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​​Chapter 1 

​​Patrol
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Three staccato horn blasts signaled the halt. 

Footsore and weary, the troop of thirty-two soldiers welcomed the break after the prolonged march along Eren’s western coast. The horizon clung to the last shred of orange as the stars began to take their places in the expanse of deep blue.

“Diriel! Get to work unloading that kabuu. We aren’t here to admire the scenery!” a tall woman commanded in a sharp tone on her way past, dark braid trailing after her.

“Yes, Captain.” Samyrii Diriel nodded. Removing her helm, she tousled her short, chestnut hair to displace the sweat-drenched waves that clung to her forehead. Samyrii set to work, sneaking one more glance at the double moonrise to the east. It will be deep tide soon, she thought. Dihna, her ward, was a sturdy and shaggy brown kabuu speckled with gray; it was Samyrii’s duty to protect the pack animal at all costs. Losing supplies could mean death out here in the barren-lands, far from any city.

Dihna shook her blonde mane and snorted as Samyrii patted the tough, pale patch extending from the kabuu’s wide, flat forehead to the crest between her long ears. “Time for a rest, Dihna,” Samyrii whispered to the mare. “You’ve earned it.” The kabuu stamped a three-toed hoof in eagerness.

Other soldiers came to fetch the supplies as Samyrii unloaded the heavy saddle bags and set to work on their own tasks: assembling wind breaks, lighting cook fires, and preparing the evening meal. After tethering the unburdened kabuu to graze on whatever she could find, Samyrii was recruited to assist the fire makers with collecting fuel to keep the fires burning against the harsh sea gales. Everyone worked until there was no more work to be done. Only then could the soldiers relax around the fires with their meal.

After weeks on the trail, Samyrii had become accustomed to this nomadic life of sleeping under the stars. Of course, it was rough, but she found nothing to complain about. And her troop had passed through landscapes of grand scale and colors only ever hinted at in the paintings Samyrii had seen. She reined in her daydreaming. The Captain is right, she thought. This is not a pleasure trip. Rumors of strange occurrences had brought them to the Edge. At first, the tales had not been taken seriously, but as more and more reports came to the Keep in Mevora, the rumors could no longer be ignored. As a reconnaissance unit of the Honor Guard, the Kunin had deployed their troop to investigate. One could not be too cautious in these days of war. And so, their quest to discover the peculiar led them wandering in the canyon-lands to the south, through the barren-lands, and north to the coastal cliffs.

A gust beat against the canvas of the windbreak, rattling the frame, and the flames of the fire danced. Despite their weariness, the men conversed loudly as they ate, laughing and recounting the day in mostly exaggerated terms. Lifting a spoon of mush to her lips, Samyrii was lost in the flames. How can it be so comforting and yet so threatening all at once? Life-giving and destructive? It was an old thought.

Even in her trance, she noticed her friend approach in her periphery.

Jaem settled on the cold ground beside her, the Herald horn at his belt clanking against his tin dish as he did so. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Myrii . . .” Jaem scolded gently. “You are such a bad liar. I know that face. What’s wrong?”

Lifting her eyes to meet his, she could no longer retreat under his sincere gaze. His narrow face was tilted towards her, the wind rustling his short, dark hair. His hooded light-brown eyes brimmed with concern, begging her to relent. 

Samyrii shrugged. “Just memories. My family. I have been dreaming of them a lot lately. I guess I can’t avoid it being in this place.”

Jaem only nodded, saying nothing for a moment. In his hesitation, Samyrii briefly hoped he would leave it at that. 

“We aren’t too far away, are we?”

“No.” Samyrii sighed. Of course. When does he ever leave it alone? “Probably only a two day’s march up the coast.” It had been a long time since Samyrii let herself dwell on her family. Setting her empty bowl aside, she leaned back to gaze upward at the deepening sky. “I can’t help thinking of sneaking away and going back, just to see it. Part of me expects them to be there, waiting for me. But of course, that is ridiculous.”

“It is not ridiculous to want your family alive.”

Samyrii scoffed, mostly to hide the threatening lump growing in her throat. Not daring to meet her friend’s gaze, she kept her eyes trained on the stars. This time, Jaem said nothing more, for which she was thankful.

“Diriel! Tanuu!” Captain Olan’s sharp voice broke the restful silence. “You are on cleanup.”

“Yes, Captain,” they both responded.

Jaem groaned quietly. “I swear that woman never rests.”

​❖  ❖  ❖  ❖  ❖

“Captain! Over here!” Lieutenant Ramii called out.

It took Samyrii a moment to locate the soldier through the tangle of forest undergrowth blocking her view. Just two hours ago, the wind-battered company had entered the cover of the forest in the north-west reaches of the Erenii domain. 

The company converged on the lieutenant’s position, their movement marked by snapping twigs and shuffling of fallen autumn leaves. Samyrii stepped over thorny brambles and ducked under low-hanging vines. A cool breeze cut through the boughs and rustled the orange-tipped canopy, sending a chill to her bones and stirring up the musty scent of trees and moss. 

“What is it?” Captain Olan’s voice barked through the trees.

By the time Samyrii arrived, her fellow comrades were circling something at the base of a tall oak. Standing on her toes did not gain her a better view, so she resorted to catching glimpses between the men’s shoulders.

“A phoenix trap,” the captain muttered. “It is dead.”

The company bowed their heads and removed their helms in respect to the fallen creature. The life of a phoenix was valuable beyond measure. Irreplaceable. Samyrii became more aware of the phoenix emblem burnt into the leather jerkin of her uniform, the symbol of Eren, the nation she had come to love. Her stomach twisted at the thought of a phoenix’s flame being extinguished. ‘The phoenix is the embodiment of life and hope. A symbol of Eren’s rich history.’ Those words were one of the first lessons taught to Samyrii when first arriving in Eren. She did not grow up in the culture that revered the birds, but now by becoming an Honor Guardian, she was a “Talon of the Kunin” and an extension of the phoenix kingdom itself.

With a wavering voice, Captain Olan spoke at last. “Get it open.”

With permission to move once more, Samyrii resumed her attempt to see through the wall of men blocking her view. She caught Jaem’s eye and he backed out of the group. 

“Lieutenant Ramii cut it down from the tree,” Jaem whispered. “Looks like the phoenix has been dead for a while.”

“Shouldn’t it be burned by now, then?”

“The Ignoima have some trick to stop the flame decay. No one knows exactly how.”

That could even stop a young bird from regenerating. Samyrii nodded grimly and stood once more on her toes.

Jaem laughed under his breath. “You know, you really need to find some longer legs.”

Glaring up at her friend, Samyrii smirked. “I’ll work on that.”

Something clicked, presumably the trap mechanism.

“Ignoima. Those gorbags,” someone said, and agreeing grunts traveled around the circle.

“Defilers. No respect for the sacred,” another echoed. That sounded like Drall.

“It still has its message,” the captain gasped as she crouched close to the cage.

