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			Prologue

			Light Bringer

			A Caelderan Song of Battle

			Fyremas flames filled the air

			An eve of joy beyond compare

			Till skies flashed red at midnight’s stroke

			The wards came down and in they broke

			Reaver blades, ice giant brawn

			Would spare none to see the dawn

			Arrows fell short, bolts flew astray

			Defenseless, we made easy prey

			But then she came to join the fight

			Weaver of wind, bringer of light

			Rhya the mighty, Rhya the brave

			Eyes of storms, pale hair a’wave

			Evil felled by a tempest’s blows

			Lightning flashed, a new day rose

			Let none forget as time moves on

			Caeldera’s one true champion

		

	
		
			Chapter 
one
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			The metal handle sears my palm, a withering harbinger.

			One I ignore.

			I step into the throne room and nearly double over. It’s hot as a furnace, the heat a shock to the system after the chill of the corridor. At my chest, my Remnant mark burns with contradictory cold, stirring awake in response to the maegic shimmering in the air. It is thick as syrup, a vermilion haze that suffuses the entire space.

			The doors close behind me with a resolute click. The sound makes me want to bolt straight back the way I came. I don’t want to be here. In truth, I would rather be almost anywhere else, given the fiery reception I am no doubt about to receive, but the memory of Mabon’s deep voice rumbles in my head, imploring me to try.

			Maybe this time you can get through to him.

			If anyone can make the man see sense, it’s you.

			Please, Rhya. You know I would not put you in this position without good reason. You know I would not ask this of you unless…

			I take a deep breath, struggling to fill my lungs, tasting the distinct tinge of elemental power on my tongue. Flame and ash, pressing in from all sides. My knees threaten to buckle as I make my way down a short flight of stone steps onto the gleaming floor.

			Set deep in the earth, the cavernous chamber was spared the wrath of the ice giants that ravaged Caeldera two months ago. While the rest of the city is an unrecognizable ruin of glass and debris—roofs caved in from massive boulders that rained down, storefront windows shattered with axe hilts, facade columns crumbled into dust—the throne room looks just as I remember it. Dark stone of pure, petrified lava, veined with red. Massive columns with bases of caged fire holding up a distant ceiling. Trenches of flame lining the perimeter floors, extending up the back wall.

			But no people.

			On the night of Fyremas, spectators packed inside, shoulder to shoulder, angling for the best view of the ward-charging ceremony. Now it is even emptier than the once bustling shops on High Street. My boot falls echo loud as cannon fire as I make my way down the polished aisle that halves the room.

			On the lofted dais, the steward’s seat Queen Vanora occupied during her reign is vacant. For one who ruled so long, and with such spectacle, her departure from this world was decidedly commonplace. Crushed to pulp in her gilded ballroom like so many others, then reduced to cinders alongside her most common of subjects on the mass pyre erected outside the city walls a week after the battle.

			Were she there to witness it, she would have seethed at the indignity of sharing her last rites with the masses. No mournful bugles or waxing eulogies on her behalf. No rare flowers laid or grand portraits commissioned. But these days no one is inclined toward fanfare.

			Not even for a dead queen.

			My eyes move to the king’s heavy metal throne at the center of the dais. It, too, sits empty. Though I hardly expected to find him there. I doubt Dyved’s new sovereign has spent more than a handful of minutes sitting down these past weeks—and certainly not in a stuffy ceremonial chair.

			I skirt the platform and approach the back wall of the cavern. It is even hotter here, so near to the trenches of fire that leap high and hungry, so near to the source of the maegic that thrums unabated. One section of the wall juts slightly outward, concealing an old mine shaft that functions as a lift. I lay my palm against the warm stone where a peculiar pattern of gouges marks the surface—a glyph, carved there by some ancient ancestor. One short pulse of maegic is enough to activate it. A fiery glow filters between my fingers as the floor panel beneath me begins to rise swiftly upward.

			I’ve grown somewhat more accustomed to using Caeldera’s network of lifts over the past few months, but it is still never an entirely pleasant sensation. My innate predisposition toward claustrophobia is triggered anytime I find myself ensconced by earth. Even now, as I rise upward through the mine shaft, I’m itching for escape. The craving for fresh air, for sunlight and open sky, claws at my throat with razor-sharp talons.

			The lift comes to a halt with a jolt that shakes my bones. I step out into a semi-enclosed chamber that overlooks the throne room far below and feel every hair on my body rise in response. This is a place of potent natural power, where the deep enchantment of Anwyvn’s very core bubbles to the surface. Tears sting at my eyes, an irrepressible reaction to the thick cloud of maegic.

			Around me, the curved walls and low-hanging ceiling are carved with countless glyphs. They are aglow, as though lit from within by pure power—the origin of which is crouched at the center of the chamber with his hands pressed flat to the floor of hardened lava, expelling pulse after pulse.

			“Pendefyre,” I call softly.

			He does not look up.

			“Pendefyre,” I say again, louder. His head jerks, but he still does not look at me. In fact, he seems to redouble his focus, pressing even more firmly against the red-veined stone. Every knuckle of his strong, tanned hands is white from lack of circulation. Flames lick out between his fingers, burn twin paths up his arms, ignite a trail down his bare chest to where a dark design of whorls and spirals mars the flesh.

			The Fire Remnant.

			It is no less mesmerizing in this moment than it was the first time I saw it, furling outward across his right pectoral in a triangular pattern. But my awe is now laced with alarm as I watch Penn giving more and more of himself to the wards that shield his city from harm. For several long seconds I stand there, paralyzed, my vision consumed by the hungry flames that furl across his skin.

			How much more can he give before he burns out completely? How much further can he push himself without causing permanent damage?

			No wonder Mabon came for me. No wonder the Ember Guild is so concerned about their leader. The previous Fire Remnant, King Vorath, died here in this very room, doing this very thing. He reached for too much power, pushed himself too hard. And he lost his life because of it.

			Angry as I may be at Penn for his attitude of late, I cannot stand idly by while he kills himself in his obsessive quest to make Caeldera safe.

			Whether my efforts will be successful is another matter entirely. My teeth grit as recollections of the last time I found myself standing at this threshold—the result of Jac’s relentless wheedling to accompany him a fortnight ago—sweep over me. Penn made his position clear that day. Incontrovertibly so, seeing as he bellowed loudly enough to bring what remains of this keep down around our ears about how we should both mind our godsdamned business and keep our noses out of his affairs.

