
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IN ICE WE STEEL

Rise of Kerti Book 1

 

Ayleen K. Kyrstin

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  Copyright © 2025 by Ayleen K. Kyrstin


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    Ayleen K. Kyrstin asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

    First edition

 	ISBN:978-3-9505977-0-7

    
    
      
        Editing by Laura Josephsen

      
        Cover art by Adam Fyda

      
    


No generative AI has been used in writing, editing, or cover creation of this book.

It is forbidden to pass the text of this book through any AI tool and use this book for AI training purposes.

  

  

  

  


 

  



  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Prologue
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1 – The North
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2 – Blakvarr
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3 – Gresi
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4 – Aftermath
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5 - Dilemma
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6 – Crew
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7 – Brothers-in-Arms
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8 – The Right Thing
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9 – Coward
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10 – Winter
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11 – Price
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12 – Traitor
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13 – Into the Ice
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14 – Steel
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15 – Bridge of the First Hand
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16 – Coming home
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17 – Better life
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18 – No More
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19 – The Day of the Gods
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20 – Fire
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21 – Lost
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22 – Honor
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23 – Freedom
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24 – The Rise
        
      

    
      	
        Acknowledgments
        
      

    
      	
        Spread the word
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
      	
        Connect with the Author
        
      

    
    


  
  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Cover
      

    

  



[image: Map of Free Kerti. (The word Free is crossed out). Important names on the map: Gresi, Talla. Over the map the names are handwritten in different places with arrows pointing at the place: Mirafyr, Rotviory (instead of Savage Lands), the Base, Towers (near Talla), Bridge of the first hand, the North]

























To all who still believe in the power a story can hold.






  
  
  Prologue

  
  




To be born and raised and never see the world they studied—that was the fate of the Truth Seekers in service of the Great Leaders themselves. And the Towers of Talla were to be their lifelong prison.

A sanctuary of knowledge, the Towers offered plenty of chambers for restoration of ancient texts; vast libraries, with bookshelves so high that eyes could not reach their end; experimentation and alchemy rooms; and everything scholars and sages could desire. A prison so replete and august it could almost replace freedom. Yet freedom wasn’t a word Truth Seekers were encouraged to theorize about. They were the vessels of all knowledge. The only ones allowed to know all there was to know. And for that, they were the most dangerous weapon the Great Leaders possessed.

The Towers of Talla stood lofty for centuries. The tallest buildings in the capital of Kerti Island—stone monoliths reaching to the sky. Taller than the palace of the Great Leaders. Taller than the temples of Alvarra. They were built to withstand generations, and yet it would be in this generation that they would perish. The Towers would fall, and the new era would begin.




* * *




Zea’s black eyes deliberately scanned the restoration chambers as she put her thick black locs in a high updo so that her hair wouldn’t interfere with the restoration process. She carefully placed the ancient Book of Time on the working table in front of her, preparing the brewed glue to strengthen the old pages.

Her face was as if carved out of a black stone, every feature determined, not a soft line on it. Her eyes were calm, yet they didn’t let any detail escape them. She caught every whisper, every move around her.

The restoration chambers were spacious, shelves filled with bottles, ingredients, tools, and papers. Long wooden tables and benches filled the rest of the space.

Light from small windows high under the ceiling lit tiny dust flakes floating in the room. The quiet chatter of other scholars filled the air, and the chambers smelled familiarly of vanillin.

That was one of the first things Zea had found answers to, back when she was her daughter Emma’s age. Paper, among other things, was made out of lignin, a component found in plants, trees, and leaves. When it decomposed, it became yellow and produced vanillin, a pleasantly sweet extract.

Zea felt a slight touch on her leg and shifted her gaze underneath the table. Her daughter, Emma, stared at her with eyes as black as her mother’s, her skin a few shades lighter, asking for her attention.

She was only seven, yet she was just like her mom already. A curious one. A scholar.

“You’re restoring a Book of Time,” Emma whispered. “Does this one have the lost chapter?”

“Come up and help me glue the pages.” Zea smiled. “Then I’ll tell you.”

Emma grinned and climbed up to the bench beside Zea, prepared to help.

The glue smelled of wood and honey. And very distinctively of pine.

“What is it made of?” Zea asked her daughter, passing her the glue. The honey note was so delicate that Zea wondered if Emma would recognize it.

“Pine resin and beeswax,” said Emma right after smelling it. “Different from the one we usually use.”

“That’s right. That one is made out of animal bones and hooves.” Zea smiled again. “This is a new version. Better water resistance.”

She actually hadn’t developed it for bookbinding, but for something more… daring. Luckily, book restoration was an excellent cover for most things she had to develop in secret.

“How many chapters does this Book of Time have, then?” Emma grabbed a brush, and together they started gluing the pages. “Thirteen?”

Zea chuckled, regretting ever telling Emma the lost chapter myth. Now she just kept asking about it whenever they got another Book of Time on their hands.

“Twelve chapters. Just like the rest of them,” said Zea. “The lost chapter is a myth as old as time.” She looked around, ensuring her daughter and the rest of the scholars were concentrating on their own processes while she hid a bottle of glue in her dress. “No one knows where this myth came from,” she continued. “Not even the Truth Seekers like us. But what we do know is that there is no lost chapter. The Book of Time has twelve chapters. No information, no proof at all, has been found about chapter thirteen, if it ever existed, or what it says.” She snatched strips of parchment, linen threads, and treated paper, concealing them inside hidden compartments of her dress, making sure she had not been seen. Not even by her daughter. Their escape relied on that.

“But why does the myth exist, then?” asked Emma.

“People love the unexplained,” said Zea. “They love a mystery. A story.”

Heavy footsteps echoed on the stone floor, and Zea flinched, lifting her head. Sister Noa stood in front of them in an official Truth Seeker silky black robe that covered her head to toe, like a veil.

Were we discovered? Zea instinctively put her hand on Emma’s shoulder, hoping she wouldn’t notice how tense she was.

“The Great Leader honored us with his visit.” Sister Noa’s voice was deep and elderly. “Put away your work, sisters. Our counsel is needed.”

Zea’s heart pounded. Even though the Great Leader was bad news, it would have been much worse if they had been discovered. Trying to escape would be treason.

Her mind raced to Kera. She wasn’t in the room, and Zea prayed the Great Leader wouldn’t meet her. She was about to turn twenty-five this year. It was better he didn’t see her.

When the Great Leader, Ronis Bjorental, entered the room, it fell absolutely quiet—no more rustling paper, no more chatter. All sages stood now with their heads down, not allowed to look up until directly addressed.

The Great Leader had the same smug expression that she remembered him by. Zea only caught a glimpse, but it was enough. She forced her body to stay still, her hands hanging freely.

He strode with confidence, with an aura that declared ownership over them all.

With all her strength, Zea tried to stop her thoughts from going back there. To the week she’d turned twenty-five. She wished that memory would be erased from her mind. Of course, then she would not know the true face of their beloved Leader.

It didn’t work. It never had.