The crowd parted a bit and Samyrii could see the bird. Its rotting, weathered tail feathers were all colored blue, wings mangled but feet still intact with the message canister attached to its left leg. “Don’t Ignoima always take the feet and feathers as totems?” Samyrii whispered to Jaem.

Before he answered, one of the men, Sigen, spoke up. “Why didn’t the Ignoima steal their feathers and talons like usual?”

“Excellent question, Sigen.” The captain acknowledged him with a nod.

“You should have spoken up, Myrii,” Jaem whispered.

Samyrii sighed.

Captain Olan stood. “The Ignoima were interrupted. Its left leg is cut halfway through.”

“What could have interrupted the ritual?” Lieutenant Ramii asked, disgust lacing his voice.

Captain Olan ignored the question and unrolled the parchment. “Let’s find out what this bird gave its last feather for.” With a grim expression, her eyes scrolled back and forth.

Samyrii’s mind raced with implications. What could possibly scare Ignoima away from what they value most?

With renewed purpose, Captain Olan strode through the outer circle and the soldiers automatically parted. “Ramii, Tanuu, Diriel. With me.”

“Yes, Captain,” the three replied in unison.

Samyrii hesitated a moment before falling into the wake of her superior. Why me? I’ve never been included in the inner circle before. Why now? 

Jaem only shrugged at her questioning glance. As the Herald, he was often included in these meetings since it was advantageous for the one giving the signals to know the full details of the plan.

Once they were outside of earshot, the captain abruptly halted and whirled around to face them. Her eyebrows arched on a high forehead framed by her long, dark brown hair pulled straight back into a braid. The tall woman tugged the hem of her leather jerkin uniform and tightened the broad woven sash at her waist. 

With tense muscles and a churning gut, Samyrii waited for instructions. 

Captain Olan eyed each of them sternly but returned her gaze to Samyrii. “You know of Havanii?”

“Y-yes, Captain. I was born there.” How does she know?

“How long would it take to get there?” Captain Olan knelt, brushed aside the leaves, and traced a rough map of Tawrel’s west coast in the bare dirt with her finger. She drew an X at their approximate location on the northern border of Eren, along the coast.

“About two days, I think, Captain.” What else does she know? Samyrii dared not ask.

Captain Olan nodded, brow wrinkled in thought, tapping the rolled parchment against her chin.

“Havanii?” Lieutenant Ramii asked. “I have never heard of it.”

Silence fell for a moment and all eyes turned to Samyrii before realizing it was she they waited on. Her face warmed. “Well, it is only a small fishing village. In Kerido. Just north of Rylan’s Tail.” Samyrii knelt and drew another X where Havanii was on the dirt map.

“Are we going to Havanii, Captain?” Jaem asked.

Lieutenant Ramii scowled. “But that would put us at least five days behind. We need to be back over the pass before the first snows. We’re running out of time.”

Captain Olan’s dark eyes flashed as she stood. “But what good would it do us, Lieutenant, if we returned without information?” 

“Captain,” Lieutenant Ramii hesitated, and took a step back. “We have not encountered anything to enforce these odd rumors of creatures and weird phenomena.”

“What about the phoenix?” Jaem offered.

“A downed phoenix may be rare but nothing to warrant the rumors,” Lieutenant Ramii countered. “The Ignoima have been trapping phoenixes for millennia.”

Samyrii shifted her gaze from the arguing men to her captain. She bounced on her toes, uncertain of protocol in these private councils. The others seemed to speak freely but—

“Diriel.” Captain Olan spoke in a softer tone than usual. “What is your feeling in this?”

“Uhhh, well,” Samyrii began, “Of course, I do not know as much about the Ignoima. But it seems very odd to me that they had stopped harvesting their totems. From what I understand, they believe that the feet and feathers of a phoenix will bring them health? And it is a mark of status?”

“That’s correct. They will do anything to acquire the totems.” Surprisingly, the Captain waited for her to continue.

“S-so, what I can’t help but wonder is, what could have stopped them? What could scare Ignoima? Whatever it was may be what we are looking for.” Samyrii felt her face grow hot under their gaze and pretended to study the crude dirt map. Risking a glance upward, she noticed a smirk tug at the corner of the captain’s mouth.

​With a nod of approval, Captain Olan continued. “My thoughts are the same. Something scared them away. Ignoima are fierce and fearless warriors. Whatever it was must have been unusual and intimidating. That is what worries me.”

“But, Captain,” Jaem ventured, drumming his fingers on his sword hilt at his belt, “what does all of this have to do with Havanii?”

Captain Olan held out the scroll. “Here, Herald. Read.”

As Jaem’s eyes moved across the page, more lines furrowed his brow. At the end, his gaze flashed upward at Captain Olan. “A plea for aid from Havanii?!”

“For aid?” Samyrii’s gut plummeted.

“The phoenix was on its way to Mevora,” Captain Olan explained.

“Aid from what?” Lieutenant Ramii beat Samyrii to the question.

Please don’t say Corsairs.

Jaem looked at the page again. “From ‘indescribable creatures and unexplainable events.’” When he looked back up from the page, Jaem locked eyes with Samyrii, fear etched on his narrow face.

I’m not so sure that is better than Corsairs.

Lieutenant Ramii grunted. “But why send to Mevora? Havanii does not belong to Eren. Why not send to somewhere in Kerido?”

“To where would they send?” Captain Olan countered. “Kerido does not have a capital city. It is too decentralized. And Rylan has no military. But you are right, they would have to be desperate indeed to send for aid from Mevora.” Silence fell until the Captain spoke again. “Is this enough evidence for you, Ramii?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Then it is settled.” Captain Olan turned to Samyrii, her long braid swinging with the motion. “We are going to Havanii.”
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​​Chapter 2 

​​Chasing Rumors
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Like a dark gray wave speckled with red, they moved from the cover of the trees back into the relentless wind of the coast. Jaem adjusted the bundle of leather armor and uniform on his back as he braced against the cool wind. It was odd seeing the company in casual clothing, without the phoenix emblem on their chests. Only the waistbands remained of their uniforms, woven with the red and black flower patterns of their heritage. The captain suggested they not flaunt their military purpose as they cross the kingdom borders. The company did not hold its typical ranks, so Jaem was free to walk with Samyrii and Dihna. By midday they had passed into the sliver of Rylan territory known as the Tail, wedged along the coast between Eren and Kerido.

While drawing up plans with the captain, the side trip to Havanii still made Lieutenant Ramii indignant. Of course, Jaem understood the inconvenience. But even if they had to winter in Havanii, Jaem was convinced it was the right course of action. Erenii territory or not, we have an obligation to answer their plea for aid. What happened there could still affect Eren. Trouble does not respect national borders.

Jaem glanced past Dihna’s wide snout. “Myrii?” His friend’s attention was fixed straight ahead, as it had been all day. Without the burden of her helm, her short, wavy hair was free to fly about in the wind. Her large, far-set eyes gazed into the distance, her wide nose scrunched in thought, and her lips were drawn tight in worry. She had been more quiet than usual and completely oblivious to the blue skies or the beautiful coastline or the shadows of foothills that marked the roots of the mountain range to the east. Usually she noticed those things; it was something Jaem appreciated about her. “Myrii?”

