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  Prologue

ESTELYN


Estelyn woke up the moment the cold water hit her, chunks of ice bouncing off of her face and catching in her hair. 
She gasped--an impulse driven less by the cold and more by the fact that, for a half-second, her mouth and nose had been enveloped by water; water that was now running down her hair, neck and shirt, dripping from the cloth blindfold over her eyes.
She was sitting upright, in a room. Somewhere. She could tell that much. Her hands and legs were bound tight by thick, scratchy, fibrous lengths of rope. Her back was to the wall. The wall was smooth and cold, and so was the floor. As she panted for air, her pulse pounding with adrenaline, the sounds of her breathing echoed back in the confines of the space.
Something rapped against the floor as it was being set down. Wood on stone, it sounded like. And then came the footsteps. Closer. Closer.
Estelyn thrashed, but she only managed to fall over onto her side, smacking her head against the floor. Her legs were locked straight by her bonds, and there was another taut set of ropes connecting her legs to her arms. She had no leverage to maneuver. She might as well have been hogtied.
The footsteps veered in their trajectory, looping around her outstretched legs, coming to a stop just in front of her face. Bootheels creaked on the smooth floor. A pair of knees popped. Before Estelyn could think to react, a set of fingers slipped between her blindfold and the side of her head. The blindfold was snatched upward, yanking on her hair in the process. 
As soon as the blindfold came away, Estelyn leaned forward to bite at the hand that held it. But of course, her captor pulled their hand back, and her teeth snapped together, meeting nothing but air.
The captor stood. "Easy, now."
A Dragonknight. He was still in full armor, except for the helmet. If Estelyn had to guess, he was over a score, age-wise, but it was hard to say by how much. He had worry lines on his face and forehead, and dark circles under the eyes. His voice was deep, distant, and unaffected. Estelyn didn't recognize him, but he knew who she was. That had to be why he'd kidnapped her in the first place.
It was starting to come back. The night of the attack at the Kaine Company compound. She'd fled in one of the Rovers. Unfortunately, the vehicle had lost power before she could get very far. Perhaps it had been damaged when it was lifted and dropped by Albrecht's dragon. 
She'd left the Rover and continued on foot, in the middle of that great valley, just a few minutes ride from the compound. She must have been easy enough for a dragon to spot, especially considering the illumination provided by the auroras, which had been particularly active that night.
She couldn't remember the actual kidnapping itself. Maybe she'd hit her head. Or the Dragonknight had hit her over the head. It would explain the odd gaps in her memory.
"Listen to me." It hurt her throat to speak. Her voice was hoarse. It almost sounded like it belonged to somebody else. "I know something you don't. I can cut you a deal. Just...please. Don't take me back."
"We already had this conversation," the knight said. "And I already did. This is Marcleif. Braskwell Keep. I'm surprised you don't recognize it."
It was just a dark room. The only source of light was a little barred window, high up on the wall. If she had to guess, it was probably mid-afternoon, on a relatively cloudless day.
Estelyn raised her head, her wet hair dragging on the stone floor, to look up at the knight. "Why would I recognize this place? I was the Viscount's daughter. This is a dungeon."
"Fair point," the knight said. "I should warn you not to expect any special treatment. You're not the Viscount's daughter anymore. You're something else entirely."
"You really think I don't know that? I was here when the Keep fell."
"When it was liberated, you mean?"
Estelyn's head fell back against the stone. The adrenaline was leaving her. In its place, she felt only exhaustion, and a kind of embittered hopelessness she'd never wanted to feel again. It was what she'd been running from this entire time. What she'd been fighting against. But she hadn't run fast enough, or fought hard enough, it seemed. Because here she was. Right back where she'd started.
Estelyn cocked her head to look up at the knight. "So what now? You keep me here, in this dungeon, like a trophy?"
"No. That's not the deal." The knight took a step back, turning toward something Estelyn hadn't noticed before. A big, oak chest. One that she recognized.
The knight bent down to open the chest. He reached in and pulled out a silk dress, light green in color. An outfit from another time. Another life.
He closed the chest, and laid the dress over the top of it. "You're going to clean yourself up. Make yourself presentable. There's someone who would very much like to speak with you."
He didn't have to say who.
"And what if I don't want to speak with him?"
The knight shrugged. "Then you'll stay here. And the world will move on without you. In other words...I don't think you have a choice."
As a Viscount, Estelyn's father had not technically been considered royalty, but he'd held a great deal of sway in Marcleif, thanks to his wealth and land holdings. Royal meetings in Braskwell's Great Hall had been a common occurance. It was a place of feasting, fellowship, and the celebration of common values and goals.
Or so it used to be.
It represented something different now. Gone were the tables for feasting. Gone were the bright banners and ornate tapestries, replaced by the black and white warbanners of the Beckete house. An array of soldiers in full armor stood at one side of the hall. Toward the other side, there was a tall wooden beam set into the floor, with chains and manacles bolted into it. A whipping post. 
And finally, at the back of the hall was a chair, elevated by a wooden platform that had been built sometime after the taking of the Keep. A makeshift throne.
On that throne, sat Estelyn's cousin, Duke Amfridus Beckete. Tall. Brooding. Entitled—or at least ambitious.