It was common knowledge between sisters that when they turned twenty-five, Goddess Alvarra blessed them with a child. Alas, they only got to keep a daughter. That was how Truth Seekers were born. Zea was one of them; she’d studied lies all her life. She needed to know the truth. Her assumption had been simple—a sleeping draft, delivered with their evening meal. So the whole week she turned twenty-five, she pretended to eat her dinner and fall asleep, as was expected. Only she soon wished she had slept.

A part of the drug must have gotten into her system through water, but his smug face was imprinted in her mind. Even though she had only seen him through her eyelashes.

There is always another layer of lies they tell people, she’d thought then. How ironic. They lied to the Truth Seekers, and it was probably the Truth Seekers themselves who had come up with it many centuries ago.

Zea didn’t know if that meant the previous Great Leader was her own father or not; she didn’t even know if Ronis fathered every child here. But one thing she knew for sure: that was not Alvarra’s blessing. That was a curse. And that day was the day Zea had vowed to herself: she would not let the same happen to her daughter.

And today, she repeated that vow. He would not get Kera either.

Zea lowered her head, holding Emma beside her, tighter than necessary, trying to calm the rage burning inside. The fear she hated herself for.

That was why Emma’s skin was so much lighter than Zea’s. She wasn’t just hers.

The Great Leader’s footsteps rang on the stone floor, nearing.

“You are restoring a Book of Time, I see.” His voice hovered in front of her. It was calm and rested, its cheer mocking her. “Something special about this one?”

“It’s the oldest one we have found, Great Leader.” Zea stared at her feet, holding her composure. They say he can hear your heart rate change. That he can tell if someone is deceiving him just by looking at them. Lies. Rumors created to spread fear. Another piece of advice from his trusted advisors.

“Well, in this case, I want it in my collection when you’re done.” His smug voice echoed over Zea’s head.

“Of course, Great Leader,” she said.

“And you, young Truth Seeker.” He kneeled before Emma. Zea squeezed her daughter’s shoulder. “How many secrets have you acquired already? Maybe you could offer counsel to your Great Leader?”

“Yes, I can, Great Leader.” Emma’s voice was cheerful and carefree.

“So, which of my ministers do you think I should hang so the others fall in line? They grew too comfortable in their positions, I’m afraid.”

Zea didn’t let Emma answer. She was too young for these games.

“Whoever it is, Great Leader, don’t promote the best one in their place,” said Zea. “Promote the average; they will show you more loyalty.”

“And why is that?” He got up, studying her. She could feel his gaze on her face. If she would lift her eyes to him now, there would be nothing but hate in them. She could control her body, every inch of it, but her eyes were beyond that. They were the only part of her still capable of telling the truth.

“The best ones know they are the best,” Zea said collectedly. “The average would never have risen without you. They would owe everything to you.”

A partial truth, of course. It was true indeed about the loyalty part, yet it would never be the advice she would give someone whom she wanted to succeed in what they were building. After all, average also meant mediocracy. And she knew full well there was no growth in it, only jealousy, corruption, and stagnation, and that was how empires fell, after all.

And yet corruption was perhaps exactly what the Great Leader sought.

He rose before her, casting a dark shadow upon her. “I truly admire the calculated advice you Truth Seekers give.” His laugh was dry, venomous. “If only my ministers were so clever. Although we don’t want that, of course.”

He turned away. “Sister Noa,” he said. “Bring me to the library. I want a book. My children need to learn a thing or two.”

Their footsteps echoed, and Zea let her daughter go, still tense.

She stood like that for a minute, watching as the sisters whispered and moved to the library, rushing to be of service to the Great Leader. He was as handsome in person as he was in the countless portraits. As long as you didn’t see the enjoyment of the pain he inflicted in his eyes.

“Zee.” A whisper hit her from behind, and she turned. It was Kera. “They know about the escape.” Kera looked terrified; her hazel eyes, usually full of sparkling joy, were now empty. “I saw the guards search my room. We can’t use it now.” She was almost shaking, though she tried to keep her head high. Zea grabbed her by the shoulder, steadying her. “We have to go now, or we are done,” said Kera. Her gaze hardened.

“Now?” The blood rushed in Zea’s veins. Too soon. If Kera’s room was compromised, it meant the rope ladder they had spent so much time preparing would be discovered any moment now. While Kera’s window hid between the towers, Zea’s was higher and on the outer side of the tower, exposed to every guard’s view. They would be seen immediately. They would need to improvise.

“I’ve made a second rope out of strips of parchment, linen threads, paper, and glue, like we planned,” said Zea. “It’s painted black, so it should be invisible in the darkness.” She peered into Kera’s familiar eyes. The most beautiful eyes she had ever looked into. And they were the only ones that saw Zea for who she truly was. She needed to see them sparkle with joy again. She would do anything for it.

Zea breathed out, steadying herself. “You know what to do, love. Put on your black dresses and escape from my room. You and Emma. The rope should be long enough to bring you down. Don’t forget the gloves.”

“Emma is too weak to climb by herself,” said Kera. “We’ll need—”

“A harness and sprung hook lock to hold you, yes,” said Zea. “Good that I’m such an over-planner, then.”

Kera let out a nervous chuckle. “I assume you took care of the window bars as well?”

Zea nodded. “Eroded with iron gall ink, same as yours. Should break if you hit them hard enough. Try not to make noise. We’ll meet in the forest by the river. Near the well you can see from my window.”

“Wait, what do you mean?” Kera stared at her. “We go together, just as planned.”

Zea shook her head. “My room is too exposed; there’s no cover. You’ll be seen from the outside. You need a distraction.”

“I won’t leave without you, Zee.” Kera’s voice grew steely. “Emma is like a daughter to me, but she is bound to you with an iron bond. You can’t leave her. You can’t leave me.”

Kera was eight years younger than Zea, yet she was the bravest, smartest woman Zea had ever known. She was the reason Zea was brave enough to escape. She wanted to think it was Emma who pushed her to do it, but it was Kera who had taught her to truly rebel. And she wasn’t going to let her reach her twenty-fifth year here.

“I’m not going to leave you both.” Zea touched Kera’s cheek. Her skin was warm and soft under her fingers. She hated to see her like this. Kera had never been scared of anything. That was why Zea had fallen in love with her.

“I will create a distraction and escape from the other side,” said Zea. “The guards will run to protect the Leader and then come after me and won’t see you.” Zea grabbed Kera’s hand, feeling her warmth. “Protect Emma at all costs. I’ll meet you by the well.”

Kera slowly nodded, squeezing her hand in return. “You’d better.”

Zea let go of her hand. Her insides were pierced with ice, but she forced the feeling away. “Go with Kera, my love.” She kneeled in front of Emma. “I’ll meet you soon. Be silent. Don’t make a sound.”

Emma didn’t seem to fully understand what was happening, but she did as her mother asked.

“Take my bracelet.” Emma removed it from her tiny wrist. It was thick, and the protection symbols of the old tongue ran through its iron. It was too big for Emma, but she insisted on wearing it. For years she had never removed it, and now she offered it to Zea, without hesitation.

