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        “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”

        

        Matthew 6:19–21
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Lark

          

        

      

    

    
      Lark brushed off the snowflakes from his coat collar and stamped his boots loudly as he stepped through the entrance of the Prickly Pig. The dimly lit tavern was nearly empty. Two men sat at the far end of the bar slumped over their mead, while an old man in a soiled coat nursed his drink at a table by the fireplace.

      “How was the birthday party?” Tomas asked, wiping a rag across the bar. Tomas still had traces of red hair in his white beard. It was hard to believe he had once been the reeve for Lark’s grandfather—King Niko. Now Tomas and his younger wife, Hilran, spent their days providing spirits and grub to the fair citizens of Isidor’s largest city.

      Lark lifted his coattail, moved his scabbard aside, and took a seat on a bar stool. “Have any food left?”

      Tomas gave him a scrutinizing look. The tavern would be closing soon and Lark’s last-minute request for food clearly did not sit well with a man who had spent his life adhering to meticulous rules. “I can ask Hilran to see if there’s anything left, but don’t expect much at this late hour.” Tomas muttered under his breath as he headed to the kitchen.

      Lark tapped his fingers on the bar, pondering his decision to sneak out of the castle. Perhaps I shouldn’t have left my own birthday party early. The whole thing was for appearances anyway—an opportunity to show the good people of Isidor what a fine king he’d make one day.

      King.

      He couldn’t bring himself to whisper the word, much less entertain the idea. He glanced back at the grizzly man by the fire. He had the humped back of someone who had carried a nobleman’s breakfast tray for too many years.

      “Never seen him before,” Hilran said, sliding a plate of braised rabbit with diced carrots and parsnips under his nose. She flashed him a warm smile and flicked a kitchen towel over her shoulder. “Happy birthday, Lark. On the house.”

      “Thanks,” he grumbled, pulling the plate closer. He hated rabbit, but he didn’t dare say so, for Hilran was a kind soul.

      She handed him a two-pronged fork. “Twenty is nothing to scoff at. You’re practically a man.”

      “Then I’ll take a mead.”

      “No,” she admonished, as if reminding him of his duty as prince.

      He scowled. “Let me guess. Gideon’s orders?”

      Hilran placed a hand over his. “Your king only wants what’s best for you.”

      “He wants what’s best for him and my mother,” he said, pulling his hand away.

      “You’ll be king one day and then you can do as you like.”

      “Or Bren will be queen. We are twins after all.” He tore off a rabbit leg and sucked the vinegary juice from it.

      “You are the older,” she continued.

      “By a few minutes,” he said, dropping the leg. “Besides, I’m not king material.”

      Hilran shook her head. “You’re so much like your late uncle, it’s frightening,” she said happily.

      Tomas shimmied up behind Hilran and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Yeah, but Lark is as stubborn and crusty as his old man,” he growled next to her ear.

      Hilran laughed, twisting out of Tomas’ arms. She swatted away his flirtation with her towel.

      Lark stabbed his fork into the vegetables. How many times had he heard he was like his uncle and his father? Living in the shadow of his parents and the infamous, dead uncle he was named after was burdensome. Gideon and Wynter had reached legendary status by finding the Iron Gate to Isidor and fulfilling the late King Rodolf’s oracle. They’d found the promised land and united the Uluns and Alrenians as Ferrians once again. Lark was just another cog in their wheel of good fortune. Until he found his own way, he’d always just be the son of the king and queen—nothing more than a prince named after the king’s beloved brother.

      He shoved a forkful of parsnips and carrots into his mouth then pushed the plate away. Hilran plucked it off the bar and retreated into the kitchen with Tomas.

      Lark turned in his seat and studied the leathery face of the old man in the corner.

      He definitely isn’t local.

      If Lark had to guess by his dust-covered clothes, the man had traveled from Ferran. Though it had been 22 years since Isidor was discovered and settled, there were still thousands who lived in Ferran, but they didn’t often venture into the new land of Isidor unless there was some business to be done.

      Might as well play the seer card and see if he bites.

      Lark was always up for making a few coins from an unsuspecting traveler. People rarely turned down a vision from a seer. For the right price Lark would tell a pliable customer anything he thought they wanted to hear. The king’s seer, Gotz, frowned upon such games. He had warned Lark repeatedly about using his gift for personal gain instead of God’s purposes. But since when had he ever listened to Gotz?

      He strode over to the man’s table and sat down without asking for permission.

      “That seat is taken!” The man’s voice was as coarse as his appearance.

      Lark put on a show of looking around. “Funny, I don’t see anyone else.”

      The man took a deep, wheezy breath. “She’ll be here soon enough.” He took a long swig from his mug.

      Lark leaned one hand on the table, ready to make the man an offer. “Listen. I can help you.”

      The man’s forehead creased. “Did Gilla send you?”

      He opened his mouth to say No, but suddenly intrigued by this mystery woman named Gilla, he decided to play along to see where the conversation would go. “Yes,” Lark said, straightening with a subtle cock of his eyebrow. He gave his waistcoat an official-looking tug, presenting a modicum of virtue. “Gilla sent me in her stead.”

      “The swine,” he grumbled. “I knew she wouldn’t show her randy face. Too good for the common folk, that one. Thinks she’s better than everyone else cause her father was some famous Ulun warrior.”

      This is getting more interesting by the minute. Lark cleared his throat. “Shall we proceed?”

      The man eyed him suspiciously. “Do you have the money?”

