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            A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaibigan,

      This is a dark epic fantasy with themes that include depictions of the graphic deaths of an enemy, of friends, family and even beloved animals, racism perpetrated by, and on the main character, discussions of sexual assault, sexism, racism, identity, immigration, forced assimilation and cultural identity.

      There are also re-imaginings of known demons in both western and Filipino myths. However, this is not meant to be a study of ancient Filipino or Medieval culture.

      This is as true to history and canon myths as Xena Warrior Princess (the TV show) was to Greek mythology. Meaning…it’s not. This is a work of fiction, and is made for entertainment purposes only.

      
        
        xo, Irene
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      It always begins the same way. A sword feels warm and familiar in my right hand. The rough, wooden hilt etches itself into my calloused palm. Dust blows in the clearing before me. The soft chatter of the palms in the breeze caresses my ears.

      The temple stands, regal and high, as white as a flawless pearl. The Temple of Kaylus. A place more holy than the heavens themselves. An oasis in the wretched sprawl of a city called Three Points, a no-man’s-land between the nations of Valur, Kaylukari, and Selvin.

      I have never been here before.

      At least, not in this lifetime.

      Before me, the Valurian army stands like statues behind a man clad in silver armor, his helm bearing the black crest of Valur—a crescent moon nestling a four-pointed star.

      “Good to see you again, Golden One.” The knight’s deep, sadistic voice sends a shiver down my spine.

      I would recognize it anywhere, like a tune I can’t get out of my head.  

      I look at my hands. They are not my own. They belong to an older man. The tattoo of five Baybayin letters on my arm is new as well. The flesh around the black markings is red and raised, marking me as a maharlika, a warrior of Kaylukari.

      My clothes are made from a blend of cotton and abaca, woven in the design of the highland rice terrace. A place I am not from.

      Why am I here?

      I am the only maharlika here, standing before an enemy army.

      “It’s been a long time,” sneers the Valurian knight. “Are you ready to die again?”

      He unsheathes his broadsword. The high song of metal scraping metal drifts on the wind. The air stills, stagnant with anticipation. 

      It is the sound of impending doom.

      Kaylus, if this is your will…

      A hawk’s mournful cry floats above me, its shadow gliding over the sand.

      My heart slams into my ribs like a beating drum.

      “Don’t disappoint me,” the Valurian knight says as he paces back and forth like a wolf on the prowl.

      “You talk too much,” I hiss, my voice masculine and deep, rumbling from my chest.

      I have been here before. Everything that is about to happen has already happened, the outcome determined long, long ago. A curse from a different incarnation.

      He lunges with his sword. I block, the rounded blade of my kampilan  hooking the edge of his steel, knocking it from its arc to my throat.

      I follow the deflection with my own attack, swinging for the few exposed parts of his armor—his neck, his elbows, knees, and calves. But each time, he blocks.

      Sweat drips down my neck; my hair plasters against my cheeks and forehead. My muscles tire as my sword grows heavier with every swing.

      I have never seen the knight’s face, but I know he mocks me with each parry, more amused than threatened by my efforts.

      “You’re tiring, Golden One,” he taunts. “Last time, you were a child. Now, Kaylus challenges me with a broken old man!”

      The protectors behind him chuckle at my misery.

      I am a maharlika, a warrior of Kaylukari. We do not surrender. We do not break.

      I fight, compelled by some impulse that pushes me forward, and forward…

      We clash again; Valurian silver steel against Kaylukarin armored gold. I groan with every swing of my sword. I pour my strength and soul into every stab. The world narrows to the frantic rhythm of our blades.

      My sword clips the chain mail between his helmet and breastplate, drawing the slightest blood.

      “You’re good,” he says, almost pleased.

      I can win…I can fight my way through this.

      Surely, his heavy metal armor will give way under the pressure of my sword. He will tire if I just hold on a moment longer…

      It is a good fight. A very good fight…until it isn’t.

      He feigns left. I move to block, but he adapts. He swings past my defenses. His hot steel slashes my throat. My eyes widen. I fall to my knees. Blood gushes from the fresh wound with each beat of my pulse. I clutch at my neck.

      Sticky, coppery blood fills my mouth.

      I try to speak, but no words come.

      I cannot staunch the flow.

      There is nothing but pain.

      The knight looks down at me. His expression shifts from hostility to…pity. He kneels in the crimson-stained white sand next to my convulsing body and places his hand on my shoulder.

      He lowers his lips to my ear: “Better luck in the next life, Golden One.”
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            A LETTER TO THE HIGH GENERAL OF VALUR FROM THE DEAN OF SCHOLARS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cherrymonth, 339 A.B.K.

      

      

      To the Honorable General Bastian,

      

      Forgive any intrusion this humble historian may cause. It is well known that you were a compatriot of the Kaylukarin Captain Ura Brigand.

      As you know, two decades after their last notable contribution, the preservation of the true accounting of such influential persons who have shaped Valur falls to us at Aspengarde College. It is our challenge to now separate the man—or in this case, the woman—from the myth.

      Many interviews thus far have been, unfortunately, fruitless. Many tales were too exaggerated to hold any kernel of truth and were clearly swayed by the songs of the bards. We thought we’d found a breakthrough when we found the retired Gambri Signus at a farm in Elkencliffe. He chased us from his property with a crossbow!

      We also found Gorin Tullen of Sullenmound who trained with Captain Brigand. He fell into a seizure fit at the simple mention of her name. In fact, many such experiences with her contemporaries have resulted in haunting and—I’m not ashamed to say—terrifying encounters.

      So, I write you a letter, instead of visiting, in the hopes of avoiding such a potentially terrible disturbance for you or for the young scholars themselves.

      Any information from your honorable self would be of great value not just to us, but to the nation.

      
        
        Your Humble Servant,

        Atreo Brandbend

        Dean of Aspengarde College

        A Scholar of Valur
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      Our swords clashed, the vibration of the impact traveled  down to my hilt, my hand, then up to my shoulder. An ache shot through my tense torso, and I gritted my teeth against the pain.

      I will not quit.

      “Move your feet!” Bakal commanded, his voice agitated, because I was failing…again. “Don’t lock your legs, Princess.”

      His foot hooked the back of my knee, and I buckled, stumbling. I fell to the side, my palm on the sand, barely saving myself from the indignity of faceplanting.

      Bakal’s pommel came down between my shoulder blades. “Don’t turn your back on your enemy!”