			All hail King Pendefyre, the Pigheaded.

			Swallowing down the irritation that lingers bitterly on the back of my tongue, I take another faltering step. “Pendefyre. Look at me.”

			But Penn is unreachable. He is entirely engrossed by his task, pouring every bit of his power into the wards. My heart pangs as I watch him draining himself dry. His expression is savage—a mix of determination and agonized desperation. His face is white as parchment. An overgrown curl of burnished chestnut hair falls over his forehead, concealing his eyes from view, but I know without seeing that they are alive with maegic, the irises burning like hot coals.

			The steadying breath I pull into my lungs has the opposite effect. It shimmies through me with intoxicating provocation. Penn’s maegic is affecting me more than I want to admit. The Remnant at my chest prickles relentlessly, awake and alert, eager to come out and play. I steadfastly ignore it. Adding air maegic to this scenario will likely have the same effect as dashing a cup of spirits on an open flame while attempting to put it out.

			Combustion.

			A fresh pulse of power rolls through the chamber. I watch it ripple through his body, the muscles of his bare back flexing, the tendons of his arms going taut as raw maegic transfers from him into the stone. The wards around us throb bright as starlight. My legs buckle as it hits me, stealing the breath from my lungs and sending me to my knees. I land with a bruising thud.

			Blinking away the pain, I bring Penn back into view. A sharp blade of panic sluices through me. The fire snaking up his arms and coiling around his chest has grown. It now surrounds his entire form in a thick cloak of flames. He crouches there, within a blazing ball of heat, immolating as I watch. Through the white-hot flickers, I see blood beginning to pour from his pointed ears, dripping down the broad column of his throat, pooling in the rigid indentation of his clavicles.

			“Penn!” I cry, a ragged plea. “Pendefyre!”

			This time, he does not react at all to the sound of my voice. He is lost in the throes of his power.

			I have to put a stop to this. Now. Before it’s too late.

			Before I lose him.

			Gritting my teeth, I force myself forward inch by inch, half crawling across the floor toward him. It is like crawling into the midday sun. Sweat pours down my spine, slicks down my neck. The heat on my face is an unrelenting scorch. Any trace of the tears glossing my eyes evaporates in an instant. They are dry as desert sand, each blink of my lids an unpleasant scrape. My lashes feel like tinder, ripe for catching.

			I wonder at what temperature my tunic will ignite as I drag myself across the blistering floor. The petrified lava is so hot beneath my fingertips, I think it might turn molten as it was a millennium ago, the last time this volcano erupted. I push past the pain, forcing myself to continue forward. Closing the gap between us, one excruciating sliver at a time.

			It is not only physical pain that thwarts my progress. My very soul seems to sear, fueled by the Remnant bond that links me irrevocably to Penn. Usually I find our connection calming. Comforting. An unconscious tether in the back of my mind, letting me know where he is and, in rarer times of great emotion, what he is feeling. Like the scent of burning leaves on an autumn wind, I can sense him from afar and find my way to him if necessary.

			There is nothing calming about our bond in this moment. Nothing remotely comforting. It is a charred current of unadulterated energy that scorches a path from his heart to mine. Within my own reserves of maegic, deep within the wild storm that swirls inside, I feel the placid waters of my power beginning to simmer beneath Penn’s heat. All that is cold and controlled at the core of my being seems suddenly in danger of sparking. By the time I reach him at the center of the chamber, I am struggling to keep my own destructive abilities in check.

			“Penn, you have to stop this.” I lift a hand toward him but jerk it back from the flame as pain bites at me, a stinging lash across my fingers. Blisters bloom on my skin. “Please, Penn. Please listen to me.”

			The fire is so bright, so hot, it is hard to see and even harder to breathe. I try three more times to reach him through the ball of flame that surrounds his body, telling myself it is only pain, that any burns I receive will heal quickly, but I never manage to touch him before snatching my hand back, my singed flesh smarting in agony.

			More blood is pouring from his ears, dripping down his chest in rivulets. Within the ball of fire, his skin is stark white. Corpse white.

			Please, a small voice cries out from somewhere deep within me. Please, Pendefyre. Hear me. Stop this.

			But he does not.

			I cannot use my power to help him any more than I can use my hands. In desperation, I reach within to the bond that burns between us. I grab hold of that invisible tether that connects my heart to his, connects fire to air, and begin to tug on it, a spool of yarn without end, unraveling his psyche into mine.

			I am not certain it will work. Not until I see the flames consuming Penn starting to disperse, weakening as I absorb some of the damage he is inflicting upon himself. I nearly bite through my lip as my nerve endings bake, as the marrow in my bones crackles with heat.

			Skies, how much pain he is in, if this is but a shade of his power.

			I cannot handle much more without doing myself serious harm. But there is no choice. Blood pours from his eyes as well as his ears now, trickling down his cheeks, dripping off his sharp jawline. And so, I take more. I pull his fire toward me, into me, until I think the blood will boil in my veins, until I feel my limbs turn to kindling, until each breath burns like my lungs are full of embers.

			I channel every bit of heat and flame into the deepest recesses of my own power, where the air currents within me blow hard enough to extinguish them. Candles in the wind, no match for my storm. The flames around Penn weaken further, growing faint and translucent as they lick across his flesh.

			More.

			The heat is unbearable. I think my body will crack apart, think my mind will cleave beneath the force of it. The world fades around me, blackness closing in at my peripherals. I am losing the battle against unconsciousness. Just before my final shred of strength falters, my inner voice cries out one last time—a pained and broken prayer to the man crouched beside me.

			If you die here, you take me with you.

			He hears me. Somehow, someway, he hears me. The flames splutter out with a whooshing sound that echoes off the walls. The relentless wave of heat subsides so fast, I am certain I must be hallucinating. In a blink, I can breathe again. Ragged, desperate gulps of superheated air—but at least I am breathing. I stare down at the veined lava floor of the chamber where my hands and knees are planted. My arms and legs tremble with the effort to keep from collapsing entirely. The sleeves of the plain uniform I wear to treat patients at the infirmary are scorched beyond repair, the skin beneath flushed the angry scarlet shade of a fresh burn. My fingers are a mess of char, the tips blackened. I stare at the damage for a moment before my arms and legs do finally give out and, in an exhausted heap, I fall.

