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CHAPTER ONE

The Queen Consort of Terrsaw keeps pace with her wife through the corridors of the palace, her tone blithe and her smile even more so. It is the mark of any good spouse to a monarch, she thinks, to be exceedingly vapid. Perhaps even ineffectual. Or, at the very least, one in her position should appear that way.

Queen Cressida has learned all the ways to thrive and fail in her role. She has both held and mishandled the deference of the palace’s delegates. She has won and lost the favour of her constituents with the passing of years. In fact, if she looked closely enough (which she never did – one needn’t inspect the opinions of a commoner), she felt sure she would find the populace of Terrsaw held her in quite low regard. They might even hate her.

In this, she had failed her role, because as well as appearing of little consequence in the shadow of her wife, Queen Alvira, Cressida had also been charged with the task of being well-loved.

Of course, there was no ordained manual for wedding a Queen. In fact, when Alvira had been newly crowned, Cressida had envisioned the role adjacent as a robust one. One of influence. A role in which she might hold some sway.

She swiftly learned there was no sway to be had. No, her only duty was to be the gem on Alvira’s finger. The living embodiment of an ideal. Stand tall, blush, smile prettily, wave. Be demure. Don’t scowl.

How quickly she had miscarried that duty. Even quicker had she come to despise it.

Cressida nods to her wife, who walks, as always, just slightly ahead, skirts blocking the space directly at her side.

“…and the Fallen Woman will need clearing, of course. The townsfolk still insist on cluttering its dais with candles.”

“Is that not what a shrine is for?” Cressida yawns. It is always best to dilute snide with indifference.

“Perhaps during a commemoration,” Alvira scoffs. “But this is a royal jubilee.”

Cressida tsks. “The candles shall matter very little if the entire affair is disrupted by Dawsyn Sabar and her… radicals.” Another technique she has found handy – diverting any line of conversation to the focus of one’s choice.

“I am well aware,” Alvira quips.

“I only mean to hold the bigger picture in mind, dearest.”

Alvira looks ahead as she says, “I worry just as much as you do. But my mind is capable of worrying about many things at once. Perhaps it is a defining trait of a leader.”

Cressida presses her lips into a tight smile, as one demeaned by a Queen should. “Perhaps,” Cressida allows. “And is the defining trait of a leader’s wife not to stream the doubts and fears into something traversable?”

Alvira smiles in the way that she always has when looking upon her wife. With deep affection. With gratitude. “It is,” she says, reaching back to grip her hand for a moment. Alvira is never happier than when Cressida defers to her lesser role.

Still, beneath the bitter tang of resentment, the boiling restlessness, Cressida’s pulse quickens at the feel of Alvira’s fingers in hers, not so different from the way her wife’s warm touch made her heart race fifty years before.

“You know I value your insight.”

“I do,” says Cressida. How very easily they can both lie to each other.

They descend the winding stone staircase, deep into the bowels of the ancient castle, Her Majesty first. “If this traitorous leech should not be of any further help to us then–”

“Yes, yes.” Cressida waves the thought off. “You’ll string her up. The woman is well aware of the direness of her situation. I assure you; she is ready to be of use.”

Alvira continues to stomp down the narrow steps, holding her skirts above her ankles, mumbling beneath her breath. “Such a future to squander, all for a mere speck of glory,” she says. “I had high hopes pinned on that girl.”

“A pity indeed. I suspect she has since realised the gravity of her choices.”

“Be that as it may,” Alvira says, reaching the floor of the dungeon. “I will put her neck in a noose should she stick it out a second time.”

The guard standing sentry at the entrance to the cells straightens as his Queens come into view, staring somewhere just above Alvira’s head. “Your Majesty,” he greets, his tone the very essence of devotion and fear.

Alvira continues past him without any acknowledgment. “Ugh, but I hate the air down here. It is putrid.” She stops at the end of the room, where the last cell gate stands, and looks within. “Putrid air for the vermin it hosts. What say you, Captain?”

Cressida joins Alvira at the cell gate, and together, they look in upon the form huddled on the ground, her clothes tattered and unsightly, her long hair in great disarray.

Ruby looks up from where she lies and says in a raspy voice, “Your Grace.” It seems to take all the breath from her lungs. All the strength from her bones. She does not rise from the stone floor.

Alvira sniffs. “Have you had a moment to ponder your recent ventures, Ruby?”

A nod. “I… I have.”

“And is it true what my wife says? Do you regret the day you left your duties to follow Dawsyn Sabar up that mountain?” Alvira’s eyes narrow like a bird, eyeing its prey from a great height.

“It was a… moment of weakness,” Ruby murmurs. Cressida is surprised she talks at all with her face so bruised and swollen. “One I hope to rectify.”

“Well, little traitor,” Alvira says. “Pray that whatever information you might have for me on the Sabar girl proves useful.”

Ruby breathes slowly, her eyes screwed shut, either in pain or determination.

Cressida watches keenly. Her fingernails bite into her palm. Get up, she thinks. Tell her!

“Speak,” Alvira commands, and the walls encasing them rebound her voice until it fills their ears, their minds. Until it rattles them all the way through.

Ruby’s eyes open. She places the flat of her palms beside her head and lifts herself inch by torturous inch.

That’s it, Cressida thinks. Get up.

When the beaten and broken captain is as close to sitting as she can manage, she lifts her chin to Alvira, her ropey black hair shielding much of her face. “The Sabar girl is filled with Glacian magic,” she croaks, pinkish spittle bubbling from her lips. “She is imbued with it.”

The fine lines on Alvira’s jaw become taut, her eyes wide and dangerous, not with anger, or bloodlust, but fear.

“Guard!” Alvira calls, summoning the sentry by the dungeon entrance. “Open this gate.”
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CHAPTER TWO

Inside our breast

Amid our walls.

Among the bones

We dealers call.

Dealt are ends

Of pain or peace

Of withered cries

Of sweet release.

Strangled pleas

Or tender falls.

Inside our breast

Amid our walls.

Somehow, the lament had filled her as she’d slept. It seeped inside her. An insidious melody she had never heard before. She fell asleep in the dark and awoke in that same darkness, brimming with verses not her own.

Dawsyn blinks sleep away and hears the song still. It drifts off slowly, fading into something insubstantial. It disappears into the blackness, becomes nothing at all. A dream. Intangible.

She rolls her head to the side, until her cheek meets the ash and grit. Particles of it drift into her nose. It smells of fetid earth, of damp decay. Something long ago buried, never meant for the surface.

Ryon lays beside her, his back to her front. He is unmoving in sleep.

Dawsyn lifts a hand. “Igniss.”

