline-seeking, womanizing Nephesh.”

“Hey!” He paused. “I’m no womanizer.” He harnessed the charm that had done him many favors. “But I do know how to recognize a woman who is as intelligent as she is beautiful.”

“Unless you’re in a med-bed, I don’t have any intelligence to waste on your kind.”

“My kind?”

“You PICC-necks.”

Tigo stiffened at the nickname derived from the ports implanted in the Eidolons’ necks that fed vital boosters from their mech-suits straight into their spinal columns. Without them, an Eidolon could become incapacitated by injury during battle or an imbalance after a hard-g drop, but the ugly truth was they were also a quick and easy way to inject other things. And despite regs, some Eidolon did. Still he’d never expected that kind of vitriolic labeling from Knowles.

“You’re all alike,” she snarled. “And anyone who would authorize that machine and on my medbay—”

“Wait.” Tigo’s pulse jammed, recalling Baric’s intel wall. “What machine?” Tell me he isn’t doing this.

Lips compressed as if to hold in further words, she pointed to a door where a dozen engineers worked with drills and other tools. He looked more closely. Doors had been thickened. Walls padded with some film.

His channeler on his arm buzzed. He glanced down and saw a curt WE NEED TO BRIEF FOR THE DROP. WHERE ARE YOU? from Diggs. “I have to—” When he looked up, Tigo froze. He stood alone.

Dr. Knowles was at the far end of the bay, talking with a patient. Her black braid coiled at her nape. The gray medical coat way too blasé for her fierce personality and stunning looks. And Knowles had more than beauty. In that head was a mind that had gotten her not just a medical degree from the Tertian Science Academy, but honors qualification that planted her on a battle cruiser. That took persistence. They had that in common. She might have rejected him a few times, but he wouldn’t give up. He glanced back at the door. But what was she upset about?

Two days later in Hangar 14, his team was prepping gear and readying for their mission. He checked his weapons and ammo, then performed a safety inspection on his mech-suit. After preflight checks on their corvette, the Renette, he donned the nearly skin-tight flight suit that would monitor his vitals and oxygen mix. Next, he stepped into the lightweight body armor and tested his comms, night-vision, thermals, heads-up visor displays, and ballistic protection. With an ear out for the telltale click, he stuffed his feet into the grav boots of the mech-suit exoskeleton, then threaded his arms through the upper appendages and felt the suit auto-adjust and mold around his body. He locked the dome into place and angled his neck back, engaging the PICC-line, which infused him with a lightning-fast shot of icy fluid that carried the digital neura, connecting his suit and brain.

He trunked over to the deck, where they inspected each other’s gear.

Lance Corporal Theodore “Diggs” Diggins, the team’s pilot and senior communications officer, secured the shoulders strap of his rifle as their eyes met. “Where to, Commander?”

“We’re heading to Planet Nine—”

“Drosero?” Lieutenant Jez Sidra jerked around, her grav boots thunking heavily on the deck that radiated with objections to their destination. Though she had more curves and “pretty” than any woman should, Jez also had a spine and attitude of steel. Sharp like a blade. Nobody got close without getting hurt. And she liked it that way.

“Complaints noted and understood,” Tigo said, holding up his hand. “We have a priority-one fugitive hiding out in the mountains of northeast Kalonica.” Tigo splashed the specs of the location to their displays. “He’s dangerous, so be on alert when we hit ground.”

“Ice,” Esq grunted, then whined, “I wanted heat, Commander.”

“Hey, I’m hot, Esq,” Corporal Sevart “Rhinnock” Crafter taunted.

“Not even close, Rhinn.”

Two pats on his shoulder by Rhinn said he found Tigo’s mech-suit in order. “Sending O2 and ambient suit settings now.”

Beeps registered the receipt. “What the slag?” Diggs turned near-black eyes to him in question.

“I know,” Tigo conceded. “O2 is low. Thermals are scuzzed.”

“That should be good for AO, right?” Rhinn said. “He has already ice in his veins.”

Corporal Jaigh “AO” Eggleston said nothing. Annoyed or amused, his expression never changed. But he was the fiercest and most controlled of the team. And the oldest—yet newest to join Symmachian Marines. Which is where he’d gotten the nickname, Ancient One. A blasphemous one if you, like a lot of downworlders in the quads, believed in an ancient being who orchestrated lives and wills.

“What’re they sending us after?” Diggs asked.

Tigo splashed the image of their target.

“What has he done to earn the wrath of Tascan?” Jez asked, using the nickname for Tertian Space Coalition.