			I never hit the floor. Two strong arms close around me before I make impact. Within the space of a breath, I am cradled against a broad chest, staring up into the King of Dyved’s scowling face.

			“What the bloody hell were you thinking?” he growls, fury staining every word.

			“That’s an odd way to thank me for saving your life,” I snap hoarsely, shoving against his hold—a move I regret instantly, as it sets off a fresh wave of pain that racks me head to toe.

			“Thank you? I’d like to shake some sense into you.” His touch is utterly gentle, belying his enraged declarations. He holds me like I am made of glass, his large hands careful not to put undue pressure on my ravaged skin. “What you just did was beyond risky. I could have killed you.”

			“And, if I had not taken that risk, you would have killed yourself, you ungrateful lug!”

			“Better me than you.”

			“Don’t say that.”

			His eyes are still smoldering with maegic. They lock on mine, two embers, burning, burning, burning. There are deep, bruise-like shadows of exhaustion beneath them. Traces of blood still trail down his cheeks, drip onto his chest.

			“I know you were trying to help,” he murmurs after a long pause. “But you put yourself in harm’s way unnecessarily.”

			“How was it unnecessary, Penn? You were lost in the maegic. The fire was consuming you.”

			“I had it under control.”

			“That’s not what it looked like. Not to me, not to your men, not to anyone with eyes.”

			“You’re exaggerating.”

			“Am I?” I shake my head. “I don’t think so. I think, whether or not you want to admit it, you’re playing a dangerous game. Pushing yourself so close to the edge, it’s only a matter of time before you slip. You’re driving yourself to your own death. Just like King Vorath did.”

			“As I said already,” he grits out, “I had it under control. I would have reined it in before things went too far.”

			“Excuse me if I find that hard to believe when you’re sitting here covered in your own blood.”

			I push against his hold again, and this time he lets me go. I scoot backward, craving a bit of distance. I haven’t the strength to get far. I only make it a handful of paces before I stop to catch my breath, planting my palms on the warm stone to keep from toppling over. It will take a bit more time before I’m ready to find my feet, but already I can feel my body beginning to heal, the blisters and welts that bloom across my skin smoothing over into supple, unscarred flesh.

			My eyes lift back to Penn. He is watching me, a grim set to his jaw as he examines my rapidly healing injuries. Through our bond, I feel a series of strong emotions. Guilt, pain, gratitude, rage, longing, self-loathing. And, beneath it all, a burning need for retribution that no amount of time will ease. The only thing that might do that is wrapping his hands around Efnysien’s neck and squeezing until his life force flickers out.

			“I’m worried about you,” I whisper eventually.

			He flinches and looks away, teeth clenching together. “You don’t need to be.”

			“You’re overly fixated on the wards, Penn. Obsessed, even. It’s not healthy, coming here every day. Draining your powers like this.”

			“I’m merely ensuring the city is safe. I would think after everything that happened on Fyremas, my efforts in that regard would be understandable.”

			“No one questions your intentions. And no one blames you for what happened that night.”

			He scoffs, a bitter sound. “No?”

			“No,” I echo softly. “No one. Except, perhaps, yourself.”

			His head whips back to me. “Who else should I blame if not myself? It was my wards that fell. It was my power that was extinguished. It was me who was left almost entirely useless in defending my people, my city, from slaughter.”

			“Even without your powers, you defended the city. You are the best warrior in Dyved. Perhaps in all the Northlands.”

			“Yet I could not keep them safe. I could not protect them.”

			“You did everything you could—”

			“And it was not enough!” he roars, the sound reverberating against the walls. “They needed more, and I let them down. I will not allow it to happen a second time. Not while I still breathe. Not while there are still souls in this city who need my protection.” He pauses, panting hard. “Not until Efnysien is dead and gone, his bones scattered to the most distant corners of earth and sea.”

			“Your people need you for more than just protection, Pendefyre. They look to you for strength, yes, but also for guidance. For leadership. To them, you are their hero and savior. You are their king.”

			“It is not my name the minstrels sing in the streets, but yours. Rhya the mighty, Rhya the brave.”

			My cheeks heat. I cannot contradict him. Since the battle, there is an intractable sense of fascination where I am concerned. The story of how I thwarted the ice giants who otherwise would have happily butchered us all has been told and retold so frequently—each telling, it seems, with additional embellishments—that by the time it reaches the farthest corners of Dyved, I fear they’ll say I felled thirty foes with a single breath. That I can shoot electric bolts from my eyes and kill an entire army in a blink.

			Wind weaver, they whisper when I pass by on the street. Light bringer.

			Remnant of Air.

			Champion of Caeldera.

			I might laugh, if it were not so preposterous. I am no all-powerful deity, worthy of anyone’s worship. I clear my throat hard to dislodge the lump of embarrassment. “The minstrels have a flair for the dramatic. Their accounts of the battle have exaggerated my role to mythic proportions.”

			Penn’s expression darkens. “Don’t do that.”

			“What?”

			“Don’t diminish what you have done for this city. Don’t make yourself smaller to shore up my failings. It is unfair to you, and condescending to me.”

			My eyes narrow. “Perhaps the minstrels would not sing songs of my glory if you would show your face among them. Perhaps if their new king were not running himself ragged each day securing the borders, or locked away all night in war councils with his advisers, or sequestered in this chamber pouring power into the wards in his every spare moment, they would see for themselves what you have done for them. How hard you are working to make them safe again. Perhaps then they would sing of you instead of me.”

			There is a heavy beat of silence. The very air seems to hold its breath as he gets to his feet. He does not move, does not pace. Just stands there, his hands clenched, his bare chest covered in blood, his face fixed in an expression of such ire, it makes me shiver.

			“Is that what you think of me?” he asks finally, voice stark. “That I require songs of glory to remind me of my place in the people’s hearts? Do you see me as so weak, so unsteady, I need heaps of hero worship to carry on in my responsibilities?”

