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			For Daddio, who taught me how to swing a golf club…which is about as close as I’ll ever come to swinging a sword on horseback in the Ashlord Empire. You were a dedicated teacher to a stubborn student. Thanks for everything.
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			DRAMATIS PERSONAE

			 

			THE ASHLORD PANTHEON

			The Hoarder: god of possessions (fox masks)

			The Curiosity: god of whispers (hawk masks)

			The Striving: god of technology (robotic upgrades)

			The Butcher: god of flesh (butcher masks)

			The Fury: god of war (bull skulls)

			The Madness: god of passage (wolf masks)

			The Dread: god of caution (turtle masks)

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

			MORTALS

			
				No stars winked over my birth. No crown was set on my head. I was born into a world of possible gods. My name whispers through the caverns of time because I whispered it first.

				
					—The Dread,

					Cautions and Concerns
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			A single flame shines in the ghostly fog like a jewel.

			I stand there, neck craned, waiting for Bastian to complain about the plan. Wind howls over a sprawl of dunes. The dark sea reaches for us with iron fingers and sand hisses against exposed ankles. I knew the cliffs would be high, but it’s actually nauseating to stand in their shadow and dream of scaling them.

			Locklin Tower—a supposedly impenetrable Ashlord fortress—hides in the clouds. Only the weathered map in Bastian’s back pocket and the glinting flame above us confirm that the castle is actually there. After a long second, Bastian turns back to face me and the rest of the crew.

			“You’re sure this will work?”

			I can hear the way he pitches his voice. Loud enough that the wind will carry his question back to the others. He knows the plan is sound. He just wants them to hear the promise in my voice. Their crew saved me after I escaped the Races—they rode out to my rescue when Martial whispered my plan to the mountain rebels. They are also the crew who gave me my first taste of blood and war at the Battle of Gig’s Wall. After riding with them for a month, most of the riders are still learning to trust me, but Bastian knows my words carry a different kind of currency. He’s their leader. I am their expert, especially in alchemy.

			
			“It’ll be the smoothest ride we’ve had in weeks.”

			A few laughs at that. Bastian nods once. “Show them.”

			The crew circles to stand in front of their ashes. Only twelve volunteered for our task. More than expected, honestly. Bastian didn’t spare the cowards on the other crew. I almost smile, imagining them piled in the cargo hold of our stolen carriage, wedged against each other and cursing under their breath. While they approach the castle as luggage, our group will ride in more glorious fashion. I glance around the circle, unsurprised to find my favorites of Bastian’s crew.

			“So this one’s called Changing Skies….”

			And it’s like I’m back on the ranch with Farian, shooting our next video. Walking out to Martial’s barn early on a holy day to make one of our films and hope enough people will watch to pay the bills. That’s how I got looped into the Races in the first place. It all feels like it happened to someone else, in some other lifetime.

			It takes less than fifteen clockturns to get the group’s powders properly settled. Every gust of wind complicates the task. It whips cloaks into faces, snatches powders from palms. Only when the group is finished do I circle, triple-checking their work. The last thing I need is someone dying today because they mixed the wrong ratios into their ashes.

			
			Everything checks out.

			Now we wait for the sun to rise.

			The Rowe siblings—Harlow and Cora—adjust their belts and weapons, their motions a perfect mirror of one another. Layne tightens her hood and comments on what fine weather we’re having. The girl is shaped like a knife and twice as sharp as one. Our eldest member—a man named Briar—laughs at Layne and says it’s nothing compared to mountain cold. I thought he was a little boring until someone told me he was a member of the original Running Rabbits. Any man who marched with Gold Man Jones is a legend in his own right. My cousin Luca is with us, too. He hums some mountain song I’ve never heard. Bastian picks up the notes, tapping a rhythm with the fingers of his metallic arm. I know it’s the more dangerous of the two limbs. When I first met him, he was winning a duel with an Ashlord sentry. His prosthetic arm is a deadly weapon, even if right now he’s using it more as a glorified musical instrument.

			I smile at their talk and pretend I’m one of them.

			It hasn’t been easy to carve a place in this family. Especially when half of my heart is somewhere else. I miss the way my mother clucked her tongue when I came home too late. The way my father’s chair groaned like a ghost in the kitchen whenever he sat down to read the morning paper. Prosper’s constant smile and Farian’s pursuit of the world. I spent so long trying to leave that town that I never thought I would actually miss the place.

			
			Sunlight finally claws over the western cliffs.

			My skin drinks in those first rays, and in the same breath, our phoenixes rise. Out of death and into life. Great bursts of fractured light. I glance up at the tower and am thankful for the fog. A curious soldier might see a speck of light if he looked down, but it wouldn’t be enough to raise suspicion. Besides, most soldiers wouldn’t look down on this side of the castle. Locklin’s never been approached from below. Which is half the point. I learned this strategy from the Races.

			Change the game. Make them play by your rules.

			“Mount up,” Bastian orders. “Low in your saddles. Complete silence until we’re inside.”