      Now here’s where he should have fessed up that Gilla had not sent him, but his curiosity had been piqued. Besides, what if something nefarious was going on that Gideon and Wynter needed to know about? He may not have always seen eye-to-eye with his parents, but he wasn’t going to sit back and let someone waltz into Isidor to conduct their shady business deal.

      Lark dug inside his coat pocket and pulled out the pouch of coins he’d just received for his birthday. He tossed the black sack on the table. “It’s all there.” Lark had no idea what the agreed-upon price was, but the jangling coins produced the desired effect. The man’s eyes widened. He licked his wrinkled lips like a dog waiting for scraps from his owner’s table. The man’s bony fingers inched toward the prize.

      Lark snatched the pouch away. “Not so fast.”

      The man frowned then gruffly pulled a worn knapsack off the back of his chair and set it on his lap. He dug inside and pulled out a grimy, square piece of oilcloth that had been stitched up on the sides. He laid it on the table and slid it over. The stained package hardly looked worth the twenty gold coins in Lark’s pouch. The man noticed his hesitation and eyed him warily.

      “It’s what Gilla and me agreed on. The map for the money.”

      A map? Interesting.

      The deal was probably a con, but what did Lark care about money? He put the pouch back on the table, and the man reached for it again. For the briefest moment their fingers touched, and Lark’s world went dark as a vision enveloped him.

      Dark alley.

      The old man counting his coins.

      Steps . . . a shadow . . . gold coins tinkling one by one to the ground.

      Blood.

      And just like that, the vision was over.

      Lark blinked. The old man and the pouch of coins were gone. He turned in his chair just in time to see the tavern door swing shut. He grabbed the stained oilcloth and went out into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Bren

          

        

      

    

    
      Besides a few candles burning within the homes of the restless, the streets of Glasser, Isidor’s capital, were abandoned and dark. The city had been dusted with a light snow—a final farewell before spring ushered in its first buds. The night had been serene until Bren had happed upon the sinister prowler. She held him from behind, her knife blade gently teasing his throat. “Thinkest thou shalt cause harm to this fair city?” she whispered next to his ear.

      He held up his hands in surrender. She slipped the knife into the sheath at her waist and pulled back the hood of her woolen cape.

      “This game of yours is getting old,” her brother said, turning to her.

      “It’s not a game, Lark. I could have been anyone, and you’d be dead.” She hadn’t meant to scold him, but she hadn’t altogether forgiven him for leaving their birthday party early.

      Lark continued down the desolate main street. She scrambled after him.

      “Why are you here?” he asked, sounding annoyed.

      “Why do you think? You left the party early.”

      “No one probably noticed,” he said, glancing over at her.

      “It was rude.”

      He chuckled. “You mean like father, like son?” She grabbed his arm and pulled him to a stop. He sighed.

      “You have to stop comparing yourself to him,” she said.

      “Why? Everyone else does.”

      “Not me. Never.”

      He smiled at her, and she knew she had the old Lark back—the one who believed that, as twins, they were stronger together than apart.

      “What would I do without my champion?” he asked, rumpling her hair.

      “Clearly, die on the streets.”

      He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

      Bren’s brother was her world. They were uniquely gifted, and those gifts had bonded them as much as being twins had—perhaps even more. She could often sense his thoughts and feelings with her gift of healing, and he always seemed to show up just when she needed him the most. It was as if their two bodies shared one soul. She didn’t feel quite herself when he was out of sight. It didn’t help that he was prone to recklessness that made her stomach knot with worry—like leaving their birthday party to roam Glasser.

      They walked in silence, his arm across her shoulders, her arm around his waist. They were like an old, comfortable pair of shoes.

      Lark stopped and looked around expectantly. “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Bren asked, scanning the darkened buildings and streets.

      Lark put a finger to his lips.

      A cat screeched. What sounded like a stack of crates crashed to the ground.

      “That, I heard,” she said quietly.

      The dim light of a lantern flickered from within an alley just ahead.

      They parted without words. Lark drew his sword and Bren pulled her knife. Hushed, angry voices spilled out into the night.

      Lark glanced at her, and she nodded. She approached to the right of the alley as Lark made a wide arch to the left, staying in the shadows until he was on the opposite side.

      Someone grunted, then groaned mournfully. What sounded like coins tinkled to the ground.

      Lark gave her a nod from across the alley, and they stepped into the lantern light.

      A beastly man with a wolf mantle draped over his shoulders and leather cuffs on his forearms, stood over a body. Blood dripped from his large knife. The lantern by his feet illuminated the butchery of his victim. A rat scuttled across the dead man and sniffed at his pockets. The murderer snarled at Bren and Lark. “He got what was coming to him.”

      “We don’t care,” Lark said, carefully inching forward. Bren matched his steps. The man would be no match for the two of them. But her confidence was short-lived. Two more men came out of the dark recesses of the alley—one bald, brawny, and carrying an ax, and the other a slim, bearded man wielding a fat, serrated blade that could easily gut someone from stem to stern with one cut. Bren and Lark had both been trained for combat by their parents, but even a skilled warrior could lose in the numbers game.

      She swallowed hard. “Brother?” Her whole body tensed.

      The killer knelt on one knee, keeping one eye on them, and grabbed the gold coins that had spilled into the alley. His friends brandished their weapons as a warning.

      Bren kept looking to Lark for the signal to attack, but he seemed spellbound by the money.

      The brute took a quick glance at Bren’s fine clothes and long, dark hair, and chuckled. “Run along, princess, before you get yourself hurt.”