The slow-flickering flame in her palm illuminates the inky outline of blood on his torn shirt, where the blade punctured through. Dawsyn touches the fingers of her other hand to it now and feels the hybrid, her hybrid, shudder delicately. He does not wake.

The iskra magic stirs within her, already summoned by her thoughts. Her mage blood sings, alight and ready. Together, the two sides of her, dark and light, fuse willingly. No longer combative.

Ishveet to repair, Baltisse had taught her. Bones or blades. Anything broken. They are not so different.

“Ishveet,” Dawsyn murmurs now, her voice as ashy as the earth beneath her. Her palm glows with the magic, growing steadily brighter. She feels it flowing through her blood, but before it can do much to mend Ryon’s wound, the glow flickers. It recedes.

Dawsyn feels the depletion. The magic crawls back to its crevices inside her.

She sighs. Then she sits. She tries to see.

At first, the only discernible things are the pockets of glowing amber – torches left alight, ends buried in the ground. But soon, Dawsyn can make out other things. The darkness isn’t so absolute. It strangles one’s sight at first, but soon envelopes you, welcomes you into its folds, and shapes begin to emerge. The blindness lifts.

The bottom of the Chasm stretches out before her. Its width is less immense than she’d imagined. Littered between walls are the slumped and sleeping forms of maybe a hundred people, layered in furs. They lie with their heads on sacks and bags, bundling their children into the curve of their hunched bodies. Others sit alert, watchful, unable to sleep for any amount of time in a place so strange, so odious.

The walls of the Chasm glisten where the torch light reaches its sharp edges. The rock cuts inward and juts outward, slicing jagged patterns up and up. There is only a narrow strip above them that reveals the day. A thin belt of white she can only see if she squints. There is, oddly, no teeth in the cold. The air is close and still, not biting. It does not reach the bones.

Every sound in the Chasm echoes on and on, following those cutting paths of the rock face to its escape. Moving bodies, hushed conversation, the languid tumble of water that meanders down the middle. The living vein of the Chasm.

Soon Dawsyn, Ryon and the others – Tasheem, Rivdan, Hector, Salem, Esra and Yennes – will need to wake the rest. They will need to begin the journey to the Chasm’s end.

Dawsyn prays another end exists at all.

She stands and dusts the strange dirt from her body. It seems to cling to her. She hates to think what particles might reside in it. Every so often, she sees the remnants of what might be white bone half-buried in the ground. How many have fallen off the Ledge in fifty years? How many have been thrown in from Glacia?

Dawsyn paces carefully over sleeping forms. First, she passes Esra, rolled up on his side, huddled inside a thick fur-lined cloak, then Salem, who frets in his sleep.

She passes Yennes, who does not appear to have slept at all. The older woman sits with her back against the rockface, hands trembling, mouth pinched and eyes alert.

Two paths, both are filled.

Dawsyn nods to the woman. She knows Yennes defies all sense in being here, helping them. She prays that Yennes, so timid and meek, does not need to suffer the Chasm long.

Finally, she comes to another familiar body. One that’s perfectly still. Covered head to toe in a cloak, and unflinching at the permeating cold of this place.

Baltisse.

Dawsyn lowers herself to the ground beside the mage and reaches for the cloak. She pulls until it reveals a vacant face.

Dawsyn Sabar has seen many unsettling things in her life, but none are so unnerving as the sight of a once powerful sorceress reduced to nothing but a shell in the dust. Baltisse’s fair hair has already lost its lustre, the sheen from her skin is marred in dirt. Her eyes, always so molten, so visceral, are now a pale innocuous blue. She is here, and not. Dawsyn hopes she has already found her way to that other realm, into the arms of a Holy Mother who showed her little mercy while she lived.

Dawsyn swallows and traces a vein at the mage’s neck with her fingernail. “I am sorry,” she whispers to her. And she is. She is made only of her remorse. Her regret. She feels it in every single cell. Every trace of her. Her being shakes with it.

“Dawsyn?” comes a voice. She turns to find Esra, his eyes swollen and red. The man, his face ruined and then put back together by the dead mage before them, blinks in rapid succession. Usually so tall, his spine seems curved with the strength of his sorrow. “Is she…” He hesitates, swallows thickly. “Can she be moved? Must we leave her?”

Dawsyn’s fingers clench around the mage’s cloak. No. We can’t. But what she says is, “She must stay, Es.”

Esra kneels beside Dawsyn, the tears shining on his cheeks. “She would loathe it here,” he says. “Though I think it an appropriate grave for a witch.”

Dawsyn smiles wanly at him, placing a hand on his trembling shoulder. “She isn’t here, Esra.”

“No.” He clenches Dawsyn’s fingers. “Already, it feels different. Do you feel it?”

She does. There is a… hum missing from the air around them. A vibration they had once taken for granted leaves an eerie, hollow silence in its absence. She nods to Esra, the action painful.

Silence consumes them, heavy and slow. But when Baltisse does not rise from the earth with ethereal redemption, Dawsyn asks, “Why did she do this?” The words have been stuck in her throat for hours. She has been unable to swallow them.

Esra seems uncertain when he responds, as though it is the easiest of answers, the most obvious of the lot. “To save you,” he says, eyebrows lifting. “To save Ryon.”

But Dawsyn shakes her head. She rejects the thought. It is an intolerable one. She grips her thighs until it hurts.

“I don’t want it to be for me.”

Esra sighs shakily and wipes his wet eyes. In a hollow way, he says, “She was a desperately unhappy woman, Dawsyn.” He gently holds Baltisse’s fingers. “She spent much of her life blaming herself for the misfortune of many. She lived with blood on her hands. There was not a single word to be said that could save her from her own persecution. Salem and I had long ago accepted that.” Esra sniffs, peering down at the woman he had claimed as family. “I think she would be happy now, knowing that she helped these people. She freed herself from that guilt that had festered so long inside her. For that,” Esra muses, his voice weak and without conviction, “we must forgive her.”

Dawsyn takes her last look at the mage. She wonders how it feels to be released from responsibility. Released from self-persecution.

Ryon is suddenly there beside her. He kneels gingerly on Dawsyn’s other side, his pain evident. He presses a kiss to his fingers and rests them on the mage’s cheek for a moment. “Sleep well, my friend,” he says, his deep timbre reverberating. He lifts the cloak back over her, shielding Baltisse from the ugliness of this place in the world’s middle.

Esra muffles a sob. “Couldn’t we just–”

“She cannot come with us, Esra,” Dawsyn says once more. She tries not to let the steel find her voice. Not this time. “She isn’t here at all.”