Carefully, Zea put on the bracelet. Emma smiled and hugged her, an embrace so sweet and fleeting, as only a child could hug her mother. Time stood still as Zea closed her eyes and squeezed her in the warmest of hugs, the vanilla smell of her daughter’s hair lifting into her face. Emma’s hands let go in a second, and Zea opened her eyes. She stood up, watching the only two people she loved in this world running away, toward Zea’s room, high in the towers of Talla. Toward freedom.

Zea breathed out. She squeezed her fists. And then she turned and ran in the opposite direction. She hurried to the other side of the towers, to a supply closet where she’d hidden her newest experiment.

The Truth Seekers were more than just scholars, their pursuits more than just books. At least, so it was for Zea. All her life, her mind drifted to the real-life applications of everything she learned. She’d learned a volcano could produce a swamp gas that could accumulate on the seafloor. But what would be a real-life consequence of that knowledge? She’d read that in the North, names starting with ‘Al’ or ‘Ar’ were believed to be blessed by the Goddess Alvarra herself. She’d learned that flying squirrels could glide from one tree to another using a membrane between their body and feet.

All that knowledge, hidden deep inside the old pages, rotting. Well, she wasn’t going to let it go to waste.

She watched and studied bats and flying squirrels for more than ten years, experimenting with flight. Which materials would hold, which wouldn’t, which design would break, and which would not, how the strips should be positioned to reinforce the structure, which glue would not dissolve, how one should land, how fast one needed to run.

And the final result she got working only a few months ago. A true wingsuit, made from black silk from their dresses, sewn with linen from discarded book covers, adhered together with the stolen pine glue, reinforced with metal strips, snatched from the book spines and clock mechanisms.

She hadn’t gotten to test it, but it didn’t matter now. She’d known one day it would come to this. She knew it would mean certain death if even a tiny calculation she’d made had been wrong.

But that was the price she was ready to pay. Kera and Emma had to escape, so she would be their distraction. She had nothing without them. And she did not want to think about what she would do if something were to happen to them. No. They had to live.

She would draw everyone away from the wall down which Kera and Emma would climb. She would have to set a fire first, to make everyone run out, causing as much chaos as possible.

Then Zea would have to climb the infinite stairs to the tower roof and run like the wind. There, the wingsuit would be put to the ultimate test. She would jump and, if her calculations were correct, glide down to safety.

Today would either be the day she would die or they would finally be free.






  
  
  Chapter 1 – The North

  
  




The North holds the memories other places have long forgotten. Deep in its ice still lie the fallen Heroes, their names wiped out from history by Truth Seekers just like me, only myths remaining. But I have to believe that Northern people still remember their pride.

And that the North must awake first.


Veyre Sato

The blood from Veyre’s broken lip dripped on the wooden floor of the tavern fighting circle. Her opponent’s punch landed hard against her shoulder, sending a shock of pain through her arm. That would bruise badly.

Veyre spat blood and in a rapid motion rolled her shoulder back, forcing it to move despite the sharp sting. It hurt like hell, and she growled and cursed, gritting her teeth in dazzling pain. For a second, her vision went blurry, but she immediately forced herself back into reality.

Her opponent only grinned behind the mouthguard. He laughed, soaking in the drunken cheering of the crowd surrounding them. He was a born ring fighter. Bold and half-naked, he lifted his muscled arms up, his nostrils flaring. It seemed her punches did almost no harm to this man. Barely a scratch. She needed to find a weakness. Something to use against him.

Veyre panted, keeping her cloth-wrapped fists up. She wore a layered linen top, exposing her lean arms. A badly healed scar cut across her upper right arm. At twenty-four, her body was trained, strong and muscular in the ways that mattered for speed, not size. Yet the fight was already taking its toll. Her long black hair, once tied tight, was now a tangled mess. Her shoulder ached, but she buried the pain, fixing her green eyes on her opponent, shutting out the crowd’s shouts, the laughter, the jeers. Sweat dripped down her face, mingling with the taste of leather and pine wax from her mouthguard.

The underground tavern on one of the lowest platforms of Gresi was lit dimly by oil lamps, and the crowd cheered loudly around the fighters. It reeked of cheap alcohol and smoke from the kitchen.

Some drunk slipped and stumbled into the circle, spilling beer everywhere, almost falling on Veyre. She cursed and pushed him back into the hands of his fellows, and the crowd only cheered louder.

She tried to calm her mind before the next attack. Tristey would call her crazy for picking a fight against a man this size, but that was the whole point. If she only fought against opponents her own size, then she would never get better. She needed to be ready next time someone came to take what was hers. So she never again would be so damn weak.

She roared and rushed forward, swinging her next jab, landing a hard blow into his stomach. He staggered but only growled and hit back. His haymaker almost went into her jaw. In the last moment, she ducked, throwing short counter jabs. He parried, and she jumped back, creating distance.

He wasn’t as quick on his feet as her. His punches were a chaotic force, but with his muscles, he could almost get away with it. Every punch she landed felt like hitting a brick wall. She couldn’t feel her knuckles anymore, just the impact on her bones. The pain pierced through her fists into her brain.

She needed to fight smarter.

Her lungs burned with every raspy breath. He tried to grab her by the hair. She ducked and hit him in return. He wasn’t playing by the rules, but neither was she.

Spilled beer flashed on the wooden floor behind him.

Veyre pushed him backward with a series of jabs, and then jumped, tripping his leg to make him lose balance. He growled again, slipping on the wet floor, falling backward as the crowd split and stepped back, screaming.

The moment his back hit the wet wood, the entire crowd gasped and for a second fell silent, only those crazy enough to bet on her still cheering. But they sure did sound happy.

Veyre grabbed her opponent’s wrist, falling over him. She squeezed his arm with her legs and wrenched it so that he screamed in pain. “Give up, now!” She pushed his arm with all her strength onto the floor. “Or I’ll break it!”

Somewhere behind her, the brawl overseer was shouting the countdown.

“I give up!” growled the opponent, and she dropped his wrist and darted to the other side of the circle, panting.

The overseer shouted her victory, and the crowd burst into anger mixed with excitement. Veyre swayed wearily as she got up, removing her mouthguard. She could imagine how much money was made and lost here in just one second, but that was their lesson. Law forbade these kinds of establishments, although it seemed the Protectors of Gresi chose to look away. It was supposedly good to let the lowlifes let out some steam. Veyre didn’t really mind them though, as long as the fights were done with free will. Entertainment for them, real training for her.

She fixed the cloth wrappings on her left hand, making sure her Peacekeeper wrist tattoo wasn’t showing.

If Protectors were the law enforcement here, cozy in their cities, the Peacekeepers were soldiers, the first line of defense against the bandits and the rebels. She’d learned it the hard way, and so had the people. And there was no one in their right mind who would pick a fight with a Peacekeeper.

The crowd was still arguing about their bets, and the circle lost its shape.