      She clenched her jaw and tightened her knife grip. The man likely had no idea she was a real princess: he’d meant to ridicule the fact that she was an armed woman in fine clothes.

      Nobody calls me princess.

      Bren dashed toward the man without thought, knife raised. His eyes widened as he grabbed the last few coins off the ground. The man with the ax rushed forward. She ducked under his clumsy swing, and the ax landed in her mocker’s neck as he was trying to stand. She gasped in horror as he fell to the ground, and the pouch of coins rolled out of his hand.

      “Bren!” Lark screamed as his sword rang loudly against the other man’s blade.

      “I’m fine,” she called breathlessly, resetting her stance.

      Her attacker grunted and wrenched his ax from his cohort’s neck as if he’d split open nothing more than a dry log. He switched the ax to his other hand, sneered at her, then stepped toward her and swung. She sidestepped the attack and ducked behind him. He swayed a bit, turning awkwardly. He raised the ax as she shot forward and grabbed its handle. He bared his teeth, pushing the sharp blade closer and closer to her face. She screamed and plunged her knife into the top of his thigh. His leg buckled, but he managed a clumsy swing that scraped across her cheek as she stumbled backward. Warm blood trickled down Bren’s right cheek.

      The man swore as he quickly glanced at his thigh wound. He let loose a barrage of horrible things he was going to do to her and laughed. She set her feet, preparing to meet him straight on, only to be pushed roughly aside from behind. A tall, cloaked figure stepped forward and grabbed the bald man’s wrist with one hand and plunged a long sword into his gut with the other. The man fell to the ground.

      The hooded stranger turned toward the wiry man who had Lark backed up against the alley wall in a death struggle, the thief’s serrated blade pushing against Lark’s blade – steel on steel. Bren had only been vaguely aware of their battle and watched in awe as the skilled stranger grabbed the man and pulled him off Lark with one hand. The bearded ruffian flared his nostrils and swung his thick blade at the new arrival, but their knightly rescuer batted it away as if it were nothing, pushed the man against the wall, wrenched the man’s own blade from his hand, and sliced his throat with it. The man collapsed to the ground while grasping at his gaping neck.

      The stranger stood over the dying man until his eyes rolled into the back of his head and his chest grew still, then he dropped the man’s serrated blade, turned around, and removed his hood.

      “Father,” Bren breathed.

      “You think you two have what it takes to kill a man?” Gideon asked, looking pointedly at Lark. Gideon waited two breaths then glanced over at Bren. She remained silent.

      “We had it handled,” Lark said, sheathing his sword.

      “You two. Home. Now!” Gideon bellowed.

      Lark chuckled that their father thought he could order them home like children. He shook his head, then took off in the opposite direction of home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Lark

          

        

      

    

    
      Lark drummed his fingers on the long dining table in the great hall of the castle while his mother paced in front of the broad, stone fireplace—the only warm spot in the massive room. Wynter was still wearing a robe and her long hair was unbound. Normally, she’d be dressed by now with her hair braided, riding freely through the castle’s immense property with the steward to help manage the gardens, fishponds, deer parks, and a myriad of other industries on the grounds. But not this morning. Her measured steps were as tight as her lips.

      Bren was sitting next to Lark with her eyes closed and her arms crossed. Evidence of last night’s skirmish in the alley brazened across her cheek.

      I wonder why she hasn’t healed the gash? Probably afraid Wynter would scold her for using her gift to heal herself.

      Though Lark had showed signs of having the gift of prophecy and Bren the gift of healing, neither of them was supposed to be using their gift until they fully understood the responsibility that came with it. He smirked. If Gideon and Wynter only knew the games they had played.

      Bren opened one eye and peered at Lark. Gideon finally made an appearance in his standard white shirt, tan pants, and tall black boots. He seated himself at the end of the table and propped his large feet on the edge with a thunk.

      Lark rolled his aching shoulders.

      “I don’t know where to begin,” Wynter said, looking between Lark and Bren.

      Bren opened her eyes and yawned into her fist.

      Wynter’s eyes narrowed. “We throw you a 20th birthday party, and you celebrate by sneaking out and roaming the streets, looking for trouble?”

      Lark scratched the back of his neck. “It wasn’t really like that.”

      “Then enlighten me!” she snapped. “What was it really like?”

      He had to be careful here. He didn’t want anyone to know that he’d encountered the murdered man at the tavern right before the altercation in the alley. “I went to the Prickly Pig for a late bite to eat. That’s all.”

      Wynter watched him intently. She wasn’t easy to fool. Like Bren, she had a way of seeing right through his lies.

      “I ate,” Lark added.

      Bren suppressed a smile.

      Darn you, Bren. Stop distracting me.

      He had to concentrate and maintain eye contact with Wynter if he was going to sell his story.

      Wynter folded her arms. Gideon was staring at something on the beamed ceiling.

      Lark continued, keeping his voice calm and even. “Afterwards, I was walking home, and Bren showed up.”

      “Looking for him, by the way,” Bren said adamantly, “because I knew it was wrong to be out.”

      He presssed his lips tightly together. He’d forgotten how skilled Bren was at getting out of trouble.

      “Anyway,” he said shooting his sister a look of disdain, “it sounded like someone was in trouble in the alley. We couldn’t ignore that, could we?” He grinned a little.

      Wynter’s face colored. “Did you not think of the danger you’d put yourself or your sister in? You had no idea what was going on in that alley.”

      Time to wrap this up.

      “Sorry,” he said simply.

      “Sorry?” Wynter turned to Gideon. “Are you listening to this?”