Salem comes to pull Esra to his feet. His own face, illuminated by torch light, tells a story no better than theirs. “C’mon, lad,” he says gently, wrapping an arm around Esra’s hunched waist. “Leave Baltisse be. Yeh’ve harassed ’er enough fer one lifetime.”

Esra leans into Salem’s substantial frame, and the older man guides him away. Dawsyn cannot yet bring herself to follow.

She still hopes for a shiver of presence. She lingers in the vain hope to absolve herself. I’m sorry, she thinks. And even deeper. I won’t let another die.

An impossible promise.

“You always reminded me of her,” Ryon utters. He stares at the cloaked body, his jaw tight, dark eyes clouded. “She carved a place into a world that refused to make room for her, just as you have.”

“As we have,” she corrects him. But if there is a place within any kingdom they can claim as theirs, she is yet to know it. “I am unsure the world will ever make room for people like us.”

“Then we must insist it does,” Ryon says, standing to his full height, despite the pain it causes. He holds his hand out to her.

The people of the Ledge begin to wake. They stir in groups. Dawsyn passes intermittent fearful faces, thrown into haphazard relief by orange glow. They stare up at the thin line of daylight above, then around at the expansive nothingness.

Slowly, some make their way to the water that runs through the Chasm’s middle. They cup their hands into its shallow depths and feel it slip over their fingers, moving of its own accord. Their eyes widen, seeing for the first time water that flows, water that sings. They marvel at its strange dance.

“Will you speak to them?” Ryon asks her as they carefully traipse around the groupings.

Dawsyn supposes she has little choice. “They will need to be made aware of the provisions we have. There will need to be… agreements.”

“No fighting?” Ryon asks, though his expression tells her there is little hope for the endeavour.

“Yes,” Dawsyn says. “They’ve lived fifty years fighting for rations from the Drop. Now, they will need to… share.” Dawsyn sighs at the word and looks around once more. Already, the group shows how insistent old habits can be. She can see a woman named Helenia shoving the chest of an older man until he falls over backwards. Another group are tussling on the ground, likely over something as meagre as a torch.

She feels the enormity of the task ahead swallow her once more.

Then, Ryon’s fingers slowly slip between hers. She feels the pulse at his wrist jump alongside her own. When she looks up, his face is turned down to hers, reverent and gentle. She isn’t alone.

It will be like the slopes of the mountain, the untraversable plane they walked together to reach the ground. This newest undoable task will not be a solitary endeavour.

Dawsyn presses her lips to the back of his hand, holds it there for a moment, then lets it fall away. “Pass me a torch,” she says.

It does not take long to acquire the silence she needs to speak. Her voice, when raised, catapults from wall to wall, amplified by the Chasm as it climbs. The people within stop almost immediately when she calls out. They turn to her, their faces expectant.

Dawsyn stands beside the stream. In every direction she turns, she is met by the face of someone she recognises. All of them are here because of her.

She takes a deep breath. “Before we leave this place,” she calls, loud and gravelled. “We must make certain that we are of the same mind. We have provisions.” Dawsyn points to the sacks at her feet. “A small amount of food, and water from the Chasm. But the food will not last for any long period of time. Even less, should our desperation overcome us, as it did on the Ledge.”

There is a slow rumble among the crowd. Old neighbours eye one another. Grow defensive.

“The food will be dispersed fairly among us when we stop for rest. There will be no stealing. No fighting. If we are going to find safety, we must do so together, in a way we have never sought to unite before. Let our past quarrels be put to rest here. If we are to survive, it will not be the few. It must be the many, or we might as well have remained on that Ledge and let the Glacians continue to pick away at our numbers.”

Some faces look determined. Of what, Dawsyn can’t be sure. Some seem suspicious or resigned.

“The length of the journey…” Here, Dawsyn stumbles. “The length of the journey will be long. Prepare yourselves accordingly. Mind your sick, your young.” She pauses again, hesitant. She looks up to see Ryon; Rivdan and Tasheem are at his side. Yennes waits behind them. Her hands tumble over one another, her lips moving as though chanting a prayer.

Dawsyn squeezes her eyes shut, then opens them once more. “We… we are not alone in this Chasm,” she calls, and hears her voice echo back. It is soon joined by a resounding shudder of shock, a rumbling dissent. Dawsyn speaks again before it can grow any louder. “There may be creatures, here at the bottom. Should we meet them, we will defend ourselves, just as we were never permitted to do upon Selection. Here, you will fight your way through any obstacle. Any–”

“What creatures?” someone calls.

“We were not made aware!” Another shouts, and the sound of fear rings through the rest, stirring them. Bridling their own uncertainty. The tremors multiply. Breed.

Dawsyn grits her teeth. The magic within her bristles. “Quiet!” she calls, but the crowd takes no heed. The fear swells.

Dawsyn fills her lungs. “QUIET!” She bellows, and her voice rings down the Chasm, further and further, replaying in a continuum as it follows the water downstream.

She huffs, surprised once more by the immediate effect it has on the people. They stare, waiting, mouths still.

“We have met enemies before,” Dawsyn calls, ensuring her words reach all the way to the brink. “And when we meet them again, they will be unprepared for our ferocity. We can no longer allow fear to rule us.”

Some nod. Chins jut in the air.

“How many times did we stand before our homes, obedient lambs waiting for slaughter?”

Another rumbling, of assent this time.

“We are freed of that now! And if we are threatened on this path, it will not be met with compliance.” Dawsyn turns to Ryon, to Rivdan and Tasheem, to Hector, Salem and Esra. She finds them watching her, waiting. Grinning. “Hand out the weapons,” she calls. “And we will be on our way.”

The people raise their fists, cheer. They converge forward toward the Glacians, not away from them.

“Watch the Chasm!” one shouts.

“Watch the Chasm,” others chorus in reply. The chant slowly grows, turns to a war cry. It chases the songs that mumble to Dawsyn of blood and bones and ends.

“Watch the Chasm! Watch the Chasm!”

“WATCH THE CHASM!”
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CHAPTER THREE

The people of the Ledge ready themselves to journey. They don their hoods and pull sacks over their shoulders, sling bags across their backs. The children are fed meagre amounts and led to the stream to drink. All energies seem renewed, with the exception of a few.

Ryon, Tasheem and Rivdan wear the remnants of their battle. There is a gash along Tasheem’s cheek that looks days old, though it isn’t. She limps badly, her left leg barely able to bear weight. Rivdan is little better. He holds his arm close to his chest. Dawsyn remembers the sight of a blade sinking into his shoulder up on the Ledge. When they escaped the battle and fled into the Chasm, both seemed near death. It was Yennes who saved them, though her already depleted power made healing them to completion an impossibility.

