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      The rains doused the last of Mottilan’s fires, turning mass graves into tar-like mires. That was no reprieve for the Vis who’d dragged the bodies into the flames, for they now had to bury those souls a second time.

      Quik watched over it all, looming on the cliffside road per Pavarde’s order. He wore, by that same order, a light Najahn robe and his gauntlets, with metal tips sharpened to glistening points. Injuries continued to heal beneath those robes, scabbing and scarring in equal measure after the fight to save Mottilan. After several months using the Vis skars to drive damage away, natural healing left much to be desired: the itching aches weren’t pleasant, even if Quik preferred his head without a god’s incomprehensible muttering.

      Despite sharing his wounds with the captives, the hunter showed nothing when the Vis prisoners, those Mottilan villagers who hadn’t escaped or died in the fight, looked his way. At first they asked questions, and when Quik answered with repeated recitations about their tasks and the penalties for failing them—those pits always had more room—the questions turned to insults, the looks to glares.

      “But they do the work,” said Pavarde, the Najahn captain and overseer of Mottilan’s ongoing transformation in the several days since its destruction. She and Quik stood on Mottilan’s main pier, surrounded now with Najahn clippers and frigates receiving supplies, repairs to continue fighting Kance. “They’re healing their home, Quik. They’re joining the new world.”

      “You say that like Fassle’s a god.”

      Pavarde nodded, “It’s easier to accept that way.” Another spring sunset splashed off them both. “He and Yarvick are as close to divinity as we have now. With the skars, there’s nothing that can stand against them.”

      “Kance still fights.”

      “For how long? Their ports are blockaded. The other isles aren’t protesting. Their Queen, I hear, is young and inexperienced.”

      “She has plenty of fire.”

      “You know her?”

      Quik smiled, glad of a memory to take him away from this place. “She’s the bravest woman I have ever met, aside from my own sister.”

      “Then let’s hope she’s brave enough to surrender.”

      The words drifted off with the evening sea breeze, warming now as spring continued its breach of winter’s defenses. People went past them, both Vis and Najahn continuing the work. It would go on all night, with these ships leaving off and more replacing them. The distance to war so much shorter here than Kitaye, than Noctia. Transforming his isle day by day.

      Which gave rise to a different question.

      “When I climbed the Great Sana,” Quik asked, “it had been burned. Where the skars grow. Why?”

      “Do you think, for all these years the Najahn have kept the skar sites sacred, that we’ve learned nothing? Every isles’ skars flourish under proper care, and the Great Sana grows its stones best from its own ashes.”

      “You know this how?”

      Pavarde gestured to the ships, “Centuries of knowledge, written and passed down since Demion herself. Our rule isn’t random, Quik. The Najahn have been the gods’ stewards since the first Aegis. We’re just ensuring that rule now, and that the skars continue to flow so we can resist the fiends. Simple, really.”

      “Not to the people in chains.”

      Pavarde might have answered that, and Quik would’ve ignored her response, if a Najahn aide hadn’t rushed onto the pier. The nattering clerks were the pests of the Najahn world, more prone to wearing light purple robes than armor, no voulges or chakrams in sight. The man wielded a charcoal pencil and wax tablet instead, the eagerness on his face making Quik twitch.

      Lately, Najahn happiness meant Vis misery.

      “We have one, Commander,” the scribe said. “They’re ready for you.”

      “Perfect,” Pavarde replied. “Lead on.” She glanced at Quik. “Vis, here is your chance.”

      That chance sat defiant in the muddy sand at the beach’s edge, waves lapping the man’s legs as the tide began its creep inland. He wore a ratty weave, a scraggly beard, muscles beneath wrinkled, sun-scarred skin. Ropes tied the man’s hands. The Mottilan elder’s judging stare found Quik first and stayed there, even as Pavarde asked the man why he’d refused to obey orders.

      “Because I am tired, and the work never ends,” the Vis replied.

      “But your fellows continue to do as asked,” Pavarde said, pointing across the beach to the pier, flowing with torchlit traffic as the sun hit the horizon. “Why should you receive rest when they do not?”

      The old man’s brow furrowed. “I’m not surprised the Najahn are evil, but I am surprised to find they are stupid.”

      Pavarde nodded. “Your body looks strong enough, but I am not unsympathetic to your years. There are different jobs, ones less taxing. You could repair rope, cook meals, clean. I understand you’ve been offered those jobs and refused. Why?”

      “Did they not tell you?”

      “I want to be clear.”

      “Because I am tired.”

      Quik winced. Pavarde turned from the man, glared at Quik as if the elder’s words were, somehow, Quik’s fault.

      “This is why we took your isle,” Pavarde said. “This is why we will take them all. Laziness. There will be a time to rest. When I say so. When Noctia declares it so. Until then, you will match your peers. Mottilan will be repaired, and Vis will see a new, brighter day because of your efforts.”

      “Are you talking to him, or me?” Quik asked.

      “Both, except I know what this man will say. I don’t want to hear it. Instead, I want you to change his mind. And, if he will not change it, make everyone else on this beach, in this city, understand the consequences.”

      “I don’t⁠—“

      Pavarde had a finger pointed at Quik’s chest. Around her, the several Najahn guards stiffened, hands going for blades at belts. Better for close, fast combat than the larger voulges, and Quik knew he’d have those points stabbing him long before he could execute an escape.