“Hmm?”

“What’s wrong?” Jaem immediately chided himself. Stupid question. Of course he knew what was wrong. He just wanted to hear it from her but, unfortunately, he had set her up for her typical deflective answer.

“Nothing.”

There it is. Jaem could not contain the chuckle that forced its way up from his gut. This earned him a glare from Myrii, but at least it won her attention. She tried so hard to hide her hurt, and many times Jaem could not tell that anything bothered her. But over the few years that he had known her, he learned to have a sense for it. Myrii seemed to both resent and welcome this fact, a dichotomy that Jaem would never understand.

Moving to her side of the pack animal, he glanced around to be sure the other men were far enough out of earshot. Two other men of their squad, Drall and Sigen, lingered a couple paces behind. “Of course something is wrong. You are going home for the first time in fourteen years.” 

“Thanks for the update.” Bitterness saturated her voice. Myrii sighed and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she often did when nervous. Of course, the action failed as the wind only blew it in her face once more. “Sorry,” she muttered, glancing up at him with an apology in those round blue-green eyes. Myrii said nothing for a moment. And then sighing again, she spoke softly, “I’m fine, Jaem. Don’t worry about me.”

Nodding, Jaem echoed her sigh. Of course, he did not believe a word, but once that wall went up, there was no getting past it. Option two: diversion. “Do you remember when I gave you that haircut?”

“Hah. How could I forget?” The glint in her eyes told that she knew exactly what he was up to but forgave him for it.

“Your initiation,” Jaem laughed, remembering the scene clearly. “The look on your face when you walked into the barracks. Priceless! I wish I could have a portrait made of it!”

That earned him a punch in the arm and a real laugh. “You were too suspicious hiding that dagger behind your back. Not to mention everyone else standing behind you.”

Her laugh caught the attention of Sigen and Drall who had been slowly closing the distance between them. Drawing himself up into a pompous sort of posture, Drall fell in alongside Jaem.  “Suspicious? Jaem would never do anything suspicious.” His mocking tone digressed quickly into laughter.

“No never!” Sigen joined in. “That would threaten his perfect record!”

Jaem chuckled good naturedly before taking a swat at Drall. “Oh, shut up.” Those two never miss an opportunity for a joke.

Drall escaped out of reach to join Sigen and Myrii on the other side of the kabuu.

“Now, Myrii here, on the other hand,” said Sigen while draping an arm around her shoulder, “is highly suspicious. A Talon of the Kunin, but no risk-taking or dangerous bone in her body.”

Myrii easily ducked out from under Sigen’s arm. Something between amusement and embarrassment was plain on her face.

“Now, Sigen,” Drall interjected, adopting that lofty tone of voice again, “that’s not quite fair. Did you forget what they were just talking about?”

Sigen gave him a blank look. 

“Her well-earned initiation!” Drall paused as if deep in thought. “Hmm, how did it go? Oh yes...” He leaped out in front of them, dragging Sigen along. “Diriel! You have proved us all wrong and we accept you now as one of our own!” Drall recited, impersonating the captain. 

“But you first must endure . . . the haircut!” Sigen announced, playing along as his part as Jaem. His hand flourished around an imaginary dagger.

Jaem shook his head, trying to hide his amusement. And they never miss a chance to be loud and dramatic.

Two more squads at the rear stopped to enjoy the spectacle as the front continued forward, leaving them behind.

“Nooo, not my beautiful long braids!” Drall said in a higher pitched voice.

Red up to her ears, Myrii hid her face in her hand. Jaem could not help but laugh with them.

“You can do this willingly, or we will tie you down. Your choice.” Sigen held the invisible dagger out before him, and his voice became flat and rushed. “And you should trust me because my name is Jaem and I can do no wrong.”

Jaem groaned at the comment. “Hey—”

Myrii giggled.

“Alright, fine! I give in!” Drall re-enacted Myrii’s part too dramatically. “But I have one question before you do . . . ” Then as his normal self, motioned to Jaem. “Come here, I need you for this part.”

Jaem held up his hands. “I will have no part in this.”

“Ugh, but you are one of the main characters!” Turning to his accomplice, Drall said, “Fine, Sigen, you be Jaem.” Before he could protest, Drall shifted back into his Myrii persona, and tripped him. With a dramatic flourish, he grabbed a quarterstaff from one of the men and held it out to them as a challenge. “I have one question: How many men does it take to cut a girl’s hair?” Then Drall proceeded to twirl the staff at imaginary opponents while making strange tribal warrior noises.

Sigen, pushing himself up from the ground and jumped in as narrator. “Many men lay on the ground, beaten. But despite her valiant efforts, Samyrii Diriel could not overcome her doom.”

“Oh, come on, it wasn’t that dramatic.” Myrii finally laughed with the others. “And if I recall, Drall, you were on the ground with the rest of them.”

“It was over a year ago, you just don’t remember it properly. You definitely didn’t beat me,” Drall countered, finally dropping out of character.

“I did, Drall! And I’ll do it again!” Myrii removed the quarterstaff slung across her back. 

Drall held up his hands in mock-surrender. “Now, there’s the danger I like to see!”

Jaem beamed at her, happy to see her joking around with the others. It had not been too long ago that it took a lot of work to even get more than a chuckle out of her—she was so stoic.

“Alright,” Captain Olan’s voice rang. She marched from her place at the front. “Just because we are keeping a low profile doesn’t mean you can goof off.”

“Yes, Captain,” they said in chorus, suddenly serious. But as soon as her back was turned, the snickering continued.

Jaem caught Myrii’s smile as they rushed to catch up with the forward squads. 

“Yes, that was a good day,” she said. “Although I still miss my braids.”

Me too, he thought, remembering her as she was when they first met. For some reason, she did not seem quite herself without that bundle of long braids trailing after her. “But it has to be easier to wear your helm without all that bulk.” Jaem returned her smile. 

“To be honest, it seemed a bit backwards to me,” Myrii admitted. “Put up a fight and get honored?”

Jaem laughed. “Captain said she expected you to stand up for yourself. If you didn’t, then you were just not fit for the Talons after all. She appreciates confidence and expects you to act on it.”

“Yeah, Myrii. Confidence,” Drall teased. “You know, just act like Maarin Feadra.”

Sigen thumped Drall on the shoulder with a fist. “Now there is something to look forward to when we get back to the city.”

“Throne-Keep duty!” Drall answered a cheeky grin. 

Myrii shook her head.

Jaem scoffed. “You are looking forward to it? Hours of just standing there, watching dignitaries come and go? Arguing about petty things?”

“You are missing the point, Herald!” Sigen said. “Seeing Maarin Feadra is the best part!”

“You must not know what she is really like then, Sigen. Haven’t you ever heard her argue with the Kunin? It is not always a pleasant experience,” Jaem said quietly as if the heir would hear.

“Jaem!” Drall made a show of his mock scorn. “How could you say that about our beloved ‘Champion of the People’? It’s just part of her appeal.”