Ryon is still wounded. Dawsyn watches him wince as he bends, his shoulders shaking, brought back from the brink of demise but not nearly whole. Dawsyn is bruised and sore but otherwise unharmed. It is the weakening of her own magic that bothers her most.

As for Yennes, the woman seems… unstable. She is exhausted. That much is clear. She had folded many times into this Chasm, healed and helped as many as she could, pushing her capabilities to their limits. But Dawsyn suspects it is not her expended labours that ail her now.

Yennes’ tightly curled hair begins to free itself from the head scarf she uses to encase it. She gives Dawsyn the impression of a cornered animal – fearful and frenetic, twitching at each sound and movement. As is her tendency, the extent of her discomfit is channelled through her hands. They fret and worry incessantly.

Dawsyn approaches the woman, grabbing her hands through the darkness. Yennes startles.

“Easy,” Dawsyn tells her, her voice low. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

Yennes gulps, eyes wide. “Dawsyn.” Her head whips back and forth. “We must go. We’ve remained still too long already.”

Dawsyn nods. “Are you well?”

Despite the chill, a bead of sweat falls from the woman’s hair line and slides down her cheek. “We must go!”

“Walk with Ryon and the others,” Dawsyn says. “Nearer to the front. It may ease your nerves to have them close.”

The woman gives a dry huff of mirth behind pursed lips, a shudder rippling through her. “I fear they’ll be no match for what lurks here.”

Dawsyn takes Yennes’ hand and begins to lead her away. “Whatever comes,” she says, “will not have met a group quite like this.”

Yennes looks around at the glint of knives and swords reflecting firelight. At the hardened stares of people tried and tested on the Ledge. She seems to quell a little. Her hands slow, if only slightly. “I hope you are right, Dawsyn Sabar,” she says. “Or may the Mother have mercy on us all.”

“We’ve come this far,” Dawsyn reminds her. “Perhaps the Mother favours us already.”

Yennes grimaces. “If She truly favours us, She will make this journey upstream a short one.”

“Upstream?”

The familiar voice is close – to Dawsyn’s immediate left. This darkness is disorientating. How easy it is for shadows to lurk.

Nevrak stands there, his brows pinched in confusion. The Splitter, they call him, after his propensity for splitting skulls as easily as timber. The man’s grey beard reaches his chest. He stands easily a head taller than Dawsyn and he uses his height to his advantage now. “Did the woman say ‘upstream’?”

Dawsyn glimpses his tensed hands. She answers carefully, aware that others nearby have halted to listen. They turn to hear her answer. “Yes,” she says, and means to move on.

She takes not two paces before Nevrak calls to her back, attracting even more on-lookers. “But… Surely we should follow the water?” he asks. Dawsyn turns to see him looking at bystanders for their assent. Some of the men and women nod. “Does the water not lead to the valley, girl? You said you’d lead us off this mountain.”

Yes, Dawsyn thinks. But leading them to the valley means leading them into the arms of a queen who would entrap them once more. A queen who, learning of their presence in her kingdom, would see them as an invasion. A threat to the peace she’d traded them for in the first place.

Dawsyn has no intention of leading them out of the hands of one tyrant and into another. But, how to explain to them?

The people of the Ledge do not know of how Queen Alvira sold them to the Glacians all those years ago. Most were born on the Ledge, like her. They only know as much as she did before she left it.

How to tell them all now that she will lead them away from the promise of a green valley? How to tell them that, instead, she intends to lead them to a place unknown, toward mere possibility? How to tell them now without having them turn their backs, without them fleeing in the other direction? How can she be sure they will listen, that they will follow her to uncertain ends?

Dawsyn realises she cannot.

If they know, they will not follow.

They’ll run to Terrsaw.

To their recapture. To their end.

Dawsyn’s breaths come faster. Her fists ball. The faces around her wait impatiently. Confused. They grow ever more persistent with every wasted second.

Dawsyn spies the rest of their party across the way and they too stare. She silently begs them not to contradict her. Silently, she apologises to them.

“The water leads to an ocean,” Dawsyn says, loud enough that her voice carries. “We cannot reach safety that way.” This, at least, is not wholly untrue. “We will travel upstream.”

“In the opposite direction?” Nevrak asks. His voice hits her from several angles, refracting from the rock. “Where does it lead?”

Dawsyn does not hesitate. She turns on her heel to look back at Nevrak and meets his eye. “It will take us to Terrsaw,” she says.

She feels the emitted tension from Yennes. She notes the uncomfortable shift in the posture of her friends, now complicit in a plan made of lies. Remorse floods her.

But the Ledge people around her are unsuspecting. Their ignorance is what Dawsyn depends on. “The path will take us back,” Dawsyn says now.

“And have you seen it yourself?” Nevrak calls once more. His is the only stare that appears dubious, though there is uncertainty too. The deeply etched lines around his eyes flinch with it. His son stands at his side, and Wes imitates his father’s stance, though he is not half Nevrak’s height. He pushes his chest out, looks down his nose at her.

Dawsyn smiles coldly. She takes a step toward them and Wes’s feet shuffle back an inch.

She tilts her head to the side and laces each word with arrogance – the only language men like Nevrak are likely to understand. “I’ve seen a great many things,” Dawsyn says. “But I’ve no time to paint you a picture. By all means, walk yourself into that ocean,” she nods her head down the Chasm. “You don’t need to take me at my word.”

She can see Nevrak biting down on his tongue. His jaw rolls beneath his beard.

Dawsyn can suddenly feel Ryon standing close behind her. She feels the threat exuding from him, all the way to her bones.

Nevrak and his weasel son must feel it too. They back away several paces, conceding.

Dawsyn nods to them one last time and then shows them her back.

“Dawsyn,” Ryon says immediately, his face one of grim reproach. His eyes beseech her.

Dawsyn barely meets them. There are too many people watching. Listening. “Time to move,” she says simply, and walks by him.

She meanders through the horde, looking for its end, but Ryon follows close behind. She can feel him at her back once more.

“Malishka,” he rumbles darkly.

“Not here,” she bids, tunnelling through the people at greater speed. Space lies ahead, away from the crowd. Space and more bleak darkness.

The second they are free, Ryon has her wrist in his grasp. It is a testament to her affection for him that she does not immediately wrench it free. Instinctively her body tenses, combative.

Ryon pulls her to the wall of the Chasm, pulling her in front of him, so that his body blocks her from view of the others.

“You lied to them?” he says at once, his voice so low, there would be no hope of anyone else overhearing. His eyes flick back and forth, searching her face. Always searching.

Dawsyn is momentarily distracted by him. The closeness of him always drives her mind far away from the set course.