      The ache of his hit raced through my spine, knocking the wind out of me. I grunted in pain, trying to clear my head.

      Push out the pain, Urduja, I told myself.

      Bakal swung his curved blade. It whooshed through the air, his black and silver hair following his movement like a waving banner. I dodged, letting out a guttural whine when he deflected, clashing his blade against mine and rattling my bones.

      I threw my strength into every single movement. More. More. More!

      I had to do more. I had to fight harder. I needed to push further.

      “You’re doing too much,” Bakal said as he purposely stepped and swung his blade. “This isn’t tinikling! You’re not dancing.”

      I countered, grunting like a feral dog.

      “Look, assess the enemy, then make your choice.” He parried my attacking swing with the barest movement; his sword simply twisted in his hand, throwing me off with my own momentum.

      I had no time to assess anything. I had other move, to jab. I had to rely on instinct.

      The tip of his blade barely missed the end of my nose. Not that he would ever harm me. He was far too good of a warrior.

      When he killed, it was intentional.

      He swung. I blocked it and gritted my teeth as our blades pushed against each other, scraping as we fought for dominance.

      “Conserve your strength! You tire yourself for nothing,” Bakal instructed, leaning and bearing his weight just a little into our crossed blades. “Who are you trying to impress?”

      The sinews of his trained, agile muscles moved beneath his black tattoos. Black sun rays circled his nipples. The long lines of ocean waves, flanked by diamond patterns, marked his chest and arms, covering him like the scales of a dragon.

      Each tattoo was a mark of pride; a medal earned in a battle won. He was a warrior so famous that even the babaylan sang of his victory over the blue-marked Selvik raiders.

      I envied him for those tattoos. My own skin remained clean, free of martial adornments.

      Bakal eased the tension of our scraping blades. The sudden loss made me fall forward, face down into the sand.

      Fuck!

      I flipped to avoid exposing my back to him, but it was too late.

      Bakal’s sword was at my throat, lightly grazing my pulse point.

      The image of blood spurting from my neck, despite my attempts to staunch the bleeding, flashed through my mind. Better luck in your next life…

      Blood. The taste of copper. The Valurian immortal knight.

      Why couldn’t I remember more of my past lives than the moments of my deaths? Why wasn’t I a better fighter if I had been a warrior in every previous incarnation? Why couldn’t I remember those lives, those skills, and build upon them instead of being stuck with the way I ultimately failed again, and again, and again.

      Bakal put his kampilan back in its scabbard and sat cross-legged beside me. I pushed myself up to sit with mine across my lap, tracing the name “Bayani” carved across the handle.

      “You treat combat like you’re a hammer and everything is a nail.” His eyes flashing with disappointment as he clenched his jaw. I knew him well enough to know that he had something difficult to say, a tough lesson to impart on a stubborn pupil. “You must learn there is more to war than brute strength.”

      I scoffed pulling the grains of sand from inside the carvings.

      There was no obstacle in this world that could not be overcome with grit and strength.

      “Princess.” Bakal was pleading for me to understand…to agree with how he saw the world. “You have all the energy that comes with youth. But even the young are fatigued by war.”

      “There hasn’t been a real war in three hundred years,” I grumbled. “Selviks raid, Valurians stay on their side of their Iron Wall, and we are protected by Bakunawa.”

      Our archipelago was protected by the undying dragon, the sea goddess. Crossing from the main continent through temperate waters of the dragon strait was only possible by Bakunawa’s goodwill. All others would need to cross the treacherous sea of ice to reach us—a task they undertook at their own peril. A border more secure than the Iron Wall.

      “Nothing stays the same.” Bakal stared out into the crashing waves, strands of his black and white hair floating on the salty ocean breeze. “The frozen war that has protected us cannot hold. Ice will melt, and walls can fall. Not even dragons can fight against the tide.”

      Old men and their cryptic warnings…

      Bakal placed his hand over mine, his voice grave. “When you are close to death, the gods grant you visions of the future. I have almost died many times.” He lightly tapped the scar on his shoulder, given to him by a Selvik blade.

      Beneath his black markings were dozens of cuts and breaks that had healed but would never be fully erased.

      With a twinkle in his eye, he smirked. “And now I am old, and closer to death with each passing day.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      He wasn’t old! Not really. He still had the vitality of youth. He had the strength of a hundred men half his years. Only the white hair and the leathering around his eyes gave away his age.

      “I see things. Confusing things. Messages from Kaylus.” He was serious again as he placed his hands on his knees. “I see a land of stone, covered in blood. You, dear princess, wear Valurian steel but wield a Kaylukarin sword.”

      He shook his head, as if to clear away the fog of visions.

      He stood, wiped away the sand from his trousers, and offered me a hand. I took it; he pulled me up until I was steady on my aching, tired legs.

      “Those are just dreams,” I insisted.

      “Are they?” Bakal asked, as if seeking my guidance for once.

      They had to have been just dreams. If they were more than that, then what did that say about my nightmares? Was I then closer to death than I thought? Was my future set in stone? Or was it written in sand, easily changed by the rising of a tide?

      “It was these visions that led me to your family,” Bakal said. “It is what led me to train you.”

      We faced one another. He placed his rough palm on my cheek.

      “You are ready, Urduja.” He spoke kindly, but I felt it as if it were a death sentence. “You have been ready for your mark as a maharlika for a very long time.”

      My brows knitted together as I stared at him in disbelief.

      “Forgive me,” he said quietly. “I wanted to prolong our time for selfish reasons.”

      He pulled me into an embrace, my face on his bare chest. “I thought of you and Bayani as my own.”

      He stepped away as quickly as he had grabbed me.

      Bakal had trained me and Bayani since we were twelve years old, teaching us the ways of combat, archery, spearmanship, swordcraft. He taught us how to plan a seige, set up an ambush, and scale a wall. He had honed me into a finely crafted weapon.

      “Bakal,” I whispered his name. “I’m not ready.”

      I knew that in my bones.

      I did not feel more like a maharlika today than I had yesterday, or the day before that. I was no closer to being able to bear the mantle of heir to the datu. I was not ready to step into Bayani’s empty seat.

      The seat beside our father, the monarch of Kaylukari.

      Bakal let out a low grunt, lowering his head. “You are ready.”