      The look of boredom on Gideon’s face was typical for these kinds of tongue-lashings.

      “What’s done is done. They’re both fine,” he said.

      “Fine?” she said, raising her voice another octave. She immediately stormed up to Bren and grabbed her chin and turned it toward Gideon. “Does this cut look fine to you?”

      Gideon dropped his feet to the floor and stood.

      Lark sank a little further into his seat. He may have defied Gideon last night by walking away from his demand to return home, but his father was not a man to toy with in the light of day. So, whatever was coming would likely be the final word.

      Gideon stood in front of Lark and Bren and placed his hands on his hips. Bren twirled her hair with her index finger.

      How does she do that? Act nonchalant?

      “You ran into that alley without knowing what you were dealing with. The man on the ground had a wound he couldn’t survive. The smart thing to do would have been to wait and follow the thieves back to wherever they were holed up, then go for help.”

      Wynter’s mouth dropped open. Perhaps this wasn’t the tongue-lashing she’d hoped for from Gideon. Lark straightened up in his chair, feeling a little more optimistic. Are we really going to get away with just a hand slap? Maybe he’s finally going to treat me like a man.

      “You’ve both been taught combat strategies to defend yourselves, not to engage in vigilante justice. If either of you expect to inherit the throne of Ferran, you’d better start acting with your head instead of your heart.”

      Bren’s eyes were twinkling with expectation.

      She thinks we’re going to get away with it, too, Lark thought.

      “Gideon,” Wynter pleaded.

      He furrowed his brow. “I’m not done.” Something unspoken passed between them, and Wynter’s faced calmed.

      “You’re both confined to the castle grounds until further notice,” Gideon said.

      Bren sprang to her feet, her face red with fury. “That’s unfair! I didn’t do anything.” She pointed at Lark. “He’s the one who rushed into the alley.”

      “Actually,” Lark said, “you were the one who rushed in. I was still observing the situation.”

      “Oh really? It looked to me like you froze with fear!”

      Lark stood and pushed his chair over. “I didn’t freeze!”

      “Stop!” Wynter cried. “You heard your father.”

      He and Bren glared at each other. A sick lump formed in his stomach. This was not how he saw this going.
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            Bren

          

        

      

    

    
      The hour was late, and technically what Bren was about to do was snooping, but she was sure Lark was hiding something. The pouch of coins in the alley was identical to the pouch they had each received from their parents for their birthday. That and the fact that Lark had hesitated to attack the men in the alley was enough to make her suspect that there was more to the story.

      She knocked lightly and opened the door to his room. “Lark?”

      The room was empty—his bed still made. The fire set by palace attendants every night beamed warm light across the wooden floor. She hurried to the oversized trunk on the other side of his bed where he liked to stash things and dropped to her knees.

      For Lark to have given up his coins, he would have had to receive something in return. But what?

      She rummaged through the musty-smelling contents, finding nothing of particular interest—old pack, waterskin, slingshot, a pouch containing flint and steel. She opened a box to find a dozen small animals that Lark had carved from wood when he was a boy. She dug out the fox and held it in her hand. It had been her favorite, and Lark’s had been the bear—which he often bragged could kill her fox if it had a mind to. She would argue that the fox would outfox the bear, and therefore it was the superior of the two. She quickly returned the fox to its dark abode.

      Nothing in the trunk looked like something Lark would exchange a whole bag of coins for. She let the lid close with a thud, then stood and surveyed the room. A few clothes were strewn about on chairs. A plate of half-eaten food sat on a table in front of the fireplace. She crossed the room to his wardrobe and shuffled through his coats and cloaks, checking the pockets.

      “Looking for something?”

      She froze, then slowly peeked around the door of the wardrobe.

      Lark was standing there with an arm of rumpled clothes. He slammed the bedroom door. “What do you want, Bren? And don’t say you wanted to borrow a coat.”

      “I’m sorry,” Bren said.

      He strode over and tossed the clothes he was carrying on his bed, then opened his trunk. He gave her a disapproving look. “You went through my things?”

      When she didn’t say anything, he sighed and quickly fished out a pack, waterskin, and the flint and steel. He dumped the items on this bed.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, anxiously.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” He removed his shirt and replaced it with the one on his bed. She could smell the vile odor of its previous occupant from where she stood.

      She stormed over and picked up the dirty pants he was about to put on. “Whose clothes are these?” she asked, shaking them in her fist.

      “The stable boy. I’m leaving.”

      She frowned. “Leaving?”

      He ripped the pants out of her hand. “I would appreciate if you didn’t run to Mommy and Daddy and try to throw me under the horse and cart like you did this morning.”

      “I said I was sorry.”

      Lark unbuckled his pants and let them drop to the floor. “I get it, okay?” he said, tugging on the stable boy’s pants over his underclothes. “You still want to please them. You’re fine with being the compliant princess, perhaps even being queen one day, but I’m not.”

      Her heart raced. They’d never been apart. Not once.

      “You can’t do this,” she said, panic rising in her chest.

      “Don’t try and stop me,” he said, tucking the soiled shirt into his pants.

      “Where will you go?”

      “Nowhere. Anywhere! Does it matter? I won’t be here!”

      She balled her hands into fists, heat rising to her face. “You will devastate her!”

      He paused for a moment, a puzzled look on his face. He snatched up his pack. “Mother will be fine.”

      Bren grabbed his arm. “You don’t understand. You’re her favorite.”

      He wrenched his arm away. “What? Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “It’s true, and you know it.”

      Lark’s expression softened. He took her gently by the arms. “She’ll be fine. She has you. She has Six and Kidron.”