Tigo shrugged, a gesture only roughly translated by the mech-suit. “We all know Drosero is an uncoop, so we need to get in and out before anyone is the wiser. No weapons unless absolutely necessary. The less proof of our presence we leave, the better.”

“We scuz this,” Diggs said, “and we’re torched. Nobody will know either way.”

Tigo grinned as he started toward the light corvette, which was thrumming after Diggs’s preflight check. “Then we’ve got nothing to lose!”

“Hoyzah!”

Rigged in, they were cleared for launch by the Macedon and were soon making their descent. As they broke Droseran space, staying high to avoid being spotted, Tigo reviewed with 215 the schematics of the cave system they’d search.

“This image is sanitized,” AO’s growl from the jump seat raked the comms.

Tigo’s gut clenched. Exactly what I thought.

“Why?” Esq asked. “How can we catch him if this doesn’t look like him?”

“Memorize the structure, the eyes,” Diggs replied. “They don’t change.”

“Unless he’s got enhancements,” Esq countered.

“This is Nine, remember? No tech.” Rhinn leaned forward and met Tigo’s gaze. “This already feels off.”

“Jitters?” Tigo teased. “Thought you were Nephesh.” The team getting buggy before they hit atmo was a bad sign.

Onboard lighting went red. Tigo braced as the light attack craft tore through the atmosphere. To avoid being spotted, they approached from straight north of their targeted landing spot, keeping clear of the populated areas south of the mountains in question. Still, they could only hope nobody was looking up at this moment, or they’d see a shooting star. The hull groaned like a wounded beast. Might unnerve a downworlder, but Tigo found the sensation thrilling—it meant he was about to deploy.

He couldn’t imagine life on a planet with no technology. Lights. Comms. Toilets—did they have toilets? Weapons. It was like one of those digitals Esq loved reading when she thought nobody was looking, men with no tunics riding horses bareback. Women stuffed in the hut pushing out buns—from the ovens and from their wombs.

Archaic. His mother would’ve never put up with that.

Entry complete, Tigo and 215 clomped to the bay door as Diggs maintained high altitude and aimed toward the jagged peaks. He gave the all-quiet signal. Engines silent, they rode an air current to forbidding, snow-packed cliffs.

The landing countdown blipped on their heads-up display.

The Renette settled with a thump, and the bay door started opening.

Wind buffeted his suit, gusting up into the corvette. Advancing, he monitored the formidable cliff for unfriendlies through the heads-up. But who was he kidding? Nobody would be here. Brutal cold. External readings were in excess of negative forty temps.

Ahead, Diggs and Jez hustled to the yawning maw of a cave, indiscernible from the air. But it’d been right where intel stated it would be.

AO, Esq, and Rhinn fell in behind Tigo as they breached the mountain. Dark emptiness constricted in a tight tunnel. He slowed his breathing as the passage narrowed, nerves grating when his mech-suit scraped rock. Nothing anyone could hear, but in the vacuum of the suit, it was like metal on metal.

“Ambient adjustment,” intoned the digital voice of his suit as it detected and compensated for the darkness, affording a thermal cave readout.

His muscles contracted beneath the chill. On any normal mission, his suit would keep his core static. But the numbers demanded a low core temp.

“This is wrong,” AO subvocalized, his teeth chattering.

“Quiet,” Tigo hissed back, then mentally kicked himself. This place must be getting to him—the suits were soundproof. Anything they subvocalized wouldn’t be heard outside their comms.

Shake it off. Tigo pressed forward, nearly cursing the passage as it squeezed tighter. And tighter. Until it forced him to turn sideways to pass. He shoved himself through and stumbled into what felt like gaping emptiness. Slack jawed, he stared around the gaping chasm. His visor glimmered, switching from a gridded scan to a navigable map of the cavern. But what it relayed froze him. They stood in a large area with four square openings around its perimeter. Doors. Doors hewn from granite. A drop that had to be easily a hundred meters separated them from a small circular cleft in the center.

As he processed the information, the surreal and impossible setting, Tigo realized the chill he’d felt had nothing to do with atmospherics. That AO had it right. Something was off. The chill was a death knell.
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KALONICA, DROSERO

“You are not to speak of it,” Kersei said, gritting against the pain that had grown as she and her sister returned to Stratios Hall. She cradled her waist, protecting ribs that seared with each breath. “Do you hear, Adara?”

Snapping her wooden sword against grain sacks along the inner bailey wall, her sister groaned. “I heard you the first thousand times.”