Estelyn didn't know him all that well. He'd been a distant figure for most of her life. They'd often attended the same parties and gatherings, but he'd never said more than two words to her at a time. When her body had started to develop, in her teen years, she'd caught him looking at her from across the room, practically staring at her. She'd remembered what her father had once told her, that members of the Beckete family were known historically to marry their first and second cousins, and the thought had made her shudder.
The way Amfridus regarded her now was the same as all those years ago. That same creepy, half-lidded look, openly taking in the sight of her, smirking in a smug, self-satisfied way. He had long, blonde hair, parted in the middle, framing his face, calling attention to his bright blue eyes, prominent nose, and square jaw.
He was handsome, Estelyn had to admit that--for being a member of a family that liked to marry their first cousins.
He was also a monster.
The dragonknight, her captor, grabbed her shoulder with a gauntleted hand, urging her forward toward the middle of the Great Hall. She took a deep breath, harnessing herself, and pressed on. She kept her head high. And she kept her eyes away from the whipping post, looming in the corner of her vision.
Her hair was still moist. The knight had lathered it with soap, before splashing more cold water over Estelyn's head, using what was left from the bucket he'd used to douse her awake. He'd been decent enough to turn away while she changed into the dress, after cutting her bonds. The cell door had been shut, and locked. No way for Estelyn to escape. Not unless she somehow scratched her way up the wall and slipped between the bars on the window, assuming she had a way to deal with the sheer drop on the other side.
After she'd finished dressing, the knight had bound her hands together in front. Her hands were still tied as the knight guided her toward the back of the Great Hall. 
Once she was about twenty paces from the throne, the knight grabbed her arm, pulling her to a stop. He bowed his head. "Your Grace. I present your cousin, Estelyn Ademar."
"Cousin," Amfridus said, leaning with his chin on his palm, elbow on the armrest. "You're finally home."
This wasn't 'home' for her. Not anymore. This was a place of death. A place where she'd watched lifelong acquaintances and loved ones die. Where she'd watched her father die. When the Keep fell, everything she knew, and everything she'd ever loved, had been snatched away.
It was a bit much to say that Estelyn 'hated' Amfridus. Rather, when she looked at him, try as she might, she didn't feel much of anything at all. He was like a black well, a void that slowly but surely pulled everything that mattered into its depths.
That was why she had taken the Shard with her, during her escape. Amfridus may have taken the Keep, and he may have removed the political obstacle that was Estelyn's father, but he would not have the thing he wanted the most: the Shard.
And that was what all this was about, wasn't it? It was why Amfridus Beckete had sent his dragons to the Kaine compound. It was why this dragonknight had bothered to bring her all the way back to Braskwell.
Just what had Estelyn told him? And why couldn't she remember?
"What?" Amfridus cocked his head. "Nothing to say to your old cousin, Estel?"
The knight bowed. "She was at the compound, your Grace."
Amfridus rolled his eyes. "I'm aware she was at the compound, Sir Eswald. We had a man in there for months, or did you forget that already?"
The knight--Eswald, apparently--kept his head bowed. "Of course, sir. But she was loose in the compound. She attempted to steal the Shard for herself."
"Of course she did," Amfridus said. "That was her entire aim, was it not?"
"Yes, your Grace. But according to her, one of the Kaine slaves managed to take the Shard for himself. A young man she calls 'Seven'. This Seven, according to her, is a wielder of the Crystal Blade."
Amfridus leaned forward, his casual, laid-back demeanor falling away like an abandoned cloak. "Impossible."
Estelyn, for the first time, directly met the Duke's eyes. "I saw it myself. He's bonded with Prismat. The Crystal God's power belongs to him. And so does one of the Shards."
He didn't believe. Or maybe he just didn't want to believe. The idea that some slave boy out there was wielding the power of a God, it was ludicrous to him. Power belonged to the highborn. To the chosen few.
"I saw it as well." Eswald raised his head. "He killed three dragons, and their riders, using Prismat. If I hadn't fled to report back, my dragon and I would have met the same fate."

Amfridus leaned back, nodding to himself. He'd clearly already been informed of the death of the three dragons. The loss was unacceptable, but knowing it had been done by the power of a God, rather than Kaine Company Security, seemed to make sense to him. Even if that power had been wielded by a nobody, a non-person, in his eyes.
This was a pivotal moment. If Estelyn played her cards right, she might have another chance at getting ahold of that Shard, and perhaps even Prismat itself.
"We have a connection," Estelyn said. "Seven and I. If you take me to him--"
"We can use you for leverage?" Amfridus said. "You think I haven't considered that? Slade was rather detailed in his reports. I know about you and the slave boy. I wonder what you did to garner his loyalty. I can only guess at the favors you must have performed."
The implication was blatant and tasteless. It came across as bitter, petulant.
"I was his friend," Estelyn said.
Amfridus stood suddenly, making his way down from the platform. He was tall, broad in the shoulders and chest. He wore a stately long-sleeved robe, with a train that gently descended the stairs in his wake. 
He reached the bottom of the stairs, standing only several paces away. "His friend? Of course you were. Just like you wish to be an ally to me, now. No tricks. No ulterior motives. It won't be like it was with him. This time, I can trust you. Is that about right?"
Estelyn bit down on her tongue, tried to stop the words from breaking free. But they did, anyway. "Like my father trusted you?"
Something squirmed across the Duke's expression, there and gone, like a snake in the grass. "Your father never trusted me. He thought I was weak. Simple-minded. Do you know that I asked for his blessing before I came to propose?"