      “No, let’s go again,” I lifted my sword despite the exhaustion in my arms making my entire body shake. “I am nowhere near as good as Bayani was when he earned his mark. I am not ready.”

      “You are as good as he was. You are better, even.” The pity in Bakal’s eyes made me grit my teeth. “There is more to being Datu than knowing how to swing a sword.”

      That wasn’t the point! He knew that. But if I could not master combat then how could I ever hope to become a sovereign? 

      “If Bayani could not⁠—”

      “Your brother…” Bakal interrupted with anger, but softened his tone before delivering the blow, “is dead.”

      My jaw clenched as I held back the tears that threatened to spill. Bayani was slain by Selvik raiders, defending people from their grasp. He was noble man to the bitter end. My fists clenched around his sword, and when the sorrow threatened to blind me with pain, I turned my mind elsewhere. To revenge.

      I will kill a hundred Selvik, fifty for each one of the people they had taken from me.

      I looked down at the sword in my hand—Bayani’s sword—and felt the weight of unmet expectations. The weapon was too heavy of a burden, and I had not built up the strength to bear it.

      “He should have been Father’s heir. The datu’s heir,” I said quietly.

      Bayani had almost been announced. He had almost traveled to the Temple of Kaylus to present himself to the Oracle, but he perished moments before he could.

      “Kaylus chose otherwise,” Bakal retorted. “When you go to the Temple, pray at the altar. Pray to know your purpose. Ask Kaylus for the strength in here”—he tapped the space above my left breast, over my heart—“to meet your fate.”

      All I felt in my heart was the iron weight of sorrow.

      “In your dreams…” I whispered. “Do I die?”

      “We are the children of the sun.” Bakal shrugged. “We die, we resurrect. It’s no more than the passing of a season.”

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. That was not an answer.

      “We will no longer train together once I meet the mambabatok.” It was a statement, not a question. “I’ll be sent to the kawal.”

      The kawal were fortified officers spread along the islands as guardians against invaders. I would leave my home, and him. I’d only come home to visit until the day I was recalled for good, to assume the crown.

      Bakal turned his head, just a little, and a long tendril of silver hair fell from his shoulder, the ends of it grazing the crimson sash around his waist. “To be a kawal, to lead our warriors, is our greatest honor. When you join your warriors, you will be far too busy to miss an old fool like me.”

      I snorted a repressed laugh.

      “And you will come back.” He nudged me with his elbow. “You must take your place beside Datu Tawalisi.”

      I flinched.

      “Did you forget that you are a Kalakanan?” He lifted one amused brow. “How easily you forget that you, Urduja Kalakanan, are a princess.”

      Once, I wouldn’t have forgotten.

      Once, I had wanted it.

      “You are ready to be presented to the oracle,” Bakal insisted.

      The sky overhead darkened to silver as a storm cloud glided above us, diffusing the golden rays of the sun.

      “What if I…” I couldn’t say it. After all these months, I still could not say it.

      What if I perish, too?

      I would follow Bayani and Lapu into the next life. My heart stuttered, the desire to do just that ever present. But to die on purpose was to forgo your future. The only sin in the eyes of Kaylus.

      Even after all this time, I still hadn’t found the strength to continue living. Not really. Not yet.

      “I’m not ready.” In a voice that was a command, not a request, I told Bakal, “We go again.” 
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      “You’re not getting better, are you?” The Valurian knight sneers as I look up from beneath the tip of his sword. “Do the children of the sun learn nothing in each lifetime?”

      My ragged breaths scrape like sand in my throat. I try to lift my sword, but my arm gives, falling limp to my side. I have no strength. I have nothing left inside my soul. Defeat weakens me as much as the fight itself.

      I fought my hardest and I am still bested. I am not good enough.

      The cold steel of his blade grazes my skin. It’s a taunt. A promise.

      He is a snake toying with the mouse it would soon devour.

      “You want to beat me, Golden One? Get your mind right.” His words taste like blood and bitterness. “Better luck in the next life.”
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      I gasped awake, bolting upright in my bed, my hand to my throat.

      I expected to feel hot blood and a gaping hole at the cartilage of my throat.

      There was nothing but warm skin and cold sweat.

      “Your Highness.”

      I yelped in surprise. “Kaylus damn you!”

      “I’m sorry to frighten you, Princess.” An alagad bowed low in his plain uniform of muted brown pants, his long straight hair falling past his bare shoulders. “His Majesty, Datu Tawalisi, requests your presence in the council room.”

      Having delivered his message, he straightened, stepped backwards toward my half-opened door, and disappeared behind it, never once turning his back to me. 

      The alagad made me uneasy. They always had. As a child, I’d found their stillness disconcerting and their silence unnerving.

      The pious alagad made themselves as uniform as possible, lacking all adornments, their hair in the same loose fashion, their clothes plain, simple, and colored like the very sands of their philosophy. We could not tell one grain from another, but from that unity came their strength.

      Grains of sand need not fight the ocean, but simply stand together in immutable stillness to outlast the fickle tides.

      Service among the alagad was also a means of penance for crimes committed. Only in learning to serve others could one shed the selfishness of criminality.

      I let my head fall back onto my pillow and groaned.

      I was so fucking tired.

      I had demanded Bakal train me every day until I could no longer lift my sword. But it wasn’t enough. Even exhaustion would not shepherd me to a night of restful sleep. Not with the silver knight haunting my dreams like a malignant cloud before a hurricane.

      “Is this how I die, then?” I whispered to myself, my finger idly grazing my throat where he took my life again and again.

      Dreams are just dreams…right?

      The past is not the present. Right? I could still change what had not happened.

      Struggling through my soreness and fatigue, I rose from bed to dress in the silks of a maharlika prodigy: crimson with the faintest piping of Kaylukarin gold designs. My tunic had a low neckline and billowing sleeves that were more like the wings of a bird than the arms of a human. My matching gold and red skirts ended at my ankles, cinched by a golden belt. From that belt hung my scabbards. One for Bayani’s kampilan. The other was for my gunong, a dagger. There was a fine wooden engraving on the hilt that lovingly wove my name with another’s, in a stylized script that, to the naked eye, would look just like elegant lines tracing the wood.

      Only I knew what it was. Me—and the man who had made it.

      Once, it had been a secret for two. Now, it was only mine. 

      I ran my fingers over the pearls at my throat. Each stone a rare beauty handpicked from the most unforgiving sea. Priceless, but also worthless to me now.