“Dawsyn.”

“Yes,” she says, finally. She looks away. “I lied.”

“Why?”

“Why?” she repeats. “What do you believe they will do now if I tell them that the kingdom below is just as wretched as the one above? Just as dangerous?” Dawsyn awaits an answer that does not come. Ryon’s expression only darkens. “Do you truly believe they will follow me deeper into this Chasm with no knowledge of what lies before us? With no reassurance that it won’t all be for nothing?”

“They followed you here, Dawsyn. And you did not need to deceive them to do it!”

“And it was a miracle,” she replies icily. “The quantum of which will likely never be matched.”

Ryon shakes his head at her, his temper rising. “You must tell them the truth, Dawsyn. Now. Before it makes folly of this plan.”

Dawsyn grits her teeth to keep her voice from rising. And yet, shame climbs the walls of her throat. “I’m sorry,” she tells him. “I’m sorry for not speaking with you first. But I know these people. I understand how they think, how they behave. They will not follow me down that path, Ryon. Not unless they believe it has a known end.”

Ryon gives a frustrated huff. “Then you have very little faith in them,” he says.

“Just as they do in me,” Dawsyn rebuts, quietly seething. “I have persuaded them into this hole. I will not test the extent of their leniency once more.”

Ryon’s jaw ticks. He stands tall, looking over her head, and down into the interminable nothingness of the path ahead. “You test their leniency already, malishka,” he says grimly. “We have no idea what may lie in wait here.”

“No,” Dawsyn cedes. “But I know what lies in the opposite direction. And if I must use their ignorance against them to give them freedom, then so be it.”

With that, Dawsyn leaves his side. She steps closer to the middle and holds her torch high above her.

Soon she sees the glow of a dozen torches rise in response, signalling their willingness to be led through the dark.

Dawsyn turns, facing the road ahead.

When you lie within the mouth,

The cost will be no fewer.

They go against the flow of water, lumbering with aching slowness. Trepidation coupled with the lack of light means they must trek slowly and yet still people fall. The ground hosts sharp rock that seems to appear from nowhere. Dawsyn remembers the feel of differing terrain beneath her feet the first time she stood on ground that was not covered in snow and ice. It makes their steps overly cautious, their gait unsure.

The glint of flame that reflects the black rockface plays tricks on the eyes. Dawsyn finds herself walking with her ax in hand, if only to quell the rising fear in her belly. The magic within her is disturbed by its surroundings as well. It roils at each foreign echo, each speck of light.

Dawsyn looks behind her often, letting the light of her own torch shine over the hoods of the horde behind her. All squint and bend their heads to the ground, trying to make out the hazards there.

Tasheem and Rivdan have remained at the back of the horde to ensure none fall behind. Dawsyn suspects it also allows them to hide their ailments from her and Ryon. They seem to struggle to keep pace. Salem and Esra stay close. Every so often, Dawsyn can make out Esra’s despair – the quiet sniffs and rattling breaths. Salem murmurs to him in an attempt to mollify, but the sniffing continues.

“Dawsyn?” says a voice. Hector’s. His face is suddenly thrown into relief, hanging there in the dark as though detached from his body. “Mind if I walk by you?”

Dawsyn grins wanly, but doesn’t break pace, “You’ve never asked permission before.”

“You weren’t the almighty leader of our people before.”

“I am hardly that now,” she scoffs. “The word ‘leader’ implies compliant underlings.”

“That’s rather tyrannical of you,” Hector comments. “Alvira and Vasteel probably thought the same.” This gives Dawsyn pause. “I think the word ‘leader’ implies the action of leading. Which you seem to be doing as we speak.”

“It isn’t democratic. These people would rather have me out front as their sacrifice.”

He shakes his head. “There’s never any point arguing with you. If I point to the sky and call it ‘up’, you’ll call it ‘down’.”

“And yet,” Dawsyn drawls. “You can’t seem to help yourself.”

Hector shoves her lightly and she smiles. How different the setting for such familiar habits. He has always managed to claw even the most reluctant grin from her. It is possible that Hector, despite the similarities in their upbringing, has retained a nature that is whole and good.

She prays she has not forsaken it. Guilt swells once more. “Do you think I made a mistake?” she asks. “Deceiving them?”

Hector’s footfalls, dulled by the ash, are all she hears for a moment. He seems deep in contemplation, though she can’t make out the nuances of his face. “I understand why you felt you had to. But… I do not think deception a good tool for a leader.”

“I’m not a–”

“You are, Dawsyn.” Hector’s interjection slices the thinness of her refusal in two. “Whether you choose it or not, whether you believe yourself capable, the charge of these people has fallen to you. Denying it will do you little good.” Hector raises his head to the thread of sky above. In a whisper, he says. “Should they find out you have led them astray, you will have made an enemy out of every one of them.”

Despite herself, defensiveness encumbers her. “And if I lead them to their salvation, they will be none the wiser.”

“Quite the gamble,” Hector remarks casually, though there is a shake to his voice, a barely contained dread. “But as you know, I’ve placed my bets with you.”

She feels the weight of it, of all of them.

Hector continues on beside her, staggering every so often over stray rocks. He leaves Dawsyn to dissect the enormity of this journey and all the lives she has put on its course. Entrapping them. Enslaving them to it. She thinks of Ryon and Hector and their small band of rebels. Should the Ledge people learn that she is walking them away from Terrsaw, and not to it, their wrath will not befall only her.
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CHAPTER FOUR

If Dawsyn believed the slopes above were a test of great endurance, they now appear child’s play in the wake of the Chasm’s path.

It seems to her that this middle world was made torturous by design. The graphite walls narrow and widen without warning, giving Dawsyn the impending dread of constriction. At times, the path becomes so thin the water spans from wall to wall. If she walks with her arms outstretched, she can touch either side. Here her heart stutters, her throat closes. She becomes sure the next bend will reveal the meeting of those two walls, pulverising any hope for freedom – a dead end.

She walks with her hands pressed to either side as though she might hold those walls apart, praying they do not collapse their efforts. Then, miraculously, they begin to widen once more.

Those walking between them fall constantly. The Chasm echoes their grunts and groans as ankles buckle against the hazardous rocks protruding from the path. Dawsyn’s palms are torn from catching herself on the ground. The children often need to be carried, and it only serves to slow them all.

Slow… agonizingly slow. They travel at such an aching pace. It is perhaps the most painful torment of the Chasm. This black abyss thwarts any attempts of haste. The only sign of time passing is the strip of light miles above them and its incremental changes. The growing amber, the slow waning to grey. Without it, the illusion of night would be uninterrupted. It is the only measure of their progress. The only tether they have to the surface.