      “Make this man regret his words and return to his duties, or kill him,” Pavarde said, loud enough for the elder to hear. “Your life belongs to the Najahn now, Quik. You will prove it time and time again, and should you fail, you will die like all those bandits I slaughtered to save your brother. And then I will tell Fassle of your treason, and he will ensure your brother’s end is even worse than your own.”

      Quik returned Pavarde’s glare. He didn’t know where Wax was, despite Pavarde’s insistence his brother was on Noctia, within Fassle’s reach. Whether Fassle would kill Wax—whether Fassle even knew who Wax was—just for Quik seemed equally far-fetched, but what were the hunter’s options?

      He’d confronted death on the cliffs up above, found he was not ready to face its dark oblivion yet. That meant doing what it took to live, no matter how much he hated himself for it. Quik was no martyr.

      His hands slipped into the gauntlets. Pavarde stepped aside, clearing the way to the elder.

      “I recognize you,” the old man said. “You fought for us, but now you stand with them?”

      “I’m doing what it takes to survive,” Quik said, stepping closer. The sand cool between his toes, a feeling the hunter embraced, as he did the salty breeze, the working sounds and bird calls. Anything to take him away from this place, this moment. “You should too.”

      The elder laughed. “I’ve learned, hunter, that there are better things than surviving.”

      For Pavarde, an example had to be seen and, preferably, heard. So, long after the old man’s laugh had turned to cries, his brave body broken, he survived still.
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      The last time Eujo watched the Storm’s Edge sail away, it’d been on Whent’s southern coast, chased off by a vengeful mob while the Queen and her cohorts sneaked away into a blizzard. The weeks that’d followed had been harrowing, but—Wax, long missing, flashed in her memory—wonderful in a different way. Eujo had, for the first time in her life, grown close to someone, to several someones, outside of those ordered to be her guards.

      She walked back to the dock, a shimmering spring morning rising without fog on the ocean. Clear skies to the horizon meant Eujo could watch faded shapes dart and dash, a constant war now within view of Kance itself. Her navy was losing the slow, inevitable conflict: better ships and captains outclassed by sheer numbers as Rana, Foti, and Whent craft sailed through seas increasingly free of ice.

      The Isle of Winds was running out of time.

      “I still can’t believe Svarde’s on a diplomatic mission,” said Ami, the fiery Foti Guardian and leader of Noctia’s fiend invasion force, one still waiting on the city’s outskirts. She walked with Eujo back to the dockside, escorted by several shimmering Kance soldiers. “An inspired choice, Eujo. Not one I’d make, but hey, that’s why you’re the Queen.”

      “I had to choose him. You wouldn’t go.”

      “I think if I saw Fassle again, I’d probably gut him,” Ami replied. The Whent iron blade she wore on her waist looked plenty capable of doing just that. The Guardian’s golden faceplate, covering most of her left cheek up to her eyes, glittered in the sunlight, its two emeralds—Vis skars—adding color even as they kept Ami’s scorched body alive. “He deserves it.”

      “That’s why I sent Svarde. If Fassle won’t take the deal, Svarde’s going to destroy him.”

      “You didn’t mention this little side mission.”

      “I’m only saying it now that they’re gone.” 

      The pair reached the dockside, white polished stone and rock giving way to warehouses once stocked with grain and goods for export, now either empty or flush with ballista bolts, crossbow quarrels, rapiers, and armor. “I don’t think you can get word to Fassle fast enough for it to matter.”

      Ami squared up to the Queen, and Eujo measured their distance. A full stride, with soldiers all around. Even if the Guardian decided her loyalty to the firewalkers, to her strange deal with Noctia, was worth attacking Eujo right here, Ami wouldn’t get her sword drawn before several rapiers skewered her.

      What’s more, Eujo knew Livier kept at least one Vientas assassin in range at all times. The Queen wouldn’t be surprised to learn a crossbow, blow dart, or worse had its sights on Ami at this moment.

      “I’m not loyal to that bastard,” Ami said. “I’m trying to get the firewalkers and all their families a home on the isles. That’s it. That’s my goal. Fassle promised us that, which is why I’m here.”

      “Fassle breaks his promises, Ami.”

      “Yet you’re about to make a deal with him, Eujo.”

      “Because I don’t have a choice. If Fassle breaks this promise, Svarde will do what’s right.” Eujo let the conversation skitter away. She didn’t need to bandy vague threats with Ami, not when they had a more important decision to make, one her endless advisor array had spent the last two days pushing on her. “I’m glad you came this morning, though, because we do have something to talk about.”

      “Agreed, but let’s do it over breakfast. Your damn city’s big, and I had to skip mine.”

      Ami’s head shook before Eujo finished, and the Queen guessed it wasn’t meagre fish and bread before her. Kance had slimmed to rationed foods, and the Queen would make no exception for herself—but tasty enough. Watered-down coffee played partner, devoured at a seaside cafe occupied by sailors and soldiers coming back from or about to leave for bloodier places.

      “Can’t pull them back to the caves, even if they want to go,” Ami said. “Not until Fassle agrees. Peace with Kance, a home for the firewalkers.”

      “If he only takes one side of that deal?”

      “If he goes back on my friends, Noctia’s going to find a very angry, very hot army marching up through their caves.”

      “So you will leave, then.”

      Ami tilted her head. “Want to get rid of me that bad, huh?”

      “I want our farmers to go back to their homes. I want my soldiers focused on the Najahn, not on the fiends waiting just outside our city.”