This was news to her--not the proposal, of course, but the fact that Amfridus had bothered to go to her father first.
He stepped closer, until he stood within arms reach of Estelyn. "A marriage between our two houses, can you imagine it? The strength and stability that such a union would have supplied? I would have been a good husband to you, Estel." There, again, with that pet name. "A good protector. A good...lover." He began to circle her, like a wolf, looking her up and down. "But of course, your father wouldn't have it. And because of that..." he waved his hand about, gesturing at the Keep itself. "...this. You know, I don't fault your old man for being selfish, wanting to keep you all to himself. I don't fault him for wanting to distance himself, separating your family from the rest of the fold. We live in a world where a man can do as he likes, as long as he has the sway and manpower to do it. But that's where things went wrong. Your father, he overestimated himself, and the strength of his house. And he underestimated me. His real crime was a lack of imagination. When he turned me away, he saw it as the rejection of an unfit suitor, and not as the first splash in a ripple effect that would lead to the destruction of everything he held dear. He's as much responsible for what happened to your family as I am--perhaps more so. And you would do well to remember it."
Now, Estelyn did feel something. Boiling up toward the surface, like a drowned corpse come alive. 
She spat. The glob of saliva arced through the air, landing on Amfridus' cheek.
The Duke didn't flinch. Didn't blink. He'd expected it to happen, just as he'd anticipated her weak attempt to barter with him, using her friendship with Seven as a bargaining chip. Of course he had. He'd made her what she was. Everything she was, everything she'd become, was because of him.
Amfridus grabbed her by the arm, a tight, painful vice encircling her bicep. "You will accompany us, Estelyn. Not because you want it, but because I want it. I'll use you as a bargaining tool. A hostage. With your help, we'll have that slave boy's head. But before that, you will take me to the other Shard, the one you stole from me."
He did not wait for an affirmation. It had not been a question, but a statement. A command.
He released Estelyn, turning his attention to Eswald. "You've done well, bringing my cousin back to the Keep. But I can't ignore the fact that you failed your mission. A dragonknight of Marcleif, fleeing the enemy in spite of your orders. Such behavior cannot go unpunished."
Eswald bowed his head. "Yes, your Grace." He seemed to have expected this.
Several soldiers came forward from one side of the hall. They removed Eswald's armor, piece by piece, until he was down to his underclothes. They led him to the whipping post and slipped the manacles over his wrists, positioning him with his back turned toward Amfridus. One of the soldiers handed the Duke a long whip with barbs on the end.
"Hold the Lady," the Duke said to the soldier. "Make sure she watches this. I want her to see what happens to those who disappoint me."
Of course, Estelyn didn't need to watch in order to understand. She already knew.






  
  One


The sun rose. Sharp sunlight shot across the length of the sweeping valley, so many distant blades of grass glistening like a million knives. 
Looking out at the vista, I leaned against one of the merlons on the battlement wall while I fought to catch my breath. I was still getting used to this--and by this, I didn't just mean the combat training I was being put through. I meant...this. All of this. Freedom. Open space. The ability to go where I wanted, when I wanted. Not having to be locked in a cage every time I laid down to sleep.
I was ashamed to realize I still missed it, actually. At night, I was often tempted to head down to the sleeping quarters. To find the cell that had been designated for me. To slip inside and to shut the door behind me, to feel the safe, comforting click of the door locking behind me.
I wasn't worried about accidentally locking myself up, the reason being that I could summon Prismat with a thought. I'd rarely come across a material the Crystal Blade couldn't slice through. It took a special kind of sword to stand against it, something like the magical, reinforced blades of the Cultists, or a dragonknight's sword, like the one Albrecht had used. I was pretty sure with enough force, and the right technique, I could shatter even those, and with one strike. 
But of course, Calbreia didn't want to teach me anything so 'advanced'. According to her, I was still in need of basic training. Hence the fact that I was leaning against the merlon, gasping and out of breath.
Every morning for the past week had been the same. Calbriea would shake me awake, well before the crack of dawn. She would coerce me into doing calisthenics. Pushups, situps, squats, lunges. Then she would make me run, round and round on the battlements, for hours at a time. Once the sun was up would she allow me a short break. Then, and only then, would we begin combat training.
She didn't even allow me to use my sword, at first. No, I needed to go over the 'basics of the basics', according to her. She showed me how to grapple, how to throw a punch. She taught me footwork. As in, stepping. She would step forward, and I would step back. Then, eventually, she would lunge toward me, and I would be expected to make some kind of evasive maneuver, which Calbreia would judge based on some criteria I didn't always understand. Once we'd done that for a while, and I was sufficiently 'warmed up', we would move on to swordplay.
The swordplay was more exhausting than any other form of training Calbreia liked to put me through. Mostly because it incorporated all of the rest. You had to exert these intense bursts of force, using your upper and lower body, in the way of calisthenics. You had to be quick on your feet. And you had to have lots, and lots, of stamina.
Not long ago, I'd been forced to kill three dragons, and their riders, in order to protect the slaves trapped in the compound. I'd also had to clash swords with a number of Varcovith's followers; not to kill, in that instance, but to disarm and knock unconscious. What I hadn't noticed, at the time, was just how physically taxing combat is. Maybe it was a matter of adrenaline, and inexorable need--I had forged ahead, heedless of the cost to myself, because the stakes had been so great. I simply hadn't had time to take stock of the physical toll.