      Bren tried to stop the tears, but they came anyway, burning the gash on her cheek. “I won’t be, though. I won’t be fine.”

      “I don’t want to leave,” he said. “I have to leave. Please understand. I need to figure out who I am—away from here—from them.”

      She nodded. “I do understand. It just feels like this is the end. Like our childhood is over.”

      “We’re adults now, Bren. We can’t chase each other around the gardens anymore and fight drifters in dark alleys.”

      “I want to go with you,” she said, wiping away her tears.

      “No!” he said, skirting by her. He ripped clothes out of his wardrobe and shoved them into his pack.

      Her anger returned. She slipped her hand in her pocket and took out the pouch of gold coins she’d snatched out of the alley. “Then I guess you’ll be needing this,” she said, tossing the black pouch onto the floor.

      He glanced over and paused, one hand still stuffed in his pack.

      “It’s yours, isn’t it? I swiped it off the ground when father turned to help you.”

      Lark turned back to his packing.

      “What did the dead man give you for the coins?” she asked.

      He passed by her, ignoring the carelessly tossed pouch, and filled his bag with the rest of his supplies on the bed. “Is that why you were going through my things?”

      “I knew you were hiding something.”

      “The guy gave me some stupid packet sewn up in oilcloth. I have no idea what’s in it. I was bored. He thought someone had sent me, so I made an exchange.”

      “And he ended up dead in an alley!” she cried.

      Lark’s face flushed with anger. He put on the stable boy’s cap, shouldered his bag, then snatched the coin pouch off the floor. He paused at the door. “Give me a day before you tell them. You owe me that much.” The door slammed shut.

      Bren gritted her teeth. She would not be dismissed like some servant, nor would she be left behind to plead Lark’s case. There was only one choice here, and it would be, by far, the most reckless thing she’d ever done.
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      Lark’s breath clouded in front of him and drifted into the darkness. Leaving the castle grounds with his black stallion, Dash, had been a risk. Thankfully, the guards had barely taken note of Lark with his filched stable boy clothes and his cap pulled low. They accepted Lark’s mumbled lie that the horse was restless and needed to be walked despite the late hour. Dash had a well-known, objectionable disposition, so truth had served the lie.

      The horse was an expensive breed, trained for war and charging toward an enemy. He was at least two hands taller than the average horse and had a thick neck, long mane, and strong legs built for quick maneuvering. The downside was that Dash was highly spirited and intelligent, and he gave the stable hands more trouble than all the other horses combined. Lark and Bren were the only ones Dash responded to with any kind of deference, although currently the horse was not taking kindly to being dragged out of the stable at such a late hour. He ambled behind Lark, keeping his distance as a form of silent protest. But there was no need to worry. Dash would follow him to the ends of the earth without a bridle or lead, even in the dead of night. There was never a more reliable companion.

      Running away was possibly foolish, but Lark refused to be confined to the castle like a child. The truth was, his parents’ admonishment had fueled something that had already been lit inside him months ago—a desire, a drive—sometimes so intense that it made his head swirl. He felt like he needed to run even while he was sleeping. But now that he was free, where would he go? Even as the question entered his mind, he knew where.

      Once he reached the edge of Glasser, he stopped at the familiar thatched-roofed, stone cottage tucked behind its picket fence. One of the two small windows was aglow with candlelight. He considered whether he should stop. It wasn’t like he owed his father’s seer anything, but Gotz and Lark were the only two in Isidor with the gift of prophesy. Gotz had done his best to teach Lark how to use his gift, but Lark didn’t want to be a seer, so he gave people false visions in exchange for money and only used his gift (as limited as it was) when it benefited him to do so.

      He was lingering outside the fence when the arched door of the cottage creaked open. Lark instinctively put a hand on the hilt of the sword at his hip.

      “Are you going to come in or not?” Gotz called out. “It’s freezing out here.”

      He’d never get used to the seer’s uncanny abilities.

      “Stay here,” Lark said to Dash. The horse shook his mane and snorted.

      Lark followed Gotz into the only living space other than the bedchamber—the kitchen. Dried bundles of herbs hung from every rafter, filling the room with the scent of dead flowers and verdant spice. The large hutch was overflowing with stacks of wooden bowls and clay vessels that Gotz used for creating his medicines, though the table currently stood empty of any such experiments. A fire burned in the hearth on the far wall, its pot hook hanging empty. Even though the room was full, it lacked the spirit that it normally held, making Lark feel like he had just entered the home of a stranger.

      Gotz gathered his long robe and sat down on a stool by the fire and warmed his hands. His tabby cat purred and rubbed against his leg. His white hawk, Kia, was sitting on a T-shaped perch on Lark’s left, stretching her black-speckled, white wings. The way she seemed to be assessing Lark with her predator eyes was unnerving.

      “Where are you going?” Gotz asked, staring into the fire.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Lark said, stepping further into the room to put distance between him and the bird.

      “Yes, you have.”

      “Then why did you ask?” Lark grumbled.

      Gotz peered over at him. He barely had a hair left on his head, and his eyes were rheumy and wet. His hands were gnarled and shriveled.

      “I’m going to Ferran,” Lark said tiredly.

      Gotz returned his gaze to the fire.

      “I just thought you should know,” Lark said. “You know, in case⁠—”

      “In case I die?” Gotz asked. “You can say you gave me a proper goodbye?”

      Lark swallowed.

      Gotz waved a dismissive hand. “It’s okay, young Lark. This wretched winter might still have me before it’s done.”