			There’s the crashing waves, the crunch of sand, our beating hearts. I have to tighten my grip on the reins just to keep my hands from shaking. I try to remind myself that the plan will work. The phoenix magic will not fail us. My nervousness has more to do with how my decisions echo now. Back when Farian and I were filming stunts on Martial’s ranch, the only neck I could break was mine. Now there are other lives depending on my choices.

			Bastian studies his stolen map one more time before directing us over the dunes. The horses lower their heads, forelegs flexing, hooves flicking sand. We break into two distinct rows. Six riders up front and seven behind. Bastian takes point. Against his wishes, I claim the right corner of the front line. We have argued more lately. But this decision was simple. How could I ever ask the others to put their lives on the line if I’m unwilling to do the same?

			
			We reach the end of the beach. Here, the ocean and cliffs embrace. There’s a great smash of water on stone. Spray hisses into the air and scatters into mist. Above, the fog continues to thin. We have a few more minutes to make this a surprise. Bastian aims us at a specific section of stone. There are no handholds. No winding and forgotten stairways.

			There is only waiting magic.

			“Ride hard,” Bastian calls. “Let’s make something from nothing.”

			His eyes lock briefly on mine. There’s a fire in them that only surfaces before a fight. I always wonder if I have that same fury buried in my bones. Is it a Dividian thing? Or something burned into the mountain-born? He grew up with a pistol in one hand and a shovel in the other. If he wasn’t working the land, he was busy defending it. His whole crew is the same way.

			I watch him urge his horse into motion.

			My body answers. Great snorts echo. My horse’s hooves dig down into the sand. Breath smokes into the air. Less than a few seconds and we’re sprinting. Our entire row holds the pace. I smile, imagining some witness farther down the beach. What a sight this must be.

			Thirteen horses galloping right at the stone cliffs.

			A string of curses sound. Faith always slips through our fingers in such moments. My faith is in the horses, though. I know the magic will work right before we make impact. I know because none of the horses hesitate. Not so much as a flinch from them. There’s no fear because they were born for this moment. It’s the same summoning I used on the first day of the Races. The one that had me sprinting sideways up a wall, in defiance of gravity, to avoid Thyma’s swing at me.

			
			We hit the wall at a full sprint.

			Normal horses would die. And we would probably die with them. Instead, gravity snatches us like playthings. The sky trades places with the ground. Our horses sprint straight up the stone rises. I’ve got a death grip on the reins. Bastian lets out a low whoop as we ascend like gods.

			It was one thing to taste the impossible on my own. It’s an entirely new feeling to perform this magic alongside brothers and sisters. A glance shows all thirteen horses sprinting to heaven. We are breathless with joy and fear and everything in between.

			The only sound is thundering hooves on stone.

			Ahead, the fog scatters. Our sprint is no longer hidden. I can see where the cliff ends and the castle walls begin. The blocks of stone are massive, dotted by moss, carved smooth over the centuries. Two guard towers loom on either side of the ramparts. From our angle, they look like dull spears being thrust into the sky by invisible hands.

			Both towers are empty. I can’t help smiling. The timing is perfect. Our other crew must have arrived. Devlin was assigned the role of the bloody priest. He’ll have crashed his carriage just short of the gate. I can imagine him running forward in his stolen monk’s robes. The crew covered his hands with sheep’s blood. He’s supposed to approach them and pretend he’s been attacked by enemy soldiers. Locklin’s guards won’t be foolish enough to open the gates, but every one of them will be drawn forward by the spectacle.

			
			And we’ll ride up the undefended back ramparts.

			Bastian shifts our formation, urging his horse ahead. His movement draws the Rowe siblings forward as well. Squinting, I can see Harlow grinning briefly at his sister. Another hand signal has them both swinging over in front of me.

			My eyes dart to Bastian. He sees the scowl on my face and shrugs once. Fury thunders in my chest. He’s been doing this for weeks. Ever since Gig’s Wall. That first battle was chaos. My first real taste of war. I was so shocked that I could barely reload his pistols.

			Which means he thinks I need his constant protection now.

			There’s no time to wrestle with anger. We reach the bottom of the castle wall. Our horses gallop through a final curl of fog and burst out into sunshine. The ramparts are empty. Bastian tugs on his reins just as he reaches the top of the wall.

			The rest of us follow suit. Momentum carries us over the lip and then gravity slams down on our shoulders again. I almost let out a shout. This is an ancient castle. The waiting ramparts are narrower than we expected. Bastian’s horse digs its hooves in and still slams into the opposite wall. My horse skids and the second row of riders almost sends us toppling into the courtyard below.

			There’s a chaotic press of bodies as we get a glimpse at Locklin. Our view of the castle is elevated. Looking down, there’s a courtyard that’s been converted into a training ground. Stone staircases lead up the opposite end of the ramparts, and that’s where most of the movement is. A pair of Ashlord soldiers stand above the castle’s barbed gates. One calls down in an annoyed voice.

			
			More soldiers wait below, listening in on the conversation. Our group takes in the scene, awaiting Bastian’s command, when a tinkle of broken glass sounds.

			Everyone turns.

			A guard stands five paces away. His eyes are shocked wide. At his feet, a shattered teacup. Dark liquid carves rivers through the cobblestones. Cora Rowe smiles as she raises her pistol and points it at the interloper. “Well, good morning, sunshine!”