On the other hand, as Calbreia had explained more than once, I'd been experiencing an influx of divine energy at the time. 
The way she put it, my well of energy had been abnormally vast, and kept full to the brim.
This was no longer the case, as evidenced by my state of exhaustion, the fact that I was out of breath, and the fact that all I wanted to do, right now, was lie down. 
"I think I'm hitting a bit of a wall, here," I said, pushing away from the merlon, the heels of my boots tapping on the battlement walk. "Maybe we should take a break."
"You think our enemies will allow you a break?" said the crystal sword--a piece of Prismat--floating in the air a few paces ahead of me.
Actually it wasn't the sword that was speaking. Though, depending on the light, it sometimes appeared so, even to me. It was Calbreia. Anyone else, when they looked over at us on the battlement, would see me, holding Prismat, standing across from another floating quartzblade. As for what I saw? Calbriea, or at least the ghostly, translucent outline of her. A tall woman with long, luxurious hair, adorned in regal military garb, twinkling here and there with a quartz-like sheen.
"I mean, it seems like they have," I said. It had been two weeks since the battle with Marcleif's dragons and Varcovith's Cultists. A week had passed since the Kaine Company had shown up in force to reclaim their compound. I had managed to scare them away. For now.
"That's why we have to take advantage of this," Calbreia said. "You don't think your enemies are preparing for their next move? So should you."
"Well, maybe this isn't the best use of my time, right now," I said. "Maybe I should help prepare for the trip." 
Calbriea raised one very slanted eyebrow at me. "You really want to get out of this, don't you? There are hundreds of people organizing the supplies. They're doing what they can. And this, what you're doing right now, only you can do. Right now, Marcleif is what I'm worried about. They could attack at any time. And with their dragons, there would only be so much you could do to stop them. But once you get out on the road? It's anyone's game. You have no shortage of enemies, Seven, and they won't hesitate to use your empathy, and your sense of duty, against you. It's why I wish you would let go of the idea that you're going to be able to get all these people out alive."
"I am going to get all of them out alive," I said, firmly. "It's why I'm here. It's why I took up Prismat."
Calbriea took on a fencer's stance, brandishing her quartzblade. "Then you don't get to rest."
I didn't. Not for many more hours. 
By the time we'd finished sparring, and Calbreia said I could rest, I was a mess. My head pounded. Every visible surface of my body was covered by a sheen of sweat. I may have had the powers of a God, and the strength of several men put together, but even I had limits, and Calbreia seemed to be especially good at finding them.
I sat down on the battlement, legs crossed under me, leaning back on my hands. "Please tell me this gets easier."
Calbriea stood over him, hands clasped behind her back, her translucent form winking here and there, like stars. "If it does, that means you're doing it wrong."
Footsteps. Someone was ascending the stairway, stepping out onto the wall.
It was Zetletta. She had been on the expedition crew with me two weeks ago, when I was left to die in the Spore Reaches. I had ceremoniously removed the metal chest plates of a number of the Kaine Company slaves. Hers was the first.
As soon as she saw me, she dropped to her knees, prostrating herself before me.
Kaine Company Workers could be a religious and superstitious bunch. They believed in spirits, and savior gods, and an afterlife they called The Great After. So of course they venerated me. Some even worshiped me. And how strange it was, to see the same people who once bullied and berated me, bowing and uttering my name with reverence and awe. But then, I had manifested divine powers, and killed a bunch of dragons for them. And given some speeches about wanting to be their savior. So perhaps the transition wasn't all that surprising.
Still, I wasn't used to this. And I wasn't sure I wanted it to be this way. I didn't want to be their ruler, their 'God', towering above them. I wanted to be one of them. As it was, I was already being set apart. Exalted.
I didn't like that.
I stood. "Hey, no, don't do that. Please."
Zetletta raised her head. Her dark eyes and tan skin spoke of a land across the sea, a place of sun and sand, far from Alendas. Somewhere where the Darkspore had not yet taken root, but where warring factions still pressed their boot upon the downtrodden, and sold victims of these conflicts into the Kaine Company slavery complex. 
She was an older woman--older than me, anyway, even if I wouldn't describe her as middle aged. She was quiet, for the moment, but her actions were loud enough. The way she spoke to and treated me, it fanned the flames of fanaticism in the group. She had been the first to bow to me in such a way, and others were beginning to follow her example. I'd asked her to stop, but apparently I hadn't been firm enough.
I bent down and took her hand, pulling her to her feet. "No bowing. I'm begging you."
"Very well," she said, meeting my eyes. "Then how will I show obeisance?"
"There's no need."
She seemed a bit skeptical of that. But she bowed her head. "Of course. As you wish."
I had to stop myself from pointing out that she was still technically bowing. It just didn't seem appropriate for me do so, at that point. If people wanted to show deference to me, there was only so much I could do to stop them, short of actively policing their behavior. It was starting to get tricky, navigating this stuff. 
"Did you need something, Zetletta?" I said.
She raised her head. "I have a message. The workers have finished sorting through all the supplies."
It was a lot of work, documenting and categorizing everything, not to mention transporting all of it out of the Kaine Company pantries and vaults. Several days of work. But that work had finally come to an end.
Which meant that we now had to decide just how we were going to put those supplies to use.
It was time.
"Great," I said. "Tell the others it's time for a meeting. Tonight. Tell them to meet me in the office at sunset."