      “I haven’t seen your death.” And he hadn’t. Not that he would. His visions were unpredictable and haphazard.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Gotz said wistfully.

      “Well, I better be going.” Lark was regretting making the stop and turned to leave.

      “What you seek may not be what you find,” Gotz said, still gazing into the glowing embers.

      “What am I seeking?” Because he didn’t know himself, so if Gotz knew something . . .

      “Come,” Gotz said, beckoning him with a finger.

      Lark hesitated.

      “Kneel down, I’m too old to stand much anymore,” Gotz said.

      Lark kneeled in front of him. He sensed a sadness in the old seer’s eyes, and it scared him.

      “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.” Lark began rising.

      Gotz reached out and pressed down on his shoulder. “Close your eyes.”

      Lark’s knees began to ache. His heart raced. He closed his eyes.

      Why am I afraid?

      Gotz had barely touched him when his mind was seized with a vision and his body clenched.

      A map.

      Barren land. Burned.

      A cave.

      A young woman. “Lira,” a voice whispers.

      Blood.

      Death.

      Lark fell backwards on his rump and scrambled to his feet. “Blazes! What does it mean?”

      Gotz’s hand was still stretched out to where Lark’s shoulder had been. He lowered his hand to his lap.

      “What does it mean?” Lark repeated. This wasn’t the first vision he’d gotten in snippets. This one was just like the one from last night when he’d touched the old man in the tavern. He had seen the coins, a shadow, and blood. But the pieces of the visions never made any sense until after the actual events had occurred.

      “It’s not for me to say,” Gotz said dryly.

      Lark’s face burned with frustration. “Then what’s the point?!”

      Gotz laughed a little. “Maybe if you lived by the spirit, you’d be able to see.”

      Lark brushed the dirt off his knees. “You mean be more like you, more like Gideon, or my Uncle Lark.”

      “If you open your eyes you will see. If you open your ears you will hear.”

      “I shouldn’t have come. You only speak in riddles.”

      “Even if I spoke the truth, you would not be able to receive it because your heart is hard.” With much effort, Gotz pushed himself to his feet. “I fear you are more like your father than I thought.”

      Lark’s breathing labored. He hated Isidor. He hated being a prince. And he hated the seer and his meaningless visions. He was halfway to the door when Gotz spoke. “Wait. I have something for you.”

      He considered leaving anyway, but Lark had an unquenchable curiosity. He took a deep breath and turned around.

      Gotz lumbered over to a bureau and opened the top drawer. He removed something long, wrapped and tied in leather. “Here,” he said, holding it out.

      Lark eyed it warily.

      “It’s your late uncle’s knife. It has a one-of-a-kind jeweled hilt I think you’ll like.”

      A large knot formed in Lark’s throat. He took a few steps and reached out, his hand hovering above the bundle. “Why do you have this?”

      “I told your mother you would need it one day, so she gave it to me for safe keeping. Gideon had given it to her as a gift when Lark died.”

      He took the knife. His heart ached thinking of his mother. Bren was right about him being their mother’s favorite. He’d always known. It wasn’t like she loved Bren any less, but there had always been an unspoken bond between him and his mother that he couldn’t explain.

      “Thank you.” He didn’t know what else to say. He turned and raced out the door, practically running to Dash, who was whinnying with displeasure at being left idling in the cold. Lark stuffed the knife in his saddle pack.

      “Young, Lark!” Gotz called from the cottage door. “One more thing.”

      A white shadow swooped out of the doorway. Within seconds, Gotz’s hawk landed on Lark’s saddle and inspected its surroundings.

      “Kia is yours now.”

      Lark stared at the large bird. He was about to open his mouth to protest when Gotz added, “Remember, young Lark. With humility comes revelation.” With that, the door shut.

      A moment later, the candle in the window guttered and went out.
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      It was almost dawn. The sky was still a dull gray. Soaking wet, cold, and shivering, Bren propped her spear next to the door and knocked at the back entrance of her best friend’s house. The horse barn, just a stone’s throw away, was locked up tight. She blew warm air into her hands and prayed that her friend was awake. She wouldn’t let Lark leave her behind, but she needed to move quickly if she was going to catch up with him. Before she left the castle, she had sealed a note to her parents with a drop of wax.

      

      Lark and I need some time alone. We’re going north to the mountains of Isidor to hunt.

      

      The note would hopefully put their parents off their trail should they decide to come looking for them. Bren was certain there was only one place Lark would go.

      The kitchen door flew open. Seven stood there like a dark, Greek god with an apron tied around his waist. “What is this?” he asked, eyeing her wet attire.

      Bren scooted past his six-foot-four frame.

      “You’re going to get sick,” he said, shutting the door.

      “I’m fine,” she said, sideling up next to the kitchen fire. Something nutty and sweet-smelling was simmering in a large pot. Her stomach rumbled.

      “Why are you wet? What happened to your face?”

      She sat down on a stool and sighed. “It’s nothing.”

      Seven stood across from her by the fire and frowned. The reflection of the fire flared in his brown eyes. He may have been born in Glasser, but he was typical Jutta, like his mother, Six. Fact-driven and practical.

      “Is Six here?” she asked, looking around the tidy kitchen.

      “No.”

      Good. No Six. No problems.

      Six may have been Wynter’s best friend, but she was also meddlesome and never let Seven get too far out of her reach. Perhaps it was because she’d raised Seven on her own, and he was all she had. No one spoke of the father, especially Seven. If one believed the rumors, he was a man of some importance from far away.