			The boom echoes. Gunpowder and death fill the air. Bastian curses once before barking out new orders. Our crew divides into three groups. Two groups circle the upper ramparts, tasked with holding the upper ground at all costs. Bastian dismounts, leading me and four others down the only access ramp in sight. Ashlord soldiers shout their own orders. More gunshots.

			Luca is pressed in beside me. My uncle’s bulky frame follows. I catch a brief glimpse of someone falling from the ramparts as we whip around the corner. An older Ashlord guard barrels right into us. The impact sends him stumbling back. Bastian shoots before the guard can even ask where the hell we came from. Blood slicks the floor. My stomach tightens at the sight, but we keep on moving and searching and aiming. Our path takes us inside the castle proper.

			This is war.

			We turn down a long hallway. It’s bright with morning light. So bright that we almost miss the Dividian standing at the end of the corridor, his rifle raised. Bastian shouts a clipped warning that has our whole crew darting behind random pieces of furniture. We’re barely hidden when the first blast punches a hole in the artwork behind us.

			
			“Ho, friend!” Bastian calls into the echo. “We’re here for them, not for you.”

			A moment of silence. “For who?”

			Bastian lifts his head a little. “The Ashlords! We don’t kill our own!”

			Another blast forces Bastian back down, cursing.

			“The Longhands don’t take prisoners,” the Dividian calls back. “Look at what happened in Vivinia! Your lot burned a sanctuary town to the ground!”

			“Do we look like Longhands to you?”

			There’s another shot, followed by a groan. I peek around the corner as Harlow Rowe comes strolling toward us, stepping gracefully around the fallen Dividian.

			“If you’re done hiding,” he says, “we can finish securing the castle, dearies.”

			It doesn’t take long to reach a surrender. Locklin is known for hosting very few troops. The Ashlords have held this castle for nearly two centuries, against any number of attacks. Always they have boasted that the elevated fort could be held with just ten good soldiers.

			I guess they should have hired twenty.

			One Ashlord soldier makes his final stand in the kitchens until a Dividian cook knocks him out with a skillet. Bastian claps the man on the shoulder as we tie the soldier’s wrists. When it’s all over, our crew rallies back to the courtyard.

			Devlin oversees the proceedings, handing out blasphemous blessings in his robes. Layne is picking the pockets of the dead and taking meticulous notes of our earnings. I see that one is a priest to the gods. He’s facedown, but I spy silver mechanics grafted into the back of his neck. One of the Striving’s creatures.

			
			Eight Ashlord soldiers are bound in one corner. Dividian servants wait opposite them. Some of us watch the proceedings with drowning eyes. We’ve freed them, but I know by now it doesn’t always feel that way at first. We’ve upturned their quiet lives here.

			Bastian looks ready for his usual speech when Cora crows her way out of the basement living quarters. She’s marching men at gunpoint: three startled Ashlords. Two are shirtless.

			“Gods below,” Bastian whispers.

			It takes a second to recognize them. These are not everyday soldiers, nor everyday citizens. Their mouths are shaped perfectly to beckon servants with. Even now—marching as prisoners—they look as if they’re on the verge of waving a hand to dismiss the lot of us.

			All three are kin. Their father has marked them with a sharp chin and narrow lips. Their mothers, however, have left each of them with eyes of different colors, singular shapes.

			Cora offers a mocking bow.

			“Might I present the sons of the Brightness…some of the lesser ones, anyway.”

			It’s impossible to recall their names, but I’ve known their faces all my life. Always wearing their regalia on the Empire-wide broadcasts. I can tell Cora is right, too. These are three of the younger children. Not directly in line for the throne, but still, princes all the same.

			
			My eyes find Bastian. I can see the gears turning. He cannot believe our good fortune. Our plan for the war has been simple. We fight for bargaining chips. Sometimes that means stealing Ashlord supply carriages. Other times it’s sacking a strategic castle. Everything we win gets sold off to the Longhands. We use everything to increase our resources and free Dividian prisoners.

			We came here thinking that Locklin would fetch us a pretty penny, but we never thought we’d stumble on royalty. Bastian’s eyes shine like a pair of gold coins. The entire crew are exchanging looks now. He smiles like a man who knows his way around a scandal.

			“I’ve forgotten, Cora. What’s the going rate for princes these days?”
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			You watch as the men begin to burn.

			It is not the first time you’ve witnessed the process. Sometimes the gods will draw too much power from one source. It happens rarely, but every now and again, an Ashlord collapses in the streets of Furia. You’ve watched as their skin takes on a shine. Almost as if they’ve swallowed the sun. Their eyes brighten like flames. They scream smoke. All that witnesses can do is watch from a careful distance as they begin to burn.

			You were taught as a little girl not to touch the ashes. Everyone always told you such people were cursed. The Longhands coined the term burners. In their minds, such deaths were signs of tainted deity. Gods who demanded too much of their charges—or worse, gods capable of making mistakes.

			But the men standing in your command tent are not accidents. They are volunteers. You watch quietly as the first grunts of real pain begin. Red flames dance in their irises. One of the men slaps a hand to his chest as the fire inside begins to grow.