“How the hell are you still alive?” A familiar voice reached her from behind, and Veyre lit up, turning around. From the crowd, a figure stepped out, and the light of the lamps slid across her curly dark hair and chiseled jawline. Tristey stood a meter away, half smiling, half disapproving of her.

“Here.” Tristey handed her a handkerchief, pointing at Veyre’s broken lip. “Sometimes I think you actually like being hit in the face, Sato.”

Veyre chuckled, taking the handkerchief and wiping the blood off her face. “What are you doing here?”

“Killing time before the ceremony.” Tristey scanned Veyre, checking her state. “Your shoulder,” she said. “How bad?”

Veyre tried to move the shoulder, but it hurt like hell. She grunted. Her whole body ached. “Bad.”

“The fire of the fight is over,” said Tristey. “Now the pain will come back. Damn, Sato, why do you keep doing this to yourself? Can’t you spend your time like a normal person? Go to a bar, drink something, flirt with someone, for Goddess’s sake.”

“There is no better training than an actual fight,” said Veyre. “Besides, drinking makes you weak. And it makes you forget. I want neither of those things.”

“So I’m weak and forgetful; well, thank you.” Tristey crossed her arms.

Veyre smiled, trying to push the pain away. “Well, in small doses, that might actually not be such a bad thing. Especially on a ceremony day.”

Tristey looked at the big clock on the wall. “It’s in an hour,” she said. “We can still get a drink.”

“Cheers to that,” said Veyre. “I won some money with this fight. My treat.”

“They pay you money for this stuff? Now we are talking.”

They passed through the crowd to claim her reward from the overseer. The crowd cheered and patted her on her shoulders. She just gave them short nods. She wasn’t here for the glory, nor for the money. Although it was a nice add-on. The bag with coins lay pretty heavy in her hand.

When they left the crowd behind and sat at the bar, Veyre relaxed and pointed to the barkeep to get them a glass of whiskey. They drank in silence for a while, the crowd now cheering for another fight.

Veyre watched their shadows in the reflection of the bottles on the bar shelves. Sitting with her back to the crowd felt wrong, but with Tristey beside her, she felt safer. Tristey was a good soldier. One of the few Veyre would trust her life with.

“Do you know who was chosen for the ceremony this time?” asked Veyre finally, taking a sip. She forced her voice to sound casual.

Tristey sighed. “No clue. Last-minute surprise, I’m sure.”

“Probably.” Veyre glanced over the bar counter, searching for a distraction. A wrinkled yellow paper lay underneath an empty glass just an arm’s stretch away. Probably the announcement of the next fight. She pulled it from under the glass, scanning its contents. She knew the words written on it by heart.

A dark rage passed through her, and she tore up the paper, crumpling what was left of it, squeezing it into a tight ball.

“Another one?” Tristey leaned over, reading over her arm.

Veyre huffed. “The Service isn’t doing its damn job. No matter how hard they tried to hide it, everyone knows what the damn lost chapter says. A prophecy, for Goddess’s sake. Alvarra’s daughter. And no one can agree if it’s a forgery or not.”

“A Savior will bring the Rise,” quoted Tristey, staring at her glass. “What do you think? Is it real?”

“I think the rebels are willing to use anything to get what they want.”

“And what do you think they want?” asked Tristey.

“Chaos.” Veyre swirled the whiskey in her glass. The iron taste of blood still lingered in her mouth, but not from tonight’s fight. No, three years had passed, but the taste still stayed. No time could erase the day everything had changed. She closed her eyes, and the memory stood in front of her as if it were yesterday.


* * *


Four pitch-black horses trotted through the dense foggy forest, stamping their hooves on the overgrown, bumpy ground, occasionally snorting and champing at the bits.

It was just the four of them on the patrol this time: Veyre, Lassier, Remt, and Savy. The Qirrin they hunted had eluded them for days. The reports were clear, yet they’d spent almost a week chasing it, and nothing. They were all exhausted by the end of it.

They’d all been assigned to the northern outpost base a year ago. Not that Veyre had had any choice in the matter; her father was the chief commander of the base; her duty had been sealed the day she was born. Or the day she chose to stay with him and serve, instead of running away with her mother. It was Veyre’s destiny and duty to serve the regime under his command. But the others? They must have done something to deserve to be sent to the most unwelcoming place in the whole of Kerti Island.

Rotviory territory was the northernmost part of Kerti. It meant “The land of the thousand peaks” in the old tongue. And every inch of those peaks was covered with forests, wild, cold and deadly, hostile to every outsider.

“I’m starving,” said Savy, hurrying her horse to the left of Remt, Lassier following suit. “We should roast the damn Qirrin for dinner.”

“What did the poor creatures do to the regime anyway?” said Lassier. “Too much fuss, if you ask me.”

“According to the myths, Qirrins are the spirits of the fallen heroes.” Veyre rode at the back, scanning the surrounding trees.

“Enemies of the Great Leaders,” Remt corrected her. “Only rebels call them heroes.”

“And you really believe that?” said Savy. “The spirits reborn? Bullshit.”

The forest stood motionless, only the clopping of the hooves on the ground breaking the silence. The sun started lowering, allowing its rays to illuminate the trees in orange, casting long shadows on the ground.

A branch cracked behind her, and Veyre turned around, slowing her horse. The others proceeded, absorbed in an endless discussion.

That was when she saw it. The Qirrin.

It stood nearly twice the size of her horse, white as snow, watching her from fifteen feet away. The sun illuminated the silver scales covering its whole body in a soft, sparkling glow. Its antlers spread wide and high from its flying mane, which glowed orange in the sun. For a moment, it seemed the Qirrin carried the sun itself on its head, like a fire crown. So proud and majestic.

Veyre stared at it, frozen. She knew what she was supposed to do. She was supposed to take out her thundergun pistol and shoot it right in the head. A spirit of an enemy of the Great Leaders. A bad omen. A danger. To be killed on sight.

And yet her hand didn’t slip to her holster. Instead, she watched the Qirrin turn around and leave, disappearing into the depth of the forest.

“Veyre, come on!” Remt’s shout pulled her out from the trance. She tugged the reins and hurried along.

“What is it? You saw something?” said Remt as she caught up with them.

She shook her head, avoiding their looks. She’d had the opportunity, and she’d let it go. Her duty was to kill it, yet she’d failed. She had to be stronger. Peacekeepers had no use for weakness. Nor for hesitation.

Soon the forest cleared, and the blustering of water filled the air. They neared the river, which curved between high cliffs reflected in the dark swirling water. The current flew away with the speed of a wild mustang. Falling into this one would mean trouble.

But the water seemed to be the only living thing besides them there. No birds, no animals in sight, only the Peacekeeper patrol group and the wilderness of the North.

They turned away from the river, moving through the tall trees.

The forest was motionless, and something felt wrong. Veyre’s gut rolled into a big lump, and she checked the sword in the scabbard on her side and the holster with the thundergun pistol. The sun hid behind the clouds, and thick fog stood in the air.

Did the others feel it as well? They all scanned the forest, urging the horses to go faster. Were the spirits scaring them?