“And I will insist another thousand times until I am decided you understand. It is your presentation night. There are oras of preparation remaining, and no doubt Ma’ma has been looking for you. She will be most displeased to learn you’ve been to the fields.” As they made their way through the side entrance to the house, she nodded. “Now, be gone with you. And say naught.”

“Thank the Ancient,” Adara breathed and darted up the stairs.

Kersei slowed, eying the steps, and moaned. Why were there so many stairs? She huffed and took the first one, the move clenching her breath in a fist of pain. Wincing and twitching, she climbed. There were sure to be bruises, but those could be hidden. An awkward gait could not. And oh Mercies! If she were made to wear bindings—Ancient, be kind, please!

She climbed … and climbed. Made the landing of the main level and turned, deflating at the next hundred—or so it seemed—up to the residence wing. Teeth gritted, she caught the rail. Thoughts pushed her on: blood on Myles’s lip. His amused smirk. Her victory at unseating him had truly been sweet, even with the ruin of Darius’s chiding and her injury.

As she gained the residence level, Kersei dragged herself toward the apartments—and froze.

Tall and gracious, auburn hair secured in a meticulous plait atop her head, Ma’ma stood with hands clasped. Had she watched Kersei’s entire ascent? By the disapproval on her imperious face, she had. She glided forward with a smile. “Daughter.”

That was a warm welcome. Mayhap she did not know.

“Ma’ma,” Kersei managed, stiffening for the embrace sure to come.

Her mother’s cool fingers tipped her chin. “Stand erect, Kersei. You’re a lady.”

Every fraction she straightened made tiny daggers pepper her abdomen. Cry out and she’d reveal herself, so she bit down that which begged for freedom.

With a nod, her mother shifted aside, sliding a hand to Kersei’s back. Another to her stomach. “Straight.” She pressed.

Kersei cried out, tears blurring her vision.

Ma’ma held her gaze, void of remonstration or anger, which made it all the worse.

She knew. Blood and boil, she knew. Tears slipping down her cheeks, Kersei closed her eyes. Breathed through the agony. Gritted her teeth as she tasted the full measure of her mother’s displeasure.

“You were with the machitis again.” The Lady of Stratios held court right there in the main hall, for all to hear and see. Sergii shuffled along the shadows, intent on their duties and pretending not to hear. “On this day, the very day I expressly forbade—”

“I unseated him, Ma’ma,” she blurted.

Fire slashed through her mother’s schooled features, her chest rising and falling unevenly as she let silence hang between them. “And you are injured. On the night warriors gather to honor your father’s house, you disgrace him.”

The words stabbed hard. Pierced Kersei’s stubborn veil. Father. She had wanted to make him proud. Could Ma’ma not understand that she ached for adventure, for freedom from the cold stone walls of Stratios?

“When Xylander’s daughter cannot stand erect as he presents his final heir to the crown and the Ancient One, what will be said of him?” Her mother huffed through the next several breaths. “Very badly done, Kersei. Even he who might ignore your foolishness would not approve. Can you not think beyond yourself for one tick of the clock?”

Hurt cloyed with shame, beating at her victory, which seemed silly now. “I beg your mercy.”

“It is not mine you need beg.” Her mother tossed her head in the direction of the private wing. “Go. Soak and have your injuries tended. Rest. Whatever it takes, be ready to stand tall as a daughter of Stratios. And though you would wretch from pain, do not disgrace your father before his entoli and medora.”

Kersei trudged to her chambers. Reaching the bed, she eased—ever—so—slowly—against the mattress. Why had the draw determined she ride against Myles this rise? The one day she need be Xylander’s daughter before all? Her effort to gain his approval, to show him that though he had no sons, he did not have weak heirs, had failed her. And him.

Palms pressed to her eyes, she fought the sob that tightened her abdomen—and cast flames through her muscles. Her hands were burned from losing her grip on Bastien’s reins. Raw proof of her irresponsibility.

The door opened and Conti strode in. “Let us get you out of those clothes, mistress. If the lady sees you—”

“She has already.” Kersei pried herself upright, grimacing. Lifting her hand hurt. Lifting her arm much more.

As she removed Kersei’s tunic, Conti groaned then clucked her tongue. “That be right angry, mistress.”

Kersei peered at her side. Red and purple vied for supremacy—yet it was no more ugly than the black marks that coiled in sinuous lines the length of her right forearm. Mother refused to speak of the brand—which was an odd term, since the lines were not burned into her, Ma’ma promised.

“Keep it concealed, Kersei. They will not understand.” Beyond that, she would say no more, no matter how Kersei cajoled.