      The Guardian didn’t grin, didn’t shoot back her usual cocky commentary, just looked out over the water. “The firewalkers shouldn’t be your enemy. I’ll keep them away. Promise.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      The breakfast should’ve continued in peace, but Eujo didn’t get that anymore. Instead, people streamed in one after another, providing battle reports—largely terrible—and worrisome news. The Vis city, Mottilan, had evacuated several days ago and their refugees were landing across Kance, washing up here and there in ships often near ruin from Najahn attacks. Those people would need clothes, food, a place to stay.

      For that, at least, Eujo had an answer.

      “Send them to the Najahn outpost,” Eujo said. “It’s abandoned and it’ll have room. It’ll be warm enough now for the Vis.”

      “Sending a bunch of jungle dwellers to the top of a cold spire?” Ami laughed, listening from the table’s other side. “Cruel, Eujo.”

      “Better than the bottom of the sea.”

      Ami didn’t dispute that point, but the guardian did blink at the next person, sweaty and exhausted, to come into the cafe. Wearing Whent leathers and the gravest expression Eujo had seen all day, the scout took an offered glass of mountain spring water and gulped it down before saying a word.

      “Olgata?” Ami asked. “I thought I told you to stay with the firewalkers?”

      “I left some scouts there. Your fiends won’t move without us knowing,” Olgata said, breathing out the words. “That is why I’m here. The gates are closed.”

      “Gates?” Eujo asked, noticing Ami’s mouth had fallen open.

      When a Guardian who’d seen as much as Ami looked shocked, that was a bad sign.

      Olgata laid out the happy truth, though amid all she said, Eujo stuck most on one detail: Wax was alive. Somehow, after vanishing from the Storm’s Edge in a Noctia assault, the Vis Renewal had made it to Noctia, descended the Wound, and found a way to unite the skars to close off the fiend portals. Exactly what the Aegis should do, what Demion should’ve done centuries ago.

      And, after all this, the Vis stood unharmed.

      It should’ve been a time for celebration, and yet Ami looked horrified, even muttered a curse or two as Olgata concluded her story. The scout seemed to share the guardian’s worry, though that didn’t stop Olgata from draining several more water glasses. She’d come at a dead sprint after the news arrived that morning, rushing in from Whent’s usual messenger chain along the cave routes from Jochi’s underground enclave.

      “Can one of you tell me why this seems to be a bad thing?” Eujo asked.

      “Because not all the fiends are bad,” Ami answered, and Olgata nodded. “Those worlds Wax closed off are dying. Everything trapped inside them will die too. There were thousands of firewalkers still in Foti’s realm, Eujo. They’re not getting out now.”

      The Guardian didn’t have to explain the next part, what might happen to the burning army camped in small caves outside Kance’s capital once they found out their friends, families were gone, all because a human had decided to slam the door shut.

      “You don’t want them taking out their anger on you,” Ami said. “Nothing you’ve got here will drive them away.”

      “Then we do two things,” Eujo replied, piecing something together on the fly, like a thief that’d been caught mid-swipe. “We keep anyone from telling the firewalkers. I don’t know how they’d learn anyway, but nobody mentions this around them. No celebrations, no jeers, no nothing.” Eujo secured agreeing nods from Olgata and Ami. “Then, we get ready. Gliders with water, ready to fly. We drop and drench the firewalkers if they make one move towards the city.”

      Ami folded her hands, put her elbows on the table. “You’re not going to murder my friends.”

      “If you keep them away from my city and my people, I won’t have to.”

      “Avoiding the problem, Eujo?”

      Eujo maintained her icy stare, a move she’d long since perfected.

      “Kance shouldn’t suffer because Fassle made a bad deal. Get those firewalkers off my isle, or I’ll destroy them, Ami. With the skars we have left, if necessary.”

      Ami gave a dire chuckle. “No, Eujo. If those firewalkers decide we’re the enemy, there’s not a place on these isles that won’t burn. But I hear your threat. Keep your people away and I’ll get them moving. They’ll want to leave this rain behind anyway.” The Guardian shifted her look towards Olgata. “You’ll have to warn Jochi that a bunch of burning monsters are coming his way, and they won’t get happy when they get home. See if you can come up with any ideas on that long walk.”

      “Well,” Olgata ventured, “if these gates are like any door I’ve ever known, maybe what’s been shut can be opened again.”
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      Preparing for a fight with the strongest power on the isles held a certain fatalistic appeal, one Wax embraced as he tied on his new Whent leathers and shouldered the satchels stuffed with fresh water and provisions. It’d be a long walk south to Kance, and no pack animals could make it through the Dark Below’s twisting caverns.

      The Vis Renewal, closer of the Gates, and, if Jochi could be believed, soon-to-be hero of the Seven Isles began his morning in a dingy room on a stone building’s second floor, lit by sallow lanterns. Deep beneath the earth, time stretched and contracted at random, and Wax often guessed the hour less by his environment and more by his body’s need to sleep.

      Though that, too, had become unpredictable.

      The skars drank when Wax wasn’t paying attention, after they’d exhausted their own slow-filling reserves. Voices whispered in his mind, like conversations happening on his periphery, all nonsense save for their tones, their rhythms. Wax used to pick out Vis, Tamas, and Foti based on pitch, but now their cadence told their origins well enough. Foti’s gradual grumbling dominated now, drowning out Tamas’s lilting counter harmony, the two disagreeing about whether the lantern could use a little fiery boost or whether the lamplighter making the rounds below ought to be pushed, just a bit, to come up and bring Wax a better light.