Remt stopped, raising his fist. Veyre tensed. Their hands reached for the thunderguns. The pistol’s wooden grip, carved with shallow grooves, nestled into Veyre’s palm. Its iron barrel was thick and long, etched with symbols of the old tongue—Alvarra’s blessing. Its heaviness steadied her, restoring her confidence. She cocked the hammer, holding the pistol in her right hand, and with her left cycled its lever forward until it clicked, ready to shoot.

The high trees pressed from every side, cutting off their exit, and all around, the bushes rustled on the wind.

“Take cover!” Remt screamed, but it was too late.

Arrows flew from the sides, and a dozen men appeared out of nowhere, jumping on them from ropes that hung from trees, hitting Remt and Savy off their horses. There was only one group who would dare this. Rebels.

A big man covered in green leaves, his lower face concealed with a cloth, jumped off a thick rope dangling from a pine and onto Veyre, knocking her off her horse. The pistol fell from her grasp, disappearing into the tall grass.

She hit the ground hard and growled. The rebel jumped after her, but she rolled away, pulled out her sword from its scabbard, and attacked. He crashed into her with brute force, each strike brutal and fast, pressing her back, the loud ringing of metal on metal bursting in the air. She parried wildly, strength faltering beneath his speed. He growled. Within a second, as she blocked his sword, she lost control and his elbow hit her in the face. The rebel twisted the sword out of her hand, pushing her to the ground. Sharp pain burst in her head as she fell, everything going dark and blurred.

She tried to grab on to her consciousness, focusing on the battle behind her opponent. Remt fell, his side pierced by an arrow. Savy’s throat was cut by a rebel’s sword. Lassier fought three attackers, harshly, bravely, without fear. But he fell as well, cut in the stomach by one of the assailants.

The air choked in Veyre’s lungs. The world spun, and the fog consumed everything. She’d failed to kill the Qirrin. Was this her own doing? A punishment for being so weak?

And then a rebel picked up a pistol.

She must have gone crazy from the head blow. Only the blessed could touch thunderguns without being afraid the curse would affect them. Only the blessed could call its thunder.

Yet the rebel held the thundergun as if it were nothing. He pointed it at Remt, spread in the grass, an arrow stuck in his chest. Remt growled and stared at the rebel’s face. Remt didn’t flinch. He didn’t bend.

Everything was blurry and spinning, and Veyre tried to get up, tried to fight, but failed. Fire spread in her head, and she coughed, digging her nails onto the ground, dirt and iron on her tongue.

A thunder-like gunshot burst into the air, and Remt stopped moving, sprawled on the ground, blood spreading from his head.

A scream caught in Veyre’s throat. She couldn’t breathe.

The rebel cycled the pistol’s lever with two hands and pulled the trigger again. Another gunshot followed, echoing in the trees and the cliffs behind her. Lassier wasn’t moving anymore.

The rebel neared Veyre, his face still covered with a cloth, pointing the pistol at her where she was spread in the grass. How could he call thunder with it? He wasn’t blessed. Impossible. Betray the regime and the blessing would lift, even if you once had it.

But he had fired the thundergun. Had the rebels broken the curse? Otherwise, the Inquirers would have found them already.

She gasped for air, pulling herself together, again finding the strength in her legs, the motion in her fingers.

She lashed forward, sweeping her leg under the rebel, forcing him to fall. The rebel dropped on the ground, but that was just a moment’s delay. There was nothing she could do against her own thundergun.

The river bubbled right behind the forest valley. She knew that was her only way out.

With her last drops of strength, she leaped, crawling, jumping, frantically running away from the rebels, toward the cliff. Toward the blustering river.

A gunshot cut the air behind her, and her upper right arm burst into pain. She stumbled and fell off the cliff, dropping into the dark currents of the river. The icy water hit her as she went down, the river grabbing her, tossing her, taking her into the depths. With a final push, she fought the swirl, reached the surface, and gasped for air, the currents taking her far away from what had just happened. Far away from where her friends had given their last iron to the land. Ambushed and gunned down like animals.


* * *


Veyre returned to the buzzing tavern. She squeezed the cold glass in her hand and, in one shot, emptied it. The alcohol burned her insides.

No one had believed her that the rebels had fired a thundergun. “A concussion, fear, and grief could make you see such things,” she’d been told by their base physician. “And the scar was made by an arrow.” And that was that. Concussion, fear, grief, and a scar to remind her. But she couldn’t shake it off. She knew what she’d seen. The beginning of something bad.

For three years, she’d chased after the rebels, training tirelessly to be ready when the time came. Yet she was never on time. Always a step behind, always late. How many more of her people had to die for her to catch them?

“It’s the Service’s job to search for them, and the Peacekeepers’ job is to fight them when they’ve been found.” That was what her father said. Well, the Service didn’t seem to be doing its job. So someone had to do it for them. There could be no repeat of that day.

“The ceremony will start soon,” said Tristey in a heavy voice. “We should go.”

Veyre nodded. Her shoulder still lingered with pain, and the fire of the fight burned out completely. Now she was just tired. But attending the ceremony was a must.


* * *


So here they all were, gathered now by the arena on the higher platform of Gresi. Veyre and Tristey stood in the center of the arena among the selected ten, in a line on the left side of the small wooden platform. The arena was built in a circle, exposing the ones standing in its center to countless looks, with layered stone benches looming above. It was both vulnerably open and suffocatingly closed.

Veyre had had time to change into her Peacekeeper uniform, and her black leather boots were already muddied with the sand of the arena. She tried to hide her injuries, standing straight. When someone asked her about her split lip, she just chuckled and said, “misunderstanding,” and it seemed good enough.

Peacekeeper families and important guests were all sitting on the stone benches of the arena. Merchants walked between the rows with woven baskets, selling nuts and corn, the sweet smell reaching even those standing in the center. The air was filled with layers and layers of whispering, gossiping, and laughter, and it seemed no one was interested in the wooden platform, built specifically for the day.

High-ranking Peacekeepers sat in a specially separated section. They all wore Peacekeeper uniforms: trousers, boots, cloaks—all pitch black. Either to collect as much of the rare sun’s warmth as possible, to inspire fear with their appearance, or to blend into the darkness of the night. Veyre never knew the answer. Maybe all of it.

But the higher the rank, the more elaborate the pauldrons were. As a low-level soldier, Veyre wore simple leather ones. Her father—the commander of the northern outpost—sitting in a special balcony, wore elaborate silver pauldrons, shining white.

And of course, the guest of honor, placed at the top of the arena, right beside the commander. The sole manager of Rotviory gold mines, Rezethina Rumiro-Verez. A tiny woman with thin ash hair always put up in a polished headdress. She tried to look noble, standing upright, straight as an arrow, but it was clear even though the position she held was one of the most powerful in Rotviory, she wasn’t born into it.