When it seems they have pushed onward as far as they can, Dawsyn calls for rest. They will eat and drink, sleep a while. After, there will be nothing else to do but forge onward.

The people of the Ledge let their bags and burdens fall with resounding groans. Many converge at the stream and lap up handfuls of water. There is very little conversation among the groupings – evidence of lives lived in wary solitude. They seem to struggle with the proximity of their neighbours now. Dawsyn watches them clamour for safer positions along the Chasm’s wall, where their backs are protected. They huddle their possessions behind them, lest they be stolen. There is not a single ounce of trust among their number and Dawsyn cannot blame them. It would be so easy to rob one’s fellow here in the dark.

She sighs as she lets her own pack fall from her shoulder. It is full of the most valuable resource they have – food. Dawsyn trusts only her inner circle of outcasts to carry it. Somewhere in this crowd, Ryon, Salem, Esra and Hector carry more. Combined, it still amounts to very little. Enough to quell the appetite of a hundred for a couple of days. Beyond that, they will be walking against the pangs of growing hunger, against time itself. If the end of this Chasm does not reveal itself to them soon, then more dangerous measures will need to be taken. Ryon, Tasheem and Rivdan will be sent atop the mountain in search of sustenance, but only if they are recovered enough to fly – and even in this, Dawsyn has her doubts.

She wipes her tired eyes with the back of her hand, and shuffles with her torch through the bodies to an open space.

“Stifle your torches,” she calls. They must preserve their torch light for travelling less they burn down to cinders. Gradually the halos of light among their party diminish, except for her own. Without the orange glow illuminating patches of dark, the blackness is practically absolute.

It does not take long for Ryon to find her. The torch is a beacon in the dark, and for all Dawsyn knows, perhaps the charmed necklace she still wears around her neck beckons to him as well. Perhaps it mimics this constant searching she feels within her at his absence.

He says Dawsyn’s name and it is close enough that she hears it alongside a hundred other reverberated beckonings. A swarm of murmured human voices weaving through the dark to find their kin.

“Ryon,” she responds.

A hand touches hers, then moves to her waist. No visible arm attached. The outline of a face with no discerning features as it speaks, but unmistakably him. “There you are.”

It is said on an exhale – a quiet blessing. Then his forehead is pressed to hers. And though she cannot make out the finer details of him, she feels their breaths combine, she feels the flicker of his eyelashes on her skin. She can imagine his shoulders falling and rising with each exhalation. He takes her torch and extinguishes it.

She winds her fingers in his and they willingly grip hers in return. “Are you well?” he whispers quietly, grimly. His voice travels over her lips, vibrates against the shells of her ears.

She contemplates her answer, wonders if there is any benefit to lying. “No,” she murmurs back. “Are you?”

His hands tighten around hers. She feels his head shake.

Dawsyn wants more than anything to sink to the ground with him at that moment. She wants to allow her knees to buckle and give in to the crippling exhaustion in her muscles and rest in the reprieve of him, give him the reprieve of her.

“We cannot sleep yet,” she says quietly, wary of the listening ears.

He sighs. “I know.”

“How many are injured?”

“I stayed to the middle most of the way. I counted six, perhaps seven who fell. There were likely more toward the back, though I’m yet to find Tasheem or Rivdan to ask.”

Dawsyn nods woodenly. “Let us see if any of this magic is restored enough that I might be useful. I’ll try to heal who I can.”

“You’ve walked all day, Dawsyn. You’re exhausted. Today hardly granted conditions for you to replenish.”

“And still,” Dawsyn presses, “I’ll heal who I can.”

“The injuries I’ve found so far are superficial,” comes another whisper. Yennes. “I’ve done what little I can for the more concerning injuries, but I’m afraid I am still weakened.”

Dawsyn turns to the sound of the woman’s voice. “We all are,” she says. “But we cannot remain idle and wait to heal.”

“No,” Yennes replies, her outline shuffling uncomfortably. “Ryon? Is… is your back–?”

“I’ll survive.” There is something oddly sharp in his tone. “Do not spare me your healing if you have any left to give.”

“I disagree,” Dawsyn argues. “If you are healed, you can fly ahead to mark the path, warn us of anything that might lay ahead.”

Ryon sighs. “Then you might heal Tasheem first, or Rivdan. Either can do the very same.”

“I fear their injuries are more severe than your own,” Yennes says gravely. “We may not be able to do much for them yet.”

“All the more reason to focus your attentions on them.” Ryon slides his thumb over Dawsyn’s fingers. “Please. I’ll begin rationing.”

Dawsyn wishes she could see his face.

She feels the tendrils of dark iskra lurking in her core and brings them forward. She summons that light in her mind and lets the two collide in her palm.

“Igniss,” she says, and watches as a spluttering flame ignites in her hand. It threatens to flicker out but remains long enough that she can glimpse Ryon’s face, the glow reflected in his eyes.

For a second, their eyes meet, then the flame extinguishes. She sees his lips descend to hers before the light dims, and he kisses her hard. She relishes the feeling while she can, before he pulls away, disappearing once more into the blackness.

Yennes and Dawsyn take a torch each and light them, making their way around the resting bodies. At the other end of their camp, they find Tasheem and Rivdan in states of collapse. They pant, chests heaving. Tasheem’s face glistens with exertion when Dawsyn holds her torch closer. Her eyes remain shut as she speaks. “A good few already seem too weary to continue,” she says, the sound of her usually loud voice lost now. It seems an effort for Tasheem to speak at all. “I suspect they were already made weak by hunger before we took them off the Ledge.”

Dawsyn kneels before Tasheem, peering into her sallow face. A magnificent shade of purple blossoms from her jaw. Her leg is propped up atop a hessian sack and she winces at the slightest movement. How she managed a day of walking across ground so treacherous, Dawsyn can only guess at, and her bets lie with Rivdan. She suspects the male half-carried his friend this far.

Rivdan lies on his back, cradling his arm to his chest. He stares with deep concentration at something above and breathes through his nose, his body quivering. Yennes attends to him.

Dawsyn summons every ounce of her magic, though she feels how thin the threads are, how frayed.

“Brace yourself,” Dawsyn murmurs to Tasheem, and then places her palms to the female’s battered leg.

Tasheem gasps at the contact.

“Ishveet,” Dawsyn intones, directing the cold and the warmth in her palms, showing it the path to Tasheem. She feels it radiate outward, searingly bright, seeking a destination. Something broken to mend.

Tasheem bites out a curse, but it soon turns to a groan of relief. The back of her head hits the earth, her body slackening.