			
			“Get them mounted,” you order. “Soldiers. Our gods will remember your service today. This final act of courage will echo to their world. Such sacrifices can redeem a lifetime of mistakes.”

			You’re not sure if those words are true, but the troops take comfort from them. Even your hardened guards approach the burners cautiously. Likely they’ve heard one too many myths. You can see it in the way their hands avoid direct contact with their skin, as if the burning might be contagious in some way. The burners do their best to sit straight as they’re placed in saddles.

			One of the Curiosity’s priests stands beside you, unblinking in the birdlike mask. It was this creature that brought the burners to you in the middle of the night, along with instructions from your mother. It even speaks in a similar voice. A clever trick to use the god of whispers in such a way.

			“Do you understand the battle formations?” the creature asks.

			“I have studied these formations my entire life,” you reply.

			There’s a brief pause as word travels from the lips of this priest to some other conduit back in the capital. You can almost imagine Mother pacing in a battle room, a great map of the Empire sprawled out before her, covered in tiny figurines. You know there is nowhere in the world more fitting for a mind like hers, even if she checks on you a little too often.

			
			“Don’t forget to feint hard—”

			But now it’s just getting annoying. “Yes, of course, Mother. It is time. Fire and blood.”

			You turn your back and march out of the command tent, a clear signal that the conversation is done and you are ready. Mother’s plan is clever, but as the general, you still must execute that plan. These three men are here to atone for their sins against the Empire. It is their last chance to be invited back into the good graces of the pantheon. A worthy sacrifice, but you’ve already reduced them to a function. As with every company—every soldier—they are simply tools in your arsenal. It is a cold thought, but there is no room for doubt.

			This is war.

			“Etzli,” you call. “Marching formations. Make sure Bravos knows what to do.”

			The ever-steady Etzli is already moving. You make quite a pair. When you would risk too much, she preaches caution. Where she might hesitate, you strike the killing blow. It has been a delicate balancing act that’s allowed your armies to crush the Longhands again and again. From Inverness to the Gulches, you have not lost a battle.

			Outside the command tent, sunlight glints off golden gauntlets and polished breastplates. Your cavalry is mounted. Etzli stands near Bravos, relaying final instructions. The burners are taking their place within his formation. Bravos’s dark eyes find you in the crowd. He nods an affirmative.

			A small part of you still cringes at his betrayal during the Races. It wasn’t long ago that you considered throwing away your future for him. He’s been eager to prove his loyalty ever since. It helps to view him as a tool. You are the hand that guides him. That is all there is now between you.

			
			A marching boy leads your horse over. You thank him, mounting to survey the rest of your army from horseback. Each company stands in flawless formation. No one is polishing their weapons at the last minute or shuffling nervously. It is the Ashlord way to be ready hours in advance. Order is the first step toward victory. Mother drilled that lesson into you.

			Signal flags wave. As the army begins to move, your eyes drift across the battlefield. The valley below is scarred from night skirmishes. Smoke drifts into the sky from scattered ashes. Beyond the valley, up a narrow rise, is the enemy. A wall of Longhand soldiers, one hundred across.

			It’s a strategic choke point. Your own outriders neglected to take it because there was an entire city between the Longhands and this pass. You thought that, surely, they would stop and deal with the enemy-occupied city first. But their general—a woman named Tessa Joseph—was cleverer than you gave the Longhands credit for. She ordered her soldiers to skip past Navassa on a night march. They left the fortified Ashlord city untouched, claiming this choke point instead. Cut off from reinforcements, Navassa has certainly since fallen.

			It was a clever maneuver that gave the Longhands the high ground.

			You could wait them out. It will take another two weeks for western reinforcements to circle the northern passes. All the troops stationed to the east have their hands full with Adrian Ford. Thinking his name brings back memories. His muscled shoulder pressed against yours, fighting down the final stretch of the Races. The way that Quinn leaped from your horse and tackled him at the last minute. You might have been crowned champion, but the replays of Adrian falling unexpectedly from his horse lit the fires of war. The Longhands cried foul. It’s clear from the reports that they’d intended on rebelling all along, but it was your victory that they paraded as their reason.

			
			Now you march against each other.

			It takes an effort to dismiss the other memory of him, sitting in that dark carriage. No, you need to focus. All the more reason to keep marching. Every pause allows thoughts like these to plague you. It is better to march and fight and conquer than to give in to doubts.

			Besides, waiting too long here introduces risks. Better to break them now, solidify your grasp on the central section of the Empire, and be rested for your inevitable showdown with Adrian’s army. “Forward march,” you call. “Break them.”

			Across the valley, the Longhands react to your army’s movement. Shields are readied, arranged in their famous interlocking formation. The location is pinched between two raised plateaus, uphill the whole way. On both rises, sunlight flickers across the rifles of snipers.

			“General? Make way, please. I’m to speak to the general.”