Of course, she didn’t own the gold from the mines; it all belonged to the state, including the profits. But it was a great honor. And it paid quite well. Rumors had it she owned a whole safe in the Gresi bank, just for herself. Such was the power of the Great Leaders—serve the regime well, and anyone could rise, regardless of noble iron in their veins.

Rezethina finally sat beside Veyre’s father, and the commander stood up. Veyre, Tristey, and eight other Peacekeepers honored to carry out the ceremony this year straightened up even more, although it was hardly possible.

“The Deliverance Day is upon us once more,” proclaimed the commander, scanning the crowd with a momentous look. “Today we celebrate the hard-earned victory of our ancestors, who fought and fell for our freedom and equality. Who freed us from the long reign of tyranny of masters, so no person shall ever be called a slave, and so no man could own another any longer. Today we celebrate the iron they returned to the land so it can grow stronger in us.”

The crowd cheered, knocking on the benches with fists and feet.

“Today we remember the man who became our liberator,” continued the commander. “Blessed by the Gods themselves. The first Great Leader. Vastian Verecci. And all Great Leaders who followed: the most loyal servants of the government. Guardians of Kerti’s freedom.”

Veyre let his words brush over her. The whole arena hung on every word, now still and quiet.

The commander had a weathered, willful face, short gray hair, and silver pauldrons that stood out on his black uniform. Wind writhed his black cape, and he looked like a mountain, unmovable and stoic.

“The Thundergun Ceremony shows how loyalty is rewarded by the Gods and the Great Leaders. And how betrayal is punished by the Gods themselves. The ceremony is proof and a reminder to all of us of why we do our duty.” His voice echoed in the air, and he scanned the crowd again, making sure his words reached every bench.

It was their mark. Veyre’s mouth chanted familiar words, synchronous with Tristey and the rest of the ten Peacekeepers by her side.

“We are the shield that protects the innocents.

“We are the wall between chaos and peace.

“We are the fighters for Kerti’s freedom.

“We are the Peacekeepers.”

Veyre spoke the words, loud and clear, making no doubt about what she was saying. Her heart pounded, and every word was a promise. An iron oath.

“I vow to serve my homeland and the Great Leaders with every last drop of iron in my body. I vow to protect the freedom of Kerti and its peace until the day I die.”

For a moment, she was twelve years old again. Saying these words for the first time, her wrist burning in pain from the freshly inflicted ink, yet her head high and proud. Her path chosen by her, her duty higher than anyone’s.

When they finished with their vow, Veyre raised her left fist up, mirroring the rest of the ten, showing the black wrist tattoo.

A circle symbolized the eternal protection of their shield, and a sword behind it symbolized their strength.

The air froze in silence even though it was midsummer. The flakes of their oath still lingered in the air, and no one dared interrupt this moment.

They stood like that for a few more moments until the commander nodded at them, and they returned to a soldier stance—all as one.

“Let the ceremony begin!” proclaimed the commander, and he waved his hand.

On the right of the small wooden platform in the center of the arena now stood a line of commoners, their hands tied with ropes. Ten of them, just like the Peacekeepers.

“They sure look pathetic.”

Veyre turned to the soldier beside her who had said those words. Kyan Rumiro. The only son of Rezethina Rumiro-Verez. He had an unbearably arrogant voice, always grating on her nerves, and the way he styled his pale wheat-colored hair, of which he was clearly proud, always made her want to smear it with mud.

“Hey, Tristey, one looks like a poor version of you.” Rumiro laughed, but apart from his usual taunting tone, there was something darker, more personal there. “Oh, wait, you are actually poor. I forgot. Tell me, how many of your siblings are earning their coins on their backs, huh? I’ve got some coins on me now; maybe that would make you—”

“Shut your mouth, Rumiro.” Veyre cut him off, and his words shuttered at her dark gaze. “You’ll be the one on your back if you don’t.”

But it was like Tristey hadn’t even heard his words. She stared at the lined-up prisoners with dread in her eyes. She didn’t want to be selected. Neither did Veyre. Rumiro was probably the only prick who was happy about it. Probably bought or threatened someone to get into this line.

“You know, year after year, I wait till one of these poor rats gets to prove their innocence,” said Rumiro. “Maybe today will be the day. I bet that would be a spectacle.”

“You don’t mean it. That would mean one of us would be shot.”

Veyre recognized his voice. Jed Muwry. He stood beside Rumiro, dark strands of hair falling over his sharp, angular face. He’d been her only friend other than Tristey after the attack three years ago. Someone she’d trusted. Before he’d traded her for Rumiro’s gang. But it was his choice. Even though she still didn’t understand why.

“I don’t really say things I don’t mean, Muwry; you should know that by now,” said Rumiro, his mouth stretching in an icy smile. “That would at least be entertaining. Same every year—boring as hell.”

Veyre fixed her eyes on him, not hiding her contempt. Rumiro could have chosen to do anything with his life, and yet he’d chosen to be a Peacekeeper, a soldier, climbing through the ranks. She’d chosen to give her life to her country; she trained day and night, and he just walked in, waving his mother’s name around like this place belonged to him. Serving his country? Bullshit.

The rumors had it his mother had made him join because of the things he did to her servants. No one really knew for sure, and no one really wanted to talk about it. He had a poor reputation, and anyone with a bit of sense would stay away from him. Or, as it seemed, join him.

And although she was the daughter of the commander of the northern outpost base, his name was stronger than hers. Funny how much power a name could give.

A man dressed in a long heavily draped red robe sublimely rose onto the wooden platform in the center of the arena, and Veyre had to turn around, leaving Rumiro the last word.

The presenter in the robe held a thundergun pistol high in his hand, showing it to everyone in the arena, the shy sun illuminating its long iron barrel, etched with symbols.

“This is a thundergun,” the presenter proclaimed loudly. “By the Gods’ will and our laws, it is forbidden to touch a thundergun unless a priest or priestess of the regime has blessed you to do so. These laws are in place to protect the innocents from the curse it would unleash on the unblessed. On the unworthy. Yet some people think they are above the law. That they can bring chaos and death upon our regime.” The man pointed at the ten prisoners on the right. “These people are rebels. They betrayed and threatened us all.”

Loud booing came from the crowd, and Veyre fixed her gaze on the prisoners. They didn’t look like rebels. They looked weak. Not like the ones who had attacked them three years ago. But anyone would look like that after the Inquirers talked to them. Or probably much, much worse.

“These men didn’t want to admit their guilt, even though they were caught red-handed. Possession of forbidden books, weapons, and plotting to assassinate our Leaders. These are the crimes these men are accused of. They claim they are innocent,” continued the presenter in the red robe, speaking the words loudly to the arena. “Well, our regime is a merciful one, so in honor of the Deliverance Day, they were given a chance to prove their innocence in front of the Gods.”

The crowd cheered again. The prisoners didn’t look pleased about this opportunity; it seemed the words only made them more scared. Veyre sighed. All the looks were pinned on the Peacekeepers, so they could show no fear, no hesitation, no pity. She stood strong. An oath was an oath, and her duty was to serve. She would show no weakness. Duty above all.