      Its cost had been far too high.

      Still, I could not part with it.

      I stepped into the hallway and almost yelped again when the bare-chested alagad stood there, waiting for me.

      “Sun blast you! Make a noise!” I said through clenched teeth.

      “I am to escort you to His Majesty.” He turned without my acknowledgement and led the way. His lithe body slithered gracefully through the halls and passages, circumventing many of the communal areas—likely to avoid their gathered crowds. The palace was full of guests this week because of the presentation of a new ambassador in our midst.

      The first Valurian ambassador in our court in almost three hundred years.

      I let my fingers gently graze the walls of cool, polished stone as we walked. Flowers were carved along the borders where the wall met the ceiling, and shutters made of hardwood were opened in every passageway, letting in the cool morning air.

      In the hall, people stepped out of our way while bowing and whispering, “Your Highness.” I nodded in acknowledgement before passing them by. 

       The alagad did not need to check that I would follow; I would never presume to disobey the datu. None of us Kalakanans, his children, ever would. At least, not anymore. Not since Bayani’s passing. 

      As we came to the council room’s ornately carved door, my breath caught in my throat. On the wood was the great image of a balete tree amongst jasmine flowers made of pearl and sandglass. The patterns were interwoven, linking, and eternal. Each line had no end and could be traced forever with one’s finger…a symbol of our eternal existence from one life to the next.

      My brother, Alon, stood with his shoulder against the doorjamb, his arms crossed, one brow raised.

      The alagad gestured with his arm for me to go through the door as he bowed, saying flatly, “Kaylus bless you.”

      “Hiraya,” I whispered, inclining my head in a dismissal. 

      He would not return the farewell, because alagad did not speak unless it was necessary. They barely blinked unless it was necessary.

      The alagad stepped backwards, one foot behind the other, his head meekly bowed, until he was out of sight. Alon chuckled at my side, the amused sparkle in his earthen eyes making me roll my own.

      “Your face gives away too much of your thoughts.” Alon smirked. “Why do you hate the alagad so much?”

      “I hate how they sneak around.” I shuddered. “They just appear. We should put a bell on them, so we know they’re there.”

      My brother chuckled again. “That would defeat the purpose of their discretion. They’re not meant to be seen or noticed, so they can let go of their selfishness and become⁠—”

      “Then there’s the whole exercise in selflessness,” I interrupted. “It’s unnatural.”

      “You don’t believe that someone would give up their identity to service?” Alon’s haughty tone made me want to smack him on the back of the head.

      “They’re nameless and—supposedly—without their own will for three years. It’s inhuman. Their selective silence? It’s bizarre. They just stand there… staring…” I cringed at the mere thought.

      I shut my mouth when an alagad walked down the hall towards us, head bowed demurely. She brought her hands up to her chest, one fist cradled in the other palm, and silently bowed.

      “Why are they like that?” I whispered as the alagad turned on her heel to face us, continuing her bow as she walked backwards and away. “Why do they walk like that? It’s so strange!”
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        Alon as drawn by Captain Ura Brigand c. ABK 301

      

      Alon shook his head as he quickly returned her gesture, bending at the waist.

      “They do not turn their backs on the royal family,” Alon said, doing what he loved to do the most. Preaching. That was why he’d bucked tradition and chosen the way of spirituality instead of lifting the sword like every Kalakanan who had come before him. “In their selfless service to the royal house of Kaylukari, they regain redemption in the eyes of Kaylus. Never turning their backs is a metaphor. A metaphor is a figure of speech that compares two unlike⁠—”

      I slapped him with the back of my hand. He pretended to wince, rubbing the spot like it hurt. “Ouch! You would know this if you ever paid attention in class.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It was a rhetorical question, oh wise babaylan.”

      “Babaylan in training,” he corrected with a lifted finger. “I’m merely a prodigy. Since my older sister refuses to finish her professional training, I cannot finish mine.”

      He flicked his hair over his shoulder. Today, his long, wavy locks were adorned with flowers tied into many interwoven braids held by golden clips. It was such glorious hair that it almost grazed the back of his knees—a gift from Kaylus himself. I also suspected that his lover, Kidlaw, was fond of it.

      “Age before beauty, sweet one.” I cupped his chin, giving it a squeeze to plump his smooth cheeks so he looked the way he did when he was a kid and used to overstuff his mouth when eating. “You’ll get your chance when I am good and ready.”

      He squirmed away, smacking my hands as he groaned. I suppressed a laugh. One of the great joys of having younger siblings is the ability to irritate them. It was one of my favorite pastimes.

      Perhaps he could clear something up for me, though, since he was a scholar of the old ways. He’d know the stories.

      “What does it mean to dream of your previous lives?” I whispered, tilting my head down. “In your studies at the temple, what would they say?”

      “You’ll need to elaborate.” Alon lifted a single graceful brow, wrapping his arm around mine so we were linked at the elbow. 

      It was something he always did when he felt someone’s unease. He touched them. With some strange magic that was his—and his alone—he could pull someone’s discomfort with mere contact. I relaxed against him, our bare shoulders pressing together.

      “I think I am dreaming of my previous deaths,” I whispered like it was a curse, and I didn’t want to give it wings. “I know to speak an ill fate out loud is to give it power, but…but you said that they let you take confessions in the temple now, so I…”

      His brows drew together, lowering over his wide eyes.

      “You’re right to share with me. I can take confessions, but sometimes I still have to ask my tutor…” His shoulders slumped. “Dreams of royals are different from those of others. We are one step closer to Kaylus, because we are the descendants of his favorite warrior, Lakan of Taranan, the First Datu.”

      The first datu was why the datu’s last name changed to Lakan after he was crowned, and we, his children, were called Kalakanan.

      The datu’s reign was a mighty tree, and we—his children—were his fruit until we fell away and grew to become trees of our own. It was our oath to protect the land of Kaylukari in the name of Kaylus. That was why, one by one, we had all donned the red sash of the maharlika.

      “Our dreams are different. But also the same. It’s…it’s hard to explain.” If Alon could not explain it, then I doubt anyone could. He never had trouble explaining anything. Words, along with comfort, were his particular gifts.

      “Is it hard to explain, or is it hard to explain to me?” I asked for clarification.

      Alon fought a smile, but his shrug told me I was right.