Zetletta bowed her head. "Of course." There was a brief pause, as if she was tempted to add some formal title of address to that sentence. But then she turned and left, descending the stairs which led to the inner grounds of the compound.
"They're going to have to figure out what to call you, one of these days," Calbreia said. "And no, 'Seven' isn't enough. Not for a ruler."
I glared at her. "I'm not their 'ruler'. I just want to help them."
She seemed far from convinced of that. "With power, there is obligation. One day, you'll have to make a hard decision, one that has to be enforced. When that happens, you won't be one of them, anymore. If you ever were. You're a God, Seven. You may not have tapped into your full potential just yet, but that doesn't change the facts. You have a responsibility to uphold the greater good."
I gave her a flippant wave. "We've been over this. First of all, there is no 'greater good'. Not for me. I'm here to protect these people, not to tell them what to do. And yes, that means protecting each and every one of them. If a single one of them falls to Marcleif, or the Cultists, or the Kaines, then I'll have failed in my mission."
Calbreia clicked her tongue. "You're going to regret this mindset. You'll see. This is going to be a very painful lesson for you."
"I'm done talking about this," I said.
Calbreia was pretty overbearing, at times. Arguing with her, especially regarding a fundamental difference of opinion such as this, was a real war of attrition.
Calbreia went silent. She'd disappeared, like she often did when she'd decided her work was done, for now. Which was good, because I didn't want to fight anymore. I'd been fighting for hours already. I wanted to clean myself off and get some rest before the meeting.
That was another thing about being free. Showers. As opposed to, you know, being forcibly stripped down and hosed off with cold water, once every week or so. Now, the water was warm. And I didn't have to be cleaned by someone else. I could clean myself. Alone. 
It was actually kind of nice. 
I descended a stairway which diverted off of the battlement, leading into one of the higher levels of one of the staff buildings. There used to be a keypad lock on the door. Not anymore. I'd used a quartzblade to shear the door clean away. I'd done the same with a number of other locked areas throughout the compound. All the places the workers were supposed to stay out of. Of course, now it all belonged to us.
I slipped through the doorway and into one of the staff offices--an office I'd taken the liberty of requisitioning as my personal living space. I slept on the floor behind the desk at night. During the day, when I had time, I liked to pull out the maps in the desk drawer and study them, with Calbreia's help.
Other than the desk, or the chair, or the framed maps on the walls, the office looked much like any other area of the compound. Every part of this place had the same soulless, manufactured feel to it. The walls, the floors, everything, it was all composed of the same, big, grey bricks, seamlessly fused together, with the tiniest little indentation separating each brick. No furnishings. No books or toys or diverting gadgets. Just grey walls and big folders full of paperwork. 
What a terrible place to work and live. Not that I could find it in myself to feel truly sorry for the Kaine Company staff. Not after so many years of living in a cage.
I crossed the length of the room and ducked through another doorway, leading to a lavatory. It was a small room, with a toilet, a mirror, a washbasin, a towel hanging on a rack, and, off to the side, a square space that was cordoned off by a curtain: the shower.
I shed my clothes. Just before I slipped into the shower, I got a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I was not the same person I'd been two weeks ago. I wasn't wearing a slave's serial numbers on my chest, for one. But there was something different about me. The way I held myself. A certain light in my eyes I couldn't remember seeing before.
Maybe it was because my goals had shifted completely. Life wasn't about keeping my head down and merely surviving for as long as I could--my purview had expanded well beyond that. It wasn't just about me anymore. I wanted to save people. I wanted to use my newfound abilities to stand up to the oppressive powers in this world. I wanted to put the Kaine Company in their place. I wanted to stop the Darkspore--something I never would have considered possible in the 'before' times.
I'd undergone some significant physical changes as well. I was stronger, now. Faster. My reflexes were uncanny, compared to a normal person. And I looked different, too. I didn't know if it was the exercise, or my new diet, or Prismat, or a combination of all three, but I wasn't just a skinny, malnourished-looking kid anymore. I had a full, healthy-looking face. My body was rippling with newfound muscle, everywhere from my neck to my feet. I could have sworn I'd actually grown taller by a few fingerwidths. And then there was the matter of my crystal arm, the one that Prismat had made for me after my second bonding. Prismatic, semi-clear quartz, all the way up past the bicep, just under the shoulder.
When you put it all together, it was getting to the point where I was having a hard time recognizing myself. I felt alien, like a parasitic entity in my own body. Like I didn't belong. Hopefully, someday soon, the feeling would pass.
I closed the shower curtain behind me. I turned a dial on the wall, and warm water shot out of the faucet up on the wall. The water was kept warm by a generator, attached to a hot water tank in an underground chamber. The generator would run out of energy eventually, seeing as the Shard of Prismat had been removed from the charge station, but it hadn't happened yet. I figured I should enjoy this luxury while I could. It's not like you can take a hot shower every night when you're out on the road.
As soon as the water hit me, cascading down my body, chattering against the stone floor of the shower and running down the drain, I could feel the tension being siphoned out of me, driven out like a bodily toxin. I sagged, slumping against the wall, tilting my head so the water could run down my hair and neck.
This was good. I needed a clear head before the meeting. And to, you know, not be sweaty and gross.