      The Renewal ignored them both. Looked down at himself. Save for his Vis tan and the ink sprawling along his arms, neck, and shoulders, Wax could’ve passed for a somewhat scrawny Whent. A gear upgrade, so Jochi would say, from the weaves and spears of Wax’s home, though all the weight meant Wax would have a hard time swinging along his beloved vines.

      Not that Wax would be seeing those jungles anytime soon. Provided Fassle and the Najahn were put back in their place, locked into their rocky central isle. That’s what he’d be doing once he made it to Kance: using those skars to force the Najahn to make peace, to give up their conquest, and, finally, to let him go home.

      “You almost ready?”

      The voice carried with it a whisper of better times, jungle nights and days amid Sana flowers and secreted escapes. Sawi had returned, sending Wax reeling. He’d spent the last season getting to know Eujo, the Queen of Kance, and that bond . . .

      “I’m coming,” Wax replied. Silly thoughts, those, and ones he could come back to if life and death worked themselves out. “I’m not last, am I?”

      “Wax, of course you are.”

      Sawi waited for him down below in the building’s entry, looking a fair sight better than she had a couple days ago. The Vis, and the Whent scientist Annalyse, had stumbled out of the caves into the city, Jochi’s Dreamhold, on life’s edge. Freshened up, wearing the same Whent gear as Wax, Sawi still wasn’t herself. Like Wax, she’d seen things she couldn’t forget, and that violence wore itself in a few scars, in the shadows behind her eyes.

      In the way she always had a hand on the Vis spear at her side.

      “How?” Wax asked. “It’s not that late?”

      “I couldn’t sleep and Annalyse never seems to.” Sawi shrugged, smiled. “The scout’s been ready since yesterday, to hear Jochi tell it.”

      “Okay, well, you’re going to have to wait a little longer.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Wax grinned. “There’s something I want to try.”

      In Dreamhold’s center stood a cathedral, though Wax hadn’t heard of any religious tie to the structure. Its domed shape gave it the name, and its uppermost point intersected with the Wound’s bottom. The long drop from the surface all the way here wasn’t crawling with fiends anymore. Now it rattled and hummed with hammers and work. Trade and travel from Noctia and Whent scooting up and down and getting faster every day, as repairs fixed the damage left behind by Maena’s earth-rattling gambit.

      The cathedral’s center held Wax’s goal. The Dead King loomed, hunched over with his elbows on his knees, clad in battered black armor. Somewhere inside that hulking thing waited history, an ancient hero, and Wax’s next test.

      “What, paying your respects?” Sawi asked, standing behind him as they crested the steps and went inside.

      “Something like that.”

      Nobody else stood in the stone building, empty save for the Dead King and his rock throne. Jochi had mentioned there’d once been war councils here, but the Whent warlord had moved all his operations to a nearby cavern.

      No interruptions, as Wax had hoped.

      The Renewal nudged the skars awake. Two in particular, Vis and Noctia. The former sang a zesty song, keen to pick out any wound or ailment and attack it. Wax didn’t have much of those left, though the Vis skar found a small bruise from a banged knee—all the stonework here punished missteps—and grew excited. Noctia entered with discordant bangs, hard notes lacking focus. Wax, staring at the Dead King’s limp form, provided some.

      Combining skars didn’t come about by accident–left to their own devices, the stones would lurch their powers all over the place, causing chaos and sucking Wax’s energy till he collapsed. Torny, the Noctia bandit, had once brought a mountain down on them by letting a slew of Whent skars go wild. Standing beneath more than enough rocks to bury him and everyone else, Wax didn’t quite want that.

      Instead, he nudged the Vis away from the bruise and towards the Dead King. Let the skar find its balance, humming its curious, constant tune. If the Dead King had been a flower, or a wounded soldier, he might’ve perked up at the attention. The Dead King, so far past any life, did nothing. At least until Wax gave the Noctia skar the go-ahead.

      The death goddess’s stone played its blaring note once, and again when Wax pushed it. The two beats, with more hitting at the right time, fell in with the Vis skar. Their songs mixed, not in a worthless jumble but a steady chord. As the sync formed, Wax felt a new awareness, little figments around him in almost all directions. Dots, almost like ideas, waiting for him to reach out and touch them. The biggest one sat before him, all but glowing with the skars’ blended efforts.

      Wax reached out with the skars, and the Dead King woke with a rattling start. Old flakes fell off the hulk as the Dead King straightened. Noctia and Vis played their strengths, at once restoring life and withholding its necessities: long withered lungs, muscles, and the man’s heart knit back together from ancient dust, working once again to breathe, to beat, though no blood flowed through the Dead King’s veins.

      “Well, I did not expect that,” Sawi muttered behind Wax, and he heard her spear settling into both hands. “What’re we doing here, Wax?”

      “Saying hello,” Wax said.

      “Hello,” rasped the Dead King, invisible face creaking to look at Wax from behind his visor. “Who are you?”

      “I’m the man who closed the gates,” Wax said, “and I’m hoping you can help me destroy a few real nasty people.”

      “Closed the gates?”

      Wax rattled off the story. Sawi stood behind him, spear ready. The Dead King had no reaction until Wax finished, at which point the old warrior sighed a withered wind.