      No sibling of a babaylan could be less spiritual than I. Though I respected the profession, and I respected Kaylus, I could not see signs in the flights of birds or omens in the weather. To me, a bird’s squawk was just that. A cloud was just a cloud. The stars were the same, each and every night. But to Alon, there was always more. He always saw something humming beneath the surface as tangible to him as the air we breathed.

      I did not care to understand the ways of the gods, nor the undying who could never be slain, or the immortals who had no natural end to their existence but could be slain with sword and fire.

      “What do you dream?” Alon asked.

      I could not tell him.

      It was bad luck to speak an ill fate out loud. To speak it was to give it power, so one had to take care to only spread the good things and swallow our sorrows. Otherwise, it might devour those around us, infecting them like a plague.

      “Ate,” he whispered the honorific for an older sister. 

      “Tell me the legend,” I instructed instead. A command from an older sister to a younger brother. “The one of the Golden Warrior and the Immortal General.”

      He would know it verbatim. While I studied the ways of sword and spear, his was of stories and herbs, reciting old tales, word for word.

      His shoulders slumped. “Three gods, Valus, Kaylus, and Selus, created three nations that together made the continent of Belesia. Selus, the youngest, was born mercurial and hungry, jealous of his older brothers and wishing for his nation to be the greatest. In his selfishness, he abused and bled his land dry. Once the land of rain, Selvin became a place of drought. His people starved until they had no choice but to conquer their neighbors—Valur. The Belesian mainland was plunged into war. Valur and Kaylukari made peace. Their gods and their most favored warriors met on the tournament fields at Three Points, signing the Treaty of Amity. This angered the vain Selus, so he cursed his brothers’ favorites: Valus’s Immortal General and Kaylus’s Golden Maharlika. He cursed them to fight, again and again, so long as the two souls inhabited this world, preventing true fraternity between the two kingdoms.”

      “Hmm.” I groaned low in my throat. “Because our souls never leave, and we reincarnate, and the Immortal General does not die, they will fight. Forever.”

      “Yes.” Alon nodded. “Or perhaps when the Maharlika wins, and the immortal one ascends to Alpheim.”  

      “Has the maharlika ever won? Has there ever been a tie? A draw?” I had dreamt of them. And in none of those dreams had I ever lived. Not once. “How many times have they fought? How many times has the Golden Maharlika fought the Immortal General?”

      “Twelve,” Alon answered. Of course that was something the babaylan would track.

      “And of those twelve, how many times did the Golden Maharlika live? Must every fight always end in death?”

      “None, but…” He shrugged, concern lining his brow. “It does not mean the maharlika is doomed to lose. Just that they never have before.”

      I looked at my brother’s soft face and gentle eyes.

      What would he think if he knew I was to die? It would ruin what last minutes we had together. It would sully any memory from now until the moment I departed. The fear was overwhelming, and I did not like keeping things from Alon. He was the closest to me since Bayani and Lapu passed to their next life. I wanted to protect him with everything that I had.

      So I changed the subject.

      “Kaylus sends his favorite soul to be slaughtered. Does that seem like a merciful god to you?” I asked, teasing him.

      “Do not blaspheme!” Alon cried, shocked, appalled, and angry all at once. “Kaylus, in his golden mercy, does not choose our fate! He does not curse or bless us. He lets us live and make our own decisions, because we are his children and he is a benevolent father. He⁠—”

      I grabbed him around the neck and rubbed my knuckles on the top of his head. “I never grow tired of teasing my little brothers.”

      He wriggled out of my hold, slapping my hands and whining, running his fingers over his crown and fixing any lock out of place. “My hair! Ugh! It was falling perfectly!”

      Without a reflective surface nearby, he groaned. “Let’s go in and see His Majesty before he gets mad.”

      His pout was precious.

      He was a man now, all of eighteen years. But to me, he would always be the boy who ran after me as I ran after Bayani. One child after the other, running on the beach, both looking up to our elder sibling.

      “I don’t know why you asked this of me today, but…” He put his hand on the carved door, then paused. “Just because things have always happened in one way does not mean they cannot change in the future.” He swallowed, his skinny throat bobbing. “You can change the outcome. But you must want to change it. You must take the steps to make that change. You must…”

      He shook his head, a single lock falling forward from the two gold clips that held them in place.

      “You can’t fight fate,” I said, tucking his hair back over his shoulder.

      He turned to me, incredulous. “Of course, you can. Our fates are written in sun-bleached sand. Not in gray stone.”

      His voice wavered—just a little. Just the slightest bit. A crack in his confidence. 

      I smiled, nodding. A reassurance meant for him, not me. 

      He pushed the door open, letting me enter our father’s council room first. Everything happened in birth order among siblings.

      Climbing jasmine wound its way up from the outside onto the window frame, perfuming the air within. Its long, vibrant vines grew into the shutters, weaving and braiding into the ancient wood.

      Our father’s graying hair swayed with the gentle breeze, held back from his somber face by an intricate red and gold bandana tied around his head, the long tail of the knot flowing down over his shoulder.

      His hair was shorter now, grazing just his triceps as he leaned over the table. His fingers traced the map of the continent in front of him.

      “Your Majesty.” Alon and I bowed, pressing one fist into our palms.

      He did not look up from the map as he placed a blue boat with the flag of Selvin from one part of the sea to another.

      “Bakal says that you are ready for your mark,” our father said flatly.

      I swallowed. 

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” I whispered and side-eyed Alon, who looked back at me as we both straightened, our hands falling in unison to our sides. 

      “But you do not wish to see the mambabatok?” Father asked, finally raising his eyes with a single brow lifted.

      I stood like a statue, unsure what to say.

      “Sit down,” Father commanded with a flick of his hand.

      Alon and I crossed the long room to the council table which could seat over twenty advisors, until we reached the chairs on either side of our father.

      I sat to his left, Alon to his right.

      “Custom dictates that Alon cannot receive his mark until you’ve received yours.” Father sank into his seat, his hands on the large armrests carved into the talons of a hawk.

      I sat up straighter. “I do not feel like I am ready.”

      My eyes fell to the dark wood table, and my fingers traced the cool inlaid emeralds that decorated the border. Each vine had a flower made of pearls, rubies, and amethysts.

      “Why?” Father’s harsh voice pulled my gaze from the intricate patterns.

      His face was cast in shadow by the sunlight behind him. I could not read him.

      “Do you doubt Bakal’s judgment?” he asked, suddenly gentle, reminding me of better times.