She rotated her arm, eyeing the lone line bisecting the half-arcs that ran randomly. She’d tried to research it, sought texts from the Readers. But there was very little about brands or the unique marks.

“Just embarrassment,” she murmured, pressing the arm to her side and stepping into the tub.

Hazy and vague, a memory rose—the brand had burned after the fall. Probably just more of her imagination, as everything had hurt afterward. At least the discoloration on her torso would fade with time. Years had already proven the marks on her forearm indelible.

“Don’t give it no thought,” Conti said as she bathed her. “The pharmakeia can make up a right good salve for this.”

“Can he do something for this?” Kersei said, splashing her arm into the water.

“I know it ails your heart something fierce, mistress, but it’s a holy mark.”

She snorted. There had been no iereas in Stratios Hall in her memory. Lexina said Father had forbidden the priests further entry when Kersei was just a babe. “A mark none will or can explain.”

“Not all in life can be explained.”

Kersei rolled her eyes. She carried her mother’s beauty, her father’s passionate nature, and this mark of the Iereans, the Holy Order of Iereania. At least, that’s what she’d read in her academics—all brands were tied to them.

Well into the darkening day, Conti ministered to the injuries with a bitter-herb tea, a pack of chilled fruit for her ribs, and salves the pharmakeia had sent up for the swelling and scrapes.

“You should have seen him, Conti,” came Adara’s squeaky, lighthearted voice as she flew into the room, bathed and hair in coils, but no dress yet. “Myles flew through the air, unseated by my sister!” Pride puffed the small chest. “I thought for sure there would be a hole in the ground where he hit.” Her giggles riffled the cool evening as she clambered over the bed to where Kersei lay resting, as ordered.

“Give care, sister! It hu—”

Adara plopped down, sending shards of pain through Kersei. “I can’t believe you beat him!”

With a smile, Kersei looked at the hand-embroidered coverlet beneath her. But she did not see the corals and sage greens. She saw the fierce machitis bearing down on her. Myles! “I did not. He unseated me as well—as is plain.”

“I wish I could tell Ma’ma!” Adara was on her knees, bouncing the bed, jarring Kersei with those daggers of pain again.

“Cease!” she hissed, then relented, moving to the chair for relief and so Conti could work her hair into something manageable and less voluminous. “No word of that will be spoken beyond this chamber.”

Her sister dropped against the gold-threaded coverlet, her enthusiasm sinking with her. “But why?”

“You weren’t supposed to be there,” Kersei reminded. “Ma’ma has forbidden it.”

Arms crossed, Adara pouted. “It’s not fair that you can train, and I am not even to watch.”

Kersei tensed beneath the twisting and tugging turning her scalp to embers. “You must find your own path, Adara. She wants you to make your own choices, not follow mine.”

“But I like your path. I don’t want to learn how to carry a book on my head when I can carry a sword!” Her sister hefted an imaginary weapon and swung it in wild arcs. “When he came out, I thought for sure you were going to meet the Ancient.”

In the reflecting glass perched before her, Kersei lifted her shift and eyed the darkening bruise once more—then the cut on her cheekbone—and set the pack of chilled fruit aside. “Hush before Ma’ma overhears.”

Adara’s smile slipped, her wide eyes darting to the side. “Too late.”

Releasing her shift, Kersei turned toward the side door, a passage between apartments that afforded the family unfettered access to one another. Kersei stood, hands pressed to her thighs, mustering every bit of etiquette, and instinctively covered her right forearm. A chill traced her shoulders, making her acutely aware of her bare arms.

Wreathed in grace and beauty, Ma’ma remained poised and somehow above every menial element in this realm, including Kersei. She could never rise to the level of elegance that defined Nicea Dragoumis.

Eyebrow arced, Ma’ma glided toward her. “You allowed your sister to watch, to be swayed by your insanity and disregard for the welfare of Stratios?”

Adara hopped off the bed and dashed to their ma’ma. “I wasn’t in danger. I watched from the fence as Kersei unseated the aerios.”

Curse her naïveté!

Rich brown eyes fastened onto Kersei


































































































OEBPS/i/i1.png





OEBPS/i/i4.png







OEBPS/cover.jpg





OEBPS/i/i2.jpg





OEBPS/i/i5.png





OEBPS/i/i3.jpg
LNEHOHNT NOIMEa=ax

LINISSRL v

. \.m_l__—l_l_r_/_—ul_m_\é, N
{

E_Iuw—“‘—\‘]m HANGIHY

Setean

NOLIS
SUNETOA





Copyright (c) 2011 by Bernd Montag (berndmontag@gmx.de), with Reserved Font Name 'Sansation'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