      “Then you did what Demion would not,” the Dead King said. “What I asked her to.”

      Wax blinked. “What, would not?”

      “She wouldn’t condemn all those creatures to death. She gave them a chance, and told us to fight the worst of them. A mistake. When she left, I tried to close those gates and failed. If you succeeded, then I thank you, hero, and I will join your fight against your enemies, though I seem to have lost my sword.”

      Wax, though, barely heard that last. Demion had refused to seal away the fiends? Had condemned the idea?

      “Against whom do we march, hero?” The Dead King rumbled, but Wax let go the skars, and the ancient warrior fell back to his throne, once again nothing more than a relic.

      The man’s words didn’t fade so fast.

      Hero? Wax didn’t feel like one.
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      The bandit was beginning to hate the ocean. Every time Torny took to the waves, it seemed, something terrible happened. Right now, that terrible thing was sharing the ship with Svarde, the undying, horrifying barbarian. He stood at the Storm’s Edge’s prow, that jagged black blade on one shoulder and his ferrite, Kivi, curled up at his feet. Svarde’s gray, scar-coated skin, crisped and scraggly beard, and lack of all those things that made a human, well, human, ate at Torny in ways she didn’t understand until now, this very moment.

      ‘You look sick,’ signed Bliss, sitting across from her in the dining room.

      The luxurious space held a long table and windows giving view to the front deck. Instead of meals, though, the table’s center held several lockboxes. In them, clustered, were about half the skars Gladdring, the dead Najahn traitor, had stolen from Noctia. Those stones made up the peace offering to Fassle and Yarvick, intended to buy Kance its independence.

      Torny wouldn’t bet on the Najahn power pair accepting. Fassle wasn’t the kind to let a winning position die out with anything less than maximum benefit, and it was obvious to anyone who took a look over the ocean that the purple and black fleet had Kance on the edge.

      “I’m not a fan of undeath,” Torny said, still watching Svarde. “There’s another man I know like Svarde, and he’s a real bastard.”

      She’d not pieced together Yarvick’s particular game until Svarde came into Torny’s life, but the same gray sheen, the lack of sleep, and the disdain for food and drink all matched far too well. Yarvick had been leading the Nimble Fingers seemingly forever.

      ‘Svarde’s on our side, Torny. I’d much rather that than the opposite.’

      The bandit could agree with that. Usually, having the guy with the big sword on your team was a plus. Her hand went inside her sea-going Kance robe to the small book always secure against her chest or thigh. She pulled it out now, waved it at Bliss.

      “This is our real weapon,” Torny said. “Remember where I got this?”

      ‘How could I forget our frozen run through that city, with everyone chasing us?’

      “Exactly, but it was worth it.”

      ‘The diary?’

      “This is Yarvick’s son,” Torny said. “The only kid Yarvick’s ever had, so far as I know, and the man’s wanted this diary for a long time.”

      ‘Why?’

      “How should I know? Maybe it’s the last thing tying Yarvick to humanity, maybe he just wants to know what his kid thinks of him.” Torny slipped the book away. “The point is, Yarvick told me to get it and I did, which means we have leverage.”

      ‘If he’s as bad as you say, why wouldn’t he just kill you and take it?’

      Torny clicked her tongue. “Because Yarvick has a reputation. You start killing people who get things done for you, suddenly your jobs get left incomplete. He’ll have to find another excuse, and my guess is he won’t.”

      ‘So he’ll push Fassle to a peace with Kance all because you have this diary?’

      Bliss’s skeptical look matched how Torny felt about that precise outcome, but that was fine, because she had her bet placed on a different call.

      “My thinking, Yarvick doesn’t want to share power. Rumors had it he tried to get Fassle killed and failed, settled for this.” Torny drummed her fingers on the table. “I bet Yarvick will offer us a different deal. Take out Fassle, give him the diary, and Kance gets its reprieve.”

      ‘That doesn’t seem fair.’

      “Fair and Yarvick don’t mix. Sooner you accept that, the better off you’ll be.”

      ‘The better off I’ll be?’

      “Because you’ll be ready when they try to kill each other.”

      Torny meant the line as a joke, but neither one laughed.

      Deux, the captain of the Storm’s Edge, had them on a straight, short course for Noctia and the Ringed City. Getting there meant sailing along Noctia’s southern coast and swinging north into the massive harbor, and getting to Noctia’s southern coast meant splitting the Najahn blockade. Torny had listened to Deux’s speech to his crew that morning. He was hoping that flying the Noctia flag alongside Kance might deter any overzealous Najahn captains, but if Torny had learned anything during her thieving years, it was that everybody loved a good mark, and the Storm’s Edge looked like a great one. Flashy, embroidered with Kance glass and their silky, shimmering threads to mimic a glistening prism on the sea, the Storm’s Edge kept no mystery about who sailed on board, even if Eujo wasn’t on the craft this time.

      Any Najahn captain would assume she was.

      That annoying reality came true as soon as the Storm’s Edge left its escorting Kance cutters behind. Those ships might’ve hung close if Deux hadn’t ordered them to turn around, to spend their lives defending the isle rather than adding threat to a peaceful mission. Another short-sighted turn, but Torny again kept her mouth shut.

      Deux had made it clear he was no fan of bandits, even retired ones.