“I call to the stage a blessed one as a representative of the Gods’ will,” proclaimed the presenter, and Veyre pulled herself together.

She was the commander’s daughter. She was the first to go. But the order didn’t matter. Today, the ten of them were nothing more than Gods’ vessels.

She felt thousands of looks brush upon her as she went up the wooden stairs to the squared platform, around ten meters long, and stood straight on the left side of the presenter. His red robe lingered on the light wind.

“I call on stage the judged, wanting to prove their innocence before the Gods,” proclaimed the presenter, and the first prisoner in the line slowly climbed up the stairs and stood on the right side of the presenter, head lowered. The prisoner was a middle-aged man, dressed in worn, dirty gray clothes, face unshaven and tired. He stood just a few meters away, right in front of Veyre.

“Now the Gods will decide who will go first. The leaf means the blessed, the stone means the judged.” The presenter threw a coin in the air with his left hand, the right still holding a thundergun pistol. He caught the coin in a fist and then opened it, showing the coin lying in his palm. “Witness the result!” He showed his palm. “It’s a stone! The judged shall go first.”

Veyre pushed all the air out of her lungs and stretched out, standing in a soldier’s stance, head high. She was blessed; he wasn’t. She shouldn’t even be nervous. But the images from the attack on her patrol stood in her head. The rebel, firing the thundergun. Had her mind made it up? Or had it been real?

The presenter showed the thundergun pistol again to the crowd, then cycled the lever and handed it to the prisoner. The audience went silent.

“You have one shot to fire at the Peacekeeper in front of you,” said the presenter. “If you are innocent, the Gods will prove it and allow you to call thunder.”

The prisoner’s hands were tied with a rope, but so that he could still hold a pistol. He looked terrified. When the thundergun touched his palm, he almost let it fall, shaking as if struck by lightning, but at the last moment, he pulled himself together. Trembling, he raised the pistol, pointing it at Veyre’s heart. But the only thing she saw was the rebel in the woods, pointing her gun at her. What if I didn’t make it up? What if they did break the curse? What if they can fire the guns as easily as the Peacekeepers do?

She stared at the barrel, counting seconds.

And then the prisoner pulled the trigger. Sweat poured down his face. Nothing but a click came out.

The crowd let out a sigh, and Veyre breathed out.

“The Gods have spoken!” announced the presenter, yanking the pistol from the prisoner’s trembling hands. The prisoner’s whole body shook, and he was barely standing on his feet, sweat dripping from his face.

The presenter re-cocked the hammer, cycling the lever forward and back. “Now the Gods shall decide this man’s fate!” He showed the pistol again to everyone and handed it to Veyre. It slid familiarly into her palm.

She squeezed the wooden handle, watching the prisoner in front of her. His eyes pleaded with death. But she wasn’t death today. She was only the Gods’ vessel. It wasn’t her decision to take his life; it wasn’t in her hands not to.

She raised the pistol at the man’s chest. She met the man’s eyes. The crowd went dead silent. She caught a light tremble in her hand, and she was strangely surprised of her body disobeying her command not to show any weakness. She pressed harder, getting it under control.

When she pulled the trigger, the man’s face showed he knew the outcome; his eyes darkened in a last rush of defiance, in stupid, last-minute bravery. “The Savior will bring the Rise!” he screamed, but the thunder of the gunshot blasted through the arena, shutting it down.

Smoke rose over the barrel, and the prisoner fell on the platform, struck by the Gods’ wrath. Silenced. A red puddle of blood spread from underneath his body, dripping through the wooden bars.

Veyre stared at him, her hand still pointing the gun. It was the first man the Gods had ever executed with her hand. Then why did she feel like it wasn’t the Gods who had done it, but her?

“You all witnessed Gods’ judgment today!” proclaimed the presenter in the red robe as two Protectors dressed in white cloaks dragged the prisoner’s body down from the platform, leaving red stains behind.

Veyre returned the thundergun to the presenter and went down the stairs, past the rest of the ten Peacekeepers. Tristey’s look was heavy upon her, but Veyre didn’t want to lift her head. Some things were meant to be carried alone. She had just killed a man. Rebel or not, Gods’ judgment or not, his face would forever stay with her now. That was not something you got to share. That was the price for the peace they vowed to keep. Their sacred duty. Their sacrifice.






Ax Rhoy


The apartment they were in was clean and spacious, and it screamed wealth. Ax and Emre, dressed in their worn commoner clothes, did not.

It made sense; after all, the apartment wasn’t theirs. They were just guests there. Uninvited guests, that was—so thieves, really.

Ax brushed off the specks of dirt clinging to his shirt and vest—remnants of his climb across the rooftop. He loosened the simple linen neckerchief tied around his neck with several quick-release knots—his most genteel piece of attire, and something he could easily use to strangle a man if things turned sideways.

Two ropes hung from outside the window, attached to the chimney on the roof. Creaky and fraying at the edges already, but money was tight, and a new rope would cost far too much.

Ax scanned the room from under his dark hair. His boyish face made him look younger than he was—both an opportunity and a danger on the streets. His dark eyes were quick and precise, his body lean and fast. At twenty-three, he was thinner than he should’ve been, years of undereating taking its toll, yet his strength remained unwavering.

His eyes swept across the apartment, taking in every detail.

The midday sun streamed softly through the window stretching to the high ceiling, with thick curtains pulled aside, lighting the green- and gold-painted walls covered with paintings and portraits.

The street lads had tipped Ax off about the simple latch lock windows here, because this place was, of course, “too high to be robbed.” The outer wall hung right above a cliff, and only a crazy person would attempt to climb it. The owners were safe here from the Harvesters, alright, but not against the “Axe and Crow.” After all, crazy was their specialty.

They hadn’t climbed the wall above the cliff though, no. They’d climbed the other wall up to the roof, anchoring each other and watching for passing Protectors, and then lowered themselves with two ropes. With a thin needle blade introduced between the frame and sash, they’d opened a simple latch locking the two window frames, and that was it. They were in.

Ax examined the elaborate paintings on the walls. There must have been a hundred of them, big and small, high and low, covering every inch of the walls. The lads had said the safe was behind a painting. Well, which one?

The ones too high and too low he dismissed immediately—too hard to get to. That still left around fifty paintings at eye level. Moving them all to check would take a while.

He neared them. One portrayed the Goddess Alvarra, her long wavy hair flying like a mane as she struck her spear into Kerti’s land, protecting it from the all-eating waters sent by Staikunn’s anger. Another was the classic portrait of the Great Leader, Ronis Bjorental, in his ceremonial red-and-black uniform, with one hand on his chest and a heavy-looking sword in the other, staring powerfully into the unknown. What the others portrayed, Ax didn’t know, but if he had to guess, they would be scenes from the Book of Time.

“How do we know which one it is?” Emre’s voice hit him from behind. His brother was peeking through the door from the corridor he was keeping watch on.

Ax threw a quick glance at him, assessing his state. Emre’s face carried an eager and curious expression. No sense of danger was present. They were alright.