      He’d grown old in the last six months. His hair, which had once been as black as the soil from the mouth of a volcano, was now pocked with streaks of white. There were bags beneath his eyes, and wrinkles marked the frowns that had replaced the ready smiles he used to have.

      “Yes,” I said without hesitation. “I do not want to doubt him, but I am not ready.”

      “Why not?”

      How could I tell him that his daughter was simply not good enough? That I felt it in the marrow of my bones. I needed more time.

      “I’m just not ready, Father.”

      In all my dreams, my maharlika mark had been fresh, the skin still raised and red from the needle of the mambabatok. I was no fool. I knew that once I received the mark, it would mean I was one step closer to my death. And it would not be a peaceful demise. 

      “Why?” Father asked again, insistent and demanding an answer. A real one.

      My eyes flicked to Alon, whose mouth was pulled back in a grimace, uncomfortable from the confrontation. Then I glanced back to my father and lifted my chin in determination.

      “Because I’m not as good as Bayani yet.” I clasped my hands in front of me, my fingers intertwined and subtly twisting to feel the grounding pain as my knuckles tensed with the pressure.

      I dropped my head in shame.

      I would not say it if it were not true. It was just not the whole truth.

      Alon winced. Father’s face darkened, his frown carving grooves into his cheeks as his nostrils flared. Anger, sorrow, and a myriad of other things crossed his features before settling into the controlled mask of a king.

      We did not speak of Bayani if we could help it. No one in our family wanted to utter his name. No one but me.

      Bayani was a ghost who roamed this palace. I saw him in the faces of my brothers, of my father, and I saw him in the shadows of the alagad before their features returned to neutrality.

      And when I thought of Lapu…

      I blinked back tears.

      My fingers went to the necklace at my throat, and I felt the soft, perfect pearls strung together with luminous gold thread. Its weight choked me like a Valurian slave collar. 

      “I need more time to become a stronger fighter before joining the ranks of the maharlika.” I swallowed, hoping my request would meet favorable ears. The ears of a father, and not those of a datu.

      I missed my father. I missed the father he had been when I was a child, before I knew who he was, and who we were. Before I understood there were sovereigns and servants, a ruler and his subjects. Before I knew of our obligation as children of the datu, as Kalakanan.

      Before I understood that his crown was more than just a hat.

      Tawalisi, my father, would have given me more time. But Tawalisi, the wise datu? I wasn’t so sure.

      “You are no longer a child, Urduja. Since the death of Bayani and…and of Lapu, I have been lenient. Trying to give you time. But I see now, as a father, I must push you to your fate.” He steepled his fingers beneath his chin, making me uneasy with his cold assessment. “You will receive your final task from the mambabatok tomorrow. Then, you will go to the Temple of Kaylus and be presented to the Great Oracle as my heir so that there is no question of the line of succession.”

      And so, if my dreams were right, I was one step closer to joining Lapu in the next life.

      Perhaps we would be together as lovers then, as well.
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      Drums. I had never noticed how dismal the sound of drums could be. Steady, melancholic. Irritating.

      The rhythm—two fast beats, one slow—marked the long, long, long passage of time.

      I stood before the dais, surrounded by a standing court who watched like monkeys in the trees observing a passing carabao cart. The courtiers of each nation were dressed in what passed for their finery—Kaylukarin in all the colors of the rainbow, silken and laid with gold jewels. The ambassadors from Meliveen and their large entourage wore golds, brass and copper colors, their copper skin painted with gold flecks, their facial tattoos a mark of their high rank. The ambassador and his escorts from Zaolin wore the colors of the ocean in his flowing waves, their hair bound in a knot above their heads, topped with a circular crown of woven reeds made in the shape of a phoenix.

      The foreigners stared at me like I was some oddity in a traveling circus. My countrymen, though, saw this for what it was. A tradition passed from generation to generation; a symbol of the eternity of the Kaylukarin.

      Father, with a crown of gold, sat on his throne. His red and gold silks sparkled in the sunlight streaming from the windows. Gold bracers glinted on his wrists, and a woven gold collar adorned his bare chest of tattoos. The marks of his victories as both kawal and king.

      They were fewer than Bakal’s, but still impressive by any standard.

      My father’s dark eyes returned my gaze. As a maharlika himself, he had been where I was now. More than twenty years ago, he had knelt here before his father and received his challenge.

      I should have been proud to follow in his footsteps. Instead, I knew I was one step closer to the grave.

      Alon—who now occupied the space I had sat two years ago when Bayani had received his mark, carrying our family’s hopes and dreams on his shoulders—stood beside the babaylan. Our younger brothers, Maglinti and Bughaw, were beside him, wide-eyed and fascinated by the proceedings, knowing that in two and three years, they’d be standing where I stood now. My three brothers, each a year apart.

      This babaylan was called Amihan of Kadaraan, which was a southern island that could see the northern shore of Valur.

      Amihan was short with a round face and sour, pursed lips. White painted lines marked her features. They were decorative, ceremonial, and beautiful. Clad in gold and purple, with a great headdress of feathers atop her head, her eyes seemed to peer into my soul.

      Everyone was watching. They waited to see what challenge I would receive. What flaw I’d need to overcome to earn her approval for the mark of the maharlika.

      Alon glanced back and forth between us, his eyes nervous for me.

      What animal would I need to kill? What strange jewel must I retrieve? Or what feat of strength and skill would I need to demonstrate?

      I let out a long breath.

      The drums halted. Silence descended, heavy with anticipation.

      The wait was always the worst part. The breath before the leap, the moment before the race, the quiet before an attack.

      “In the Realm of the Dwende,” said Amihan. I knew of that realm in the woods nestled in the mountains. She continued, “There is a cave made of purple jewels. You will go to that cave and sleep within its walls. Pluck one of those jewels and present it to the great Datu Tawalisi, so that it might shine upon his court.”

      I tried to remain somber.

      I tried not to sully the proceedings with the indignity of a reaction.

      But, seriously, what the fuck?

      Bayani had been challenged to kill an amalanhig—a soul whose need for vengeance brought it back from the dead. That particular amalanhig had been reanimated by their desire for revenge against the village that had driven them to an early grave from neglect and abuse.

      Bayani had earned his mark after defeating the amalanhig, disposing of its body, and ensuring the babaylan eased their soul to the next life. He had also talked to the villagers, shaming them for what they had done to one of their own. The woman who had led the torture of the young man in his life had been so chastened and moved with guilt, she willingly begged for Bayani’s forgiveness, giving herself to the Alagad until she learned humility and kindness.