      So Torny and Bliss kept their weapons about them. A dagger brace lay on the table near those lockboxes, and Bliss’s metal-capped staff rested on the floor near her feet. Easy to grab, then, when the Kance scout’s call from the uppermost nest declared two Najahn caravels were on an intercept.

      Mild winds made the sailing slow and the seas soft. Torny balanced easy on the deck as she and Bliss joined a couple other combat-ready sailors at the prow. Svarde stood there too, as still as ever, and his ferrite continued snoozing.

      Ahead, the caravels closed across the gray water with little fuss, bobbing into their path. If things kept this way, the Storm’s Edge would be sandwiched, and Torny still had nightmares about the last time they’d been boarded from either side.

      They’d lost Wax that night.

      “Hold on!” Deux’s shout rolled over the ship and Torny grabbed the railing as the Storm’s Edge put its beautiful triangle sails to good use, scooting the ship to port.

      The caravels tried to adjust, their flat square sails struggling in the slight breeze to handle the turn. The leftward one began a slow loop, one it wouldn’t complete in time to catch the Storm’s Edge. As for the other . . .

      “At least he’s narrowed it to one,” Torny said, detaching from the rail and, along with the rest of them, moving to the starboard side. “Ready for this, Bliss?”

      ‘Don’t think we have a choice, Torny.’

      “Damn right we don’t,” Torny said, drawing a dagger and waggling it towards the oncoming caravel. “We’ll be moving too fast for anything more than a grapple or two, though.”

      “Which you’ll leave to me,” Svarde said, stomping aft. “You all have lives to lose. Mine’s already gone.”

      Torny watched the barbarian pass, that waggling dagger going a bit limp. Bliss was nodding to herself, her right hand flicking Torny’s way.

      ‘If that’s his attitude, maybe Svarde’s a good one to keep around.’

      The bandit had to agree.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Hidden Spears

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A filthy trust. Quik had earned enough to help some Najahn escort a few Mottilan captives into the jungle that afternoon in a hunt for early season mushrooms, herbs, and any other food they might find. Pavarde, delivering the detail to Quik after their lunch, suggested the assignment was as much to get his glowering face away from her as any real need for his input, and Quik didn’t argue.

      Avoiding the Najahn Navy and its growing domination over his isle might do Quik some good.

      Fifteen Vis, some among the older or defiant in Mottilan who hadn’t tried to escape and others pilfered from the small villages taken by the Najahn, were marched by ten armored soldiers wearing purple and black. That number disparity didn’t look so bad given that the Vis were thin, tired, and brow-beaten.

      Quik swallowed the bile rising at the sight, focused instead on the budding jungle around him. Vis was waking up to spring and the chilly morning dew had faded against a comfortable sun. Animals hooted and hollered, trees shook their leaves in the wind, and vines extended their tendrils. Another few weeks and they’d be perfect for swinging.

      Wax would have been the first one out among them, whooping and laughing his way through the canopy.

      A snarl drew Quik’s attention to a sturdy Najahn at the line’s front, hitting a Vis with the butt of his voulge.

      “Keep your satchel off my legs,” the Najahn said, loud enough for the line to hear. “You’ve got two shoulders, keep it on’em. If it hits me again, you’ll earn more than a couple bruises.”

      “Ah, leave off’em, Beltran,” chuckled another. “They can barely stand straight as it is.”

      “Not my fault they chose to fight us, is it?”

      “Kill them,” Quik said, “and Pavarde’s not going to be happy. You’re all in a war still, remember?”

      The whole party turned back to him, the Vis giving Quik a look mixing loathing with confusion, while the Najahn went with disgust. Which, as a traitor to his own isle, Quik probably deserved.

      “Keep it moving,” Beltran finally said, stepping further away from the Vis and the lanky man’s swinging satchel. “I expect that thing to be full by the time we head back.”

      Not a soul gave Quik another glance, shared another word, and the hunter liked that just fine.

      After an hour’s walk to the south, stumbling through the shallow foothills, the group found a grove flush with mushrooms that’d make for good stews. The Najahn set up a perimeter while the Vis stuffed satchels. Quik settled onto a stump, ready to spend more time mulling dark thoughts, when he noticed a particular call amid the jungle’s living cacophony.

      A trill, one repeated every few beats. Close enough to sound like a persistent songbird, but a human’s voice had a lilt that was hard to hide. At least to one, like Quik, who’d been on enough hunts using that very same signal. Quik looked over the Vis, continuing to pry mushrooms from the dirt, and saw not a one wondering about the sound.

      Then again, these were older, starved, and befuddled captives. Not hunters, not warriors ready to make an escape.

      The trill sounded again. Sharper this time, with an extra note added to the end. Quik slipped his hands into his gauntlets. The Najahn suspected nothing, most with hands on their voulges, their mouths moving in quiet conversation. Two laughed at a third’s joke. Another munched on some bread.

      A dart began the ambush, flying in from the north and taking poor Beltran in his neck. The gruff guard slapped at the dart like it was some pest, seemed astonished to find a feathered stick instead of a bug. Yet, when Beltran opened his mouth to say something, anything, foam frothed. The real alarm came when, heavy in his Najahn armor, the guard crashed to the mossy ground.

      At once, the mushroom gathering stopped. At once, the Najahn called out the alarm.

      Not that it did the purple and black soldiers any good.

      As the Najahn turned towards Beltran’s twitching body, darts sliced in from the other sides. Not all were accurate, bouncing off helmets or shoulder plates, but two more struck home. Seven Najahn left, and the Noctia fighters played it smart.