“Everyone does love her,” Sigen added with a shrug.

“Yes,” Drall cackled. “Women love her for taking up their cause. And men love her, well, we all know why men love her.”

“Drall! You shouldn’t talk of her that way,” Myrii chided. “She is the Maarin and is going to be your ruler someday.”

The men regarded her with skepticism.

“And believe me,” Myrii shook her head at Jaem, “I know she can be . . . difficult, but she isn’t that bad.”

“Difficult might be an understatement. But nice try.” Jaem chuckled. “At least the lower classes love her.” He turned to Drall and clapped him on the shoulder. “Who knows about those stuffy nobles, eh?”

“Who are you calling stuffy?” Drall retorted.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, my lord,” Jaem amended with a grin and a slight bow. “Did I offend your honor?”

“May I remind you,” Drall said in a condescending tone, “that I left my station to come fight alongside you lowly lot.”

“The only reason you left,” Sigen laughed, “was that you were the youngest brother and would not have seen a coin of inheritance.”

Their laughter grew too boisterous and earned another glare from Captain Olan at the front. Drall grumbled something about getting in trouble. Jaem noted Drall’s sudden seriousness and wondered if he had been truly offended. For all his teasing, he can’t take a joke? Jaem diverted the conversation. “Does the Maarin even know how loved she is in the lower town?”

“Probably not,” Myrii answered.

“But that might be for the best. It might only lead to more trouble,” said Sigen. “We can’t have civil unrest just because of the strong opinions of the Maarin.”

“Something tells me,” Jaem countered, “that the Maarin would be pleased if she did stir up that kind of trouble.”

Myrii released a contagious, full-bellied laugh and Jaem was rewarded with his favorite grin: the kind that transformed Myrii’s whole face with a hint of beautiful mischief.

My diversion worked better than I thought . . .

❖  ❖  ❖  ❖  ❖

Samyrii strained to remain upright. The wind had blown steadily along the coastal cliffs of the Edge for the course of the morning but did little to slow their progress. But then, after one step, it was as if they walked into a wall of wind and rainstorm. The sky instantly darkened with clouds, as if it were already dusk. The coastline stretched further away. What happened? One step carried them into a torrent. 

A bell tolled in intervals of five in the distance. Back in Mevora, it would mean the highest danger. Out here, it only taunted them. I didn’t think there were other towns nearby. Is that Havanii? She could not discern the direction of the sound. 

Samyrii pulled her hood up to find some reprieve against the stinging rain only to have the wind steal it back. Groaning, she stubbornly yanked the hood up again and held it in place with her free hand. “What’s happening?!” This time, her question escaped audibly.

Jaem shrugged and shook his head in short quick movements as he did when confused. “Unexplainable phenomenon?” His voice barely carried above the wind.

“To me!” Captain Olan’s voice rang sharply through the storm.

Despite the struggle, the hood did little to shelter her face from the biting rain. Cold, soaked clothing clung to her skin producing unbearable sensations of penetrating numbness throughout her entire body. The gusts caught her legs mid-stride, flinging them involuntarily to the side before they could land on the ground again. Come on, legs. Cooperate! Samyrii imagined herself being lifted into the air by the gale and flung to the coast. Without Dihna, it might have been true.

Jaem linked arms with her as another anchor. 

“No, go on! Captain needs you at the front, Herald. Go! I can manage.” She urged him on with a shove, clinging to Dihna’s bridle with her other hand.

Jaem hesitated, looking toward the direction of the captain’s voice, before turning back toward her. “Sigen!” Jaem called to the other soldier nearby. “Help Myrii!” With one more doubtful glance at her, Jaem darted off into the gale.

Soon, clear horn blasts rang out ahead.

Time melted into an endless void.

Samyrii could not discern how long they fought onward. How many hours? Sigen helped her lead Dihna through the gale but remained silent, his long face drawn in stubborn rebellion against the storm. The men around them huddled close to cut the force of the wind. Occasional horn blasts kept them together.

The pieces still did not fit. I don’t understand. What happened? The question replayed in her mind as if it were the only reasonable thought left in her numbed mind. 

Samyrii held firm to Dihna’s bridle. I’m not sure I can keep going like this much longer. Her arms shook with the effort to pull Dihna along and her legs threatened collapse. Senses dulled as she steeled herself against the storm. She growled against the hopelessness that threatened to overtake her. Dihna bucked and stamped her hooves in panic. “Hang in there, Dihna. We won’t give our last feather like this. We have to move forward.” 

Sigen glanced at her with renewed determination. 

There is nowhere to go but forward.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter 3

​​Inheritance
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With three horn blasts, Jaem signaled the halt. The entire company sank to the ground where they stood. Powerful gales continued to assail them, but thankfully the rain had let up.

The Talons had intended to take refuge from the relentless windstorm in Gersah, the first town in Kerido, but the storm had somehow sent them off course. Dusk had found them early somewhere between Gersah and Havanii, further away from the coast than planned.

Jaem could not remember ever being so exhausted. Muscles aching, heart pounding, and water trickling down his forehead from his rain-drenched hair, he fought the urge to allow his knees to buckle. If I rest now, I will never get up again. There are things to do. After giving himself a moment, he began helping his comrades to their feet. “The sooner we get camp set up, the sooner we can rest behind those wind screens.” 

Captain Olan passed along her approval with a nod. 

Working his way through the company, Jaem found Samyrii near the back of the group standing as if frozen, the wind ripping at her coat. Dihna nudged the girl with her broad nose, apparently reminding Myrii that she was neglecting her job; the kabuu was probably as eager to rest as they were. Myrii faced south-east, where an old, dilapidated farmhouse stood about a hundred paces off. It was clear that the homestead had been vacant for some time. The sloping roof almost reached the ground and was so moss-covered it was difficult to tell where it ended and the overgrown grass began.

“Why did it have to be here?” Myrii lamented without looking, as if she knew for certain it was he that stood behind her.

“What do you mean? You know we could not have traveled much further.”

“Yes, by why here, Jaem?” 

Perhaps it was his own exhaustion, but Jaem could not ignore the accusation and anger in her voice. His temper flared. “Well, what do you want me to do about it, Myrii? What is so wrong with here?” Immediately, he regretted his words. “I’m sorry,” Jaem apologized, wiping his eyes with his hand. He rarely let his temper slip with her. In fact, more importantly, Jaem could not remember a time he had ever seen Myrii truly show anger. Frustration, fear, and bitterness, yes. But the anger that had flashed in those eyes just now? Never. “Myrii, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

Snapping out of her trance, Myrii set to work unloading Dihna’s burden. “It’s okay, Jaem, I’m sorry too. We are all exhausted. Let’s get camp set up so we can rest.” She spoke without looking at him.

“Myrii, what’s—”

“Forget it,” she responded in the form of a sigh.

“Fine,” he responded quietly, knowing there was nothing else he could do now to amend the situation. “See you at dinner.” With one more curious look at the farmhouse silhouetted against the dimming light, he left his friend to her work.