			“Just the opposite!” I cry, getting to my feet as well, ignoring the spasms of pain that seize my frame. “I think you are too strong. You shoulder too much of this burden alone, and will allow no one to help you carry it.” My voice drops lower. “I think you need to remember there are more reasons to live than revenge. There are still good things in this world, Pendefyre. Good people.”

			“Most of them have fled.”

			“Some remain. Others will come back in time.”

			Or so I hope.

			Only half the population remains by my count—some too sickly to make the journey, others simply too stubborn to cede their city to the violence of strangers. A mass exodus in the aftermath of the battle left the bustling capital but a skeleton of its former self. Citizens who once felt at ease in the warded shelter of the crater vanished seemingly overnight, piling their carts and wagons with as many belongings as they could, then setting their sights on distant reaches of the Dyvedi plateau, to live in isolation. And, perhaps, to try to forget the atrocities they witnessed. The friends they lost.

			In my most spineless of moments, I have caught myself wishing I could join their ranks. That I, too, could flee under the cover of darkness and wake to a new vantage entirely—one where things like hope and joy and companionship do not feel so markedly out of reach. The urge arises, even knowing its futility.

			There is no start fresh enough to erase what we have endured. There is no place remote enough to outrun the damage inflicted.

			Wherever we go, we carry our scars.

			I take a step toward Pendefyre, careful not to move too fast or push too far. He is still burning with anger, but I can see the effect my words are having on him. Some of the wrath is ebbing away, leaving in its wake a deep exhaustion from giving too much of himself these past months. He truly has run himself ragged. His reserves are empty. If I had not arrived when I did…

			Just the thought of losing him makes my heart stumble.

			“Pendefyre.”

			His eyes press closed as I say his name, his expression a war of conflicting emotions. Taking another step into his space, I reach out to him—slowly, so achingly slowly—and twine his fingers with mine. They are strong and callused and quite warm. His whole body shudders beneath my touch, as though his effort to remain stock-still is wearing thin. But he does not shake me off. No, his hand grips mine like a drowning man grabbing hold of a lifeline amid the rolling swells. The raw need in his grip, the flagrant urgency in it, makes my eyes sting.

			“Come with me now.” I squeeze his hand. At the same time, I send a pulse down the bond—a soothing shot of reassurance. “When was the last time you ate a proper meal? Or rested for more than a few stolen hours on a cot at the barracks?”

			I do not wait for him to answer. I merely start walking, tugging him along with me as I make my way out of the chamber, to the lift, and activate the glyph that will bring us down into the throne room. He does not resist, shadowing my steps in silent compliance. And though I know he may never admit it aloud, through the bond I can sense the faintest furl of relief that this choice—this one singular choice—has not fallen upon his shoulders.

			For they bear far too much already.
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two
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			We wind a twisted path out of the ruined palace, a journey that once took only minutes lengthened to nearly an hour. Navigating the wreckage is no easy task. Hallways end abruptly in piles of ruptured stone. The remaining staircases are too structurally unsound to tread upon with any confidence. We use a mix of servants’ passages and debris-strewn corridors, following a series of lit torches from the throne room deep within the bowels of the earth back toward the surface.

			The air grows somewhat less stale as we progress, tendrils of wind creeping in through cracks and crevasses in the keep’s battered fortifications. I breathe easier as the constricting bands of claustrophobia loosen their death grip around my chest.

			Not much farther now.

			We hasten our steps through the grand ballroom, scrambling over loose stone and exposed mortar. A narrow path was cleared during the desperate search for survivors—a mission of rescue that all too quickly became one of recovery, for there was no one left alive to dig out from beneath the rocks. Only corpses. The ceiling is concave, a gaping hole open to misty gray skies. The detritus of two collapsed turrets rests on the dance floor, where now only ghosts twirl and pirouette.

			With the bridge felled, the front gates demolished, and the main courtyard impassable, a new point of entry was forged by necessity through a seldom-used side terrace. Once used exclusively for the queen’s garden parties and high teas, it now serves a far more pedestrian function. As we near it, we begin to pass burly soldiers in dusty brown uniforms, working to clear the rubble bit by bit. It is a grueling, monotonous task, one I do not envy as I examine their grime-caked faces and bloodied knuckles. Their muscles strain to lift gargantuan pieces of rock, often working in teams of two or three. They spare us no attention as we pass through their ranks.

			I squint against the haze as we step out onto the terrace. It is eerily untouched by violence, its hedge topiaries green with new growth, its marble fountains still gurgling, its tile pathways unbroken. An aberrant sliver of normalcy amid the decay.

			This section of the palace is the most intact. Its turret still stands, a lone sentinel piercing the sky high over our heads. From here, one could almost pretend that Fyremas had never happened. Even the lake looks almost normal. Almost. The illusion is marred somewhat by the pile of rubble that hashes a line down its center. That scar of tumbled rock and stone is all that remains of the fallen turrets, the bridge beneath. The bodies beneath.

			So many lost.

			Mist from the nearby falls hovers close over the water’s surface, so thick it appears almost as fog. The familiar thunder of cascading water drowns out the grunts of the soldiers as they lug their heavy loads down a short incline, where a wooden access pier has been constructed atop an uneven pile of rubble. Several sleek wooden craft are tied there awaiting use, most bobbing low in the water as they are piled high with debris to be ferried across to the distant shore for removal.

			As we make our way down the makeshift dock, Penn’s grip on my hand tightens, wordlessly steadying me whenever my soles lose purchase on the damp boards. This close to the falls, everything is slicked with a thick coat of moisture.

			After helping me into one of the unoccupied wooden craft, he climbs nimbly in after me and casts off our dock lines. For a time, there is no sound but the smooth dip of his oars as he steers us swiftly across the lake, the occasional puff of exertion between tight-pressed lips. Our silence strains with the weight of words left unsaid.

			I feel Penn’s eyes on me, but I keep mine fixed on the opposite bank as it nears. Teal waters lap gently at the sand. It is still strange to see the stretch of shore empty—no fishermen tossing weighted nets into the shallows or casting baited lines off the bridge. There are no fish left to catch. They perished along with the ice giants when the waters boiled. It will be generations before the lake teems with new schools. Even then, I doubt anyone will try their hand at luring them.

			Who would dare plumb the depths of a watery tomb?