      “I just need to dry off,” Bren said.

      “Why are you wet?” he repeated.

      “I may have swum across the castle moat.”

      He smiled. “You’re mad.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      He grabbed a couple of bowls off a shelf, ladled out porridge from the pot over the fire, pilfered a couple of wooden spoons off the kitchen worktable, and sat down across from her.

      She accepted a bowl, holding it tightly in her lap to warm her cold hands. Seven dug into his with the verbosity of a wild boar.

      “Why are you here?” he asked with a full mouth.

      “Can’t I just visit a friend?”

      “You never come just for a visit. The face?” he asked, motioning toward the gash on her cheek.

      Having a conversation with Seven was like talking to a judge and jury at the same time.

      “I met an angry ax,” she said, hoping to avoid the details. She lifted her bowl and shoveled some of the honey-sweetened porridge into her mouth. “Are you up for an adventure?”

      His eyes lit up. He stopped eating mid-spoon. “That is a question that never needs to be asked.”

      She smiled. Seven was a brawny, 19-year-old with a fever for action. He was also clever and had a battle instinct that made even a skilled fighter like his mother, Six, raise an eyebrow or two.

      “Then what are we waiting for?” she asked. “Get your things.”

      He hurriedly finished eating, then rinsed out his bowl and spoon in a tub of water and laid it neatly on a linen towel to dry.

      “Where are we going?” he asked, eyeing her bowl.

      Her leg bounced with nervous energy. She needed to keep their destination secret. For now. If he knew where they were going, that would have been the end of the conversation.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head, “I’ve seen that leg-bouncing thing of yours before. You’re up to no good.”

      She placed a hand on her leg to stop it, then stood up and smiled.

      He was still eyeing the bowl in her hand. He would make sure she cleaned it before they left. Neatness was one of Seven’s peculiar habits. Suppressing an eye roll, she went and dipped her bowl and spoon into the dishwater and rinsed until there was a look of satisfaction in his eyes. “Are you going to go with me or not?” she asked, wiping her hands on a towel. She wanted to get out of Glasser before the shops opened and before Six showed up.

      He took a deep breath. “How mad will this adventure make my mother?”

      “On a scale of Six hugging you to Six carving your heart out of your chest?” She paused for dramatic effect. “I hope you’re not attached to your heart,” she said with a tilt of her head and a mischievous smirk.

      “I’ll get my things,” he said with an air of eagerness.

      She chuckled quietly as he left the room. The one thing that fueled Seven more than anything else was a chance to clash swords with his mother. He would do anything if he thought there was even a small chance that Six would pick up a sword against him.

      This was the way of the Jutta.
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      Lark traveled all night by lantern light through the White Mountain gorge. Had he known how harrowing it was going to be navigating in the dark between sheer, rocky cliffs, he may have reconsidered his timing. But it mattered not now. The sun had risen, and he was out of Glasser and safely in open pasture at the base of the gorge. He needed to get some sleep before he made the strenuous climb and stepped into the heart of Ferran for the first time.

      He crossed the gorge river and found the ivy-ridden remains of an old building in the woods—a place his mother had spoken of. Her descriptions of the forest of giant cypress didn’t do them justice. Had she and his father really killed three wolves here among these towering ancients? The trees were witnesses, but trees didn’t speak of such things, though his mother would say otherwise. She claimed she could hear the crackle and pop of the language of trees just by placing an ear to their trunks.

      A small ache formed in his stomach thinking of how disappointed and worried Wynter would be when she discovered he’d left. But he couldn’t think about such things now. He was tired and chilled to the bone. He needed a warm fire and some sleep. He tied Dash’s bridle to a shrub as a precaution. Kia sat above them on one of the remnants of stone wall and scanned the woods for her breakfast.

      He cleared out some underbrush, gathered wood, and started a fire as warm as the rising sun. It felt good to be free from Isidor—from his parents. And he hated to say it, but it was also a relief to be free from Bren. He loved her, but being a twin was a lot like taking care of two of himself.

      After eating some stale bread and a wedge of cheese he’d swiped from the castle kitchens, he opened his pack and removed the sewn-up oilcloth the old man in the tavern had given him in exchange for his coin pouch. He had stealthily slipped it from underneath his pillow and put it in his pack during Bren’s rant.

      Lark had seen a vision when the man’s fingers had touched him. Blood. Yet he’d let the man walk out with the money all the same. Now that man was dead. Lark should have harbored some sense of guilt, but he did not.

      He slipped his uncle’s jewel-hilted knife under one of the stitches in the oilcloth and sliced down one side, then the other. Inside was an old, folded piece of parchment. He threw the oilcloth into the fire and waited until it bubbled and melted into ash, then he unfolded the mysterious paper. A smaller piece of paper, the size of his hand, fell out and fluttered to the ground. He smoothed out the bigger parchment on his leg. It looked like an old map of Ferran. His eyes went immediately to the scarlet X, near the only city remaining in the west—Ruritania. The letters D.R. were written in small, faded script next to the X.

      D.R.? What could it mean?

      Dash snorted. Kia let out two long calls.

      “Hush,” he said.

      He snatched the smaller piece of parchment off the ground and read.

      

      For this is left of that fair Oracle

      Bottomless seas, caverns deep

      The soul shall find itself alone amid the Morbids creep

      O Great Destruction, eternal flame

      Yet there is still one whom the treasure will claim

      Look, great wanderer, for only you will see, the crown of jewels at the bottom of the sea

      Alas, the hour has finally come. Extinguish the flame of the evil one.