      But my job was to sleep in a cave and bring back a decorative rock?

      I shouldn’t question a gift.

      I nodded, saluted with my sword—bringing it up, flat side towards me, the point up to the sky—and then brought it to my side.

      “I will not fail.” Because if I do, I’d never live through the embarrassment.

      I smiled up to Alon one last time. His expression took me by surprise.

      His eyes were wide; his face drained of color.

      I flinched, confused. But unable to speak to him now, I shrugged off his concern and started my journey to the Realm of the Dwende—to the cave.

      I had not been before, but my tutors had stood me over the maps in Father’s council room, so I knew where to go.

      This would be an easy day. Father would be happy. And tomorrow, I’d receive my mark. There’d be a feast. Then a few days later, the Valurian would slit my throat. Great.

      Doom wrapped itself around my heart, growing tighter with every step.

      Years ago, I had looked over a cliff into a tumultuous sea beneath. I, and the children of some courtiers, had run along the side, daring one another to walk as close to the edge as possible. When that had proven an inadequate show of bravery, we dared each other to lean over it, almost tipping into the sea.

      I remembered that moment when, determined to win the useless show of courage, I’d leaned over. I was going to pull back, to straighten, but I…slipped.

      My bare foot had slid beneath me, and I fell forward. Down, down, and down. Falling into the frigid water, drowning, kicking towards the light of the surface, but dragged down by a riptide until the world went dark. I woke up on the beach, spitting salt water as my friends screamed that they’d thought I was dead.

      There was this moment between slipping and falling. It might have only lasted a second, but it had felt like it existed for a whole incarnation. Suspended, afraid, on the brink of doom. Like a breath before the impact of a fatal blow, when disaster was unavoidable.

      And I could do nothing but accept it.

      I had that feeling in the pit of my stomach now. The closer I got to the Realm of the Dwende, the stronger it grew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. BELOVED

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I had ridden to the village outside the forest within which the Realm of the Dwende could be found. When I pushed to go farther, the horse dug in her heels, neighing her refusal. I kicked her flanks to urge her onward, but she stepped backwards instead, whining. I urged her once more, and she kicked her hind legs.

      She bucked me off, flipping me from her back, the chain mail of my brother’s golden armor rattling, as the back plate clanged on the ground.

      “Kaylus’s balls! You’re a stubborn ass!” I scrambled to my feet, pulling her by the reins. She put all her weight on her hind quarters and reared, her hoof planting on the breastplate and pushing me to the dirt.

      Well, this is certainly undignified.

      “The horse will go no farther.”

      I turned to a woman with a sun-shaped face, kind eyes, and deep laugh lines; she peered at me through the half-open window of her hut. “None of the animals will. They can feel the undying’s warnings.”

      I adjusted the armor that almost fit, but not quite. It had been Bayani’s. I couldn’t bear to let anyone have it, nor could I allow it to be adjusted. So my slimmer, sloped shoulders tried to carry what was made for his broader frame.

      I looked from her to my horse, one hand on the hilt of my dagger, thumb running over the grooves bearing my name on the hilt.

      “Leave the horse with me, Maharlika,” the woman said, now standing at the doorway of her home. “She will be here if you return.”

      “If I return?” I raised a brow. She wasn’t cruel about her words, but perhaps she was laughing at me.

      “That path  goes to the realm inhabited by spirits,” she said, gesturing to the road behind my back. “I think you mean to go there, young warrior.”

      Well, that was probably obvious. I wasn’t here to farm. Not decked head to toe in golden maharlika armor.

      “How much to hold my horse?” I asked, reaching for the purse strapped to the inside of my belt. The old woman waved off my concerns.

      “No need. If you come back, I will be happy to have helped. If you do not, then I will have a new horse!” Her lighthearted but eerie laugh sent a strange shiver through me. Like the unease of seeing shadows move in the dark, unsure if the odd shapes were sinister or simply a trickery of the light.

      “Thank you, Tita.” I stepped towards the forest at the end of the path.

      “Hiraya, Maharlika!” she called. I turned my head back to her.

      Her farewell sounded odd. Ominous.

      The mountain provinces were strange. Living outside the cities, they were always one step closer to the realm of monsters. Their manners reflected that proximity and always made me uneasy.

      But I moved forward, a mile down the road, flanked with rice fields, until the path simply ended.

      The Realm of the Dwende was thick, dark woods where no sun touched the ground. I could feel that from where I stood.

      It felt like the balete trees all turned, hunching forward to see what I would do. Even the blades of grass beneath the thick canopy seemed to hold still, watching and waiting.

      I fidgeted with the pearls at my throat, rolling each one on the golden string to calm my nerves.

      Lapu’s challenge had been to swim the Sea of Bakunawa. He swam to Three Points and back, a journey of over a hundred miles. When he’d returned, salt-soaked and thinner for the effort, he’d wrapped me in his arms and kissed me, declaring to the world he loved me above anything.

      I had no love to return to at the end of my challenge. That thought stung. I had always envisioned running into his arms. Perhaps we would have already been married.

      Now, all I have are some pearls.

      “You there!” I called out to a man lumbering beside his carabao dragging an empty cart. “Is this the entrance to the Realm of the Dwende?”

      He had a blade of grass between his teeth, and he was dressed in a black, white, and red loin cloth in the pattern of the high terrace rice farmers. His weathered face was wrinkled like dirt after it was dried out in the summer heat. When he glanced at me, his thick bottom lip plumped out in a permanent pout, as though his face could no longer hold it up.

      He blinked his graying eyes. I thought he must have been cursed with the near-sightedness at his advanced age, but he looked past me, his eyes sharp. I turned to see if someone stood over my shoulder, but there was no one there.

      “Indeed, it is the Realm of the Dwende,” he said. “And many other creatures that we mortals best not cross.”

      He tugged the rope attached to the ring in the carabao’s nose, and the two began to walk again before the man stopped behind me, querying in a dry, almost mischievous voice, “Are you going in there?”

      “I am,” I said over my shoulder.

      “Oh, you lie, young one.” His high, breathless whine of a laugh made me flinch.

      “I would not say it if it were not true!” I protested.

      I’d rather not go in, but that was not the same as not going in.