			The rest of the capital feels hardly less macabre, in no small part because of the gloomy weather of late. Mist blankets the broken bones of the city. It never seems to burn off, even when sparse midday sunshine pierces the persistent cover of clouds that hangs over the crater. Unusual conditions for Caeldera in springtime—or so I am told. But then, nothing has been usual for several months.

			Our silence endures as we walk toward my apartments. Penn seems content to follow me without question or complaint, lost in something of a daze, his thoughts distant as his expression as we wind through the marketplace. Gone is its buzzing energy, exchanged for the somber atmosphere of a graveyard. The cobblestones where citizens once traded crowns for all manner of goods are still stained with the blood of those who fell here beneath the cutting blades of Reaver battle-axes.

			One day, I tell myself, the vendors will return, trading coin and gossip freely as their wares change hands, filling the afternoons with spices and laughter. For now, though, it, like much of this place, remains eerily vacant.

			In unspoken agreement, Penn and I both increase our pace, not wanting to dwell any longer than necessary. I avert my eyes from the fountain where the old apothecary breathed his last; from the stretch of sidewalk where the cobbler and her wife met their sad end in each other’s arms. But I do not need to look to see. Such memories are etched in my bones.

			The worst of the glass and debris was swept off the sidewalks weeks ago, but the more substantial damage remains. Whole blocks are boarded up, their residents either dead or fled.

			And even as traces of the slaughter are wiped away, even as the rubble is cleared and carted off…things are not the same. I fear they will never be the same. A grimness has settled over all of us, much like the unseasonable haze that clings to the air. Neither shows any sign of lifting.

			So lost in my own thoughts, I hardly notice we’ve reached my front door until I am standing before it with my hand on the knob. I hesitate before I twist it open, eyes sliding to the man at my side.

			“This is, um…where I’ve been staying,” I say. Astoundingly adroit, Rhya. “Since I left the barracks, I mean.”

			“I know.”

			He knows? How can he know?

			He’s never once asked me about my sleeping arrangements, nor bothered to pay a visit. Farley or Mabon could’ve told him, I suppose. Though I’m surprised he was curious enough to inquire. For weeks now I’ve harbored the rather painful suspicion that he’s forgotten my existence entirely.

			My tongue feels abruptly too big for my mouth, but I force it to form a handful of faltering syllables. “Right. Well, then…Come in.”

			I shove open the door and step into the dim shop without further delay. The soothing scent of dried plants and fresh linen envelops me instantly, a familiar perfume that reminds me of my childhood in Seahaven. The old apothecary’s place on High Street was a natural choice of abode after the battle. He no longer has need of his tidy shelves of bottled tinctures or well-stocked inventory of hanging herbs. His spirit has fled to the skies, his ashes scattered on the winds. I hope, wherever he is now, he does not mind my continuing his work or making myself at home in his sparse apartments.

			The back staircase is narrow and in need of a dusting. Penn’s boots send up small plumes as he follows me up, each tread groaning under his weight. As we step into the parlor, my eyes scan the cluttered space, noting the books piled on practically every surface, the threadbare cushions of the sofa, the tattered edges of the rug. There is not much in the way of furniture or finery. Soft light trickles through the panes of the large picture window, the only source of illumination.

			Penn stops just over the threshold. He says nothing, taking in my living quarters in silence, his eyes lingering on the crumpled throw I spend so many evenings curled beneath, the half-empty teacup I forgot to clear in my rush this morning. Chronicling each tiny trace of life like it is something worthy of acute study.

			I examine him in turn, wondering why it is so difficult to find the right words to speak. Wondering why awkwardness has taken root in the space between us, and when the safe distance we’ve been keeping stretched into this insurmountable chasm of discomfort. Most of all, wondering how to possibly breach it.

			Gods, I wish he would say something. His lingering taciturnity is beginning to unnerve me. It was my idea, coming here, and yet, now that we are…I feel as though I have brought a feral wolf into my living room without a proper plan as to how to domesticate him.

			Those dark, intent eyes finish their investigation and shift back to fix on mine. I lose my breath when our stares lock, all the air in my lungs used up by a burgeoning flame that bursts to life deep within my gut.

			“Wait here for a moment, will you?” My voice comes out strangled. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back.”

			I escape into the kitchen like a fugitive on the run.

			Cowardice, thy name is Rhya.

			The old apothecary’s larder contains nothing worthy of a royal feast. Yet I doubt Penn will mind the simple fare I’ve been living on lately. He may now be a king, but he will always be a soldier at heart. On the road, in the wild, I have seen him eat hare off the bone, watched him devour strips of venison and stale bannocks without a single murmur of complaint.

			I pull together a simple dinner from my stores. While the rice simmers on the stove, I grab a dishcloth, run it beneath the tap, and carry it from the kitchen, dripping across the hardwood planks with each step.

			Penn’s eyes lift to me the instant I reappear, scanning me head to toe, seeming to catalog every dried bloodstain and singed tatter of my ill-fitting work uniform. It must have belonged to one of the young Life Guild novitiates at some point—probably an adolescent male, given its unembellished breeches and simple stitching. But it suits my purposes quite well. It is a rare day when someone does not cough, bleed, or vomit on me at some point during my time at the infirmary.

			Penn is sitting on the worn sofa, holding the book I spent last night studying by candlelight—a heavy tome of medicinal herbs and their many uses. The bookshelves along the far wall are bursting with similar reading material. It looks odd in his hands. Those hands seem meant for gripping swords and throwing punches. I have rarely had an opportunity to see them do anything so mundane as turn a page or trace the shape of a word. The sight strikes me somewhere between the ribs, a direct blow to the heart.

			He is still shirtless, clad only in black breeches. There is an ornate glyphed blade tucked into the top of his boot, twin to the one I so often carry. Even now, its comforting weight is sheathed at my left thigh. I rarely go anywhere without it. When I do manage to sleep, I do so with it close at hand, on my nightstand or tucked beneath my pillow.

			“Here…” I lift the damp rag. “I thought I might…”

			His brows rise in silent inquiry as I move to him and kneel on the floor at his feet. He sucks in a sharp breath as he registers my intention. Leaning forward slightly, elbows to knees, he brings his face down to my level. Our gazes tangle together for a charged moment. The depths of his eyes still smolder with banked heat. I do my best to keep my expression flat, calling on all my experience as a healer to remain composed. Still, it takes considerable effort to keep my hand from trembling as I press the limp washcloth to his face.