❖  ❖  ❖  ❖  ❖

The next morning brought calmer winds and clearer skies. Steady gusts blew in off the coast, but that was typical for the Edge. Heart pounding, Samyrii followed the captain and ten others into her hometown. Here we go . . . 

Havanii had been rebuilt since Samyrii was taken away, but it appeared much as it had fourteen years ago. The small, one-story clay and stone houses lined the dirt street, like gray boxes waiting in a queue. Thatched roofs arched and dipped low to overgrown gardens in between. The salty scent of the sea and those familiar dirt streets gripped her heart with nostalgia for days long passed. It feels like a lifetime ago. Beyond the stretch of houses, the green earth cut off abruptly to make way for the glittering blue of the sea.

Samyrii caught Jaem’s frequent glances, checking on her as if she were suddenly going to shatter into pieces. She was thankful for his concern, but sometimes he was too obvious about it. I am not something fragile that will break so easily, Samyrii thought, steeling herself. I can handle whatever we might find in Havanii. 

Or not find. 

The houses stood vacant. Not even a stray tak scurried between houses. Nor did the seabirds float in their lazy circles above. No white sails on the horizon. 

Muscles tense, Samyrii slung her quarterstaff across her back and placed a hand on the sword hilt at her waist. Something happened here. Dozens of terrible scenarios rushed through her mind. Corsairs would not leave buildings standing like this. They would have plundered everything. Burned it like last time. 

Jaem loosened a throwing axe from its clip on his belt. 

About halfway through the town, they passed the old smithy where her father used to work. Seeing it brought back fond memories of the times she and her brother spent there as children and their comical attempts to help their father. It was where she first held a sword. A little further was the temple where she would go with her mother to show honor to Eloah, the creator of all things. The building did not look too much different than the other buildings except for the vaulted roof and a large circular window at the front. Many buildings here were dusted in black soot, but nothing appeared burned. Not like last time.

By now, many of the Talons had drawn their weapons. The lane dead-ended into the coastline before curving right to the north, leading to the dock tower where the cliffs sloped down to the beach during low tide. Currently the beach was submerged, and waves crashed against the tower. Full moons. Deep tide is coming in. The sea would soon batter the soaring cliffs, leaving the shoreline underwater. 

The pulley contraptions and scaffolding of the dock tower allowed the docks to be raised and lowered to accommodate the vastly different tidal levels. Deep tide had always been a celebratory time in Havanii. As a child, Samyrii loved watching the tide come in and watching the dockmen work to raise the docks to the upper level of the tower. The docks should have been raised weeks ago. But the only sign of the dock was wooden debris smashing against the rocks. Boats that had been pulled up on shore were now being thrown against the cliffs. The fishermen would never have left their boats like that. Sea mist spraying her face, Samyrii glanced back to where the cliffs sloped upward. Toward her family home. I don’t like this.

Captain Olan shot Samyrii a brief worried glance before facing the company. “We need to find out what happened here. Spread out in twos. Search the houses if you need to, look for survivors or anything strange. But be careful.”

With the freedom of permission, the squads dispersed. But Samyrii found herself frozen as she traded her attention between the dock tower and up the slope. What happened here?

“Myrii.” Jaem nudged her elbow. “Come on.”

Samyrii took a few steps toward the nearest building before Jaem stopped her.

“Where is your house? Don’t you want to check there?”

She blinked at him. It was not like him to oppose protocol. It was common procedure to begin in the center and work outwards. If there were survivors, or answers, they were likely to be here in the center. “But shouldn’t we check the central town before the outliers?” But she could not keep her eyes from wandering up the slope.

Jaem smiled and followed her gaze. “Come on. Just this once. The others have it handled here.”

Glancing back toward the others, Samyrii watched them enter the quiet houses while Captain Olan stood watch in the street. The captain nodded as she regarded Samyrii and Jaem, who was already climbing the hill. Returning her nod, and feeling validated with the captain’s permission, Samyrii rushed up the slope after Jaem. 

Choosing a left at the split in the path, she altered their course. Stomach turning in knots, memory guided her feet until they reached the site of her childhood home. Although the structure was completely gone, a remnant of the stone foundation was still intact. It was just a hole in the ground and a pile of rubble to be demolished by years of relentless wind. Well, what did I expect? Of course there would be little left. The fire would have taken most of it. She could imagine the T-shaped house as if it still stood before her. Like the covers of an overturned book, the sod roof had hung low near the ground in each of the three sections, and the gray stone bricks piled up as the pages. 

Samyrii stepped closer. 

The wide doorway would have been there in the center with her mother’s face smiling through the open window on the right side, welcoming her home.

Samyrii stood frozen at the low edge of stone bricks that surrounded the crumbling foundation. Caution warned her not to enter.

“This is your home.” Jaem’s statement was more of a question.

“It was.” Samyrii met his inquisitive gaze. “Let’s hope that it is still structurally sound.”

“Only one way to find out.” Jaem climbed over the edge and hopped down among the foundation stones and old wooden planks. The rotting boards held.

Samyrii cautiously lowered herself down into the cellar after him, ignoring his offered hand to help her. “It is so strange to be here. After all this time.” The wind and sea-spray whistled overhead, but her memory added that old musty smell of the cellar.

“It would seem that Eloah wanted you here again.”

“Eloah?” Samyrii responded with a laugh. “I think he lost interest a long time ago.” Glancing around the empty, ruined cellar, Samyrii imagined the house that once rested above. A place once filled with life and love. Many times did she and her brother get in trouble for playing down here. Looking for buried treasure.

Sighing against the lump catching in her throat, she tentatively paced across the wooden remnants of the foundation. Thick beams that were once part of the rafters had settled at odd angles. She ducked these as the old boards creaked with every step. Old scorch marks darkened the wood. Samyrii’s heart quickened from the barrage of memories. It is much smaller than I remember. Her fingers ran along the earth-covered stone walls and the displaced soil fell to the planks. She paced the perimeter, overturning debris, and peeking beneath the fallen beams.

“What are you looking for?”

“Anything strange,” she answered, grinning at him mischievously. “Just following orders.” Samyrii stumbled on her next step but easily righted herself.

“Careful.”

Samyrii laughed at his belated suggestion but glanced downward at the board that caught her foot. I wish my feet were in tune with the rest of me sometimes. She dismissed it at first as another case of clumsiness, until she saw the board had moved a few spans from its original position. Kneeling, Samyrii scraped off dirt and dead leaves, then lifted the wood plank and set it aside. “What’s this?” she muttered. There in the hole sat a time-worn chest, almost three ells long, with a heavy lock on it. “How odd . . . ” Where did this come from?

“Do you recognize it?” Leaning over her shoulder, Jaem smiled his intrigue.

Samyrii grunted in awe. “Not at all.” Anticipation sent her heart racing, but fear churned in her gut. Buried treasure. Not about to let a lock stop her, she stood. “We need something to break it.” Immediately, Jaem used his height to scramble out of the cellar and returned shortly with a black, sharp-edged rock. It took him several hard whacks before the old lock gave way.

With hands posed to open the lid, Samyrii smiled her thanks. “Jaem?”