      

      He shoved the strange words into his pants pocket and studied the map more closely. Ulun and Alrenian territories were explicitly marked, so the map had to be created from the time when Ferran was divided. He traced a finger from the gorge where he now sat, to the X. The way to Ruritania went directly through the area of desolation—arid land hit the worst by the Great Destruction.

      What of any importance could lie there? Yet someone named Gilla had been willing to pay handsomely for this map.

      Dash stamped his front hoof stubbornly into the ground and snorted, alerting Lark to danger. Kia flew off.

      Lark quickly folded the map, stuffed it inside his pack, and kicked dirt into the fire to snuff it out. He quietly drew his sword from its scabbard.

      Dash whinnied.

      “Shhh,” he whispered, stepping over and rubbing the horse’s nose.

      The voices were distant, coming from the direction of the river. He stepped lightly through the brush, touching the giant cypresses to help guide him back to the river. He stopped at the edge of the woods where small sycamore trees grew.

      Two bearded men, wearing dark fur mantles and leather arm bracers, were sitting by a fire on the other side of the river. One was sharpening a knife across a stone, and the other was tending to the spit-roasting of a small creature over the fire. A woman with a black patch over her left eye stood above them with a log in her hand. Her dark blonde hair was braided in dozens of long strands and bound behind her neck. Her leather shoulder armor, silver arm bracers, and leather pants gave her a venomous look—the long sword strapped across her back, a deadly tongue.

      “He can’t be far,” the woman said. She tossed the log on the fire, sending up fiery sparks into the air.

      The man sharpening the knife said, “You said that last night.”

      She slapped him on the back of the head. “Keep your trap shut!”

      “What about the king?” the other man said, wiping his mouth across the sleeve of his tunic. “I don’t want his son’s blood on my hands.”

      “Don’t worry,” the woman said. “Once we get the map, I’ll take care of the prince.”

      Lark gasped.

      She spat into the fire and looked straight into the woods where Lark was standing.

      Kia cried out a warning.
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      Seven secured two horses for them from the barn. That meant that his mother, Six, would be without her horse.

      Good. It will make it harder for her to try and follow once she realizes Seven has left Glasser.

      Bren’s thought was a stretch, though. With a snap of her fingers, Six could have any of the crown’s fine horses at her disposal. Bren’s mother and Six were friends to a fault. Everything they had been through together had bonded them for life—Wynter’s mistaken identity as the Alrenian queen, the quest for Isidor, the battle with the rogue Uluns. Bren just hoped that the note she’d left for her parents would put them off their trail, but chances were they wouldn’t be fooled for long.

      As soon as Seven recognized the direction Bren was taking him in, he stopped his horse.

      “You lied to me,” he grumbled.

      “I didn’t lie. I just didn’t say where we were going.”

      “Enjoy your trip,” he said, giving his horse a small tap with his left leg.

      She closed her eyes and bit down on her bottom lip. Seven was more of a day trip kind of guy, and anything beyond that, he required days to prepare—days she didn’t have if she wanted to catch up to Lark.

      “Wait!” she called to his back.

      To her relief, he circled back around and stared at her.

      She had exactly thirty seconds to talk him out of turning back. It would have to be something big to get him to change his mind.

      “What do you want?”

      “To return to Glasser.”

      “No,” she said with a sigh. “What thing do you want that would sway you to continue? Name it, and I’ll give it to you.”

      His mouth twisted, and he got a faraway look in his eyes while he thought about it. “The spear.”

      She slid her hand unconsciously to the spear attached to the side of her saddle. “No,” she said.

      “It was given to Six by Gideon’s lieutenant, Brendle,” he said, repeating a claim of ownership that he’d made before. “You know this is true. Brendle trained Six in the art of the spear.”

      “Yesss,” she said, drawing the word out, “but I’m named after Brendle because he was my mother’s spirit wolf, and he died trying to save her. It has sentimental value.”

      “Then I will see you when you get back.” With that remark, he made to turn his horse.

      She bit her lip and squeezed her horse’s reins in her hand. “Fine!”

      He rode up next to her and held out his hand.

      “This isn’t right, and you know it,” she said, sliding off her horse. She removed the spear and held it out to him like a torch.

      “I’ll need you to attach it to my saddle,” he said with an air of superiority.

      She reluctantly secured the spear below his saddle. “There!” Her face flushed with heat. Losing the spear was akin to losing a beloved pet. She’d learned to battle with that spear—sparring with Lark, Six, and her parents. It was a relic of a lost time, and it left a sick pit in her stomach to have to part with it.

      Seven undid his sword belt and handed it to her. “Now we can go to Ferran.” He tapped his heels, and his horse cantered toward the White Mountain gorge.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, they emerged from the gorge into the open plain that sat at the base of the White Mountains. That’s where they ran into the first signs of trouble.

      Seven knelt down and rubbed ash from an extinguished fire between his fingers.

      “How far ahead do you think Lark is?” Bren asked.

      “Not far.”

      Bren had first assumed that the fire had been Lark’s, but something didn’t feel right. She walked around the remnants of the fire, taking in the flattened grass. She knelt and picked up a discarded bone with flakes of meat still left on it and sniffed it.

      Rabbit.

      A hawk circled them overhead and cried out.

      “This isn’t Lark’s camp,” she said.

      “How do you know?” Seven asked.

      She held up the rabbit bone. “He hates rabbit.”

      They both searched the underbrush for more clues. Anything that would indicate Lark had been there.

      Bren found a neck scarf in some tall grass by the river
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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