			His teeth lock down tightly as I begin to wipe his skin clean of all traces of blood. It is crusted in the shadowed rings beneath his eyes, the fragile hollows beneath his ears. I am methodical in my efforts, moving from his cheekbones to his jawline, down the tanned column of his throat and across his chest. One singular drop of blood is dried directly over his Remnant mark, where the skin is slightly raised, like scar tissue from a brand. I wipe it away last, the whorls and spirals hot as a fever against my fingertips. His whole frame trembles as I do. The skin there, I know, is hypersensitive. By the time I am done, the white rag is red with blood and both of us are breathing fast.

			“Finished,” I murmur, for lack of a better thing to say. I begin to pull back, but find my wrist clasped within his hand before I’ve ever seen him move. My eyes flicker up to meet his.

			“Thank you,” Penn says haltingly. I know he is not only speaking of the washcloth.

			“You’re welcome.”

			I swallow hard. I have not been this close to him in more than a month. Since the battle, he has hardly crossed my path. If anything, he seems to be going out of his way to avoid my presence. Even so, there is no forgetting the last time we found ourselves alone together. The last time he touched me. The heated exchange we shared the night of Fyremas is scored in my mind too deep to expunge with any amount of avoidance.

			Don’t you understand? his voice whispers in my memory. You have undone me completely…

			When I close my eyes, I can almost remember the taste of his mouth devouring mine. The feel of his callused hands, seeking out my most sensitive skin. The channel of need burning down our bond, an exquisite torment of lust neither of us was strong enough to deny.

			I might convince myself I’d imagined it, if not for the strange new tension that charges the air between us now, with his hand on my skin and our faces a hairsbreadth apart. No, it was real enough. That stolen moment of passion on the lookout point above the city as fireworks exploded in the sky happened—whether he wants to own it or not.

			My teeth dig sharply into my bottom lip as the memories flood me. Penn’s eyes drop to my mouth, tracking the movement and seeming to get stuck there. I am blocking him as best I can, trying to keep my unruly emotions tucked behind my mental shields before they spill over into him, but the way he is looking at me has me questioning my own success in that endeavor.

			While I am getting better at muting my emotions, I have not yet mastered it. Not like Penn. Except on the rarest of occasions—or when he is expelling so much maegic he can no longer afford to hold up those impenetrable bastions—he seldom gives me anything to go on. His true feelings remain an utter mystery. Whatever he feels for me, whatever he wants from me…he does not share. Not willingly, anyway.

			A part of me longs to ask if my suspicions are true. If he laments letting his rigid sense of self-possession lapse long enough to expose his true desires. If he regrets how close we came to crossing an irrevocable line that night. But I find, when I try to ask, the words will not come out.

			“I’ll go take the rice off the stove,” I say instead, voice thready. “You must be hungry. Mabon said you haven’t been eating.”

			Penn grunts noncommittally as he releases me. The moment broken, I practically bolt back to the kitchen and turn my focus toward the meal.

			Not a quarter of an hour later, I return to the parlor with food piled on a tray. Fresh bread, sliced cheese, a steaming bowl of long-grained rice, and a few of the apples I’ve been hoarding for a special occasion. Trade is finally starting up again, but for several weeks after the attack, no fresh produce moved in or out of the city. It will be some time before things are fully back to normal.

			I freeze at the threshold.

			Penn is fast asleep on the sofa, slumped over in what cannot be an entirely comfortable position, with his boots still tightly laced and his torso twisted against the cushions. The exhaustion on his face is so evident, I cannot bring myself to disturb him. I wonder how long it has been since he rested through the night. My own sleepless evenings have left me brittle and weary, but my burdens are nothing next to his.

			Backing out of the room, I set the untouched feast on the counter with a soft thud. On the lightest tiptoes, I creep back into the parlor, drape a worn wool blanket over Penn’s slumped form, and douse the gas lanterns. We will talk more in the morning, I resolve, as I get myself a helping of food and eat it in the darkened kitchen before retreating into my bedchamber to read until I fall into a fitful slumber.

			Tomorrow.

			Tomorrow, we will discuss our relationship and everything we’ve spent the past two months avoiding. Tomorrow, all will finally be resolved. I am certain of it.

			But in the morning when I wake, the sofa is empty, the wool blanket neatly folded. Pendefyre is long gone—not merely from my apartments but from the city itself, no more than a hint of flame on a distant wind somewhere far beyond the crater’s rim.

			And growing fainter by the moment.
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three
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			It is not yet dawn, but already I am on my way to the infirmary. My boots are a steady rap in the eerie quiet, carrying me down darkened streets.

			“You’re about early,” a voice says as its owner falls into step beside me. His gait betrays no limp despite the slim shin brace I know he still wears beneath his stiff leather boots—the final trace of a recently healed fracture. His copper hair is a dull flame in the dim light of dawn.

			“So are you,” I return, brows lifting. “Kicked out of bed by one of your many suitors?”

			“You’ve got it all wrong, Ace. They beg me to stay. Beg. On their knees, tears in their eyes.” Farley grins at me. “I thought I’d get an early start before reporting for duty at the barracks.”

			“Duty?”

			“Didn’t you hear? I finally got approval to rejoin active rotations. You’re looking at a fully reinstated member of the Ember Guild.” His chest puffs in self-importance. “I’ll be leading my own unit.”

			“That’s a big step.”

			“Not really. I have a wealth of experience in ordering men around.”

			“In the bedchamber, maybe. Not on the battlefield.”

			His grin turns impish. “They’re not all that different, if you’re doing it right.”

			My eyes roll at his innuendo. “Are you certain you’re ready for this?”

			“I’ve been ready since the day you first set my bones back in place.”

			“Just be careful—”

			“Och, woman! Don’t nag. I’ll not ruin all your healing efforts on my first day back.” He pauses. “You’ve got more important healing to do now.”

			My grip tightens on the basket hooked over the crook of my arm. It is full of salves, tinctures, and elixirs, the tiny bottles clinking musically with each step. I’d spent a good portion of this night in the stockroom, hunched over a mortar and pestle, grinding herbs until my fingers went numb. Just as I have every night this past week, since Pendefyre left the city. According to Mabon, he’s gone to survey the plateau’s pastoral provinces, where Dyvedi farmers are battling the blight like never before. He left no word as to when he’d return.