“Hmm?”

“I’m glad you are here with me.”

Jaem laughed and regarded her with a boyish grin. “You’re just saying that to be nice.” 

She laughed at their old joke that began in her days of training under him. 

“Now open it before I do!”

Samyrii took a deep breath and sighed before she lifted the weighty lid. Two skillfully crafted short-swords lay inside. 

Jaem shifted beside her for a better view. 

Samyrii’s hesitation gave way to awe. The two blades were wrapped together with a fine leather cord that held a small brown drawstring pouch on top. Unlacing the swords, she handed the pouch to Jaem. The first blade had an iridescent gem set in the wooden hilt with a copper-colored flame design surrounding it. Samyrii pulled the sword from its sheath. The flames continued and disappeared about halfway up the slightly curved blade. Are these from my parents? Why would they hide them like this?

“You have never seen these before?” Jaem whispered, clearly as awestruck as she.

“Not that I remember,” Samyrii responded while sliding the sword back into its sheath. “They must have belonged to my parents, though. They built this house themselves.”

Jaem grinned at her. “Family heirlooms.”

Passing the sword to Jaem, she picked up the next, which had a more elegant line. Trapped in the hilt, an elongated stone was entwined with vine designs that followed the blade to the tip. At the very end of the pommel, a spherical blue crystal was set in place by a swooping silver cage. Did my father make these?

“Certainly no Frel would make something this intricate,” Jaem commented, handing her the forgotten leather pouch.

“I agree, we definitely value function over beauty when it comes to weapons. Could they be Qeldyn-made?”

“Well they are certainly not Mikoshen or Ignoima-made. Definitely not their style. Maybe they are from the Laoga.” There was a hint of sarcasm in his voice at the last addition.

“Oh, come on. Laoga? Even if they do exist, where would my parents get Laoga weapons?”

“They are just that talented, I guess.” Jaem laughed, using one of her common quips against her. “Aren’t you going to open it?” He changed the subject, indicating the pouch in Samyrii’s hand.

Smiling at his eagerness, she untied the drawstring and shook out the contents. A peculiar cuff bracelet fell into her palm. It had the feeling and weight of metal but the appearance of a rich reddish wood. Even the grain looked convincing, but the smoothness insisted a metallic origin. “How strange . . . ” With a finger, Samyrii traced a thin iridescent thread that was set down the center of the cuff. While she fit the cuff over her leather bracer, Jaem investigated the box. “Why would my parents have these sorts of things? They were never very wealthy . . . ” Samyrii stood, holding her treasures. “We should probably be getting back.”

“No wait, what is this?” Jaem asked, prodding the bottom of the chest.

The captain’s voice called out. The words were indistinguishable.

“A false bottom?” Jaem pulled up on the corner and half of the chest bottom swung upwards, revealing a small compartment underneath. Another elongated pouch lay inside.

Captain Olan shouted again.

“Mother’s calling.” Jaem smiled, handing her the new package. “We will have to open it later.” He climbed out of the cellar with ease and Samyrii let him pull her up. 

She rushed to hide her treasures in her pack as best as she could, knowing the others would give her a hard time about the loot. Feeling the new weight in her pack, Samyrii smiled. I have an inheritance. It was strange and begged more questions than it answered, but she had finally recovered a link to her family. With one long, last glance back at the abandoned foundations, Samyrii smiled and loped down the slope after Jaem.

❖  ❖  ❖  ❖  ❖

After regrouping with the others, they had learned little else regarding the mystery of the empty town. Jaem sighed. Only more questions. The villagers had left in a hurry over a month prior to the Talons’ arrival. Every house showed the same evidence. Dinners were left on the table and the houses still contained valuables, but there were no signs of a battle or struggle. Only strange, oily, darkened sections on both the outer and inner walls of each dwelling, more like decay than ash. 

It’s as if the people were just misplaced, Jaem thought with a growing sense of dread.

“It’s strange that the Corsairs haven’t plundered the town yet. Word would have spread of the . . . emptiness,” Myrii commented on the return march to camp.

Jaem scratched the scruff on his chin. More questions. The weight of it all washed over Jaem and settled like a stone in his chest. “Whatever it was, we were far too late.”

Myrii’s brows turned up in concern.

“We can’t save everyone, Jaem,” said Drall, who walked with them.

Jaem grit his teeth. “Well, maybe we should try.” Despite calling him friend, Drall’s lax attitude was one thing Jaem could not stand about the man. Lieutenant Ramii passed by and Jaem welcomed the excuse to veer from the subject and test another question. “Lieutenant, how long would you say that phoenix had been dead for?”

The man thought for a moment. “No more than a week.”

“Hmm. And it would take less than two days for it to fly to the place where we found it in the trap.”

“What are you getting at, Jaem?” Myrii questioned. Her wide nose scrunched as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

​I have to be wrong . . . It is impossible. Jaem hesitated and drummed his fingers on his hilt. “If we are right about the town, the people were gone for about a month. Why would the villagers send a phoenix for aid after they evacuated? Without mentioning it? Or if something even stranger happened, how could they send it after they disappeared?” The silence of his companions served as the confirmation he needed.

The lieutenant shook his head. “Strange rumors indeed.”
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Bells striking in intervals of twos awoke Samyrii from a dream. It was the same dream she had every night since their return to Mevora two weeks ago. The glare of the fire, the smoke stinging her eyes, and her mother screaming still echoed in the arena of her imagination. It had been the day she was taken from Havanii. Shaking her head did little to dislodge the images. Why can’t I beat this? She tried to focus on the plit-plat of rain on the barrack’s sod roof instead. 

The bells from the watchtowers continued to signal the end of the fourth watch. Dong-dong. A breath of silence. Dong-dong. Intervals of three or four would signal alert or warning. Five would mean imminent danger.

Dong-dong.

Time for work.

In truth, Samyrii had expected to feel more of a connection to Havanii. Perhaps it was the unusual circumstances or maybe she simply did not belong there. Her family was not there anymore, after all. Everyone that would have remembered her family had vanished. Not even the house had remained. Just emptiness. Her inheritance was the only connection remaining to that little fishing village. I spent so much time longing for it. But it was only fantasy. If anywhere is home, it’s here. In these barracks. Her empty disappointment gave way to a new appreciation for her life in Mevora. And yet, gratitude still mingled with unease. She could not shake the mystery of Havanii. What happened there? Where did the people go?

The company had left the empty village with more questions than answers. But at least we did confirm that there is certainly something strange going on. The exhausted Talons had trudged through the snowy mountain pass. Thankfully, it was still traversable. A week-long journey brought them to the first manors that occupied the city’s outskirts. Samyrii had been nearly overwhelmed with relief when they first caught sight of Mevora, with all its stone bridges and pinnacles, situated safely in the mountain’s embrace. Sunlight had glowed golden on the upper rock face angling over the rooftops of the Keep and upper district, lighting up the bells of the watchtowers like beacons. The stone bridges and pinnacles of the middle district painted geometric shadows on the cliff behind while bands of light were cast upon the lower city which sprawled out beneath like a decorated skirt. 