			Your guards make way for Prince Ino. It is an effort not to groan. You watch as the man stumbles through the dust, eyes still puffy from sleep. The Brightness assigned his third-born son to your army as an overseeing general. You could not refuse the offer. You are too young and too unproven, in spite of your recent victories. Besides, the Brightness is the closest thing your people have to a living god. He’s the official arbiter between your world and the one below. One does not say no to the king. It is hard enough having Mother plan out your every move. At least she knows what she is doing. Giving credit for your success to Prince Ino is a far more difficult proposition.

			
			“Prince Ino,” you call in greeting. “The plan is ready. Another genius strategy, sir.”

			He squints at the battlefield. Last night, Etzli planted a few loyal soldiers at the prince’s gambling table. Their efforts provided him a fine winning streak. And the winning streak had him drinking even more than he usually does. You’d half hoped he would sleep through the entire battle, but now you must give him the credit for you and your mother’s cleverness. It galls.

			“Genius?” He frowns a little, unsure. “Yes, indeed. Taking the high ground back.”

			Mother would devour this man. She always pressed for talent to be the deciding factor in war appointments, but your people cannot differentiate skill from bloodline. All the nepotism has watered down the chain of command. In all, there are three larger armies. Father’s marching with the one to the west. He reports to another royal family member, though at least Crown Prince Rone has actual fighting experience. He was famous in the gladiator circuits. They’ve been deadlocked with the Longhand forces for months. A second army is stationed along the eastern seaboard. Adrian Ford has made those legions look like little toy soldiers to be moved at his bidding. But the third army is the one that you lead through the heart of the Empire.

			
			Naturally, Mother oversees everything from the capital in Furia. The Curiosity’s spies wing information back to her. She snaps her fingers and entire armies turn their heads to listen. Her instructions this morning were rather straightforward.

			“Use the burners wisely. Give us a victory worth talking about.”

			And that is precisely what you plan to do.

			Etzli returns to your side, a calm expression on her face. Prince Ino points to the distant pass. “Are we sure…Is this…The plan is to take the high ground?”

			“Using the burners,” Etzli confirms. “Just as you planned, sir.”

			His face pinches in confusion. He does not remember crafting this strategy, because he did not participate in any of our prebattle meetings. “Right. Just as planned.”

			Etzli catches your eye. You have to hide a smile. Every day, she gives you another reason to like her. All around you, the command for a forward march is unfolding obediently. As a little girl, you could move your toy soldiers instantly. All you had to do was throw them across the room to take on imaginary strongholds. Real armies are much slower, more deliberate. Every man and woman is part of a larger whole. Your commands echo—moving from company to company—until the entire machine has woken. The front lines move at double their normal pace.

			Light of foot but well armored, they cross the valley. You know there are at least twenty Longhand snipers on those rises. An older general—someone like Ino—would slow-march them at a traditional pace. But you’re not here to waste lives on decorum.

			
			Bravos leads the cavalry after them. His ranks trot forward, following the foot soldiers down the small hill you’ve camped on. Moments later the reserves release. The bulk of your army pours into the waiting valley like a river of gold and steel. Etzli sits beside you, drinking in the details. Prince Ino is a constant stream of confused questions. You offer clipped answers as the front lines reach the center of the valley.

			Snaps of gunfire. An occasional bullet cracks against the front shields. At this distance, it’s hard to do much damage. Your eyes trace the flawless progress of your army. Bravos can be impatient sometimes, too eager to spill blood, but his caution is paramount now.

			He cannot break too soon. He must keep your cards well hidden.

			More Longhand troops move into position. You knew they had plenty of reserves. It’s a tight valley that demands vigilance, certainly, but your first handful of probes were wasted. You’ve lost twenty soldiers to every one of theirs. Now they react to your increased numbers by bulking up their own. It’s clear this is not a simple test of their defenses.

			No, this is the part where you take what they think is theirs.

			Troops are starting to fall on the front rows. Bullets clip shoulders or dent shields. The wounded are helped back through the lines. Other soldiers march past them, filling the ranks easily. Military surgeons trail the procession, at the ready.

			
			The uphill charge begins. Gunfire comes more regularly, complemented by pistol fire from the second row of Longhand troops. It’s chaos and blood and smoke. Necessary losses, you remind yourself. There’s always a blood-price. Finally, Bravos breaks. Horses pour through designed gaps. For all their power, the creatures look like they’re moving in slow motion. Everything is uphill. This has all the makings of a massacre. Bravos steers the main force to the right. He looks like a man riding to his death.

			Until the three burners break from the main group.

			All three stop fighting that inward burn at the exact same moment. Even at a distance, you see their skin flash brightly. Smoke ghosts upward. The Longhand generals are shouting out orders to gun them down. Too late. The shine becomes flame. All three men transform into living infernos. You hold your breath as they hit the front ranks with a bone-crushing thud.

			The first horse is miraculously turned aside. It runs straight into the stone rise on the left with a startled scream. But that leaves a gap in the ranks, and the second horse thunders through it. Instinct forces the waiting soldiers back a step. The inferno scorches. The screams are terrible. It allows the second burner to ride deeper into their ranks. They react the way Mother knew they would. After all, what threat is a burning rider to them? He’s not swinging a sword. All he’s doing is screaming at the top of his lungs. And so they simply leap out of his way. He vaults deeper into their ranks, dangerously into their ranks.