			My irritation at that fact, along with my inability to sense his presence through the bond, has left me even more restless than usual. Though if insomnia has one benefit, surely it is productivity. The shelves have never been so tidy, the stores of herbal remedies never so well stocked. A good thing, as we are in sore need of them at the infirmary.

			A nasty influx of spring flu has swept through the capital, sending countless patients into my care. At one point in my life, back when I was helping Eli heal sick folk in Seahaven, such rapid spread would’ve worried me terribly. Compared to battle wounds and crushed limbs, however, some mild coughs seem a flimsy threat.

			I have lost count of the number of wounded soldiers and civilians I’ve treated over the past two months. I am not one of the Life Guild, with their austere sand-hued uniforms and rigorous apprenticeship requirements, who treated injured Caelderans in the time before the battle. But they need all the help they can get. With the old hospital ward buried beneath a pile of rubble, medical supplies are in short order. Healers who know how to administer those supplies are even more scarce, since the vast majority of them were inside when the walls caved in.

			In the beginning especially, folks would stare at me with wide eyes and speak in hushed whispers whenever I came around to their cots to examine their wounds.

			That’s her.

			The Remnant of Air.

			See the storms in her eyes?

			The chatter has died down recently. Or perhaps I’ve just gotten better at ignoring their awestruck murmurs as I change blood-soaked bandages and set bone breaks and check sutures for signs of infection. Much as I chafe against the growing myth that surrounds me, there is precious little I can do to set the record straight. And even less cause for it, according to my friends in the Ember Guild.

			The people need something to believe in, Ace, Farley chastised me only days ago. A god in their midst might just make them feel safe again. Let it alone, will you?

			“Have you seen Carys?” he asks now, as we approach the barracks. They are quiet this time of night—sparring pits empty, archery targets unoccupied, torches burning low.

			My throat feels suddenly tight. “Only through the window.”

			“You should try again.”

			“She doesn’t want to see me. She’s made it quite plain. Or have you forgotten how she slammed the door in my face?”

			“She’s grieving, Ace.” He sighs and shakes his head. “She lost her—”

			“I know what she lost,” I cut him off. “Just as I know who she blames for that loss.”

			“She needs time. She’ll come around.”

			“Mmm.”

			“Doubt all you want. I’m right. True friendship doesn’t disintegrate overnight.”

			I blow out a breath. “She’s asked for space. I’m giving it to her. The best I can do for now is stay close enough to keep an eye on her and the baby.”

			The choice to dwell in the apothecary’s home has as much to do with his mortar and pestle as it does proximity to my old friend, a stone’s throw from her dressmaking shop on High Street. My large picture window offers a prime view of the blue building at the end of the block, where every so often a slender female figure in a dark cloak slips out the front door, a small bundle swaddled against her chest. Baby Nevin is growing rapidly and seems healthy enough, judging by the hungry cries I hear echoing down the lane from the open windows of his nursery.

			I long for the days before Fyremas when I was welcomed in with open arms and a warm cup of tea. The last—the only—time I visited afterward, I saw the condemnation written plainly on Carys’s grief-shrouded features, read the blame blazing in the depths of her green eyes, well before she had a chance to close the door.

			“Ace, I just think maybe—”

			“Enough, Farley.” I shake my head. “If someday she decides she wants me back in her life…I’ll be there. But I will not force her to forgive me merely to ease my own guilt.”

			“I’ve told you a thousand times, you have nothing to feel guilty about. No one blames you for Uther.”

			“Stop.”

			His mouth snaps shut at the severity of my tone. Despite his gentle prodding, Farley knows better than anyone that Carys is not yet ready to forgive and forget my role in her husband’s death. For it was at my urging that Uther went into the palace; at my word that he raced headlong toward danger. If not for me, he would not have been on that bridge when the turrets crashed down upon it.

			If not for me, he would still be alive.

			It will take longer than a few weeks for such a wound to heal. I am not naive enough to believe Carys can ever forgive me, that our friendship will ever recover.

			“I’ll pop by her shop later, after my rotation,” Farley assures me. “Make sure she’s holding up all right. See if I can get her to rest for a span while I watch over the babe.”

			“You’re a good friend, Farley.”

			“So are you, Ace. Only a matter of time until Carys sees through her grief and remembers that.”

			We go our separate ways, Farley disappearing into the barracks, me continuing on past the stables to the old warehouse we converted into an infirmary some time back. It is dark inside, the space lit only by a handful of candles flickering in their sconces. The air smells of herbs and sweat and days-old blood. Most of the patients are asleep in their cots, but some moan lowly in pain as they thrash, their foreheads dotted with perspiration from the fevers that ravage their weakened bodies.

			By the far wall, I spot Lestyn, a scrappy, bespectacled lad several years my junior, in his tan Life Guild uniform. He is technically still a trainee, as he had not yet completed his decade-long novitiate when the world came apart at the seams, but his skill has grown by leaps and bounds these past two months. His quick, capable fingers are currently tending to a soldier who took a Reaver axe to the shoulder—one of our last patients from the battle still to be discharged. Most would have died from blood loss or infection, but the man is of strong stock. He’s lingered for weeks in increasing agony as his spliced muscles slowly stitch themselves back together.

			Lestyn glances up when he hears me enter, nodding a silent greeting, his elfin face hardly visible in the candlelight. I return his nod as I slip off my cloak, trading it for a freshly bleached apron on the hook beside the door.

			Grabbing the salve of eucalyptus and camphor from my basket, I follow the sound of coughing toward the frail elderly woman reposed on a nearby cot. She is unlikely to last the night, her congested lungs failing a bit more with each passing hour. I cannot save her. Not now. But I can rub salve on her chest to ease her labored breaths and hold her hand as she slips beyond my reach. I can sop the sweat from her brow and close her eyes when they turn unseeing.

			This is the hardest part of healing—knowing when it is time to stop. Admitting that the battle, however hard-fought, has been lost. Setting aside your tools and tonics to instead embrace the uncomfortable truth about living: namely, that it always comes to an end. Whether crushed in an instant beneath a fallen palace or whittled away in sluggish increments by the passing years, death is an inescapable inevitability. Try as we might to postpone its arrival, eventually it comes for us all.