      The admission popped into my head before I had a chance to banish it, so there it was. I’d rather kill an amalanhig.

      Since my horse’s resistane, I’d been unsettled. I was unprepared.

      The old man tsked, smacking his lips as he shook his head. “It’s bad business to go in there.”

      “Why?” Would I ever get a straight answer from anyone?

      He covered his lips with his fingers, unwilling to say more on that front.

      “Oh, you will find out, little warrior,” he said with a high-wheezing laugh before launching into a fit of coughs. “All the riches of Datu Tawalisi could not compel me to go in there.”

      “Why?” I asked again, my voice firm.

      “It is called the Realm of the Dwende, but the dwende are the least of your concerns! Look up, little warrior. The kapre in the trees lights his cigar, waiting to ensnare the reckless traveler who wishes to enter into their haven. You know how to escape the kapre, don’t you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, of course.”

      I knew the warnings: Turn my clothes inside out, or they would play tricks and make me go in circles until I was completely lost. If that was the worst of it, then how hard could this be?

      “Many of those creatures are like them,” he said, a sparkle of amusement in his eyes. “Mischievous creatures who live to amuse themselves, like most of us, eh?”

      He began to cough again, almost doubling over with the power of it. He cleared his throat before speaking again.

      “Then, the diwata, of course. You know of them.” The spirits of nature and of ancestors. “The tikbalang, and the tiyanak. Ha! You know not to trust a weeping baby in the woods, no?”

      He placed a finger to his chin, tapping the cleft where a few silver hairs grew.

      “The busaw, of course, who eat the flesh of humans like a delicacy. And of course, the amomongo. Oh! And the manananggal.”

      I shivered. The Manananggal was a woman who buried her legs in exchange for huge bat wings, and prowled the dark for prey, hunting with talon-like nails, and a strong tuberous, long tongue with a tip as sharp as a needle.

      The joy in his voice sent a shiver over my skin like an unpleasant hot breeze.

      “You will find many frightening things in there.” He tapped his wide, flat nose. “But have care. Do not strike out at an undying. You will not kill them. Instead, you will enrage them, and they will follow you from their realm to your home, haunting you from one life to the next until you have made amends for your crimes.”

      I had never heard that before. Not from Alon, at least.

      “How do you know this, old man?” I turned to fully face him, but he’d already gone far, far down the road. Already out of shouting range, the only sound left in his wake were the loud turning wheels of his cart and his wheezing laugh.

      I shuddered again.

      I could not return to my father a failure. Death would be better than disappointment.

      With a hand on the hilt of my sword, I sighed and took the first step into the strange, dark forest of the Realm of the Dwende.
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      I was terrified. The woods were dark beneath the canopy, almost completely black. What little light pierced through the trees came in long, straight beams that appeared and disappeared with the breeze. The ground was uneven with thick roots that seemed to move beneath my feet as if the earth itself were roiling like the sea.

      My heart pounded in my ears, my skin covered in a cold sweat. The birds, gnats, and creatures of the brush seemed to laugh at me.

      Something was watching me. I was sure of it.

      Many somethings, in fact.

      Something felt like it grazed my skin. I jumped and whirled, sword unsheathed in an instant. But there was nothing.

      I felt inexplicably drunk and nauseous.

      There was a chance I would vomit up breakfast.

      I gagged, dry heaving and falling to one knee. My white, foamy spit landed to the ground.

      Was this the fucking challenge? A day and night trying to keep my food down? At this rate, Bayani got off easy.

      A rodent squeaked. My head shot up. I fell back in fear as golden eyes like the light of a fire blinked at me.

      “Balls!” I shouted, kicking away from the bizarre creature that tilted its head to one side, curious. “What in Kaylus’s scrotum are you?”

      It was a strange creature, like the Valurian squirrels that I’d seen in books, but its eyes were beacons in the darkness, glowing like large fireflies that went out each time it blinked.

      It squeaked again. I crawled forward.

      My eyes adjusted.

      It had a strange little nose that twitched as it sniffed the air and two small hands that playfully swiped at nothing. The only part deviating from the image of a squirrel was its long tail resembling that of a lizard’s, swishing down from the branch.

      I inched closer.

      Another squeak. Then, it held its hands together in front of it in what looked like a pleading gesture.

      “Actually, you’re…kind of cute…” I reached to pat its head when it let out a guttural, blood-curdling scream, its jaw unhinging to reveal fangs the size of my fingers and a saliva-covered, gyrating uvula trembling at the back of its throat.

      It lunged.

      I barely had time to lift my sword, my hilt catching it mid-flight and flinging it away from me.

      Scrambling to my feet, I ran without caring where I went—as long as it was away from that thing. I tripped and fell over a branch that I swore hadn’t been there before.

      A mocking laugh echoed among the trees, high and feminine.

      I crawled, tried to run, but fell again.

      The forest was  alive. It was moving. Roots rose and disappeared like the back of a sea serpent, throwing me off my feet again and again.

      Was this what Alon saw whenever he felt spirits and magic in the air? When he saw signs in the feces of a snake that predicted a famine?

      Because if this was how he constantly saw the world, then I wanted nothing to do with it.

      That woman’s laugh was joined by another, this one deep and masculine.

      But the laughter wasn’t just in the air around me, bouncing around the trees. It was inside my head. I could feel its soul-deep mockery.

      The silence that followed as the forest stilled was even more unnerving. Not even the wind rustled the canopy leaves above as the world waited for something, braced and ready for terribleness.

      “Anticipation is the worst part,” I said to myself—only to hear a taunting, feminine voice reply.

      “Is it really?”

      I shuddered at the sound, my head swiveling and looking for the source, but it was fruitless. Everything echoed too much, the sounds bouncing from tree to tree, going away, then coming back.

      A bird screeched. I looked up to a break in the branches and saw a mountain hawk flying overhead, casting its shadow over me before its cry was replaced by the horrendous sound of enormous wings rhythmically beating, displacing the air. The feel of the wind on my face made me cringe, recoiling, tensed for an attack.

      She appeared, and it was the worst of all the creatures the old man had listed.

      “Is the anticipation the hardest part?” She shrieked, revealing fangs and a long, serpentine tongue dangling freely to her navel, to where she ended at her waist.

      She reached out with broken, yellow claws.

      “A manananggal,” I said out loud, sword in front of me, braced for impact.

      But she was too fast. In a blink, she knocked
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