			The third horse collides with their re-forming ranks. Your eyes flick to the right. This is the moment. Bravos has pulled his team short of their pretended target, shields up. The timing is flawless.

			
			Longhand soldiers on the front row look lost. They do not know that each of the burners was riding a horse strapped with explosives to their girths. They do not know the flames have eaten through the protective fabrics, and even now are reaching for the cache of dangerous powders….

			The explosions shake the world.

			Everyone watches. The first wave of flames is so bright. No one in the blast radius survives, or if they do, it will not be for long. The horse they turned away is surprisingly devastating. The snipers on the wall above are all thrown to their deaths. Others lie unconscious. An entire section of stone is simply gone, and what remains is colored with clawing black patterns. Shrapnel hits their soldiers and ours.

			And then the second explosion. And then the third.

			Bravos swings the cavalry around toward the exposed half of their front line. They ride through the sudden gaps, vanishing into columns of charred smoke. You know now—beyond any doubt—that the hill belongs to you. Your foot soldiers press the remaining Longhands as the cavalry pins them in from the left. Prince Ino is grinning.

			“We’ll have to report this victory back to the capital. A wise plan, indeed.”

			Emotions war inside you. This is true power. To command and win and rule. Prince Ino forgets that you have been trained your entire life for moments like these. Winning the Races was just a taste of your power. This is what you—and every other Ashlord child—trained to become. The only thing that’s buried deeper in your veins than winning is war.

			
			But then you see the dead. The smoke and the ruin. It hits you harder than expected.

			“The hill is yours, General,” Etzli announces.

			You are uncertain how much time has passed. Your eyes briefly unfocus. Almost like you slipped through this world and into another. The smoke is clearing. Bodies are everywhere.

			It is a devastating victory. You steel yourself before starting forward. The three burners have atoned to the gods. Their deaths will be honored in the next world, or so the gods claim.

			A handful of Longhands survive. These prisoners are herded away. The shock on their faces says everything. Most of them are surprisingly young. There’s barely a beard between them. You guess they marched into this war with an eager step. No doubt they heard stories of your kind as children. You suspect their grandparents whispered the lie they believed themselves: We would have won the war if not for the gods.

			Let them believe that. You know as well as anyone that the gods play their part. But as you consider the blast radius and the destruction, you know that this is the true reason your people won the last war. There has always been a willingness to take whatever the gods give and use it with ruthless precision. You won the war because losing was never an option.

			“Salvage what you can,” you order quietly. “Then clean this mess up.”
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			I am learning there are many ways to kill someone.

			Crush a skull. Nick an artery. Cave in a chest. I have seen men and women fall from their horses. Bullets that slip past raised shields. Explosions that shake soul from body, leaving nothing but bones. I am learning there are many ways to kill someone, and the world taught me to be good at most of them.

			We take three villages that night. Our army skips from town to town like a stone over water. By the time their soldiers see the ripples from the first splash, it’s too late.

			We are there. Knocking at the gates with a heavy fist.

			In the northern cities, we faced more resistance. Ashlords took command of the local Dividian population. Everyone answered the rallying cry, dragging out the battles, forcing supply runs. It didn’t matter. Those cities burned. And when cities burn, everyone smells the smoke.

			The change was not subtle. Dividian soldiers started opening gates in secret for us at night. The locals would lead us to their Ashlord commanders. We knew it would happen eventually. These aren’t city-born Dividian who’ve benefited from close relationships with their rulers. Most of these men and women have been forgotten at best—trampled at worst—by the Empire’s cruelty. Our army grows with every town that falls.

			
			At dawn, we overtake a third village. There isn’t even an outer wall. No local militia with guns pointing out of murder holes. The little town goes by the charming name of Sola.

			I follow my soldiers down the main street. Old Trask guides me through the population numbers. He’s an old hand, one of Daddy’s favorites. His son—Forrest Trask—was one of my best friends growing up. Distracted by the Dividian citizens, I’m only half listening as we walk. They’ve come out to stand on their raised stoops, hands in plain view, their weapons abandoned in the street like forgotten toys.

			There are a few crafters—ironworkers, carpenters, herbalists—but most of the town look like farm folk. It’s written in the slope of their shoulders and their calloused palms. We saw the fields on our way into town. All well-managed plots with new crops starting to bud. I’d bet good money the Ashlords had them harvest everything, then sanctioned the surrounding towns, using what they took to feed their newly minted armies. Only problem is it left these people starving.

			I can see it in the hollowed cheeks of their children and the razor-sharp collarbones. The thought has my heart beating angrily. Until Capri’s words echo in my mind: You are just like us.

			
			Glass shatters.

			All of us reach for weapons, but the nervous stances settle when Kenly Knox comes into sight. He’s a fourth-generation soldier. One of the best swords in my army. Right now, he’s balancing a delicate stack of ransacked jars against his chest.

			“Flour,” he calls, high-stepping through the broken doorway. “Enough to restock.”

			He does not notice the baker standing to his right. A Dividian woman. She stares at her feet and I can almost hear her calculating her chances of surviving this loss. Another army has come to pick her pockets. In a town like this, I’d bet she harvested and ground the grain herself. And she’s probably been using her stores to patiently feed the rest of the town.