It was exciting, really. This meeting represented significant progress in the way of achieving my current goal: reaching Daroven. What I would do once I got there, I wasn't sure. All I knew was that Daroven was the next step, one that had been passed along to me by a being known as the Mother of Memory, who had summoned me when I made contact with the ethereal Filaments. She'd shown me a vision of the Darkspore taking over the entire world, and had implied--as she she couldn't speak directly--that the next course of action was to traverse to that old and ancient city. By studying some of the books and maps around here, I've since learned that the city itself was called Ogridan, and had once been Daroven's capital. I also learned that Daroven itself was thickly encroached with Spore, and that not even the Kaine Company had dared to attempt any expeditions there, despite the promise of ancient and powerful technology waiting to be discovered. But I wasn't going to let that stop me. I would find a way in, and I would use the city defenses, and technologies, to keep my people safe. It was just a question of how.

As I stood there in the shower, thinking all of this over, I became aware of something. A sound. Distinct from the crackly whisper of the rushing water, and the babble of the drain under my feet. A footstep, somewhere on the other side of the curtain. And it was hard to imagine that, were it a friend, they wouldn't have announced themselves already.
I wasn't exactly short on enemies.
I did two things at the same time. The first was that I summoned Prismat, the Crystal Blade. The second was that I yanked the shower curtain aside to confront the intruder.
A girl. About my height. She wore leather rags, torn and shredded in various places, like her midriff and one of her thighs. She had a curved sword, sheathed across her back. Her hair was parted in the middle, with one half of her bangs tucked behind her ear, and the other half dangling loose, making a tangled curtain for one side of her face. Only one of her eyes was visible. A purple iris, glowing faintly, regarding me with a predatory gaze.
She folded her arms, giving me an appreciative once-over. "Someone's been working out, I see."
"Dexa."
I hadn't bothered to turn off the water. It was still spraying out, splashing against my back as I stood at the edge of the shower. Maybe it was better this way. The water would help to mask the sound of our conversation, keep the others out of this. Dexa was a proficient killer. I had a feeling I could stop her if she went after one of my people, but I didn't feel like testing the theory. 
"I put guards next to the canal," I said. "But I guess you must have found another way in."
"Oh no, I came in through the canal. Didn't hurt anyone, though. Not this time. I figured it might put a damper on our relationship." She looked me up and down again, pointedly. "Nice sword, by the way."
"...thanks?" I was holding Prismat over my crotch, like a shield. "To be honest, I wasn't sure I was ever going to see you again."

"Don't be silly. You're not going to get rid of me so easily." She took a step toward me, clearly getting some satisfaction out of how uneasy I was. "Besides, I have some news I think you'll want to hear."
"You hear a lot of things, do you, slumming around in those woods?"
She put her hands on her hips. "Is that what you think? You think Varcovith's followers just hang out in the forest and ambush random passersby for the hell of it? You don't think we're organized? That we don't have bases of operation, lines of communication? Spies?"
I would have shrugged, but I was too focused on keeping my crotch covered, and being as nonchalant as possible while doing it.
She clucked her tongue. "You underestimate your opponents. That will not do." 
"Yeah," I said. "I suppose you're right." 
"What do you know about Marcleif?" Dexa said. "Besides the dragons." Her tongue lingered on the word 'dragon', her eyes briefly dropping down to where I held Prismat.
"Very little," I said. "I know it's located to the north, bordering the ocean. I know they have a monarchic system of government."
"So, what you know comes from books and maps, then. Well, we have men on the inside. The 'monarchy' is on shaky ground. King Friedhelm isn't as popular as he used to be with the nobles. His greatest ally, Terric Ademar, was set up by his peers. The king had no choice but to let him be captured and executed. His nephew, Duke Amfridus, has taken up residence in his keep. Ademar had one of those shiny Shards that everyone seems to want so badly. Amfridus wants them, too. All of them. He's the one who sent the dragons to the compound. He's got his eye on you, by the way. He wants to finish the job."
"I figured as much."
She took another step toward me. The wolfish expression on her face fell away, replaced by something akin to concern. "Ademar's daughter is with them. They think you have a soft spot for her. They want to use her against you."
At that point, I came very close to losing my poise. "Estelyn, you mean? She's Ademar's daughter!?"
Something came and went on Dexa's face. Jealousy, maybe. "Isn't that what I said?"
"I know, I just...it explains so much. She's going after the Shards because she doesn't want her father's killer to have them. This Amfridus guy, he killed her whole family."
"Her motives are irrelevant." Dexa had recovered, and was back to eying me with a hungry look. "If she gets what she wants, you'll die. You've bonded yourself to the sword, haven't you? Without it, you'll fall apart, and I doubt it would take long."
She was probably right about that. Calbreia had never specifically said as much, but she had told me I would be better off not giving up the sword in the future, the way I had in the tunnel two weeks ago. I'd done it to save Estelyn's life, and she had given back the sword--and the Shard--in return. But apparently the Viscount's daughter saw her debt as having been repaid, and had no qualms about coming after the sword again, with backup this time.
"You need to let go of her," Dexa said, speaking so quietly that I almost couldn't hear her voice over the noise of the rushing water behind me. "When the Duke tries to use Estelyn against you, you're going to have to let her die."
"No." I didn't have to think about it. It was just something I believed. The voice of my conscience, speaking through me. "She's my friend."
"As if you have a--" Dexa broke off, cocking her head, listening.
I heard it, too. Footsteps, out in the office, swiftly approaching. The door to the lavatory was open, cracked wide, and from the sound of those footsteps, it was too late to shut and lock the door.