Samyrii basked in the warmth of the memory a moment longer before the scraping sound of the barracks door turned her back to reality.

Lifting the curtain that covered the opening to her bunk, she peeked to see who came in. That unmistakable stale stench of dust mingled with sweat and morning breath greeted her with odd nostalgia. A couple men muttered to each other as they entered and ventured to their bunks among the fifty. Coming in from night watch. She did not know them well but appreciated their attempts at silence. Others were not so considerate. 

She smiled. Yes, this is my home now. Bad smells and all. Dawn light streamed through the slit-like windows above the door and cast its beams upon the wooden floor below. She adjusted the curtain so some light leaked into her bunk but would still allow her privacy.

Fiddling with the cuff on her wrist, she stretched out on her stomach. Eyeing her stash of belongings placed at the bunk’s headboard, she grabbed the top item. Despite its unassuming appearance, it was the strangest of all the items recovered from her childhood home. What are you? The object weighed heavily in her palm and was about the length of her arm wrist to elbow. Apparently made of the same metallic-wood material as the cuff, it looked something like a hilt with a missing blade. The only markings on its smooth surface were two runes, one on either end of the hilt. Why would this be hidden in the false bottom when the swords look much more valuable? Perplexed, she returned the hilt to its pouch and placed it among her belongings. She had been so contented before, living here among the Talons, ignoring her past. But now the past had returned like a slap to the face, not to resolve anything but to only bring more questions. Why can’t you just let me be? She sighed, unsure of whom she was referring.

Shaking the discontentment from the forefront of her mind, Samyrii busied herself by preparing for work. She had been reassigned to honor guard again along with Jaem, although they were often on opposite schedules. Today, however, their shifts would overlap. Another day, she thought while fitting a bracer over the new cuff on her left wrist. She smiled, thankful that she could keep her family close at least in this way. Just another day.

❖  ❖  ❖  ❖  ❖

Standing guard at the door of the Keep, Jaem had an excellent view of the unfolding events. 

“Feadra,” Kunin Naarim said with incredible patience.

The Kunin leaned forward in his throne with one elbow propped on his knee, chin in hand. A golden crown of two swooping phoenixes rested across his high brow, shining against dark hair peppered with silver. A smile ever played in his kind, hazel eyes that sometimes, Jaem thought, hinted at a mischievousness long hidden away on account of duty. Long robes encircled him as a cloud of red cloth, all heavily patterned with traditional floral motifs to indicate his station. But the Kunin seemed somehow removed from the elaborate display of his courts as he regarded his daughter standing before him. “Your people are glad to have you represent them. Why can’t you be content with that?”

Maarin Feadra scoffed and crossed her arms. “My people?” The Maarin was the image of defiance: arms crossed, long legs stepped out in a defensive stance, and one hip cocked. She wore her trademark choice of masculine clothing: a dark loose shirt tucked into high-waisted trousers that flared at the knee above tall black, leather boots. A sword was sheathed at her hip, as if she was a member of the guard. The only remnant of femininity was preserved in a traditional, long vest overcoat intricately decorated with red and black floral motifs on a cream-white background.

“They might be your people, Father,” the Maarin was saying, “but I don’t think the people would claim me as easily as they do you. The nobles would trade me out in a heartbeat for some other Maarin if they had a choice. One that isn’t—how did they say it? Oh, right—‘too much of a disruption.’”

Jaem winced. Haren, who stood guard on the other side of the door, glanced at Jaem from the corner of his eye. It was all the reaction they were permitted. Arguments between the Kunin and his daughter were common and often heated. But this one was particularly intriguing. Apparently, the King of Rylan, the kingdom to the north, had called for an urgent council. Maarin Feadra was acting High Ambassador for Eren and so must attend the council. From his time serving as honor guard, Jaem had learned that Maarin Feadra did little to hide her disdain for her role of ambassador. However, the Kunin was always affected very little by his daughter’s attempts to sway him.

The Kunin ignored her and straightened on his throne. “You will need an armed escort.”

“I don’t need an escort, Father,” Maarin Feadra argued. “I am only going to Rylan, not Orrin. It isn’t anywhere near enemy territory.”

“Yes, but this council is different. All nations were invited. That means representatives from Orrin will likely be there as well.”

Maarin Feadra groaned.

She was very unusual for a Maarin, Jaem was told, but she was the only one he had ever served. Whether she knew it or not, Maarin Feadra had instigated much of the movement for women to rebel against tradition enforced, sometimes cruelly, by the Barons. Jaem did not mind the Modifiers, as they were called. And he certainly did not blame them for pursuing their cause, as long as they did not cause too much trouble in the process. Jaem understood that women often bore the brunt of corruption without as many opportunities to change their circumstances, especially in the lower classes. He should know. He had grown up in the lower town and saw much of that corruption firsthand. But what are we without our traditions? From this angle, Jaem could not see the Maarin’s face, but he imagined fire set in those dark green eyes.

“But Father—”

The Kunin cut her off. “Captain Olan.”

“Yes, Kunin?” The captain stepped forward from her place beside the throne.

Kunin Naarim sighed long and scratched at his graying beard. He turned to Captain Olan. “Would you give a report of Samyrii Diriel’s progress from the time she was inducted into the ranks?”

Jaem’s heart raced. Is he suggesting Myrii as her escort?

“Father,” Feadra began, combing fingers through her long, thick mane of midnight hair. “I am fully capable of protecting myself—”

The Kunin held up a hand. “Please continue, Captain.”

Captain Olan exchanged a look with Feadra, which Jaem could not decipher. “Six years ago, my Kunin, Samyrii began her military training. By her third year, she showed surprising aptitude in several skills, favoring sword-art.”

Jaem could not prevent a small smile. He had met Samyrii in her first year. He had already spent a couple years in the lower common ranks but was reassigned as a trainer due to his wide range of skills. Myrii had been one of his first assignments. He had resented the position at first, especially since she had been such a slow learner. But over that first year, they had become good friends. If it had not been for her determination, Jaem suspected she would have never made it through training. But with persistent practice, her skills dramatically improved. Stubborn girl. Samyrii showed proficiency in archery, quarterstaff, and sword-art, but was a master at nothing. After his second year as trainer, Jaem had been promoted to the higher Talon ranks as a Herald. Secretly, Jaem suspected that this was what had motivated Myrii to excel.

“During her third year, Samyrii became an excellent swordswoman,” Captain Olan was saying.

Feadra attempted her plea once more. “Olan, you know I am just as skilled in the sword-arts as anyone else.” She indicated the sword at her hip. “You were the one who taught me!”

Captain Olan merely nodded before proceeding. “Samyrii continued to show remarkable persistence during her two years in the common ranks, willing to do whatever was asked of her. This and her skills with a blade were what caught my attention for recruitment to the Talons. She is perhaps still lacking in confidence and a bit too softhearted sometimes. But beyond this, she is obedient, cautious, and resourceful. Her unique insights proved most valuable during this last patrol.”