			I hope, when at last it takes me, I do not see it coming. I have no desire to look death in the face. Not when I fear I might see my own eyes staring back at me—two storm clouds of chaos ushering my shattered soul to the aether, no match for the maegic I have unleashed.

			Upon myself.

			Upon the world.
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			“How many times must I tell you, girl? My preferred poultice for infected wounds uses a pinch of ground marrow of mammoth. What is this you’re using instead?” Osain takes a sniff from the jar of salve I’ve just finished bottling, and grimaces in distaste. “Plain comfrey? Marigold? Have you no respect for the wisdom of your elders?”

			I bite back a retort. “My apologies, Osain. But in my experience, yarrow leaves are far more effective than marrow dust—”

			“Your experience? Bah! If we relied only on your experience, we’d have no patients left. They’d all be ash on the pyre.”

			I press my lips together.

			Muttering something about my general incompetence under his breath, the ancient healer hobbles away down the row of cots. He leans heavily on his cane as he goes, his arthritic fingers gnarled into a claw as they grip the handle. His spine is the shape of a crescent moon, a pronounced hunch rounding his shoulder blades.

			Osain has been stitching wounds since well before I walked this earth—as he frequently reminds me—and was an active practitioner for decades before finally being forced into retirement several seasons back. When the city fell, he was all too willing to answer the call for aid.

			He was altogether less willing to accept mine.

			No matter how many fevers I ease, bones I set, brows I wipe, infections I lance, cuts I bandage…the old man seems ill-inclined to permit me into the lofty ranks of the Life Guild with any sort of grace. Left to his own judgment, he would have turned me away that first day I appeared at their makeshift field hospital and offered my healing services. I was no apprentice. Besides, I am a woman. Suited for midwifery, in his eyes, but not the stomach-turning business of surgery.

			It was Lestyn, with his quick wit, owlish glasses, and lopsided smile, who pointed out that they had more patients than sets of hands, many of whom would need weeks of treatment. It was Lestyn, with his quiet fortitude, who reminded his aged master that, in the years since he last touched his scalpels, the profession had evolved to accept female novitiates—many of whom were well on their way to becoming accomplished healers when the hospital roof crushed those dreams to dust.

			Osain had little choice but to accept this—accept me—however begrudgingly. But old prejudices are more stubborn than whooping cough. He has not warmed to me in the slightest, and I highly doubt anything I do will change that.

			While Lestyn is far more welcoming, he is only a novitiate, in many ways still learning his craft, honing his skills. He defers to his elder in all matters. Osain’s word is law. Yet on the nights we find ourselves working without a hawkish, age-clouded gaze fixed upon us, I’ve found him to be a quick study, eager to learn my different methods and happy to listen whenever I have advice to dispense.

			Most boys of thirteen are likely more concerned with courting pretty girls or practicing at the sparring pits. Not Lestyn. If he is not actively treating a patient, I’ll find him in a quiet corner with a book, glasses sliding slowly down the bridge of his nose as he soaks in knowledge from the pages like a sponge.

			When he heard of the apothecary’s well-stocked shelves, he begged an invitation to my apartments. Now he is a near-constant visitor, ringing my bell at all hours, pounding down my door if I do not answer within the span of a breath. He bursts inside, uncoordinated as a newborn colt, his gangly limbs sweeping bottles off surfaces, his elbows knocking against doorframes and table corners, disturbing my peace and quiet.

			In truth, I do not mind the disruption, however I might protest when he shows up unannounced, his face split by an unapologetic grin, his hands clutching the latest book he’s conquered. For I have been undeniably lonely of late. With Carys still consumed by grief, Jac and Cadogan off to secure the borderlands, Mabon leading the capital’s perimeter guard, and Penn thoroughly withdrawn in his own affairs, I have only Farley for companionship. And even he will soon be too busy for me, now that he is well enough to rejoin the Ember Guild ranks. His nights will be spent on patrol, not sitting in my parlor playing hands of twyllo, the tricky game of cards and wagers favored by Northlanders. A shame, as I’m finally getting skilled enough to win a few hands.

			The day creeps on, hours sliding by in a blur of treatments and tidying. Lestyn catches my eye across the table where I am busy grinding herbs and boiling rags for fresh bandages. I lift one finger to my lips and wink as I tip a vial of rose-hip oil into the vat—an addition Osain would no doubt frown upon, purist that he is. It’s a trick from the Midlands, one my old mentor Eli taught me. Infusing the bandages aids healing; it keeps air-starved skin healthy and hydrated upon removal. I’m willing to risk a tongue-lashing from Osain if it means my patients recover faster.

			Lestyn’s answering grin is a flash of white in the dim room.

			Good lad. He will keep my secrets.

			I grab the stirring stick and turn the bandages within the barrel-sized pot. Steam off the surface rises into my face, much like the persistent fog that presses against the infirmary windows. The strange weather has not yet broken, and the city is on edge because of it. Folks cast uneasy looks at the sky, muttering about ill omens.

			Each morning, as I move through the misty streets, I see more carts piled high with belongings, more Caelderans fleeing to far-flung reaches of the kingdom. They are bundled in their winter cloaks, shivering against the cold. A strange sight for late spring. But there have been no sun-drenched afternoons to burn off the chill, no balmy evenings to usher in the first sighs of summer. We are trapped in a constant cycle of dreariness, caught in the grips of incessant cloud cover.

			As always, those who spot me are quick to bow their heads in respect. Some cast the sign of the sacred tetrad in the air—two fingers, held aloft, moving in the shape of a diamond. I watch their lips form soundless words. Wind weaver. Light bringer. I watch their grave expressions flicker with hope. As though I might somehow save them. As though I might do something, anything, to banish the miserable cold and restore the warmth that once suffused their crater city, where traces of the long-dead volcano’s heat linger in the stone even after a thousand years.

			I want to stop and tell them the truth. That I am no savior. Not to them. Not to Penn. Not even to myself. But their misery is deep enough without my adding to it. So I merely nod and carry on my way.

			Life is simpler in the darkness of the infirmary. Time slips away. Hunger pangs fade from
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