			“Put them back, Kenly.”

			His eyes swing to Trask. I know the older general pretty much raised him. I might be the appointed leader of the group, but Trask is our elder statesman. More military than I could ever hope to be in Kenly’s eyes. Too bad he’s also an old-school soldier, which means he has a profound respect for the chain of command.

			“You heard your general, son.”

			Kenly just about rolls his eyes. Armies have to cannibalize to keep marching. If we don’t take from the towns we conquer, it stretches supply lines and demands more of our own factory workers back in the Reach. He thinks I haven’t counted the cost, but he’s a bleeding fool if he thinks five jars of flour are worth losing the trust of an entire town.

			
			“These people aren’t enemies.” My voice rises like thunder. “Not after today. We came for the Ashlords. If the rest want freedom, they can take it by standing beside us in battle, not by looking down the length of our swords. I won’t tell you again. Return the flour.”

			Kenly sets his jaw stubbornly before folding. Not for the first time, I wonder what the soldiers think of me. I know half of them are mine. They’re fighting to make the world better. They believe my speeches. But the other half came here for a different reason. They ride into battle with the names of very particular ghosts on their lips. Mothers and fathers, uncles and cousins. I don’t blame them, either. That was Daddy’s argument to me before I left for the Races.

			Look how they buried your mother. You are not free, son. You won’t be until we win.

			Our crew keeps moving. The baker nods her thanks—a ray of light—as we head for the official town hall. My soldiers flank the entrance. Quick salutes see us in. Up two sets of stairs. The roof has been converted into a courtyard of sorts. Another pair of soldiers stand guard over a single prisoner. I was surprised by Trask’s report. Only one Ashlord lives in this town.

			He’s been forced to his knees. Even captured, he looks up with utter pride on his face.

			I can’t help remembering Capri. His defiance during the Races. The look on his face when he climbed on my stolen phoenix and rode off to a fiery death. I’m learning that these people aren’t fearless. No, it’s simply a belief that the entire world conspires to favor them.

			
			And I hate them for it.

			“What’s your name?”

			He graces me with a look. “Oxanos.”

			“You must be very important if they sent you to take care of such a prosperous town.”

			“And you must be a great soldier to have conquered it.”

			He looks particularly pleased with himself. This is how all our conversations start with their kind. It gets old. “Ashlords. You have no idea how to act when you lose.”

			“Lose?” he echoes. “Is that what you think this is? I forgot I was speaking with a child. I actually recognize you. The Longhand who nearly won the Races! What an honor. Do you think that makes you a man?” He lets out a dry-throated laugh. “That was nothing. Just as this is nothing. You’ve captured a ghost town. Congratulations. It will not matter. Our gods will answer. We will win. Put me in chains if that makes you feel better, but mark my words, boy. Ten years from now I will be sipping wine on a roof just like this one, watching your kind survive on whatever our gods decide to leave in your broken hands.”

			His words darken the expressions of both guards. My hands tighten into fists. It would be easy to punish this man, out here in the middle of nowhere. I decide to remind him of that.

			“Dead men don’t drink wine.”

			Oxanos laughs again. “Let me tell you how things will go. You’ll drag me back to a prisoner camp. I will be evaluated. They’ll trace my lineage and determine my worth. A value will be assigned to me. I am a bargaining chip. I’ll be held for months. Rations will be intentionally small. I will suffer briefly, but after a time, you will trade me. Or your army will lose and I’ll be set free.”

			
			There’s no trace of doubt in his voice. He even goes as far as looking away, his chin raised. It’s as if this conversation bores him. I smile at that. No problem. I can liven things up.

			“We did consider that option.” I walk to the roof’s ledge, allowing the words to hang in the air. Below, Dividian still line the streets. I have learned enough of this man in two clockturns to know the sort of overlord he must have been to them. “Every prisoner comes with a cost. Extra rations. An extra set of chains. An extra set of eyes. We only take prisoners that are worth what they will cost us. Hear me say this: You ain’t worth a bag of rice to me.”

			My eyes drill into his. He’s still not afraid. He still thinks this ends well for him.

			“You won’t be our prisoner.” I gesture below. “You will be theirs.”

			His lips open in surprise. Like all Ashlords, he quickly buries any sign of weakness, but it is too late for that. I have already seen the truth written on his face. His first taste of fear.

			He pretends smugness. “No matter to me. Eventually, I will be freed.”

			I nod. “You almost sound like you believe that. Not to worry. I am sure that you dealt fairly with these people. I have no doubt that you honored their daughters, instructed their sons. Treated them like kin. How wise of you to do so. I am certain they’ll repay every good deed.”

			
			The color drains from his face.

			“See you after the war,” I say quietly. “Or not.”

			I am learning there are many ways to kill a man. Sometimes, all it takes is a whisper. Oxanos opens his mouth to protest, but I’m already starting down the stairs. I leave knowing the man on the roof is already half a ghost. Trask waits below.

			“We’ve got company,” he says.

			“Ashlords?”

			He shakes his head. “Are you familiar with the name Martial Rava?”