Jaem was shocked. He had never heard Captain Olan praise anyone so openly. She is always so hard on Myrii. He had suspected it was because she was one of the few female Talons, and the captain did not want the women she chose reflecting poorly on her. It is too bad Myrii didn’t get to hear that . . .

“There you have it,” Kunin Naarim interjected. “A fine, trustworthy warrior who will not get in your way. This way we both win.” He released a satisfied chuckle. “And besides, you already know each other well.”

“But Father—” Feadra still protested.

Two soft knocks on the smaller servant’s door drew Jaem’s attention, reminding him the next shift was due. That would be Myrii, he thought while opening the door just wide enough to let her in.

“Good morning,” she whispered, barely audible as she entered.

“Brace yourself. You may be in for a shock,” he warned.

Her scrunched nose revealed her confusion as she relieved Haren from his post on the other side of the main door. She looked at him, one eyebrow cocked in a question. Jaem attempted to mouth the words to explain. But she only shook her head. He wished he could explain more before—

“Samyrii,” the Kunin boomed from the other end of the room. 

Her muscles noticeably tensed. 

“You have permission to approach.”

Glancing once more at Jaem, her large eyes growing even wider, Myrii took her first tentative steps across the room.

❖  ❖  ❖  ❖  ❖

The sod roof was still a bit wet from the morning rain, but Samyrii cared little. Not only was the barracks roof an excellent place for solitude or stargazing, but it also provided a beautiful vantage point overlooking Mevora. This was one of the few places she could escape on her own. The night sky was clear save some high wispy clouds that traveled lazily across the dark expanse, and the moons had not yet risen to pollute the sky with their light. And to her delight, Samyrii was rewarded with several meteors streaking bright trails across the black.

The city was built against an enormous rock face on many levels of outcroppings. The Talon barracks, along with the main bells and watchtowers, stood only one level lower than the Keep. The common barracks, where she used to live, was another level lower. Twelve outcroppings, all connected by arching bridges, housed various important structures staggered across the cliff. In the dark, the blue painted rooftops deepened to a rich violet as they reflected the light from the xinx-crystals illuminating the watchtowers. The squarish red-gray stone buildings were connected by archways and bridges, forming a network of intersecting lines and shadows. Oil lamps lining each level and bridge echoed the lights shining in the city below, sprawled out like a fan. She imagined a great mirror laying over the rooftops, reflecting the starlight so she could live inside it. Stars above and stars below. Like the song. It was a tune her father used to sing while working in the smithy.

Samyrii heard motion below. Jaem.

Climbing the gently sloping roof, the Erenii man smiled.

“You found me.”

He shrugged. “It’s not all that difficult. I know you too well.”

“I guess I need to find a new hiding place.”

Jaem settled in beside her, looking up at the stars. When he turned to look at her, she knew what was coming. “When are you leaving? I was replaced before the end of the conversation.”

“Tomorrow.”

He propped himself up on his elbow. “Tomorrow! Is the council so urgent that you need to leave so soon? Does it have to do with the war?”

“The Kunin didn’t say. But apparently the Rylan King called the council under the highest secrecy and urgency. Even the Qelda were invited. So, it is very important, I suppose.” Samyrii could not hide the disappointment in her voice.

“The Qelda?” he laughed, but seemed to notice she did not join in. “I thought you wanted to see more of the world.”

“Yes, I do. But it would be kind of nice to be in one place for a little while too. I just barely got adjusted to being back, and now I will be off again.” She sighed. “I wish you were coming with us.”

Jaem grunted his agreement. “How long will you be gone?”

“I wasn’t told, but I can’t imagine it would be more than a few weeks?”

Grunting again, Jaem leaned back again to look at the stars. Samyrii mimicked his grunt, which made him laugh. Another falling star raced across the sky. “So, a few weeks with Maarin Feadra? That’s . . . fun.”

“Oh stop,” Samyrii scolded. “I can handle her.”

“Oh yes, you are the Maarin expert, miss handmaiden,” he teased.

“I wouldn’t go that far. It has been a long time . . . ” Samyrii’s mind drifted back to memories of her time as the Maarin’s handmaiden. It had been her first job in Mevora and was trained to protect Feadra in any way she could, despite her young age. She went everywhere the Maarin did. There was a time when she thought they had even been friends. But as they grew older, Feadra began to reject her help, until one day she was dismissed. But as always, Kunin Naarim looked after her and recommended her for military training. Samyrii never knew why the Kunin had treated her with such favor, but he always provided for her, ever since her first day in Mevora. Samyrii owed the Kunin her life and in many ways, saw him as a father. He was her main motivation through the most difficult training. She did not want to disappoint her Kunin.

“Myrii?”

“Hmm?”

“I-I wish you weren’t going.”

Ignoring the weight of sadness in her chest, Samyrii chuckled and turned a mischievous grin toward him. “You’re just saying that to be nice.” Jaem rewarded her with a full-bellied laugh. But when he turned his eyes away again, Samyrii felt her smile fall. I cannot defy my Kunin.

❖  ❖  ❖  ❖  ❖

Jaem was never really good with goodbyes, but this one was especially hard. He watched Maarin Feadra ride out of the upper gate with his best friend. It would be the first time they would be on separate missions in years. And yet, the growing lump in his throat surprised him. With all the strange things they had encountered in the west and this sudden turn of events, Jaem could not shake the feeling that things would not be the same again.

❖  ❖  ❖  ❖  ❖

The ride north only took a few days, but the tension that radiated from Maarin Feadra lengthened the journey. When the heir was not giving Samyrii orders, the Maarin regarded her with a cold indifference. 

“Just one thing,” she remarked early in the trip. “From now on, I am Ambassador Fé Seyd'Korriam. Not a Maarin. Not Feadra. I always travel under an alias.”

“Why is that?”

“For safety.” The Maarin shrugged. “My father insists on it.” 

Samyrii hesitated on further questions, but since it pertained to her duty, she allowed herself one more. “Seyd'Korriam. I have not heard of that noble house before. In case someone asks, what should I say?”

Maarin Feadra nodded as if she approved of the question. “Seyd was my mother’s house. My alias is a second cousin of my mother, Lutaa Seyd’Korriam.”

Nodding slowly, Samyrii bit her tongue, knowing more questions about the Maarin’s mother would be unwelcome. 

Traveling west along the mountains, the Maarin and her unwanted guard turned north and passed through the wide vale into the kingdom of Rylan on the second day. Thankfully, the snow gave them little trouble through the lower mountain passes.

Feadra’s coldness and distance had not lessened over the years. Has she forgotten the days we had spent every moment together? Well, it was a long time ago. Why would she care to remember me anyway? Samyrii was grateful to have Dihna with her, at least. It had been a shock when Captain Olan suggested Samyrii take the trusty kabuu with her. Dihna was primarily a pack animal, not a steed. “Remember, a well-trained Talon kabuu could be a valuable weapon in itself,” the captain had told her. “And besides, maybe it is time Dihna gets to stretch her legs a little.” In any case, Dihna had become a beloved friend during those long weeks of patrol. 
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