      “Shoot again and they die,” yelled the same one who’d pestered Beltran to stay calm. He backed towards the prisoners in the middle, raising his voulge. The other Najahn followed, Quik watching from his stump. “You can’t kill us all before we take them.”

      “They won’t have to,” Quik said, rising.

      Starved, battered, the Vis might’ve been, but they had their isle’s spirit within. Almost as one, the prisoners jumped on their captors. Satchels heavy with mushrooms looped around Najahn necks and pulled tight. Ragged whoops sounded, and at their yells, the jungle burst to life, an assault by . . .

      Quik hesitated, even in his first step with those gauntlets raised. Four. Only four Vis dashed with spears raised, coming at the Najahn as those soldiers decided their prisoners deserved a painful death.

      The Najahn weren’t morons, but trained fighters, and they reacted to the choking ambushes by dropping their voulges, pulling blades free from belts. Those glistening Foti-forged, sapphire swords cut deep into the unprotected Vis. The prisoners had numbers, and they grappled with the Najahn, but the mushroom grove began to fill with the wrong side’s blood.

      For a foursome, the incoming Vis traded speed for smart stabs, lancing in their feathered spears at gaps in the Najahn armor. They scored deep hits, but Quik didn’t see a fatality. The purple and black armor was too strong, deflecting those stabs to the sides, gouges left in the thick plate. That armor would’ve been far too warm in summer, when thin Najahn robes would replace heavier defenses.

      These Vis had picked a time too early, and now Quik would have to rescue them.

      With a loud whoop, Quik charged at the nearest Najahn, one who’d just finished gutting a prisoner and throwing off their satchel. As the Najahn turned to his neighbor, raising his blade, Quik struck with an upper-cutting slash. His left gauntlet dug into the armpit gap between chest plate and arm sleeve, finding muscle beneath and tearing. The Najahn howled. Quik planted his feet and pulled with his left arm, drawing the Najahn back across the hunter’s planted feet and tripping the soldier. Once he hit the ground, the Najahn would have a tough time standing with all that armor weight.

      Add the prisoners who leaped on the soldier, smashing at his face with rocks and grabbing for his sword, and the man wouldn’t find his feet anytime soon.

      The Najahn Quik’s victim had been about to help smashed aside a Vis spear, then struck its wielder with a back-handed bash, knocking the Vis to the ground. Rather than go for the kill, the Najahn swung the blade back towards Quik, a snap slash that might’ve taken Quik’s head clean off if the hunter hadn’t lifted his right gauntlet across his face. The sword skittered off the gauntlet’s back, drawing a line in the polished wood and a clean cut along Quik’s forearm behind it.

      The burn only helped Quik focus, and he pushed forward into the swing, shoving the Najahn’s sword arm up and back into the Najahn’s chest. Quik pinned it there with his palms, the gauntlet claws cutting the Najahn’s chin beneath his helmet. The hunter saw the Najahn working his left hand, pulling the knife all those soldiers kept opposite their blade.

      Pulling a knife no longer there.

      “For Vis,” hissed a prisoner, an older lady with strength enough to jam the blade into the Najahn’s defenseless neck.

      The soldier collapsed with a gurgle, and Quik dashed to the next, joining two spears with his claws to cut down a third Najahn. As that woman fell, the two remaining Noctia fighters, bleeding and bereft of their weapons, raised their hands, begged for their lives.

      “We spared you,” one blubbered to the prisoners, the Vis quartet who’d started the ambush. “We didn’t take your lives.”

      Quik gestured at the bodies around the grove, where at least five prisoners lay and would never rise again. “That’s sparing us?”

      “You attacked first! What were we supposed to do?”

      “They can’t know we exist,” whispered one of the Vis spear-wielders to Quik. “The Lira still stand, but we won’t last long if the Najahn come looking for us. They have to die.”

      “Hear that?” Quik said to the Najahn pair. “You’re already dead because of what you’ve done to this isle.”

      “Wait,” said the blubbering one, his face snot-stained. “Pavarde won’t take this. She’ll comb the jungle looking for you and all these prisoners. You need us. We can tell a different story.”

      “Fiends!” cried the other Najahn, as if he’d just stumbled on a miracle. “Fiends did this, right? You come back with us, corroborate the story. You’re the Vis hunter, you got us out alive.”

      A story that wouldn’t work if Quik came back alone. Too suspicious. But then, why would Quik come back at all? The hunter felt eyes on him. Kill the Najahn, disappear into the jungle, and . . . No. That wouldn’t help Wax. Killing a few Najahn from the shadows till one stuck Quik with a voulge wouldn’t either.

      Annalyse always kept her focus on the bigger picture. Maybe it was time for Quik to do the same.

      “Can you get me to Kance?” Quik asked the Najahn pair.

      They regarded him, open-mouthed.

      “Can you?” Quik repeated.

      “I, maybe?” said the first. “Pavarde would need to order it, and I’m not sure what we’d say.”

      Quik raised a single gauntlet. Insects buzzed. A prisoner moaned while another, tearing off his satchel’s strap, bandaged a wound.

      “I know the captain of the cutter getting restocked right now,” said the second. “Met her in the mess hall last night. She wants more fighters. You volunteer, we can sneak you aboard. She’ll sail close.”

      As good a plan as any, with one fatal flaw. Quik moved before the Najahn pair, reached out and pulled off their helmets. Exposed their heads.