			Down the road, a man approaches on horseback. He’s got both hands raised in the air as he guides the phoenix into town with the strength of his legs. Our soldiers are whispering to one another as the famous former champion passes. He’s strapped a harness to his horse and there are sacks dragging behind them, kicking dust skyward.

			I glance at Trask. “Is there anyone who doesn’t know Martial Rava?”

			He’s one of the few Dividian to ever win the Races. I studied the footage of his year, hoping to learn how an outsider might succeed against competitors who hate him. Martial’s answer to that problem was obvious: be faster, be stronger, be the best. Martial broke the first crew of Ashlords who came for him. On the third night, they stopped coming. On the third night, he went hunting for them.

			There were only two other riders on the final day of the Races. Martial beat them easily. He’s much older now. I can see the gray streaks in his ponytail and the lines around his eyes. But as he reins in his phoenix about fifteen paces away, I can tell this is a man who has carefully carved his body into a weapon. Age won’t stop him from taking a swing at the right person.

			
			“Martial Rava,” I say in greeting.

			He nods. “Adrian Ford. I thought I smelled silver.”

			I can’t help laughing. It’s amazing that even now—with his town under occupation—he can stand there and tell a joke. “I finished second because I was cheated by the Ashlord gods.”

			“Weren’t we all?” Martial replies. “We make the most of what they give us.”

			“Until now.”

			“I wouldn’t mind you bloodying their pretty noses.” He tugs on the ropes of his makeshift harness. Both sacks topple sideways. “So I’ve saved you the trouble of looting my ranch. These are all the useful wartime powders. It’s most of my stock. I’ve kept what I need to support the town. You can ride up to the ranch and double-check, but I thought I’d save us both time.”

			I signal. Two guards step forward. Martial tosses the ropes to them.

			“Oh. You’ll also find the corpses of five Ashlord soldiers about four hundred paces north of the city. Furia sent them our way a few weeks ago. I thought one Ashlord in town was plenty.”

			Not hard to figure out what happened to them. A glance at Trask makes it clear that he’s thinking the same thing that I am. Someone like Martial Rava would be very useful to our cause.

			
			“Come with us,” I offer. “Plenty of noses to bloody where we’re going.”

			His features sharpen, like a creature that’s unsure if it’s being threatened. Maybe he thinks it’s my intention to force him into enlisting. But after sizing me up, he shakes his head.

			“My people are here. I know enough about war to know what happens in towns like this one. Soldiers get bored. We heard about what happened in Vivinia….”

			He lets that name hang in the air. We’ve all heard about Vivinia by now. At the start of the war, both sides agreed to several sanctuary locations. Soldiers aren’t supposed to touch them. Sanctuaries are places that the innocent can travel to and find refuge. Armies skip over those towns no matter what happens during the war. Except someone put Vivinia to the torch in the middle of the night. Most of the victims were completely helpless.

			And most of them were Dividian.

			“That wasn’t us.”

			Martial squints. “You’re sure about that?”

			I don’t reply, because no one is sure. Antonio Rowan commands the Longhand army on that side of the continent. His soldiers claimed a group of Ashlord outriders were responsible. A day later, the Ashlords spread footage of the town burning and blamed us instead. Both sides have spent the past few days trying to leverage Dividian support from the atrocity.

			Martial’s reaction makes it clear that he doesn’t trust either side in this war.

			
			“Look, I promised our mutual acquaintance I’d protect these people.”

			That catches my attention. “Mutual acquaintance? And who would that be?”

			“Imelda Beru.”

			His answer surprises me. “The Dividian from the Races?”

			Martial lifts an eyebrow. “Kind of thought that was why you came here. Didn’t you know? This is Imelda’s hometown. She trained with me at the ranch. That’s her house right over there.” He points down the road. “Not that she’s in it. I’m surprised you didn’t know….”

			I shake my head. “We’re just securing towns as we march south. I had no idea.”

			“Then…” Martial frowns now. “Honestly, I came here hoping for a trade. All my powders for information. I thought you’d have some news about where she is now.”

			His words leave me feeling even more tangled. “Didn’t she jump the barrier during the middle of the Races? Rumor was she fled to the mountains.”

			“And in the process, she baited an Ashlord army for your father’s right-hand man. Antonio Rowan followed her to Gig’s Wall. Imelda set the whole thing up without knowing it.”

			“We heard those rumors,” I reply, nodding. “Didn’t see any mention of it in the official reports, though. Antonio just said they had help from mountain rebels. Nothing more.”

			Martial looks worried. “Imelda was supposed to join her uncle in the mountains after the battle. He never wrote. I’ve been hoping for news ever since.”

			I shrug. “If she’s smart enough to pull off a heist like that one, I’d put good money on her being alive and well. No need to worry.”

			
			Martial nods. “If you get word—”

			Before I can promise him anything, there’s a distant shout. I turn to see smoke pouring out of the front entrance of the town hall. Two of my soldiers stumble into the street, hacking and coughing before dropping to their knees. I have to squint through the smoke to make out the third figure. A shadowed form mounts an abandoned horse.

			Gunfire echoes from the opposite end of the street. Most of the Dividian have scrambled back inside their homes. I start
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