I dismissed Prismat, grabbed Dexa by the arm, pulled her into the shower, and yanked the curtain shut.
The door creaked as it was pushed open. "Forgive me, Seven, for not having a fresh set of clothes ready for your afternoon shower. I've brought them, now. Shall I leave them just inside the door?"
It was Zetletta, of course.
"That's fine," I said. I was holding Dexa with her back against the wall of the shower, my fingers and palm braced against her neck. It was the only way I could think to keep her from trying to pull anything. "Thank you."
There was a pause, as if Zetletta, after setting down the clothes, was wondering if perhaps she should say anything more. Then, mercifully, the door closed, and her footsteps echoed as she made her across the office and away.
"If I didn't know better," Dexa said. "I'd say I'm not the only interested woman in your life." Water streamed down her front, matted her hair against her face. She was grinning, and her one visible eye was very full and very dark, with only a thin rim of luminous purple.
"It's not like that," I hissed. I was pretty sure it wasn't. Not just because I didn't see Zetletta that way, but because I was too busy for that sort of thing, right now. I had a lot going on.
Speaking of that, Dexa was starting to squirm a bit, trying to get free, even if she seemed to be relishing the fact that she couldn't quite do it. I'd been pinning her to the wall without having to give it much effort or thought.
Her eyes met mine, and she licked her lips. "As much as I'm enjoying this, I think we both know I should be on my way."
"Not yet." Luckily, I wasn't completely naked. In the interim, as I was pulling her into the shower, I managed to summon up a crystal...covering. Call it quartz underpants, if you like. It was far from comfortable, but it helped me to feel a bit more secure about the situation. "Why are you doing this, Dexa? And how do I know this isn't some kind of trick?"
"Why would it be a trick?" Dexa said. "I made a promise, remember? I'm not going to let anything happen to you. We have a future together. It's just a matter of when. I would do anything to protect you, Seven."
I was pretty sure I believed that. It was more than possible that Dexa might do something to hurt me, but I didn't think she would do it on purpose. Could I trust her? No. But she did have a consistent, predictable pattern of behavior, from what I could see.
"Fine," I said. "But I still can't let you go just yet. I need you to make another promise to me."

"And if I don't agree?"
"Then you're my prisoner."
"Mmmm," she said, biting her lip. "Tempting offer, but I think I'll take the promise."
"Don't kill Estelyn," I said. "Leave her alone. I'll figure out how to deal with her on my own."

Her eye narrowed at me. "Really? Like you did in the tunnel? You think it's going to turn out the same way this next time around? You're quite the risk-taker."

"No. Not quite."
"Then what?"
"Leave that to me. Just...promise me."
She put a hand over her heart. "I solemnly swear to leave that bitch--"
"Don't call her that."
"--ahem, Estelyn. I, a girl in your life that's working so hard to keep you alive, promise not to harm the one person who's mostly likely to kill you in cold blood. Estelyn. There."
"Good."
I pulled my hand back, releasing her. I was glad to see I hadn't left any bruising on her neck. My intention had not been to hurt her. She didn't deserve it, not after everything she'd done for me.
She took a step forward, standing under the water with me, squinting against the spray. She leaned toward me, lips parting subtly.
I put a hand on her shoulder. "Dexa, the only reason I promised to marry you was to save my own life. We've been over this. I'm not interested."
"Sure you aren't," she said, gazing at my lips, eyes half-lidded.
"I'm serious."
"We'll see."
"No, not 'we'll see'. I want you to know, I'm not trying to lead you on."
"Don't worry," she whispered, her lips almost touching mine. "You're not."
I put more pressure on her shoulder, pushing her back again. "It's not gonna happen."
"Mhmm," she said, grinning. "Whatever you say."
Then she tore away, slipping out of the shower, around the curtain. 
By the time I grabbed the curtain and pulled it aside, she was gone.






  
  Two


Iconsidered chasing after Dexa. But then I thought about how fast and stealthy she could be. And then I looked down at my nearly-naked body. And I changed my mind. 
Dexa wouldn't be captured if she didn't want to be. I'd see her again when she had more useful, life-saving information for me. Hopefully.
I shut off the water and got out of the shower. I dismissed the layer of quartz I'd been using to cover myself. I dried myself off, making sure not to snag and tear the towel on the rough edges of my crystal arm. I picked up the clothes Zetletta had left in the room. They weren't elaborate or fancy, which was just fine with me. Linen undershorts, a wool shirt, and a pair of wool trousers. I pulled the drawstrings at the front of the trousers tight, and ran a hand through my wet, messy, ear-length hair. I left the lavatory, sat down on the chair behind the desk, and started putting on my boots.
As I started tying up the laces on the first boot, the air shimmered, and Calbreia's form eased into existence, impressing itself upon the area in front of the desk.
She crossed her arms. "I see we had a visitor."
"I assume you heard the whole thing," I said, still focusing on looping the laces around the steel grommets on my boot.
"Most of it. I decided to keep my distance. It seemed improper to intrude."
"Especially considering you're my m--" I broke off, suddenly awkward. "Mentor." Saved it.
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Calbreia's jaw tense. But she didn't say anything.
Two weeks ago, she had confessed to being my mother. And that was the very last time either of us had addressed the fact. The truth was always there, unspoken, looming, like a shadow on the wall.
"You're doing a good job with her," Calbreia said, not quite meeting my gaze. "Manipulating her."