Still, it isn’t enough. Dawsyn feels the magic retreating before it can complete its work.

“Thank you,” Tasheem says, smiling tiredly at her. She seems to breathe a little easier.

“I fear it did not do much at all,” Dawsyn says.

“Well, I no longer wish to tear the fucking thing off, so you’ve at least spared me the dismemberment.”

“Can you fly?”

But Tasheem shakes her head. “Not well,” she says. “Not while I’m weakened.”

“Riv?” Dawsyn asks. “What of you?”

Yennes’ hands leave the male’s shoulder, and he rotates it experimentally, his eyes scrunched in determination. “I might try to, if you wish, prishmyr.”

But Rivdan’s voice still hitches with the force of his pain as he moves his arm, and Dawsyn cannot ask it of him. Not yet. She shakes her head. “Find your rest,” she says to them. “And heal. Lame Glacians are no help to me at all.”

Tasheem smirks as she closes her eyes. “I was going to say the same of lame mages.”

Rivdan chuckles, lying back.

Yennes and Dawsyn make their way through the rest, calling for those injured to make themselves known. A surprising amount have already fallen to sleep without eating. Ryon, Salem and Esra can be heard passing out rations of food in the dark. Perhaps Tasheem was right, and they were already conflicted with hunger before arriving in the Chasm. It worries Dawsyn that they should be spent so quickly, so early into the journey. What will become of them if this trek were to last another week? Or will they all be thwarted before fatigue sets in?

Dawsyn tries to heal twisted ankles and shallow gashes among them, but many are still left only mildly relieved from their pains. “How did you run through the Chasm, that first time?” Dawsyn asks Yennes, baffled. “How could you see?”

She feels Yennes shudder delicately beside her. “I could not see,” she says. “But I could hear them.”

Dawsyn frowns. “Hear who?”

“Have you not been listening? Do you not hear it?”

She means to say “no.” She means to say, “I hear nothing”’ But curling into her ears are the unrecognisable whispers, the taunts, singing to her once more.

We dealers call…’til you heed the fall… Strangled pleas and sweet release… Lie where sorrow dares not be… Cease your breath…

Cease your breath.

Amid our walls.

Inside our breast.

“One must run,” Yennes says now, her voice breaking the illusion of others. “When being chased.”

With that, Yennes leaves Dawsyn in the darkness, taking her torch with her. Moments later, the light is snuffed.

Dawsyn makes her way toward the sound of the stream, stopping when the toe of her boot splashes into the shallow water. Everything creeps up on her here, never quite as close, or far, as she judges. She cups her hands to the brook, letting them slowly fill, then brings them to her lips. The water is gritty with sediment, and as she swallows, Dawsyn thinks she detects something metallic, but it is better than nothing.

She finds her way back to a wall she can slide down, finally. She sighs as her backside finds the ground and lifts her chin to an approximation of the sky, but now sees nothing at all. Night has fallen on the surface.

Dawsyn finds the charmed necklace beneath the layers of her clothing. She runs her fingertips along its chain. She wonders where Ryon is.

Like a call answered, she hears a body moving toward her, coming ever closer. And then his voice is saying her name again.

She says, “I’m here,” and “take my hand,” and his fingers are back in hers. They rest upon the cold ground, side by side, her forehead pressed into the curve of his neck, where she can feel the pulse of him and nothing else. Not the rising panic in her gut or the weight of obligation. Just that who she loves and oblivion.

It doesn’t seem such a bad fate.

“We could stay here.” Ryon whispers, his mind aligned with hers, and she smiles.

“The very opposite of our objective, if you’ll recall.”

“Indeed,” he groans, for a moment not sounding noble at all, but more as though the presence of anyone else in their vicinity is a gross invasion. “Do you think these people will notice if I fly you to the surface for an hour or so?”

“An hour?” Dawsyn grins. “Would you need an hour?”

Ryon squeezes her waist in his hand, and she buckles beneath it, smothering her outcry in his chest. “You wound me,” he murmurs.

Dawsyn reaches up to trace his face, the skin beneath his eyes gritty. “Wounding you has become a favourite pastime of mine,” she tells him, her breath catching when his teeth graze the pad of her thumb.

Ryon chuckles, the same way he did when Dawsyn once held a knife to his throat. It brings to mind how his body felt beneath hers, coiled and tense, rigid with consuming anticipation, with brilliant desire. Just as hers had been.

The spark in Dawsyn’s mind – that shining zeal that encompasses her mage ancestry – suddenly doubles, pulsing heat throughout her. She feels it rekindle with Ryon beneath her touch, stroking the hair back from her face, as though he were its life source. Her life source.

Think of a time you were happy… content, Baltisse had once bade her, coaxing Dawsyn’s mage magic to the surface. There had been only one memory powerful enough to conjure it.

Dawsyn lifts herself higher onto Ryon’s chest and his hands assist her, gripping her beneath her clothes. Hands that somehow find their way through to her skin. She leans over him, her face hovering above his, and waits for the dark to creep back, waits for her eyes to adjust, and find the finer features of him she has come to rely on. She needs to drink them in again. Needs to retrace them. Needs them to anchor her here, where nothing seems real at all.

Dawsyn presses her mouth to his and lets her tongue trace the curve of his lips. She drinks in the deep rumble that rises from his chest and cannot help but press in closer. It is all she can do not to push further. It is a torture not to let that resonating light in her mind expand, let it move her hands beneath his clothes.

She can feel the urgency in his grip on her ribcage. He holds on fiercely, his fingers twitching each time her tongue flicks into his mouth. She knows how badly he wants to move them. Wants to let them ignite that light in her mind. Wants to make it detonate.

Instead, she sighs. She lets her lips slow, lets them mould around his with something less desperate.

Ryon sighs too. “What I wouldn’t give,” he whispers, moving his mouth to her ear, “to fly you away.”

They wake again with no knowledge of how long they have slept. The thread of light above them appears grey. Dawn, perhaps. There is no way for them to tell. The mass of people rouses with reluctance, sluggish and haggard. They look at Dawsyn and Ryon with petulance, even bitterness, as though they were captives and Dawsyn their captor.

As Dawsyn passes with her lit torch, she hears whispers.

Should have remained.

Worse than above.

She can’t be sure if the voices are real or imagined.

Her fingers itch for her ax.

If possible, they forge ahead at a pace even slower than the day before, and the path keeps winding interminably onward.

“Sabar,” calls a voice at the back, accompanied by a hacking cough and the harsh clearing of someone’s throat.

Dawsyn looks over her shoulder, holding her torch higher, and illuminates Nevrak’s face. The Splitter. He wipes his mouth with the too-long sleeve of his cloak.