Emre was four years younger than him. His curly dark hair bounced around his soft face, his skin a sunlit brown color: much warmer than Ax’s. They weren’t bound by an iron bond, but by something much stronger. By choice and by hardship, by shared pain and shared laughter.

“People often underestimate the power of patterns, my friend.” Ax shot Emre one of his sly smiles. “Care to bet which one?”

Emre scoffed. “I’ll keep my money, thank you.” He peered back into the corridor and then returned. “We need to hurry.”

“They’re out for dinner, and the maid’s at the market,” said Ax, turning to the portrait of the Great Leader. “Dinners of the rich take hours, and so does hunting for the last good piece of pork chop.”

“Still. We’d better be gone before they finish.”

Ax grabbed the right edge of the frame and pulled. The frame clicked and opened slightly to the left, showing a small iron safe behind it. Ax grinned in victory.

“Pure luck,” said Emre, rolling his eyes.

“Poor, naïve Emre.” Ax swiped his finger on the frame of the portrait and showed it to Emre. “No dust.” He then nodded at the other painting. “Dust.” He pointed back at the Great Leader’s portrait with the safe. “This one was opened frequently. Simple.”

“If only you could earn money with your cleverness.” Emre flashed him a grin. “Oh, wait, you can. Open the damn safe.”

Ax scoffed and turned back to the safe.

The Great Leader’s dark eyes strangely pierced Ax as he moved the door with the portrait open a bit more. As if laughing at their efforts. As if the Leader knew exactly what they were up to, and his men were about to catch them red-handed and hang them for everyone to see.

A trick of the light, no more, but still, Ax narrowed his eyes at the portrait in return, his glare saying, “Yeah, you think I can’t open this safe? Watch me,” and opened it wider.

The lock on the safe was a simple rotating lever. He just needed to hear three clicks, and they were in.

Ax took out a lungspyer. He put the two small heads into his ears and pressed the round spy head onto the metal of the safe, slightly but steadily rotating the lever, listening closely. He’d borrowed the lungspyer from the physician who had saved Emre’s life a year ago. Not that the man knew about that, of course. But for the one thousand varros Ax had paid for the medicine, it seemed only fair.

It took him around two minutes to crack the first two numbers in the lock. But then the door opened and Emre flew in; his breath hitched. “Ax, we need to go. Now. They’re back early.”

Somewhere beneath them, in the entrance, voices sounded.

“Hurry!” Emre’s voice changed to a whisper.

Ax ignored him, fingers steady. One last click…

And then he heard it, and the safe cracked open. “Yes!” Ax hid the lungspyer. Emre jumped closer with the prepared bag.

Ax opened the metal door of the safe, and they froze, staring at its contents. There were gems alright, and some money and documents, but there was something else there as well. Something so illegal just saying it out loud could get you snatched into the Protectors’ carriage.

In the safe lay a thundergun pistol. It had a wooden handle carved with many long cuts and an iron barrel covered in intricate engravings. It flickered in the light as if drawing them in to touch it. So slick and shiny and innocent.

A shiver ran down Ax’s spine. Emre was sweating beside him.

“You didn’t touch it, did you?” Ax grabbed Emre’s hands to see.

“Of course not; I’m not stupid,” said Emre. “Damn things are cursed.”

They’d almost robbed a Protector. Or, even worse, a member of the Service. Damn lads, they didn’t do their due diligence properly. That could have been the end of them.

“We can’t take the gems now,” said Ax. “And we’d better make it look like we were never here.”

They were up for crazy, but not this crazy.

“A thundergun,” said Emre, staring at the gems. “I bet they put it here on purpose. They knew no one could touch one.”

Two female voices muttered through the walls at the end of the corridor.

Ax shut the safe, rotated the lever to change the position, and carefully slid the portrait shut. The Great Leader’s eyes openly laughed in their faces.

In a moment, Ax opened the window, and they both prepared to climb.

Their two ropes hung right outside.

Ax and Emre hooked simple rope harnesses around their hips and waists, ready to attach the hanging ropes to them with a sprung hook lock and climb up, pushing themselves against the wall. They had done it plenty of times before.

The voices sounded closer. They would be inside in under a minute.

Ax pulled his rope to check if it was secure, and it held. Emre did the same. Only his rope squealed and crackled and then, with a loud whip-like crack, it snapped. Ax lunged forward as Emre nearly fell after it, but regained his balance after all.

Emre’s eyes, widened in terror, fixed on the door behind them, where the female voices drew closer.

This was bad. One rope could only hold one.

Without thinking, Ax grabbed the remaining hanging rope and passed it through Emre’s harness, securing it with the sprung hook lock. Emre twitched and opened his mouth to disagree, but Ax wasn’t about to argue. He pulled the rope again to test it one more time and shoved the tail of the rope into Emre’s palm for him to grab. And then Ax pushed him in the chest and out of the window.

The wind from the cliff threw Emre’s muttered curse as he steadied himself right beside the window, hanging on the rope. “What the hell?” he muttered, but Ax didn’t have time for that.

“Climb up and leg it,” said Ax. “Find Jasmy. Don’t you dare to come back, you got me? Get as far away from here as possible. Don’t leave a trace.”

Ax turned around, ignoring Emre’s attempts to argue, showing him this wasn’t a debate. He took a deep breath, steadying himself.

A floorboard creaked somewhere outside. Heavy boots. Closer. Closer.

Being caught by the Protectors would mean mines. But being caught by the Service… he shook his head. A cliff was a better option. Couldn’t we have robbed a hired knife instead? At least I could fight those.

He cursed, facing the window and staring down. The cliff was steep and the rocks underneath did not seem fluffy. He cursed again, but there wasn’t any other choice left: he would have to free climb.

Ax got out, back first, and stepped over the outer window frame almost effortlessly, the wind shoving his dark hair into his eyes. Calming his breathing, just as he had while cracking the safe, he dug his fingernails into the crevices between the stones of the wall. He didn’t dare look up; he couldn’t look down. It was just him and the wall.

Step after step, he carefully climbed up, his back tense from the effort and his hair wet from sweat. He was already halfway up to the roof when his fingers slipped on the wet stone. He didn’t even comprehend it. Time stood still as he desperately tried to fix it, breaking his nails over the stone, scrabbling for a hold.

The wind whipped past his ears as he fell, the insides of his stomach climbing into his throat. The roof and the midday sky—unusually blue—filled his vision. And then time rushed forward. A scream caught in his lungs as he gasped, plummeting, and he caught sight of a rope falling from the roof toward his hands. He reached for it, his fingers brushing over the fibers, yet he failed. Twitching desperately, he swung again, this time grabbing onto the rope, ripping his palms open as he plunged. Wincing in pain, he squeezed the rope, trying to steady himself with his boots on the wall, sliding down, praying the noise wouldn’t be heard from inside.

He panted as he finally stopped, his boots right over the upper frame of the window, back where he started, his ass barely out of the window’s view.

Ax tried to catch a breath, and Emre peered at him from the roof, his face lighting up with
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