"I am not manipulating her," I said, tightening and tying the lace on the first boot and moving on to the second. "She's the one who came to me with the information. I didn't think it was necessary to turn her away. She's not my enemy. It's more complicated than that."
"Still, you should probably throw her a bone every once in a while. She'll go to further lengths if she's convinced there's something in it for her."
"I'm not going to do that."
“Then you risk losing her as an informant,” Calbreia said.
“She’s my informant because she feels an attraction to me," I said, tying off the laces on my second boot. “She thinks I'm a good person. And good people don’t lie to their friends.”
“Oh, so she’s your friend now?”
“Why not? She likes me. She's saved my life over and over again. I think that sounds like a friend to me."
Calbreia leaned forward as if to brace her palms against the desktop—then seemed to remember that she couldn’t technically do that, being incorporeal and all.
“She’s crazy, Seven. She’s bad news, and there’s nothing you can do about that. You can’t fix her. She’s completely deluded, and by going along with this—by keeping her in your life—you are encouraging those delusions. So don’t tell me you’re her friend. A real friend wouldn’t do this to her. Don't pretend you're innocent in all of this.”
Okay, she may actually have a point there.
“As for this business with Estelyn,” Calbreia continued, as if the first matter was already settled, “I’m afraid your informant is correct. She may be psychotic, but she knows a thing or two about warfare that it seems you still need to learn. Wars are complicated. Allies, enemies, friends, foes—these are fluid concepts. They can change in a blink. Estelyn might be your 'friend', but she's still your enemy. If it were possible, you’d be better off having her assassinated now, before she can do any further harm.”
“Maybe,” I said. There was something nagging at me. Something that had been bothering me since Dexa had first told me what Estelyn was up to. “But I’m not sure I’m convinced. According to Dexa, she’s working with that Duke—what’s his name?”
“Amfridus." Calbreia winced, as if she didn't like the way the Duke's name tasted on her tongue.
“Right. Amfridus Beckete. But he was the one who killed her entire family, right?”
“Her father, at least. He probably slaughtered half the people she knows right in front of her. He sacked her family’s keep and kept it for himself.”
“So what is she doing working with someone like that?”
“Oh, please,” Calbreia said. “She sold herself into slavery just so that she could have a chance at stealing one of the Shards. What is she not capable of?”
“Right,” I said. “But see, the reason that she wants the Shards is to get back at the Duke. He’s the one who went after them in the first place. The only reason she ever wanted Prismat was to have a chance at avenging the death of her father."
"So?"
"So she’s not actually loyal to Amfridus. She’s just using him to get what she wants.”
“You mean, the way that she used you?"
She wasn't going to let this go. She was going to be relentless about this. I could already tell. 
I sat back down. I opened one of the desk drawers, pulled out a map of the continent of Alendas, and rolled it open on the desktop.
"So that's it?" Calbreia said. "You're just going to ignore this?"
I placed books on the corners of the map, keeping it flat. “All I'm saying is, for all we know, she might still be an asset to us. We're just going to have to wait and see. Remember, it's just me against an entire house of Marcleif, and all their dragons. I need to take all the help I can get."
Calbreia snapped her fingers, trying to draw my attention away from the map. “Hey. Do you have any idea who I am? What I am? I could tell you the exact number of years I've been alive, but I still don’t think you would be able to comprehend it. You're too young. You’ve been alive...what? Twenty years? I’ve been around for multiple millennia. I’ve traversed the vast expanse between this universe’s stars. I’ve seen many suns and many worlds. And if you would just listen to me and do exactly as I say, I could guarantee you victory. But you won’t. And I find that highly aggravating. Do you realize how insane it is to ignore my advice?”
"I'm not ignoring you--"
She held up a hand. "She doesn't want to help you, Seven. She wants the Shards. And if she gets them, we're dead. All of us. So when the time comes, you can't afford to give her the benefit of the doubt. Do you understand?"
Well, my headache was back.
Before I could respond, there was a knock at the door to the office. Zetletta poked her head in. "Are you ready, Seven?"
"Yes," I said, looking past Calbriea, pointedly ignoring her. "I'm ready." 
Ready as I was ever going to be.
It was no easy task, managing over several hundred workers and keeping them organized. The Kaine Company had needed hundreds of guards and overseers to do it. 
So far, I'd appointed four. Overseers, that is. Each one had their own specific set of responsibilities, and the authority to assign workers to various tasks throughout the compound. 
Zetletta, for example, was in charge of general maintenance, distribution of rations, and caretaking, when necessary. 
Waylend--a surprisingly large, muscular man who had been a member of the more successful expedition teams, and supposedly performed mercenary work before being sold to the Kaines--was in charge of security and keeping the peace. 
Roswen, an older, white-haired and rather serious man, was in charge of big, large-scale work assignments, such as moving all of the provisions out of the vaults and organizing the supplies. 
And then there was Miren; a middle-aged woman with a penchant for numbers. She was in charge of inventory, keeping track of distribution, and so on. Basically, she was our accountant.
Right now, all four of them were standing on the other side of the desk, watching me expectantly. 
And then, of course, there was Calbreia, standing at one end of the desk, eyeing me judgmentally. But I was doing my very best to ignore her, at the moment.
I stood up. "I just want to take a moment to thank all of you for the work you've been doing. You've trusted me, and put your faith in me, and I'm very grateful for that."
"This is
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