“Nevrak.”

“Slow down, girl. Ain’t all of us have kept our youthful gait.”

Dawsyn groans internally. Until now, she has kept any conversation to the likes of Hector, Esra or Salem, who keep close behind her, but now she sees that they lag behind. She has indeed made headway. Hector keeps hold of Salem’s upper arm. The older man has had no small number of tumbles on the trek.

Clenching her fists, Dawsyn paces her steps. “What do you want, Splitter?”

“Come now. Ain’t a need for cruel nicknames.”

“There wasn’t a need to split Old Percy’s skull in half either, but the rumour goes you did it on principle.”

Nevrak clicks his tongue. “I was a younger lad then. And Old Percy had made a few unsavoury passes toward my lady. Not to mention a rather crude groping in the middle of a Drop. Who would I be if I’d let it slide?”

Dawsyn considers for a moment, remembering the disturbing stare of Old Percy and how it had clung to one’s skin. Her guardian, Briar, had always forbade her from walking by the man’s cabin.

She shrugs, ceding the point. “Fair enough, Nevrak, we’ll call it a term of endearment. What do you want?” He coughs again, and the wet sound of the hacks sound woefully familiar. Dawsyn is at once transported to her cabin on the Ledge, where her grandmother would wake them nightly with uncontrolled gasps and spluttering. “You have lung sickness,” she says plainly to the man, watching his beard tremble with the force of his breaths. Even in the weak light she can see his eyes watering, the purple veins stark on his forehead.

He nods. “So it seems. Neither here nor there, if you want the truth. I’ve already lost my wife, my daughters. Only Wes remains now, and he’s full grown. I only need to see him reach safety. I have strength enough for that.”

Dawsyn recalls the shapes of two little girls wrapped in furs, lying in the snow, their father and brother protecting their bodies through the night. Here is a man who, like Dawsyn, committed atrocities on the Ledge in the name of protection. And who, like Dawsyn, only means to fulfil obligation. A man of the Ledge, cornered into a character he was forced to adopt, if only to survive long enough to see his son freed.

It is why she could not simply disappear into the folds of the valley and be content with her own freedom. It is why she is here in this godforsaken place, leading the unwilling to somewhere that might balance their bad fortune of being born on the Ledge.

“What we all want to know, Sabar, is how long this journey will take?” Nevrak asks now. “You surely have some inkling.”

Dawsyn swallows. She cannot simply refrain from answering. “A few days.”

“Not very precise.”

“Precision is difficult to achieve with a hundred or more people in tow, Splitter,” Dawsyn intones. “Our pace is not as steady as I’d hoped.”

“There are many that are weary already,” he continues. “What do you mean to do if some fall behind?”

“No one will fall behind. There are enough strong backs among us that we can carry who we must, should it come to that.”

Nevrak scoffs. “A fool’s errand.”

Dawsyn turns toward him. “And what do you suggest we do?”

“Leave them,” he says simply, his stare piercing. “Leave the weak to their unfortunate fate and let those strong enough forge ahead.”

It is the answer Dawsyn suspected he’d give. She tsks at him. “And you speak to me of being cruel?”

“What is cruel is burdening those who stand a chance of surviving this grave you’ve thrown us into.”

“Thrown you into?” Dawsyn repeats, ice creeping onto her tongue, seeping into her voice. “Do you wish to return to the Ledge already, Nevrak?” She says it like a promise. A threat. “Would you prefer that you had not followed me into this Chasm? Are there others that would like safe passage back onto that fucking shelf?”

Nevrak’s eyes narrow. “I want reassurance that you’re prepared to do what is necessary. It will come to pass either way, princess.”

The moniker makes her jaw clench, and she tastes blood on her tongue. He means to use it to demean her, to lessen her, but it brings other questions to Dawsyn’s mind. They are long overdue for the asking.

“While we’re being painfully honest, Nevrak. I have a few questions of my own.”

“Make your ask then, girl. Ain’t nothing else for us to do down here.”

Dawsyn steps carefully over a sharp boulder, then continues. “How old were you when you were brought to the Ledge?”

Nevrak pauses before answering. “Who’s to say I was not born there?”

“You seem the right age for it,” she says. “It does not take a genius.”

Again, Nevrak hesitates to answer. “A boy,” he says, “seven… or eight, perhaps. I’ve long since stopped counting years as they pass. I was old enough to be afraid. Old enough that I’ve retained the memory of the cold when it first grabbed me.”

The cold is not alive, Dawsyn hears in her mind. The voice of her grandmother. And yet the people of the Ledge only ever speak of the cold as though it were a sentient thing.

“Old enough to remember more,” Dawsyn accuses. “You knew that Valma Sabar was Terrsaw royalty.”

Nevrak levels her with a derisive stare. His lip curls. “Course we knew,” he says, and the plurality catches Dawsyn off guard. “She came screaming into that village while it burned, got snatched up just like the rest of us. Knocked the crown right off her head.”

Dawsyn bristles at the resentment in his voice. “She came to warn you all,” she says. “To tell you to run.”

“And it was too fucking late.” Nevrak’s tongue flicks over his lip, jaw rolling. “Likely it was her frumped-up skirts that slowed her down, and she got herded up that mountain just like the rest of us, weeping and pleading with the Glacians the entire way. Woman had never known a day of discomfit in her life.”

Bile crawls up Dawsyn’s throat. Nevrak’s description is much like the one Dawsyn would give Alvira or Cressida. But never Valma. Her grandmother was the opposite of pomp and privilege. The image of bravery. Even Dawsyn’s imagination cannot conjure a realm that would have seen Valma Sabar stooping to beg for mercy.

Dawsyn wants to argue, to reject the insult to her grandmother’s name, but Nevrak is speaking freely now, his eyes glazed with memory, and she resists the urge to stop him.

“We were thrown on that Ledge with nothing but a few scraps of food, and the fighting started straight away, as you can imagine. The princess stopped it. Started decreeing laws and ordering folk about. They all listened to her at first,” Nevrak comments. “She was royalty, after all. Bossy. Put her nose in everything. Wanted everything divided fairly,” Nevrak chuckles, as though it was unthinkable. “Thing is, up there on the Ledge, people soon figured royalty didn’t mean a fucking thing. Weeks went by and there was no sign of King Sabar’s calvary. No one came to find us, to save us. And here was another Sabar, still dangling her rank and dishing orders. They got sick of her mighty fast, I’ll tell you. At some point, a fellow challenged her,” Nevrak’s tone turns darker, dangerous. “She’d hoarded some food for herself, or so he’d said. He demanded that she give it up,” Nevrak shakes his head
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