      “Now everyone here knows your faces,” Quik said. “If you tell what happened here, if you betray me, there will come a time, unknown to you, when your life will end. Painful and slow. Do you understand?”

      The Najahn bought their lives with their nods.
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      Used to be, Eujo would go through all the steps to fly a glider anticipating a wonderful jaunt through sunlit skies. A landing in formation near the docks to impress some dignitary or at a spire-topping chalet to enjoy some sky wine and fruit away from a royal’s constant attention.

      Now she flew to war.

      Fassle’s peace offering would take days, even if the man accepted. In the meantime, the Najahn were happy to press their attack. Kance’s Navy was outnumbered—if Eujo looked to her west, soaring high in the afternoon, she saw ship-to-ship battles playing out far too close to the city’s harbor. Arrows, burning pitch, and boarding sorties took one Kance life after another.

      So, too, did the place she flew towards at that very moment. Kance had gliders in the air at all hours these days, looping the isles and ready with signal torches, because the Najahn had broken the net. They were landing, now, with pillaging in mind.

      “See it there?” shouted Livier, her former assassin and current bodyguard. He flew off to her left, anchoring a ten-person formation gliding towards the afternoon attack. “It’s the granaries.”

      Great storehouses to keep Kance-grown and Tamas-purchased wheat to eat during the winter, among other vegetables, salted meats, and the resources her people relied on now to survive the war. More than a dozen of the huge, squat buildings lay scattered around a broad field, paths leading to and from each one. They’d been spaced out to prevent any accidental fire spread.

      That distance did little when the arson was intentional.

      A sharp cliff led from the storehouses down to the seaside, and Eujo saw the clipper trio anchored at the cliff’s base. Purple and black Najahn flags flapped, and thin lines rising up from those ships spoke of grappling lines hung and climbed.

      How long had those ships been parked there to let this happen, unseen?

      Eujo made a note in her stressed mind to ask Livier, to double the glider patrols.

      As it was, a few Kance guards and farmers down below engaged the Najahn raiders. Outnumbered and pushed back near one of the storehouses, the Kance fighters couldn’t do much as a third storehouse was set ablaze. The Najahn looked like little rats, scurrying through the short springtime grasses with their torches, their light leathers.

      “Right in their center,” Eujo called to Livier, who echoed her words to the formation. “Surprise and scatter, then destroy.”

      “And you, my Queen?”

      “I’m on the ships.”

      Eujo angled her descent towards the cliffside, tugging on the glider’s ropes to taper its edges and bring it into a swift dive. A hard drop that would’ve been fatal to any ordinary pilot. One that didn’t have a Kance skar on her right wrist. The ground rushed up, and Eujo nudged the skar. Kance’s stone obeyed, whistling in Eujo’s mind and sending a gust right against her glider’s nose. The contraption tilted vertical, putting Eujo’s legs straight down into a fall that should’ve broken her knees.

      The Kance skar, again, funneled a geyser’s push beneath Eujo, catching her fall and setting the Queen on the ground without the slightest bump. As she dropped, Eujo’s thumbs pressed in the glider’s emergency release, snapping off the harness keeping her in place. The glider fell off her back as Eujo caught her balance, and she lifted the remaining bar over her head.

      It’d be a long walk back, but she’d have a victory to relish on the trip.

      The battlefield came her way. Livier and his allies had landed with a crossbow lead-in, firing quarrels on a fly-over before coming to an easy landing in the fields between the storehouses. Despite the Najahn still holding numbers—a fact Eujo didn’t like to acknowledge, but Kance was stretched so thin—the raiders took their arrival as a sign to flee. A few threw their remaining torches at unlit storehouses, tosses too fleeting to get lucky, and the whole twenty or thirty Najahn came charging at her.

      Eujo took those seconds to look to the steep cliff and those waiting ladders. She broke to the edge. Six grapples and their attendant ladders gouged into the earth, with more spikes hammered in at intervals on the way up. A difficult dislodging for any normal soldier.

      Not for a Whent skar.

      The golden stone picked up Eujo’s call and sent several sharp tremors racing down the cliffside. Spikes popped free, raining down on the ships below, accompanied by loose rubble, dirt, and a few unfortunate shrubs. Eujo’s breath caught, not because of the beautiful sight, but because she’d extended the skar a little too far, where it reached for Eujo to fill in the gap.

      Shoving the skar back, Eujo steadied herself, then wheeled to face the approaching Najahn. They slowed their charge, confused by and suspicious of the single woman standing in their escape route. In their battered leathers, carrying blades and tools instead of voulges and chakrams, the raiders kept it light, lacked the Najahn’s usual polish. One told her to throw the sword aside, lay on the ground, and they’d let her live.

      Typical Najahn bravado.

      “Your ladders are gone,” Eujo announced. “You’re trapped. Surrender now and I promise, you’ll keep your heads.”

      “Or we’ll take yours,” cracked the same one, a man bearing a golden captain’s sigil on his breast. “Kick her over and get to climbing, boys!”

      The group shouted some infernal Noctia cry and resumed their rush, blades rising high. Eujo cursed, but if the scum wanted to fight, well, Eujo could do that just fine. Behind the Najahn, the burning storehouses served up an idea, one the Foti skar answered. The stone ignited her desperate rage and sought release.

      The Queen gave the power a path.

      Eujo drew and
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